JAMESAXLER
HELLBOUND FURY

And Time, amaniac scattering dust,
And Life, aFury dinging Hame
-Tennyson

The Road to Outlands-
From Secret Government Filesto the Future

Almost two hundred years after the globa holocaugt,
Kane, aformer Magigirate of Cobatville, often thought
the world had been lucky to survive at dl after anuclear
device detonated in the Russian embassy in Washington,
D.C. The aftermath-forever known as skydark-
reshaped continents and turned civilization into ashes.
Nearly depopulated, America became the Degthlands-
poisoned by radiation, home to chaos and mutated life
forms. Feudal rule reappeared in the form of baronies,
while remote outposts clung to abrutish existence.

What eventualy helped shape this wasteland were the
redoubts, the secret preholocaust military ingallations
with stores of weapons, and the home of gateways, the
locationa matter-transfer facilities. Some of the redoubts
hid cluesthat had once fed wild theories of government
cover-upsand dien vigtations.

Rearmed from redoubt stockpiles, the barons consoli-
dated their power and reclaimed technology for Itle
villes. Their power, supported by someinvisible authority,
extended beyond their fortified walsto what was now
called the Outlands. It was here that the rootstock of
humanity survived, IMng with hellzones and chemicd
storms, hounded by Magistrates.

Inthe villes, rigid laws were enforced-to atone for the
sins of the past and prepare the way for a better future.
That was the barons public credo and their right-to-rule.
Kane, aong with friend and fellow Magidtrate Grant,
had upheld that claim until afateful Outlands exped-
ition. A displaced piece of technology...aquestionto a
keeper of the archives...avague clue about dien mas-
ters-and their world shifted radically. Suddenly, Brigid
Baptiste, the archivigt, faced summary execution, and
Grant aquick termination. For Kane there was forgive-
nessif he pledged his unquestioning alegiance to Baron
Cobalt and his unknown masters and abandoned his
friends

But that allegiance would make him support amysteri-



ous and dien power and deny loydty and friends. Then
what else wasthere?

Kane had been brought up solely to servetheviDe.
Brigid'sonly link with her family was her mother's red-
gold hair, green eyes and supple form. Grant's cluesto
his lineage were his ebony skin and powerful physique.
But Domi, she of thewhite hair, was an Outlander
pressed into sexud servitude in Cobdtvllle. Sheat least
knew her roots and was areminder to the exiles that
the outcasts belonged in the human family.

Parents, friends, community-the very rootednessd
humanity was denied. WIth no continuity, there was no
forward momentum to the future. And that was ~
crux-when Kane began to wonder if there was afuitlft.
For Kane, It wouldn't do. So the only way was out-
way, way out.

After their escape, they found shelter at the forgotten
Cerberus redoubt headed by Lakesh, ascientis,
Cobaltvllle's head archM <, and secret opponent of ~
barons.

With their past turned into alie, their future threet-
ened, only onething was |eft to give meaning to ~
outcasts. The hunger for freedom, thewill to resst

the hostile influences. And perhaps, by opposing,

end them.

Chapter 1

Thefirgt thing Kane heard upon returning to the gal-
lery benegth the tower was awoman weeping pite-
oudy. Thegirl Tra sat on one of the paving stones
at therim of the depression, huddled in alittle ball

of grief, hugging hersalf, rocking back and forth. To
his surprise, Brigid sat beside her, patting her back,
gpesking to her soothingly in her own language. They
were alone, the bodies of Gyatso and the daiatriplet
nowherein Sght.

"What's with Zakat's bitch, Baptiste?' he de-
manded. "Shelll have moreto cry about once she
hears about where he ended up.”

Brigid glanced at him reproachfully. " She knows
aready, somehow. Shefdt thelink she shared with
him disappear.”

"Good. | wasn't sureif the son of abitch was dead
or not."

"What about you?' she asked.

He rubbed the back of hisneck. "Just don't ask

me to stand on my heead for the next couple of days."
Brigid got to her feet, ahand on Trai's shoulder.



"She'sjust achild, not redly to blame. Shewasa
servant in the monastery and the monks, particularly
the high lama, treated her badly. Zakat seduced her
with kindness-and probably his ps-ahilities.”

Kane shrugged disnterestedly. "Where's Bam?"
"Attending to the body of hisson.”

"Hisson?' Kane echoed, startled.

"Thetripletsare his children, born of ahuman
woman nearly four hundred years ago. Like he said,
they arethelast of their particular breed.”

Kane shook his head and covered hiseyesfor a
moment. Hetried to loathe Balam again, even tried
to pity him, but he could find neither emotion within
him.

"Kane"

At the hoarse whisper, he dropped his hand and
saw Baam, flanked by the drooling twins, stepping
into the depression. "Y ou recovered the facets of the
Trapezohedron. ',

Baam wasn't asking, he was stating. Kanere-
moved them from his pocket and held them ouit.
Baam made no indication he even uoticed. Hein-
clined his head toward the ebony cube laced within
Lam'sfingers

"Takeit and go."

Kane's blood ran cold and hisflesh prickled. "And
end up like Gyatso? Offltand, Balam, | can think of
ahundred easier waysto check out.”

"The new human was responsiblefor hisfate. The
energy he directed into the stone was strong, but it
was of an incompatible frequency. It was deflected,
turned inward, and it destroyed him. Take the Trap-
ezohedron, Kane."

Helooked into the face of Lam, eyesclosed again
in placid contemplation. He stepped into the depres-
son.

"Kane!" Brigid spokewarningly, fearfully.

"What if-" She bit off therest of her question.

"If the'what if happens, you know what to do,"
hereplied.

He heard the overhung firing bolt on her Uz being
drawn back, and he threw Balam acold, ironic smile.
It wasn't returned.

Reaching out, he touched the black rock in Lam's
hands, feding his pulse pound with fear. He tugged
gently, experimentdly. The Trapezohedron came
away eadly. Without resstance it nestled in Kan€e's
hands.

Almost as soon asit did, theflesh on Lam'sface
and limbs dried, browned and withered. His eyes col-
lapsed into their sockets and his body fell, hisrobe



belling up briefly as he joined the Skeletd remains
around the dtar.

Kanefroze, the hair lifting from hisscap, hismind
filling with primal, namelessterror. He gaped wild-
eyed & Baam.

"Hisvigil iscomplete. Y ours begins”

Kane despised the tremor in his hands and voice.
"My vigil for what?"

"Tofind away for your peopleto survive, asmine
did."

Kane swallowed with painful effort. Histhroat felt
asif it werelined with sandpaper. "Theonly way is
to displace the barons, you know that."
Baamnodded.

"What do you want in return?"

"Nothing in return. | have returned to the old, old
ways of our forebears when we passed on truth rather
than burning it."

"But you did bumit, " Brigid said accusingly.

"To preserve oursaves,” Baam replied. "A sac-
rifice made for an gppointed period of time. That time
isover. Our blood prevails.”

Kane shook hishead in frugtration. "I don't- Are
you betraying the barons, blood of your blood?”
"They are blood of your blood, too, Kane. | no
more betray them than you do."

" A gtate of war will exist between our two cultures
again,” Brigid pointed out. "Rivers of that mixed
blood will be spilled.”

"If that isthe road chosen,” Balam said faintly,
“then that isthe road chosen. Blood islike ariver.
It flows through tributaries, channels, streams, re-
freshing and purifying itsdf during itsjourney. But
sometimesit freezes, and no longer flows. A glacier
forms, containing detritus, impurities. The glacier
must be didodged to dlow the purifying journey to
begin anew.”

"And what of you?' Brigid asked quietly. "What
will you do?'

Bdam stood, swaying dightly, his huge fathomless
and passionless eyes fixed on them. Then heflung up
onelong, thin arm in an unmistakable gesture, point-
ing to the entrance to the gdlery. "I will do nothing,
and you must do what you can. Go."

Then he turned and walked away, trailed by his
ons.

For an ingtant, Kane grappled with the desireto go
after him, but he knew there was no reason and no
point to it. Taking him back to Cerberus served no
purpose. What Baam actualy was Kane could not
know, but a strange, aching sadness came over him



as he watched him dtride gracefully away.

Hedidn't know why hefdt such avacuum within
him, then he redlized he was reacting to an absence
of hate.

Kane turned toward Brigid, and she saw the con-
fusion, the uncertainty in hiseyes. "Now what do
wedo?'

Brigid looked from Kaneto Tra and to the black
stone nestled between his hands. * 'We wait for to-
morrow."

Kane shot her aglance, anirritation borne of

gress, pain and exhaugtion glittering in hisgray-blue
eyes. "It'stonight I'm worried about, not tomorrow.
It'sfull dark outside the caverns, and the temperature
will bewell below freezing."

Brigid nodded thoughtfully, then ran ahand

through her tangled, red-gold mane. She cast afurtive
look toward the retreating backs of Baam and his
twin sons. "'l don't want to be the oneto ask if Balam
can put us up for the night. Do you?"

Eyeing the skeletons scattered in the depresson on
the floor, Kane repressed ashiver. "No, | don't. We
can try to make our way back to the entrance and
make camp there until dawn-and hope our horses
haven't frozen to death.”

Hetook along, last look around the ova gallery
whosewalls, floor and ceiling seemed coated by a
lacquer of amethy4, reflecting the light cast by
flames dancing in a huge bow! brazier. He shoved
the black stoneinto his coat pocket, ran ahand
through his dark hair and announced, "Let'sgo."
Brigid gestured to Trai, spoke aword to her and

the three of them |eft the chamber by the way they
had entered it, ascending the flight of smdl rock steps
to anarrow corridor. The passageway curved past a
pair of power generators. Twelve feet tdl, they re-
sembled two solid black cubes, adightly smaller one
placed atop the larger. The top cube rotated Sowly.
producing amurmuring drone and the odor of ozone. |
Although Kane and Brigid had seen smilar genera-
torstwicein the past, they ill had no ideaof their
operating principles or the form of energy they prO-
duced.

The three people emerged from the base of a stone
tower that formed the hub of awhed, the city of
Agartharadiating out around it. All the squat, win-,
dowless buildings were of black basalt, quarried from
thewalls of the cavern itsdf.

From the high, arched roof spilled aghostly blue
luminescence, tiled asit was with square light panels.
The outskirts of the settlement doped gently upward



toward abroad shelf of stone forming anatura door-
dep to atunnd.

Yd, the Dob-Dob soldier from the Traslunpo
monastery till sat at the base of the boulder where
Kane'sfists and feet had battered him. He hung his,
shaven head despondently, making no effort to wipe
away the blood dripping from hisflattened nose. It,
mixed with the froth flecking hislooselips.

"Tdl him Zakat isdead,” Kane said to Brigid.

"Ask himif hewantsto stay or to go."

Brigid repested Kaneswordsin the Tibetan's lan-
guage, but he made no response. Trai spoketo him
sharply, and the man dowly lifted his head. Hiseyes
were wide and showed no recognition of the girl. His
teeth gleamed in agrilnace of pain behind hiswrith-
ing lips, and alow moan bubbled up histhroat. He
poked at the gravel-strewed ground with the point of
akhanjarli dagger.

Kane'sflesh prickled with horror at the madness
glittering in the Dob-Dob's eyes. The man's reason
was broken, shattered into a thousand pieces that
could never be put together again. He reached out
and took the mini-Uzi from Brigid. Hisown sidearm,
his Sin Eater, had been damaged in hisbrief struggle
withYd.

"Tdl himto drop the knife," Kane whispered
tensdly, resting hisfinger on the trigger of the sub-
gun.

Brigid snapped out afew words, but Yd' sonly
response was a high-pitched tittering. His madness-
clouded mind didn't alow him to recognize the Uzi
asaweapon-or if hedid, he smply didn't care.
"Let'smove away dow," Kane said to Brigid

from the side of his mouth, taking a careful backstep.
At hismotion, Ya gaveasobbing cry. He

launched himsdlf to hisfeet, the double-curved thorn
of ged glittering in hisright hand. Hiseyesrolled
back in his head, displaying only thewhitesashe
rushed toward Kane, the dagger held high.

Kane quickly stroked the trigger of the autoblaster.
The staccato drumming of the 3-round burst sounded
obscenely loud in the cavern, the echoesrolling and
rebounding.

Yad catapulted backward from the triple center
punch to his chest. Robe flapping, he crashed to the
ground, the dagger blade chiming on the rock. Trai
shrank against Brigid, too shocked by Yd' s behavior
and his swift execution even to scream.

Inalow, quavering tone, Brigid said, "Thiswas

al too much for him. The mentd link with Zakat

was probably the only thing that kept him from fus-



ing out long before.™

Kane only nodded, sllently agreeing with Bap-

tiste's assessment. Either through the Russian'sown
psionic abilities or with them enhanced by thetwo
facets of the black stonein his possession, Zakat had
achieved some kind of mentad link with hisfollowers.
When it was broken, sowas Ya'smind. Reared in
aland bound by the ancient traditions of Agartha, the
holy abode of the eight immortals, when Yad redized
he had followed a path of blood and greed to reach
it, hewas overwhelmed by guilt and horror. Kane
felt no particular sympathy for him. Brigid had told
him Dob-Dabs, the soldiers of the monasteries, were
recruited from the ranks of convicted Tibetan crimi-
nds.

Bending over the man's body, Kane searched his
robes and found a bulky hand torch with a box-
battery attached to it. He guessed it was of Russian
manufacture,

"Weve certainly brought more than our share of
death and bloodshed to the sanctuary of Balam' s people,”
Brigid murmured.

Kane threw her aswift, hard-eyed glare. "What'sis
that old phrase Lakesh uses-quid pro quo? Baam's
people cameto within ahair of exterminating our
people. I'm not going to fed ashamed over thislittle
bit of payback."

Despite his harsh words and tone, Kane did fedl
shame. Judging by the knowing light in Brigid'sem-
erad eyes, shefdt it, too.

Henodded to Trai “Ask her if there are more
Dob-Dobswaiting outsde the cavern.”

Brigid trandated the question, receiving asad head
shakein response.

Kanetook point as dways, the white rod of the
flashlight piercing the gloom. The three facets of the
black stonein his coat pockets seemed to weigh very
little, but he was acutely aware of their burdensome
presence al the same.

He till had no clear idea of the nature of the

stones, and he wasn't sure if he could comprehend it,
if onewas offered to him. According to Balam, they
were pieces of an inestimably ancient artifact pre- |
dating humanity'srule of Earth. The existence of the
black stone had been hinted at through al the ages
of man, whispered about since the dawn of recorded
history to the near-annihilation of the speciesin the
nukecaust nearly two centuries before.

The stone had been known by many names, by
many peoples of civilizations both primitive and ad-
vanced-Lucifer's Stone, the kala, the Kaalba, the



Chintamani Stone, the Shining Trapezohedron. Al-
ways it had been associated with the concept of akey
that unlocked either the door to enlightenment or
madness. It had served as the centerpiece, the spiri-
tual focal point of Baam' s people, even after it had
been fragmented and the facets scattered from one
end of the Earth to the other. He claimed that through
it, they glimpsed dl possble futuresto which their
activitiesmight leed.

But the black stone was far more than acdculating
device that extrapolated outcomes from actions.
Bdam had said, "It bringsinto existence those out-
comes.”

He had referred to the stone as achannel to "si-
dered space,” where many tangentia points of re-
ality lay adjacent to one another, the pardld case-
ments of the universe. Hehad dso caled it a
something else, adoorway to "lost Earth,”" and the
memory of those two words till sent achill down
Kane's spine. He found it amost impossible to grasp-
the concept of amultitude of realities coexisting with
his own. He couldn't wrap the fingers of hismind
around it. The notion turned to smoke and drifted ,;
avay.

It took agreat menta effort not to replay the vison
he had glimpsed upon first touching the primary facet
of the black stone. He had seen himself dyingon a
street. He watched himsalf sprawled across a cobble-
stoned guitter, and the cadaverous Colond C. W.
Thrush nudged his body with abooted foot.

Even after that demondtration or vison, he il

didn't understand what Balam had meant by a"lost
Eath.”

Neither had Grigori Zakat, but that ignorance

hadn't prevented him from embarking on aquest to
recover al the pieces of the stone, following a path
so many others had trod before him. Hislife was
dedicated to the accruing of personal power, accord-
ing to an esoteric religious tenet he practiced.

The Russian assumed if there were people of great
power, then it stood to reason there were objects of
equally great power, perhapsfar older than humanity
itself, swirling with forces that defied any attemptsto
messure or evauate them.

Zakat's dreams now lay entombed with himin the
eternal darkness of a subterranean abyss, deep be-
nesth the mountains at the border of Tibet and China
Kane couldn't help but wonder if the fragments of
stone that so obsessed Zakat should join him there.
They continued on through the tunnel, the crunch

of their feet on gravel sending up asteady echo. The



passageway opened into awide cavern, acity of sta-
lactites and stalagmites, and rock arches and fonna-
tions

Kane led the way through it, past the Signpost that
Baam'sfolk had erected ages before-an erect-
standing statue, about fifteen feet tall. It depicted a
humanoid cresture with adender build draped in
robes. The features were sharply defined, the domed
head disproportionately large and hairless. The eyes
were huge, danted and fathomless. One six-fingered
hand pointed toward the shadow-shrouded end of the
cavern from which they had just emerged.

The three people continued dong thetrail to the
bank of the underground river, more of a stream at
the point where Kane and Brigid had |eft the boat.
The craft was made of yak-hide and wood, and they
carefully climbed into it, not wanting to rupture the
ancient seams.

Kane relegated the task of poling the boat against
the current to Trai. He felt more than justified be-
cause of the various aches and painsthe girl'sformer
measter had inflicted on him only ashort while ago.
Besides, shewas sturdily built and very strong.

It was hard, laborious work, and Trai grunted and
gasped with the exertion. The stream widened into a
seventy-foot-wide waterway, and Brigid directed Tra
to pole toward the opposite bank, where she and
Kane had firg launched the boat. The girl'sarms
trembled and sweat glistened on her face, despite the
dank, chilly air.

After they beached the boat, Kane allowed Trai to
rest afew minutes before they moved on again
through the tunnels. None of them spoke much. Trai
remained slent except for afew sniffles, in mourning
over the death of Zakat.

Kane didn't voice hisown worriesto Brigid. He
feared that if the horsesthey'd lft in the valley wan-
dered away, the return trek to the Trasilunpo mon-
agtery and the mat-trans gateway there might be too
rugged to make on foot. The arduous journey from
the Byang- Thang plateau on horseback had required
afull day, from sunriseto sunset. Their supply of
concentrated foodstuffs and water had been in a pack,
which Balam had dropped before entering the so-
cdled kingdom of Agartha. He prayed it would till
bethere.

Thetunnd becamelittle more than acurving

ledge, with arock wal on one side and yawning,
impenetrable blackness on the other. It inclined. and
the three people inched their way dong it, flattening
themsdves againgt thewadll.



Findly, the ledge stopped danting upward. wid-
ened and leveled out. They made their way through
the passageway to anatura foyer, and the beam of
the flashlight illuminated the tiny steps carved out of
rock that led to the mouth of the entrance tunndl,
about ten feet over their heads. Pursued by Zakat and
his party through the tunndl, Kane and Brigid had
suffered bruising fals because they hadn't known the
crude stairway wasthere.

Kane handed her the flashlight. " Stay here with.

her. I'll make arecce.”

He quickly scaed the steps, wincing as flares of
painignited alover hisbody. The spill held taken
and the brutal hand-to-hand fight with Zakat made
hislimbsfed asif they were sewn together with
barbed wire.

On hands and knees, he crawled down the tunndl,
heading toward the indigtinct glimmer of light at its
nether end. Pushing aside clumps of dry grass, he
climbed out of the cleft in the base of the mountain,
grateful of thefresh air, ascold asit was. Standing
at hisfull sx-foot-one-inch height, he Sretched in
relief and surveyed the area. Thefrosty stars shining
above snow-gilded peaks cast the box canyon into a
dark vistaof shadow and light. After hours of sllently
auffering the claustrophobic fear of being buried
dive, heimmediately felt better looking up at the
open sky.

Bulwarks of granite stood like huge tombstones all
around, providing something of abresk fromtheicy
gusts of wind that howled down from the mountain
passes. He sighed with relief when he saw the pack
gtill lying where Baam had dropped it, but he saw
no sign of the ponies, either the oneshe and Brigid
had ridden or those belonging to Zakat and his party.
Onimpulse, hewhigtled and an answering whinny
floated from behind the upstanding dabs of stone.
All of the horseswerethere, grazing on the

scrubby grass and chewing the stems of underbrush.
The sguat, sturdy bodies of the five animalswere
covered by pelts of shaggy fur. Kane figured they
would have no trouble withstanding the low temper-
aturesfor therest of the night if they remained behind
the windbreak. Consulting hiswrist chron, he saw
with adight start of surprisethat it was only afew
hours shy of dawn. His sojourn in the underground
gdleries of Agartha had seemed to comprise alife-
timeand ahdlf.

He hobbled the ponies as best he could with their
reins, then returned to the tunnel with the pack of
provisons. Carefully climbing backward down the



stepstoo small for normal human feet, he announced,
"The horses are till there, so come daybreak weride
ingtead of walk."

Brigid trandated hiswords for the benefit of Tral,
and the girl ducked her head in relieved gratification.
Kane distributed the sl f-hest ration packages and
bottles of distilled water. They were a poor subgtitute
for amedl, particularly after what al of them had
experienced. But nobody dared complain, even
though Brigid had to show Tra how to work the sdlf-
hest tabs on the rations.

Chewing amouthful of chicken alaking that had

the flavor and consstency of paste, Kane said. "By
thistime tomorrow, well be back in Cerberus. La-
kesh will have his precious rocks, but he probably
won't feel they were much of atrade for Baam.”
Brigid shook her head impatiently. "Welearned
more about Balam and the Archonsin the past three
days than Lakesh found out in three years. He won't
criticize usfor leaving Baam here. We dways know
whereto find him again.”

Kane grunted. "Y eah, well, | never intend to come
back here." He paused to wash down amouthful of
food with aswig of water and asked, "How much

of what we learned do you think we can actually
bdieve?'

Brigid shrugged. "The multiverse hypothesisis

very old. You and | aready experienced something
closeto an dternate redity when we went down the
Omega Path. Remember?’

Kane amiled wryly. "1 might not have aeidetic
memory like you, Baptiste, but I'm not likely to for-
get that. But even you have to admit the idea of d-
ternate reditiesisn't an easy oneto accept.”

She shrugged. "Maybe thereis only oneredlity.
Wejust haven't figured it out yet, but Bam'sfolk
did."

Kane found her response unsatisfactory. "Baam

and his people have been lying to humanity for
twenty thousand years or more," he argued. "Why
should he gart telling the truth now?"

Brigid nodded, dowly and reflectively. "1 suppose
well find out."

"When?'

Smiling wanly, wearily, shereplied, "Like 1 sad,
tomorrow."

Chapter 2



Like amassive battleship somehow beached there,
Cobdtvilleloomed high on the grassy bluffs over-
looking the Kanab River. Thewhite sonewalsrose
fifty feet high, and a each intersecting comer pro-
truded a V ulcan-Phalanx gtin tower. Powerful spot-
lights washed the immediate area outsde the walls,
leaving nothing hidden from the glare. On thefar Sde
of thewinding river, tangles of razor wire surrounded
cultivated fidds.

Asindl thefortified villes, anarrow roadbed of
crushed gravel led up to the main gate, passing two
checkpoint stations. Thefirg, at the mouth of the
road, was asmall concrete block cupola, manned
only by asingle Magidtrate. Past the cupola, pyramid-
shaped "dragon's teeth" obstacles made of rein-
forced concrete lined both sides of the path. Weigh-
ing athousand pounds each and five feet tdl, they
were designed to break the tracks or whedls of any
assault vehicletrying to crossthem.

A dozen yards before the gate, stone blockhouses
bracketed either sde of the road. Within them were
electricaly controlled GEC Miniguns, capable of fir-
ing 6000 5.56 mm rounds per minute. Past the block-
houses was the main gate itsdlf-twenty feet wide by
fifteen high, with atwo-foot thickness of rockcrete
sheathed by cross-braced Iron. The portal was opened ;
by buried system of huge gears and cables.

Inside the walls stretched the complex of spired
Enclaves. Each of the four towers was joined to the
others by pedestrian bridges. Few of thewindowsin
the towers showed any light, so therewaslittleto
indicate that the interconnecting network of stone
columns, enclosed walkways, shops and promenades
was where nearly four thousand people made thelr
homes.

In the Enclaves, the people who worked for the
ville adminigtrators enjoyed lavish gpartments, dl the
bounty of those favored by Baron Cobalt.

Far below the Enclaves, on asubleve beneath the
bluffs, light peeped up from dark streets of the Tar-
taros Fits. This sector of Cobaltville was aseething
melting pot, where outlanders and daggerslived.
They swarmed with cheap labor, and the random
movement between the Enclaves and Pitswastightly
controlled-only aMagistrate on officid business
could enter the Pits, and only a Pit-dweller with a
legitimate work order could even approach the cellar
of an Enclave tower.

Seen from above, the Enclave towersformed alat-
ticework of intersected circles, al connected to the
center of the circle, from which rosethe Administra-



tive Monoalith. The massive, round column of white
rockcrete jutted three hundred feet into the sky. Light
poured out of the dit-shaped windows on each level.
Every levd of the tower was designed to fulfill a
specific capacity-E Level wasagenera construc-
tion and manufacturing facility; D Leve was devoted
to the preservation, preparation and distribution of
food and C Leve held the Magigtrate Division. On

B Leved wasthe Higtorica Archives, acombination
of library, museum and computer center. The work
of the administrators was conducted on the highest
levd, A Levd. Upinthetop spire, far above even
the Enclaves, Baron Cobdt reigned, unapproachable
andinvigble

Beyond the office suites and the reception aress,

A Leve wasalabyrinth of concealed chambersand
secret corridors. One particular corridor led through
aconfusing array of rooms and archways, ending fi-
ndly in alarge chamber, illuminated by the sckly
gray glow from an unseen light source.

Six men stood in asemicirclein the center of the
enormous Persian carpet that covered the floor. Sev-
erd of the group were adminigtrative members of the
various divisons, one was the highest-ranking Mag-
istrate administrator and four were from Baron Co-
balt's persond staff. The Cobdtville Trust, or what
was left of it, had assembled.

Each of the nine villesin the continent-gpanning
network had its own version of the Trust. The orga-
nization, if it could be called that, was the only face-
to-face contact alowed with the barons, and the bar-
onswere the only contacts permitted by the Archon
Directorate.

The Trust acted more or less as the protectors of

the Directorate, and its oath revolved around asingle
theme-the presence of the Directorate must not be
reveded to humanity. If their presence became
known, if the technological marvelsthey had de-
signed became ble, if thetruth behind the
nukecaust filtered down to the people, then human-
kind would no doubt retaliate with a concerted effort
to wipe them out-or the Directorate would be forced
to vist another holocaust upon the face of the earth,
smply as ameasure of salf-preservation.

The measured, reverberating tones of ahidden

gong sounded, and as one, the Six men turned to face
apatch of murk. In the gloom, a door dowly opened.
Behind afilmy gauze curtain, agolden light, suffused
in pastel hues danted down from above. The gong
struck thirteen air-shivering strokes, and the shaft of
muted golden light became aglare. Right before the



glare faded to its previous soft hue, adark figure
gopeared withiniit.

The baron had arrived.

Only afew members of the Trust had ever gotten
aclear, unobstructed view of Baron Cobalt. With
their eyes till recovering from the sudden glare, they
blinked toward the blurred figure behind the curtain
and received the same impression asdways-a

gaunt, man-shaped figure under six feet tdl, with un-
usualy long arms and unusually short legs, head
bowed asif in intense concentration, one hand under
the chin, the other behind his back.

The baron's face was in shadow, but the men
glimpsed along, narrow head and adomed, hairless
skull that seemed just abit too large. Mogt of them
had no idea of the color or shape of the baron's eyes.
"Nothingisasit was." Baron Cobat spoke, and

his contrato voice, pitched to asibilant whisper as
aways, vibrated with atone none of the men had
ever heard or expected to hear. "Nearly three month!
have passed since my adviser and your comrade,
Lakesh, was abducted. In that time, what hasthe
search for him accomplished?”

No one responded to the question. Since every one
of them knew the answer, they assumed the baron
did, too. All of the nine villes had engaged in aco-
operative search, not only for Lakesh, but for the ren~
egade Magistrates who had taken him. Sincethey had ...
used the baron's own personal gateway unit to escape i
Cobaltville, it stood to reason they had remateriaized "
in one of the many Totality Concept redoubts, scat~
tered across the face of America.

The subterranean ingtall ations were constructed

two centuries before to house the most advanced sci~
entific miracles of the day under the aegis of the To-
tality Concept. They had been sedled for generations,
snce the Program of Unification.

Over the past few months, the redoubts located in
villeterritorieswere methodically visited and in-
gpected. More than one had shown signs of recent
occupation, asif Baron Cobalt's quarry knew they
were being sought and jumped from redoubt to re-
doubt to escape capture and confuse the trail.

But other events had occurred during the searoh

for Lakesh and the seditionists who abducted him. A
squad of Sharpeville Magistrates was obliterated in
Redoubt Papa, and Baron Sharpe himsdlf was seri~
oudy wounded-by aman in the black Magisirate
amor.

A few weeks after that, areport wasfiled from

Baron Samarium'sterritory in Louisana, sating that



several swamp-dwellers had encountered Kane.
Shortly thereafter, Baron Ragnar in Minnesotawas
nated in his own private chamber by awoman,
though the reports of the incident were garbled. The
trueidentity of the woman had yet to be determined,
but the names of Kane and Grant figured prominently
inreportsfiled by apair of Magswho had secured a
redoubt in Ragnarville sterritory.

The attempted homicide of one baron coupled with
the successful nation of another was more than
distressingly unprecedented-the two events were
blasphemous on ascale not witnessed since the in-
ditution of the unification program, eighty-some
years before.

The baronid hierarchy ruling the ninevilleswas

more than the governing body of postnukecaust
Americathey were god-kings, hybrids of human

and nonhuman, genetic materid melded with the sole
purpose of creating new humansto inherit the Earth.
The barons served as a bridge between predark and
postdark, the plenipotentiaries of the Archon Direc-
torateitsdf.

TXerefore, in order to prevent another apocalypse,
maintaining the secrecy of the Directorate and its
work was asacred trust. It was asworn and solemn
duty; offered to very few.

No secret as complex and as wide-ranging asthis
one could be completely hidden. Rumors abounded
about the Directorate and the Totality Concept even
before the nukecaust, though they were relegated to
the status of congpiracy theories. During the century
and a hdf following skydark, some of the secrets
were discovered. Humanity, what was I €eft of it, was
too scattered even for the Directorate to control. The
near annihilation of the race hadn't annihilated the
race'sinborn sense of curiosity, the driveto search

in strange placesfor strange things.

Many of those strange places were penetrated, the
strange things uncovered, but humankind wastoo
concerned with day-to-day survival to reason out the
whys and wherefores behind them. It required only a
generation to reduce the knowledge of strange places
and things to mere rumors, and another generation to
fanciful legends. Only memb'ers of the Trust and a
few sdect subordinates were aware that the legends
were anything but fanciful. There were, however, a
handful of others who suspected ahard and very rea
foundation lay beneath the legends.

Somethirty years before, ajunior archivist in Rag-
narville had found an old computer disk purporting

to contain thejournd of awoman scientist by the



name of Dr. Mildred WinoniaWyeth. Allegedly Wy-
eth had been cryogenically frozen before the nuking,
and she had survived skydark and the long winters.
Revived a century later, she had traveled Deathlands
with the legendary Ryan Cawdor.

Sometime during her wanderings shefound a
working computer and recorded her thoughts, obser-
vations and specul ations regarding the postnukecaust
world, the redoubts and the wonders they contained.
Apparently avery educated woman, Wyeth had no
inkling of the true nature of the redoubts or even the
presence of the Directorate, but anumber of her ex-
trgpolations came frighteningly closeto the truth.

The Trust suspected the Wyeth Codex had been
downloaded, copied and disseminated like avirus
through the Higtorica Divisonsof the entirevine
network. There was no solid proof of this, of course,
only anxietiesthat gaveriseto the fear that arene-
gade group of historians-insurgents, |abeled Preser-
vaionigs by theintel section, might know far more
than the Trust or even the semidivine barons them-
sves.

Recent events had cast doubt not only on the semi-
divine status claimed by the baronid oligarchy, but
the existence of the Archon Directorate itsdlf. Every
man standing before Baron Cobalt had been condi-
tioned to believe that the Directorate alowed human-
ity to survive a its sufferance. If they did not obey
the edicts of the baron, or perform their dutiesto the
exacting standards established by the Directorate, an-
other apocalypse would be the sure resuilt.

Now, abaron's authority had been blatantly

flouted, one had been wounded and another lay dead.
And the Archon Directorate had not visited another
holocaust upon the Earth, had not intervened, had not
even made its displeasure known. There was not even
ahint that the Directorate was even aware of the
appaling eventsrocking vine society.

No member of the Trust dared wonder aoud about
the lack of action on the part of their hidden masters.
They continued to stand silently and wait for Baron
Cobalt, their god-king, the ambassador of the Ar-
chonsto spesk again.

Usudly, the baron paced back and forth beneath

the arch, his graceful movements suggestive of abi-
zarrely beautiful dance. Now he stood as tiffly im-
mohbile as the men facing him.

"Nothing has been accomplished,” hesaid in his
lilting whisper. "I have been failed, and when a

baron isfailed, then the Directorate isfaled. Can any
of you imaginetheir grief when they areforced to



render ajudgment upon us?"

The members of the Trust did not reply, but pudgy
Ojakashifted hisfeet uncomfortably on the carpet.
"| asked aquestion!” Baron Cobdt's voice

sounded like the snapping of awhip.

"Yes, my lord baron-"

"Wedo, my lord-"

"Forgiveus"

Baron Cobalt cut off the murmured litany of shame
and humiliation with ascornful laugh.

"'Forgive us," the baron repested, adopting a

whiny fasetto. "Everything we have built sncethe
nukecaust, the order that has been restored since the
Program of Unification, al of the boons granted to
us by the Directorate, is threatened by a handful of
renegades. And you beg forgiveness.”

Stepping forward, Baron Cobadlt thrust asde the
gold-dusted veil with asavage gesture. He ap-
proached the assembled men with ameasured,
haughty stride, and they were too stunned recoil. For
most of them, it wasthefirst time they had seen the
baron's true appearance, and they gaped in mingled
aweand fear.

A golden bodysuit encased the baron's dender fig-
ure, matching the almost trand ucent tint of his com-
plexion. The smooth, dmost pordess skin was
stretched tight over protuberant facia bones, dl sharp
angles of cheeks, brow and chin. The eongated skull
tapered from a high, round, completely bald skull
down to apointed chin.

No lines marred the face, not even on thetall fore-
head. Below them, large, danting golden-brown eyes
stared out from deep sockets. The thin dash of the
mouth showed authority, and thetiny nogtrilsin the
fine, thin nose flared with angry contempt.

"Has every redoubt in al of the baronies been
ingpected?’

Abrams, the gray-bearded Magistrate Divison ad-
minigtrator, cleared histhroat, making asound like
chipsof pottery grating against one another. "My
lord, | recaived the fina report thismorning. Every
redoubt on the continent that is equipped withanin-
dexed mat-trans gateway has been visited and
searched. Some of the recording instrumentsindi-
cated activity, though most did not."

Baron Cobadlt drew in along, contemplative bresth.
"They escaped viathe Cerberus network. Logicaly,
they would have materialized in another mat-trans
unit. . . therefore, that particular unit would have arec-
ord of their arriva. If that record has not been found
in any of the redoubts, only asingle concluson re-



mains-at |east one redoubt remains to be searched.”
The baron cocked hishead at aquizzica angle
toward Abrams, hishig eyes ditting suspicioudly.
"Do you have any feedback to my hypothesis?'
Although Baron Cobalt's voice was pitched low,
the undertone of achallenge vibrated withinit.
Abrams forced himsdlf to meet the baron's gaze,
trying not to lean too heavily or obvioudy on his
walking stick. His crippled right leg was an ever-
present reminder of his one face-to-face encounter
with the murderous Kane. .

"My lord, thereisindeed one redoubt that has not
been searched.” Abrams spoke matter-of-factly. "It
islisted on the records as Redoubt Bravo, in Mon-
tana"

"Why was this redoubt not investigated, Snceit
iswithin Cobatvillesterritorid jurisdiction?’ The
baron's question was the sihbilant hiss of aserpent.
Abrams continued to meet Baron Cobalt'sintense,
unblinking gaze. "L akesh himsdf reported thein-
gdlation as completdy unsavageable. The nuclear
generators are down, al of its operating systems have
been off-linefor nearly a century. Other than that,
though technically within our sphere of jurisdiction,
R~doubt Bravo isin an exceptiondly inaccessible
area-on amountain peak in the Bitterroot range.”
Baron Cobalt's eyesfindly blinked, in mild sur-
prise. "The Darks?'

Abrams nodded. "Just 0. The westher at that al-
titude is dangeroudy unpredictable, and it isinadvis-
able to make an aerid recce. After al, we have yet
to replace the Deathbirds | ost over the past few
months. Under the circumstances, | saw little need to
risk what's left of our fleet to investigate an ingtdl-
lation that one of our own declared derdlict.”

Baron Cobalt inclined hishead in ashort, grim

nod. Employed by the Magistrate Divison, the
Deathbirds were modified, retroengineered AH-64
Apache attack gunships. Two of the aircraft had been
lost, and one had sustained severe damage in there-
cent past. Kane, Grant and the archivist-turned-
seditionist, Baptiste, had been involved ineach in-
Cident.

"Then overland isthe only option left to us" the
baron announced.

"My lord," Abrams said hesitantly, "it will re-

quire along journey through the Outlands, and ac-
cording to the report Lakesh wrote, only one treach-
erous road leads to the redoubt.”

"And you don't fed therisk isworthit?' Baron
Cobdt inquired mildly.



Squaring his shoulders, Abrams declared stolidly,
"No, my lord, with conditions being what they are,

1 do not. Men and materiel will have to be removed
from Cobdtville for an unknown but definitely ex-
tended period of time. If indeed arebellion is brew-
ing, and after what happened in Ragnarvillel think
that'slikdly, theville will be underprotected.”

"l see" The baron's response was quiet, amost

disnterested. "Y our point iswell taken." .

He began to turn away, drawing aweary breath
through his delicate nogtrils. Then, inablur of in-
human speed, Baron Cobadlt pivoted on his hed, eyes
wide and wild, face upturned toward Abramss.
"Youwill doas| bid"

The command burst from the baron'smouthina
high-pitched shriek of rage, amid aspray of spittle.
His hands knotted into fists, the knuckles straining
agang thefindy textured skin so tightly, it appeared
asif they would split the flesh.

"Y ou, Abrams, will take a contingent of Magis-
tratesinto the Darkd Y ou will thoroughly investigate
Redoubt Bravo persondly and you will return here
with adefinitive report!”

Abramsdrew on hiswell-spring of sdf-control to
keep from flinching from the baron's paroxysm of
frustrated fury. He had seen the baron displeased and
even angry before, but never hystericd. Inthat mo-
ment, Abramsfeared lessfor his own future than for
the future of dl of the baronies. If the baronslost
contral, first over themsdves, then over their vines,
anarchy and chaos would engulf all that had been
built Snce unification.

Trying to ignore the icy hand of terror that stroked
the buttons of his spine, Abrams ducked his head to
break eye contact with the baron. He murmured, "As
you S0 wish, so shdl you be served, my lord."

A sneer twisted the baron'sfeatures, turning his
sculpted face into an ugly mask of contempt. "Hu-
manity servesonly itsown vend needs, its most base
whims. Y ou serve me because you fear to lose what
1 havegivenyou. Your life, being first and fore-
Whesdling, Baron Cobalt stalked back toward the
veiled archway, snapping over hisshoulder, "I do
not wish to hear from you again until you are pre-
pared to embark-and 1 expect that report within
twenty-four hours."

The light haloing the arch disappeared, and the
shadows that replaced it claimed the baron'sfigure.
Abramsturned away, not surprised or even



ashamed by the weaknessin hisknees or the tremor
in his hands. He trudged across the carpet, leaning

on his canefor support. He paid no attention to his
fellow members of the Trust-not that they drew any
attention to themselves. All of them were stricken,
shocked speechless by Baron Cobalt'swild outburst.
Abrams even ignored the pair of Baronia Guards-
men who appeared to escort the Trust from the cham-
ber. Huge men wearing white uniform jackets, red
slken leggings and high black boots, they lived only
to protect the barons. Abrams had heard they were
products of genetic engineering, with afocuson
physical prowess and adisregard for theintellectud,
but at the moment he would not have cared if they
were gtickies.

Nearly thirty years had passed since he had worn

the battle armor of a hard-contact Magistrate or gone
out into the field. Despite his gpprenension at the
prospect, he suspected he would probably be safer in
the Darks than within thewalls of Cobdtville,

Chapter 3

If Kane thought the journey down from the monas-
tery was arduous, the trek back up the mountain
passes was no less rugged.

Sarting out a first light, with the sky il mantled
with the cold gray gloom of dawn, Kane and his pony
took the point. Ahead and above, the terrain was a
forbidding array of serrated black crags, towering
cliffsand broken black rock. The narrow trail looped
up through the dopes, wending itsway around stone
bagtions and granite pillars.

Brigid and Trai followed him, the tethered horses

of Zakat's party bringing up the rear. He and Brigid
had argued the merits of bringing the other ponies,
but when he reminded her that Balam's steed had
plunged over a precipice the day before, she con-
ceded the point. It was better to have spare mounts
and not need them than need them and not have them.
Although the temperature was low and thewind

chill uncomfortable, the weather held, with no signs
of asnowstorm of the kind that had assaulted them
the day before.

Kane had repaired the minor damageinflicted by

Ya on his Sin Eater, and it was now securely hol-
gtered to hisright forearm beneath the deeve of his
Kevlar-weave coat. The magazine of the big-bored,
Mag-issue handblaster carried twenty 9 mm rounds.



When not in use, the stock folded over the top of the
wegpon, lying perpendicular to the frame, reducing
its holstered length to ten inches. When needed, dl
Kane had to do was tense hiswrist tendons, and sen-
gtive actuators activated aflexible cablein the hol-
ster and snapped the wegpon smoothly into the hand.
The stock unfolded in the same motion. The Sin
Eater had no trigger guard or safety, and the blaster
fired immediately upon touching the crooked index
finger.

The snowy crests of the Chergamountain range
loomed high above them, making for ajagged sky-
line. For thefirst two miles, thetrall wasafairly
level, gradually ascending a parapet of basat. Kane
had noticed the day before that it was largely hand
hewn, and in some placesit gppeared asif demalition
charges had done the construction work. But after
that, the path became rougher, more narrow with
sharp, zigzagging upward turns.

The path was like a sharp-edged causeway butting
up againgt arock wall on the right and a sheer drop
danting steeply down for hundreds of feet on the lft.
They skirted ledges that hovered over chasms so deep
the bottoms werelost in shadow. .

The only sound was the keening of the wind and

the steady clopping of the horses hooves on the
gravel-strewed path. After an hour of dow, Steady
traveling, Kane glanced back to see Brigid swaying
in the saddle, head bowed in deep, hair covering her
face like ascreen. He himsalf was desperate for
degp-he was now approaching histhirtieth hour
without so much as a catnap. He managed to keep
himsdf awake only by an effort of will that wasd-
most painful.

He called out to Brigid, and she roused only when
he haf shouted her name. She came awake with a
dart, dizzily reding on her mount's back. For an
darm~ ingant, Kane feared shewould fall fromthe
saddle, but she snatched at the reins and recovered
her balance.

"WEell take arest when we reach the tunndl," he

told her. "Y ou've got to keep your eyes open, or
you'eligbleto be dozing here permanently.”

She glared a him, then sdf-conscioudy averted

her face. Her mane of hair was awild, unbrushed
tangle, her face smeared with grime and her forehead
encrusted with the dried blood from a cut that had
scabbed over.

Kane couldn't help but be reminded of how she
looked when they made their escape from Cobalt-
ville. Those memories seemed to belong to another



person entirely.

"Sorry," he said. "I'm worn-out, too."

Brigid didn't speak, but she nodded in ac-
knowledgment of his gpology.

Kane turned in the saddle. Brigid Baptiste was ac-
tually one of the toughest women-people, for that
meatter-he had ever met. For awoman who had been
trained to be an academic, an archivigt, and had never
strayed more than ten miles from the sheltering wals
of Cobdtville, her resliency and resourcefulness
never failed to impress him. Over the past eight
months, she had |&ft her tracksin the most distant
and dien of climesand walked in very deep, very
dangerous waters.

Both of them had come avery long way, in dis-
tances that could not be measured in mere milesfrom
the night of their firs meeting in theresidentia En-
claves. Asasixteen-year veteran of the Magistrate
Divison, Kane was accustomed to danger and hard-
ship, but nothing like he and Brigid had exposed
themsdvesto sincether exile.

Kane occasiondly wondered how his regimented,
ville-bred mind had managed to adapt to al the new,
and on the face of it, insane Situations he had found
himsdlf in over the past eight months. But, here-
minded himsdf sourly, when Lakesh had admitted to
interfering in his genetic makeup, hehad dso

claimed to have bred superior adaptive traitsinto
him, aswdll.

Superior traits were certainly needed after the
nukecaust of January 20, 2001. The world lay wasted,
nature violated and outraged, transformed overnight
into a contaminated shockscape littered with the shat-
tered aspirations of humanity. Much of the United
States became the Desthlands, a continent-sized hell
on Earth where vast tracts of deserts replaced forests,
lakes elther boiled away or becameinland seas, and
great citieswere reduced to towering man-made cliffs
of vine-hung ruins. Then there werethe first strike
targets, and the passage of time had not cleansed
them of hideous, invisble plagues.

Kane shivered, and not from the cold, when he
thought of the hellzones of Washington Hole and
Newyork. He had visited both fairly recently. It was
in Manhattan, in the ruins of the Museum of Natural
History, where he had intersected with Grigori
Zakat's obsess on with gaining power through the
Black Stone.

Sometimes, Kane thought bleskly, that wasdl life
had been reduced to after skydark-the driveto gain
power at whatever the cost.



For the survivors of the nukecaust, the price of
power wastragicaly high, but dreams of gaining it
did not die. In the century following the atomic
megacull, what was | eft of the world filled with sav-
age beasts and even more savage men. They lived
beyond any concept of law or morality and made
pactsto achieve power, regardless of how pointless
an exercise it seemed.

Survivors and descendants of survivorstried to
build enclaves of civilization around which anew
human society could rdly, but there were only o
many peoplein theworld, and few of these made
either good pioneers or sttlers.

It wasfar easier to wander, to lead the live of no-
mads and scavengers, digging out stockpiles, caches
of tools, weapons and technology laid down by the
prenuke government, and building a power base on
what was savaged. The scavengers knew that true
weslth did not liein property or even the accruing

of material possessions. Those were only tools, the
meansto an end. They knew the true end lay in per-
sond power. In order to gain it, the market value of
power had to stabilize, to be measured in human
blood-those who shed it and those who were more
thanwilling to spill it

Asthe second centennid of the nukecaust ap-
proached, the anarchy and barbarism that had ruled
Deathlands for nearly 150 years was curtailed, if not
completely banished. The price of power changed,
and the legd tender was no longer human blood, but
the human spirit, the seat of the soul. If the soul could
be controlled, then humanity could be bound ina
heavy harness.

Power existed for its own sake, not to accrue
wesdlth or luxury or long life or happiness, but only
to gain more power. Everything else--love, honor,
compassion-was irrdevant. Those who controlled
its price controlled not just the world, but every hu-
man being who lived init and wasbornintoit.
Kane, Brigid and Tral pushed on, doing their best
to fight off weakness and exhaugtion. All of thein-
juries Kane had suffered over the past few dayswere
likelittlefirebalsigniting alover hisbody.

Hisjaw throbbed from where Zakat had butt-
groked him with hisriflein Newyork, the cut on the
tender lining of his cheek stung and his neck ached
from the full nelson the Russian had put on him. He
resisted taking any of the pain medication in the sur-
vivd kit. Hewas dready groggy from lack of deep
and the high dtitudes.

Asthetrail ascended, the wind cut into them like



whetted stedl. All of them, the horsesincluded,
dropped their heads againgt it. Kane tugged up the
winged collar of his heavy Kevlar-weave coat, trying
to cover hisears. The overcoat could turn any pro-
jectile from aknifeto a.38-cdiber round, and was
insulated againgt all wesathers, even chem storms.
When his cheeks and ears went numb, he thought he
might prefer ashower of acid rain to the incessant,
icy dashing of thewind.

As he shifted in the saddle, he became aware of

the weight of the stonesin his coat pockets, and he
contemplated the wisdom of chucking them into the
abyss. But after what he and Brigid had gone through
to get them, it seemed -like afairly futile gesture.

The mountain holding the Byang- Thang plateau

and the Tradlunpo monastery loomed gigantically
above them, so distant that it seemed they could
never reach it in aweek, much lessaday. It wasa
dark mass of dizzy escarpments and crags, with a
snow-clad peak dominating it all.

Asthe sun rose higher, they climbed through deep
shadows cast by abutments and overhangs. All morn-
ing and into early afternoon the party of people and
horses threaded its way aong the treacheroustrail~
The path turned and twisted over great heights, up
turreted ridges and around wind-scoured bastions the
Szeof houses.

Kane began to fed aquiver of unease asthe af-
temoon wore on. The day before they had taken shel-
ter from astormin atunnd that had been enlarged
out of anatura cave. He thought to have comeinil:
sght of it by now, though, of course, climbing uphill
was dower going than down.

Almost as soon as the thought registered, he caught
the scent of smoldering tamarisk root and roasting
meet, borne on the wind. Reining in hismount, he
gestured behind him for Brigid and Trai to do the
same. The path twisted around amassive gray shoul-
der of stone, and die smellswafted to him from the
other sdeof it.

He dismounted, gritting histeeth against the soasm

of panin hiscrotch. Seeing Brigid and Tral sniffing
theair, he commented quietly, "Hell of aplaceto
have a cookout. We'd better recce.”

Thetwo women dismounted and followed him as

he edged around the broad base of the rock. Pressing
his back againgt it. Kane hazarded aquick look and
glimpsed what he had been hoping to seefor the past
hour. .

Thetrall entered agashinthe dliff faceand as-
cended through atunnel. What he hadn't hoped to



see were the five short, sump-legged men in fur caps
and girdled caftans swaggering around a cookfire. A
small animal roasted on a spit, seared by the flames.
There were no women or horses with the men, and
scant luggage. He did see short swords and match-
lock muzzle-loaders. Behind him, he heard Trai's
breathy whisper: "Khampas."

Kane cast Brigid aquizzicd glance and shetrani- |
lated. "Bandits.”

Hewasn't surprised. The men had the sameferd,
predatory look about them as Le Loup Garou' sband
of Roamers he had buried benegth an avalanche a
couple of monthsbefore. :i...

Stepping back around the abutment, he said, “It
looks like they plan to stay therefor awhile."

Brigid cast her eyes skyward. "We can't take too
much time to wait them out-not if we want to reach
the monagtery by nightfal.”

The notion of spending d1e night on amountain

pass didn't appeal to Kane at al, mainly because d1o
temperature plunged to well below zero once the sun
set. And night came early to such high dtitudes.
Brigid spoketo Trai in ahurried whisper. The Ti-
betan girl responded with vehement head shakes, ges-
tures of negation and atorrent of fearfully spoken
words.

"Like 1 figured," Brigid said grimly. "The Kham-

pas are poor. They used to make aliving exacting
tribute from the lamasaries, but now they live only

by murder and theft. Trai clamswe'retoo rich for
them to smply let us pass by. They'd rape usme
and her, 1 assume, though shewasn't redlly clear if
you were excluded-and sdll us and the horsesto
other Khampas."

Kane gusted out asow sigh. "In other words, to

et to the plateau, we've got to chill them.”

Brigid nodded. "That wasthe advice Tra gave."
Swiftly, Kane scanned the terrain, dthough there
was not much to see or use as cover if they decided
to sneak up on the bandits. Clambering around the
rocks would be more dangerous than facing them
head-on.

"Looksto melike our best chanceisto march

right in, act friendly and blast them.” Heangled a
questioning eyebrow &t Brigid.

"Areyou waiting for me to contribute something

to that strategy?' she asked. "1 don't see any other
option than your favorite tactic-to brazen it out.”
Kane amiled, but it had no humor init. "All right.
Keep your blaster hidden. WEll leave Tra and the
other horses here. If the daggers start jabbering at us,



do you think you can understand them?”

Brigid shrugged. "It depends on their regiond di-
aect. But if they're asnasty as Trai saysthey are,
they probably won't waste much time on polite chit-
Brigid conveyed indructionsto Trai, and the girl
seemed only too happy to follow them and remain
hidden from the bandits.

Remounting, Kane and Brigid heeled their ponies
into aleisurdy pace around the stone shoulder. As
they circled it, an darmed yd | went up from the men
inthe tunnel. They snatched at their weapons, but a
bearded man with aface the color and texture of
badly cured leasther shouted commands at them.
Thethreerifle barrels pointed their way drooped a
little, but aman holding a glowing ember snatched
from thefireto light the matches held his ground.
The muzzle-loaders were crude weapons, and Kane
guessed their design was based on the old bandukh
template.

Kane and Brigid gpproached at an unhurried gait.
When they reached the mouth of the cave, the bandits
crowded close, eyesfull of curiogty. Looking past
them to thefar end of the tunnel, Kane saw no sgns
of other men. Asit was, their rank. unwashed odor
was nearly as strong asthat as of the cook fire.

The chief was puzzled and suspicious, but the gaze
he directed toward them was primarily full of lust-
for the animals or the woman, Kane couldn't be sure.
They reined in just inside the tunnd mouth. The
chief stared at them for along moment before de-
manding, "What do you do here, outlanders? Speak
quickly before my warriorsflay the flesh from your
soft pink assed”

He contorted hisface in aferocious grimace,

which might have been intimidating if he waan't
toothless. When Brigid trandated histhreat, Kane
didn't even try to repress adisdainful laugh. The Ti-
betan bandits were about as much warriors asthe
most motley bunch of daggersin the degpest squats
of the Pits. They were back-shooting scavengers, and
Kanefdt the old Magistrate se~e of righteous su-
periority rissupinhim.

Eyesfixed on those of the bandit chief, lips creased
in acontemptuous smile, Kane said to Brigid, "In-
form him that we have no quarrd with him, that
we're pilgrims on the way to the monastery. All we
want isto pass unmolested.”

Brigid nodded. "I'll tell him, but | don't think helll
care

"Meeither, but | want to give him achanceto



think it over and say dive."

Brigid spoketo the short man in shilant syllables.
The Tibetan listened, then grinned gummily. He
made an expand ve gesture, waving to them with his
left arm. Kane noted that hisright hand never strayed
far from the sash wound about hiswaist. Hisreply
contained an undertone of mockery.

Brigid exhaed wearily through her nodtrils. "He
doent believe us. He clamsit's hisfamily'stradi-
tion to guard the road leading from the plateau to the
holy land of Agarthaand exact tribute from al who
wish to pass. He saysif weweretruly pilgrims, we
would know thisand not argue with him."

"Let meguess,” Kaneventured. "If wegivehim
ahorseand al our belongings, we can go on our
way."

"No, we have to give him both horses. He didn't
mention anything about | etting us go on our way."
Kane glanced surreptitioudy toward the men with
the matchlocks. The fuses of therifles could only be
lighted one at time, and there was a severa second
interva before the powder in the pansignited. It
would make more sense for the bandits to use their
muzzle-loaders as clubs.

The chief sblack, flesh-bagged eyesbored in on
Kane's face. He asked a question.

"He wantsto know who you are," Brigid trans-
lated.

Casudly, Kane shifted the pogition of hisright

am. " Tdl him I'm the man who has degth up his
deave”

Brigid repeated the reply, and the Tibetan's pos-
ture ingtantly tensed. He opened his mouth asif to
reply, then closed it again.

"Hesthinking it over,” Brigid whispered. "But

he's got his reputation to consider.”

The man'sright hand casudly inserted itsalf

among the dirty folds of his sash asif he were ab-
sently scratching at afleabite. Then he yanked out
abig-bored revolver and leveled it at Kane's breast,
his thumb pulling back on the hammer.

The Khampa chief s move was smooth, obvioudy
the result of long years of practice. It was probably
the only profitable habit he had developed in hislife.
Hiseyesdidn't catch thelightninglike blur of motion
in Kanesright hand.

Motion and the earsplitting boom of ashot were
smultaneous. The bandit chief kicked backward from
the tunnel floor, asthough he weretrying to put as
much distance between him and the blaster that had
magically appeared in the outlander's hand as he



could.

Hefdl into the cook fire, bits of white-gray matter
gpraying from the cavity in therear of hisskull. A
mist of blood surrounded his head likeahdo. The
revolver clattered end over end across the rocky
ground.

Before the four Tibetans recovered from the shock
of seeing their leader fall into thefire-taking their
med with him-Kane had them covered with hisSin
Eater. A faint twist of smoke curled up from the bar-
rel.

"Tell them to drop their weapons,” Kane said

flatly.

Before Brigid repested the command in their lan-
guage, the bandits hurled their matchlocks to the cav-
ern floor and dropped to their knees, babbling in
sheer terror.

A mirthlessamilelifted the corner of Brigid's

mouth. "They think you're aDre, ademon, ames-
senger of death cometo test themintheform of a
Kane looked at the men trembling in paroxysms

of fear and went frosty with disgust. "Give them this
message-have them put out their chief and step
addefor us" ™

Brigid interpreted, and two men, averting their

faces from Kane, tugged the corpse off the fire and
smothered the flames dancing dong hisragged
clothes. They dragged their chief to one side of the
tunnel and clustered around him, trembling and
maoaning.

Turning in her saddle, Brigid called Trai's name.
After afew moments, she rode around the shoulder
of rock, leading the ponies. She joined them in the
cave, eyeing the Khampasimpassvely.

In astentorian voice, Kane announced, "Tell them

to find another job. They aren't worth shit &t thisone,
Tdl them that if they don't. I'll return, and death will
once more speak from my deeve.”

Inacold, hard tone, Brigid trandated Kane's com-
mand. The bandits ducked their heads repeatedly and
murmured, cupping their hands before their facesin
apeculiar gesture.

"Doyou gtill fed liketaking arest?' Kane asked. I'
Wrinkling her nose at the acrid stench of burned'
cloth and scorched flesh hanging in the air, she shook
her head. "Not if we have to share this place with
them.”

Kane hefted his Sin Eater. "1 can dways run them
off."

She shook her head again. "I've had my quota of



violence for the week."

Asthe three people rode past the huddied Kham-
pas, Kane heard them whi spering three words over
and over, in hushed tones of awe, like amantra.
"What does Tsyanis Khan-po mean?' he asked,
sumbling over the pronunciation.

Salidly, Brigid replied, "Theking of fear."

Kane hitched around in his saddle to stare at her
insurprise. "Theking of fear?" he echoed. "lan't
that what Zakat was caled heresbouts?’

Casting a backward glance toward the four Tibet-
ans, Brigid replied, "It was. They just bestowed the
crown on someone more deserving. Theking is dead.
Long livetheking. Y ou're earning quite the reputa
tion in thefar corners of theworld."

Kane wasn't sure how to take her comment, so he
said nothing more.

Chapter 4

L akesh returned the red-eyed glare of the three-
headed hound and said softly, ""Hence loathed Mél-
ancholy of Cerberus and blackest Midnight born, In
Stygian cave forlorn, most horrid shapes and shrieks
and gghtsunholy.”

He looked reproachfully over therims of his spec-
tacles at theillustration of the davering black hound
painted on thewall. Three snarling heads grew out
of asingle corded neck, their jaws wide open, blood
and fire gushing between great fangs. Beneeth the
image, written in exaggerated, Gothic script wasaf”
sngleword: Cerberus. ~

Before reaching for the control lever, he mur-
mured, "l must say you've done a piss-poor job of
guarding the gates of this particular Stygian cave.”
His reedy voice sounded strangely hushed in the
high-cellinged, vanadium-walled corridor. Grasping
thelever, he pulled it to amidpoint position. With a
rum~le aitd whine of buried hydraulics and gears, the
massive sec door began folding aside, opening like
an accordion. It was so heavy, it took nearly half a
minute for it to open just enough to allow him to step
out onto the mountain plateau that housed the Cer'-
berus complex.

The early-morning sun flooded the broad plateau
with agolden radiance, griking highlightsfrom the
scraps of the chain link enclosing the perimeter. The
ar amdled fresh, rich with the hint of spring growth
wafting up from thefoothillsfar below. Heinhaed



it gratefully.

A wizened gpparition of aman, Mohandus Lakesh
Singh looked very old, but nowhere near histrue
chronologica age of 250 years. He had spent a cen-
tury and ahdf of those yearsin cryogenic stassand,
after hisreswrection fifty years earlier, he had un-

| dergone severa operationsto further prolong hislife.
,Hismdfunctioning heart had been traded for a

| hedlthy one, his glaucoma-afflicted brown eyes ex-
changed for bright, albeit myopic blue ones, hisweak
lungs changed out for astrong new pair.

Cdcified arthritic jointsin his shouldersand legs
were removed and built with ones made of polyeth-
ylene. None of the recongtructive surgeries or phys-
iologica enhancements had been performed out of
Samaritan impulses. Hislife and health had been pro-
longed so he could serve the Program of Unification
and the baronies.

From atechnicdl, strictly mora point of view, La-
kesh had betrayed both, but he found no truesinin
betraying betrayers or stedling from thieves. He could
not think of the hybrid baronsin any other way, de-
spite their own preference for the term "new hu-
New perhapsthey were, but whether they deserved
the appdlation of human was still open to debate.
However, if their numbers continued to grow, his
own persond definition of humanity would vanish
and the salf-proclaimed new humanity would takeits
place.

L akesh stepped farther onto the tarmac, forcing
himsdlf to inhale the fresh, unrecycled air. He had
spent most of hisadult life cloistered in ingdlations
like the Cerberus redoubt, and he couldn't help but
sourly note theirony that it was only after the Earth
had become a nuke-blasted shockscape had he come
to appreciate the small things about it.

Still, he retained a certain fondness for the Cer-
berusfacility, good old .Redoubt Bravo. Built in the
mid-1990s, no expense had been spared to make the
seat of Project Cerberus a masterpiece of concealed
impenetrability. Thethirty acre, three-levd facility
had come through the nukecaust with its operating
systems and radiiation shielding in good condition.
When Lakesh had reactivated the ingtallation some
thirty years before, the repairs he made had been mi-
nor, primarily cosmetic in nature. Over aperiod of
time, he had added an elaborate system of heat-
sending warning devices, night-vison vid cameras
and motion-trigger darmsto the plateau surrounding
it. He had been forced to work in secret and com-



pletely alone, so the upgrades had taken severa years
to complete.

The redoubt had housed Project Cerberus, a sub-
divison of Overproject Whisper, which in turn had
been a primary component of the Totality Concept.
At itsheight, this redoubt had housed well over a
hundred people, dl devoted to manufacturing the
Cerberus gateway unitsin modular form. Now it was
full of shadowed corridors, empty rooms and sepul-
chrd dlences, asanctuary for thirteen human beings.
It was possible that the handful of peoplewho lived
intheingalation would be thelagt of their kind.
Lakesh had tried many times since hisresurrection

to arrest thetide of extinction inexorably engulfing
the human race. First had been his attemptsto ma-
nipulate the human genetic samplesin storage, pre-
served in vitro since before the nukecaust to provide
the hybridization program with asupply of the best
DNA. He had hoped to create an underground resis-
tance movement of superior human beingsto oppose
the barons and their hidden masters, the Archon Di-
rectorate. His only success had been Kane, and even
that was arguable.

Still later, upon discovering thejournd of Dr. Mil-
dred Wyeth on acomputer disk, Lakesh had seento
its dissemination throughout the Historica Divisons
of thevilles. At the same time, he wove the myth of
the Preservationist menace, presenting afasetrall
made by anonexistent enemy for the baronsto pur-
sue and fear. He created the Preservationists to be
straw adversaries, dlegedly an underground resis-
tance movement that was pledged to deliver the hid-
den higtory of the world to ahumanity in bondage.
Not that there weren't postskydark precedents for
groups like the Preservationists. A century or more
before, aloosaly knit organization called the Heim-
dall Foundation had been formed to keep divethe
science of astronomy and astrophysics.

And there was Irdland's Priory of Awen, whose
origins could be traced back over athousand years,
toitsreputed founding by Saint Patrick.

Other, smdler enclaves dedicated to various ~'

dark sciences had existed in the century following the
nukecaust, but Lakesh wasfairly certain few of them
survived the purges of the unification program. Of
course, there was no way to be sure.

Wheniit got right down to it, Lakesh wasn't certain

of much of anything anymore, even of the human
races-surviva for another generation.

Over the past few months, Lakesh had embarked

on the most audacious and desperate plan in adouble



lifetimefilled with scheming. He had congtrocted a
smdl device on the same scientific principle asthe
mat-trans inducers, an interphaser designed to inter~
phase with naturally occurring quantum vortices.
Theoreticdly, the interphaser opened dimensiond
rifts much like the gateways, but instead of therifts
being pathways through linear space, Lakesh had en-
visoned them as amethod to travel through the gaps
in norma space-time.

He had hoped to open arift that intersected with

the home dimension of the Archon Directorate, if in-
deed the entities were pandimensiona rather than ex-
traterrestrial. The interphaser had not functioned ac-
cording to itsdesign, and due to interference caused
by Lord Strongbow's similar device, the so-called
Singularity, itsdilated tempora energy had sent
Kane, Brigid, Domi and Grant on a short, disembod-~
ied trip into the past.

Although the interphaser had been log, its memory
disk had been retrieved, and using the data recorded
onit. Lakesh had tried to duplicate the dil ation effect
by turning the Cerberus mat-trans unit into atime
mechine.

Such effortswere not new. A mgor subdivision of
the Totality Concept had been devoted to manipul at-
ing the nature of time. Operation Chronos was built
on the breakthroughs of Project Cerberus, but it had
not been as successful.

The Operation Chronos scientists employed a prac-
ticethey termed "trawling,” focusing on subjectsin
the past and pulling them forward to the twentieth
century. Although not directly connected with the
time-travel experiments, Lakesh had heard rumors of
their many attempts and failures.

Without access to the specs and data of Operation
Chronos, Lakesh could not duplicate what they had
done, s0 he determined to circumvent it. He saw to
the creation of the Omega Path program and linked
it with the mat-trans gateway.

The concept was sound-to dispatch Kane and
Brigid back through timeto a point only amonth
before the nukecaust so they could hopefully trigger
an dternate event horizon and thus avert the apoca-
lypse.

The Omega Path had worked, at least insofar as
trandating them into a past tempora plane, but they
cameto learn it was not their world's past, but an-
other's, dmost identica to it. Any actionsthey un-
dertook had no bearing on their world's present and
future.

Lakesh could only engagein fairly futile specula-



tion on what had happened, and on the system of
physics a work. Operation Chronos had functioned
on the "chronon" theory, that time was not contin-I
uous but made up of subatomic particlesjammed to-
gether like beads on a string. According to the theory,
between each bead, each individud unit of time
might exist in aninfinite series of pardld universes,
fitted into the probability gaps between the chronoDS.
The man--or creature~aling himsdf Colond

Thrush had said as much to Kane and Brigid when
they encountered him on New Y ear's Eve, 2000. He
hed aso hinted that versons of himself existed in
every one of theinfinite number of probability gaps
to prevent what the Omega Peth program had been
created to do-to bring about aternate event horizo.
and divert the stream of time.

After that failure, Lakesh had essentialy given up
hope, though he masked his despair behind a cheery,
"try-try-again” facade. Then Balam, the redoubt's
Archon prisoner for the past three years, had sug-
gested another way, and it took the form of anin-
estimably ancient black stone.

At the sound of a steady thump, dternating with a
dragging scrape from behind him, Lakesh turned and
saw without much surprise, that Grant was making
his laborious way down the corridor. From instep to
just below hisknee, afiberglass cast encased hisright
leg. Domi followed close behind him, holding apair
of crutches. Grant was abig man, well over six feet
tall, while Domi barely topped five. The crutches
were amost the length of her entire body.
Grant'sdark brown, heavy-jawed face was knitted
in afierce scowl. Black stitches were barely detect-
able beneath his downsweeping mustache at the Cor-
ner of his mouth. He winced with each step he took.
Thetibiaand talus bones of hisleg had been frac-
tured less than five days before. He was a so suffering
from strained ligaments, abrasons and interna bruis-
ing. Theinjuries had been inflicted by, of dl things,
the preserved carcass of abluewhale.

Asfar as Lakesh knew, DeFore, the resident

medic, had prescribed afull week of laying flat on
his back for Grant. But then, amaost none of the re-
doubt's personnel obeyed DefFore's medical edicts,
induding himsdf.

"Friend Grant, darlingest Domi," Lakesh said as

they stepped out of the doorway onto the plateau.
"Niceday for agrall, isn'tit?'

Grant snorted and waved away the crutches Domi
offered him, leaning againgt the sec door to take the
weight off hisinjured leg. Domi ditted her ruby red



eyesinirritation and allowed the crutchesto drop,
clatering loudly, to the tarmac.

"Not your body dave," she said doggedly. "You
want ‘em, you pick ‘em up.”

Grant began a stern rebuke, but when he saw the
genuine anger flaring redly in her eyes, heturned it
into agrunted, "Sorry."

Thesmall abino girl nodded shortly. Domi wasa
curvaceous White wraith, her flesh the color of a
beautiful pearl and her ragged mop of hair the hue
of bone. Though petite to the point of being childlike,
shewas exquidtely formed.

Dueto that exquisite form and her unearthly

beauty, she had been trapped in sexud servitude by
Guana Teague, the former boss of the Cobdtville
pits. Memories of those six degrading months floated
very near to the surface of her mind. Shetended to
overreact to any Stuation, no matter how trivid,
which reminded her of that time.

She viewed Grant as her savior, her gdlant black
knight who had rescued her from the depmved lusts
of the man-mountain, but in point of fact, the reverse
wastrue. Of course, if Teague hadn't been preoccu-
pied with crushing the life out of Grant, Domi would
have never been able to get the drop on him and cut
histhroat. She kept the knife that had done the deed
as her most treasured momento.

"It'sbeen threedays," Grant said in hislionlike
rumble. "Bry told melast night that there was ill

no sgnd from the trangponders.”

The subcutaneous biolink transponders were non-
hanDful mdioactive chemicasthat bound themselves
to the glucose in the blood and amiddle layer of
epidermis. Based on organic nanotechnology, the
trangponders transmitted heart rate, brain-wave pat-
terns, respiration and blood count. The signa was
relayed by a Comsat satellite uplinked to the Cer-
berus redoubt. Every member of the ingtallation had
been injected with them.

Although Grant spoke matter-of-factly, asif Brigid
and Kane were only acquaintances, Lakesh knew it
was his coldly professond, hard-contact Mag per-
sona spesking.

Lakesh smiled encouragingly. ™Y ou should've
checked with him thismorning, as| did. Their tran-
sponders began transmitting again afew hoursago.”
Grant didn't Sghin rdief, but the broad yoke of

his shoulders sagged just abit' "'What accounted™!
theinterruptioninthesignd?" f

Lakesh shrugged. "Any number of things. Severe],
wegther fronts or perhapsthey were in an areathat



blocked transmission. At any rate, they're back on-
line, though the vita Sgns monitor recelves occa:
1sond spikes, asif they're exerting themselves.”

Re paused, eyed the position of the sun and added,
"Therés aten-hour time difference between here
and Tibet. Presuming they're undertaking an over-
land journey, | wouldn't expect them back for some
litlewhileyet."

Grant nodded, making no reply, but Lakesh could
guess a the kind of emotionsracing through him.
Grant and Kane, dthough they had served for many
years as highly decorated Magistratesin Cobaltville,
had been anomaliesin theranks of ville enforcers.
Teamwork, acting as cogs in wheels was encouraged,
but true friendship between Mags was frowned upon.
Devotion to duty, to serving the baron was para-
mount. Kane and Grant had broken this cardind rule.
Grant in particular had sacrificed everything that had
given hislife purposein order to save his partner and.
more importantly, hisfriend.

Although hewould never voiceit, Grant felt ter-
rible not being on hand to assst Kane and Brigid
with whatever difficultiesthey might be undergoing.
Stll, hewaslevelheaded enough to redize thet there
were very few situations Kane wasn't equipped to
handle.

Pushing himsdlf away from the sec door, Grant
asked, "Do you think Balam is coming back with
them?'

Lakesh frowned dightly. He thoughtfully tugged

at hisnose before saying, "1 wish | knew. All things
consdered, | would haveto say no. As Kane himsalf
pointed out, Balam no longer served a purpose here,
either as ahostage or asource of information.”

"It's because Kane pointed that out iswhy I'm
mentioning it.”

It took amoment for the implications of Grant's
comment to sink in. Swiftly, he brought his head up,
eyeswidein sudden aarm. "Y ou're not suggesting
that Kane might kill him, areyou?'

"That possibility occurred to me," Grant admitted.
"Kane can be ahard man, as you know."

Lakesh forced an uneasy chuckle, acknowledging
that Grant wasn't telling him anything new. "I guess
wewon't know about Balam until Kane returns.”
Grant nodded. "What about the agreement with

Sky Dog? We ought to be putting together atech
team to send to hisvillage."

L akesh frowned in annoyance & the unwelcome
reminder of the pact Kane had struck with the band
of Sioux and Cheyenne. Only ten days before, Grant,



Brigid and Kane had established diplomatic contact
with the redoubt's nearest neighbors, agroup of
Amerindiansliving on the flatlands beyond the foot-
hills. A great dedl of hotility and suspicion had to
be overcome, since in the years after the nukecaust,
the native tribes had reasserted their ancient clams
over lands stolen from them by the predark govern-
ment and returned to their ancestral way of life.
After Kane had gained afragile trug, their shaman,
a Cobaltville-bred L akota by the name of Sky Dog,
showed them the reason why he and his people had
settled in the area. Nearly ahundred years before,
Indian warriors had come into possession of apre-
dark mobile army command post-refurbished and
reengineered into an armored war wag.

Sky Dog was perceptive enough to redize that the
wascun living in the superdtition-haunted Darks were
hiding from the forces of the villes. He proposed that
if the war wag was made functiona again, his people
would bethefirg line of defense againgt an assault
that might be mounted againgt the ingtallation.

Kane accepted the proposal unilateraly, on his

own initiative without consulting Lakesh or anyone
else. Lakesh couldn't deny Kane's decision was|og-
ical, but he was ill peeved he hadn't been dlowed
any input.

"l think," Lakesh replied after amoment of de-
liberation, "it would be best if wewait until dearest
Brigid and friend Kane return. He seemsto have set
himself up as our informal ambassador to theindig-
enoustribes.”

Grant suppressed asmile at Lakesh' s unsuccesstul
attempt to hide his annoyance. "Whatever you say."
Bending, he picked up the crutches, tucked them
under hisarm and limped back insde the redoubt

Chapter 5

Despite the cast on hisleg, Grant's Stride was il
long, and Domi had to take two stepsto hisoneto
keep up with him. In alow, grumbling tone, Grant
said, "I'm sorry about that back there. | wasn't think-
ing."

Sheflashed him an impudent grin. "I'm used to

you not thinking."

Asthey reached the T junction in the corridor, they
saw Beth-Li Rouch gpproaching from the opposite
direction. The dender young woman's gait was de-
termined, and her lovely Asian features setinagrim



mask. Grant instantly sensed Domi dtiffening beside
him. The two women were smilar asto height and
build, but the resemblance ended there. Rouch's
mouth was wide and sensuous, her skin the color of
ivory and her dmond-shaped eyesvery dark. Shiny,
raven'swing black hair fell nearly to her wais.

She glanced at Domi, but said nothing to her, fix-
ing her intense gaze on Grant. "'I'm looking for La-
kesh."

Grant bristled at her autocratic, imperious tone, but
he managed to keep his anger from showing on his
face. Hooking athumb over his shoulder, hereplied
evenly, "Back there, taking theair.”

Without aword of thanks or anod of ac-
knowledgment. Rouch stepped around them and
staked purposefully down the wide, vanadium-
shesthed corridor: hips swinging arrogantly.

"Bitch,” Doml growled

Grant knew Domi didn't like Beth-Li Rouch for
severd reasons. First and foremost, Rouch could
barely disguise her contempt for the hdf-fera dbino
girl from the Outlands. Second, Domi considered Bri-
gid Baptiste her friend, and she viewed Rouch as her
friend'senemy. By her smple outlander logic, Rouch
was therefore her enemy, too.

Grant bore the young woman no particular didike,
sncethereason for al the enmity was pretty much
Lakesh'sfault. Rouch was the newest arrival among
the exilesin Cerberus, only three or so months out
of Sharpeville.

L akesh had arranged for her exileto fulfill aspe-
cific function among the men in Cerberus, but he had
madeit quite clear that Kane was the primary focus
of his-and Rouch' s-project to expand the little col-
ony. Kane had refused to cooperate, and that refusal
had triggered al sorts of tension and wounded fedl-
Ings

Grant began walking again, feding a hot. throb-

bing ache spreading up from hisinjured leg. He had
disobeyed DeFore's orders about staying off it for a
week, and he was loath to stop by the dispensary and
ask her for apain reliever. Sheld giveit to him cer-
tainly, but atedious lecture would go ong withit.
Ever sengtive to hismoods, Domi asked, "Y ou
hurting agan?"

He forced asmile, despite the twinge of pain when
the stitches stretched. "It'stolerable.”

Y ou say that about everything,” she retorted with
agrin. "You could be up to your assin shit and al
you'd say is, 'It'stolerable.

Taking him by thearm, the girl steered him down



the corridor to her quarters. Grant resisted for amo-
ment, but figured Domi wouldn't renew her attempts
at outright seduction when he was at |ess than pesk
physicd condition.

Despite her many invitations, Grant had never vis-
ited Domi'sliving quarters before. He had vaguely
pictured them as a pigsty because of her impulsive,
undisciplined nature. He was plessantly surprised
when she opened the door and ushered himin. The
two-room suite wastidy, the bed made and the floor
clean. A spray of wildflowers added color and scent
to the Spartan furnishings.

Grant sat in the nearest chair, and Domi pulled

over agool from the dressing table, placing apillow
on it so he could prop up hisleg. She seemed very
happy he was there, so she could look after him, and
Grant felt apang of regret over hisdecison to keep
the rdationship platonic. It wasn't thefirst time he
hed felt such pangs.

Domi was younger than he, but he had no idea

how much and neither did she. The girl could be as
young as Sixteen or as old astwenty-six, but he knew
making the ambiguous differenceintheir agesanis-
suewas Smply an excuse, and afeeble one at that.
The red reason was he could not look at Domi' s
white skin and crimson eyes without the image of
Oliviascafe au lait face, deegp brown eyes and black
hair superimposing itsdlf over the girl'sfeatures.
There had been women since Olivia, but no regl
passion and certainly no love. AsaMagidtrate, when-
ever hefelt the need for sexud release dl he had to
do was make atrans-comm call and awoman would
be sent up to him. In the four years since he had lost
Olivia, he never spoke of her and did hisbest not to
think of her. He had deliberately frozen the softer
emotionswithin him.

Domi was apainful reminder of those emotions,
dthough shewas as different from Oliviaphyscaly
and temperamentally asit was possible for awoman
to be. An uninhibited, loving anima with no shame
about her desires, Domi Htill ressted invitationsfrom
the other men in the redoubt. She wanted only him.
Grant sat slently as Domi bustled around him,
chattering gaily about nothing in particular. Despite
himsdf, Grant found her monol ogue soothing and for
thefirg timein days, hefet himsdf beginning to
relax. Still, he couldn't help but notice how the points
of her smdl, pert breasts showed through the tight
bodice of her bodysuit.

Domi stood behind him and her fragile-looking fin-
gers kneaded the muscles at the base of his neck with



surprising strength. He began to voice an objection,
then decided there was no reason. He would hurt the
girl'sfedings again, and there had been enough of
that, not just today but over the past eight months.
"Don't be sotense,”" she said quietly, and hefelt
the soft brush of her breath againgt hisright ear. "Try
to relax for once. | won't bite you.”

Grant did as she said, leaning back into her strong,
massaging hands. Domi bent forward, pressing her
smooth, satiny cheek againg his.

"Better?' shewhispered. Her breath, either from
exertion or arousa came in soft pants.

Sowly, Grant turned hisface toward hers. Her
eyeswerefierce crimson dits. He said quietly, "It's,
tolerable.

Her lipsmet his, careful to avoid the laceration.

Her tongue stretched out, exploring gently.

Bry's voice rasped over the public-address trans-
comm. "Lakesh, we're registering activity on the
mat-trans net. It'sthe Sgnd you've been waiting
for."

LAKESH SHOOK HISHEAD in dogged determination.
"I'm afraid that'simpossible. Quite, quite imposs-
ble"

Beth-Li planted her fists on her flaring hipsand

tilted her head at adefiantly inquistiveangle. "Why?
Y ou smuggled me out of Sharpeville. It shouldn't be
any more difficult to smuggle me back in."
"Thelogidicsare different now," Lakesh replied
reasonably. "Due to Baron Sharpe being serioudy
wounded, coupled with Baron Ragnar's assassna-
tion, dl thevillesare on high dert. The administra-
tors are exceptiondly paranoid and will continueto
be. Y our mysterious regppearance after such along
absence would make you the focal point of anin-
tense-and very unpleasant-investigation. "

The breeze gusting over the plateau caught Beth-
Li'shair, and it streamed behind her like an ebony
banner. Coldly, she stated, "Ther€e's no reason for
meto be here any longer. Y our breeding program
faled. You might aswell accept it. | have."

L akesh shifted hisfeet uncomfortably and averted
his eyes from the woman's penetrating gaze. His plan
to improve the breed and turn Cerberusinto acolony
had met unexpectedly stiff resstance from Kane. He
viewed it as continuation of Snister e ementsthat had
brought about the nukecaust and the tyranny of the
villes

The Totaity Concept's Overproject Excalibur

dedlt with bioengineering and one of its subdivisons,



Scenario Joshua, had sprung from the twentieth cen-
tury's Genome Project. The project's goal wasto
map human genomes to pecific chromosoma func-
tionsand locationsin order to have on hand in vitro
genetic samples of the best of the best, the purest of
the pure.

Everyone who enjoyed full ville citizenship were

the descendants of the Genome Project. Sometimes a
particular gene carrying adesirabletrait was grafted
to an unrelated egg, or an undesirable gene removed.
Despite many failures, when there was a success, it
was replicated over and over, occasionally with var-
iations. Lakesh had wanted to insure that Kane's su-
perior quaities were passed on, and mating him with
awoman who met the standards of Purity Control
was the most logical course of action. Without access
to the ectogenesis techniques of feta development
outside the womb, the conventional means of procre-
ation was hisonly option.

"Just because Kane won't cooperate doesn't mean
itsafalure" hesad defensvely. "There are other
men here”

Beth-Li'slipsworked asif she were going to spit

a him. "Their genetic profiles are questionable. Only
mine and Kane's have a perfect matchup of desirable
traits. And if you think I'm going to spend my life
being passed around from man to man, popping out
their brats every year, you're completely fused out,"

L akesh tried to dredge up anger a the young
woman's defiance, but he could fed only aweary
resignation, atired acceptance that yet another one
of hisplanshad failed miserably. "

"l can't send you back,” he declared firmly. "You
weretold at the time your exile was permanent.”

She gestured in the generd direction of Cobalt-.

ville. "Then send meto another ville" -

"That's no solution. In fact it would be worse than

if you showed back up in Sharpeville.”

"Do you think I'd betray you, talk about this

place?'

Choosing hiswords carefully, Lakesh replied, |
think you might be compelled to talk. I've experi-
enced firsthand the methods Magi strates use to wring
information out of prisoners.”

"And what am | here but a prisoner?' Beth-Li
demanded angrily.

"I know. And | am sorry. I'll shoulder dl the

blame aslong asyou don't direct it at Kane and
Brigid."

The remark had the opposite effect than Lakesh
intended. The spark of anger in her dark eyes became



abright flame of fury. Inalow, venomoustone, she
said, "Y ou promised me that Baptiste would stand
aside and leave my way to Kane open. You lied."

"l didn't lie" Lakesh dropped hisvoiceto awhis-
per, looking around guilty before saying, "l under-
estimated the strength of their bond. | spoketo her
and she agreed. | went along with your plan to test
hisfedingsfor you. It might have worked."

A short time before, Beth-Li had proposed a
schemeto put hersdlf in jeopardy in order to prove
Kanesfedingsfor her. Lakesh hadn't cared for it,
snceit involved duping Auerbach, another exile. His
gpprova of the plan had been grudging.

"Yes," shesad hitterly. "It might have worked

if Baptiste hadn't been dong.”

Lakesh sghed, shaking his head dolefully. ' 'Y ou
know | couldn't object to her participationin the
search-and-rescue mission for you without arousing
suspicion.”

"Y ou could have stopped her, told her what was
going on.”

"And that would have aroused Kan€'s suspicions.

He till doesn't trust me. It was achildish plan any-
way, doomed to failure. Perhaps something could
have been salvaged if you hadn't made the capita
mistake of threatening Brigid."

, "And Kane threatened to chill me!" Her voice
roseto ahigh pitch of humiliation mixed with rage.
"Me! That son of abitch treated me like agaudy
dut hefound in some pesthole!™

Lakesh cut her off with a sharp gesture of one

hand. "1t'smy fault. | didn't understand the depth of
hisfedingsfor Brigid, and frankly | till dont.”
Beth-Li inhaed a deep breath through her nogtrils,
trying to cam hersdlf. "They don't act likethey're
inlove, and when they're together here in the redoubt
they don't even egt dinner together, much lessfuck.”
Lakesh winced at the woman's choice of words.
Intellectudly, he redized the term had lost its ob-
scene connotations two centuries earlier, but asaman
raised to be an academic, he till found it offensive.
Stll, he sympathized with Beth-Li's confuson

over the relationship between Brigid Baptiste and
Kane. He didn't understand the bond they shared, so
different than the one Kane had with Grant but seem-
ingly stronger.

Beth-Li's observation wastrue. In between mis-
sons, Kane and Brigid spent very little time together,
and it wasn't surprising, since they were so different
asto persondities. Brigid was cool, andytical asa
former archivigt should be. Kane, on the other hand,



was s0 high-strung and unpredictable as to be ungta-
ble. Lakesh had wondered more than once if Kane
unconscioudy relied on Brigid to keep him sane and
she, just as unconscioudy, relied on him to keep her
human.

His own relationship with Kane stretched back de-
cades, to the man's grandfather. Hisinvolvement
with Brigid Baptiste's forebears didn't go back quite
asfar, but it was far more persond and intimate.

L akesh had gone to great lengthsto concedl that in-
volvement.

"Therésnoway | can stay here with Baptiste
laughing a me, thinking she beat me," Beth-Li con-
tinued.

"Thiswasn't acompetition,” Lakesh said, forcing
asolicitudeinto hisvoicethat hedidn't fed. "l mis-
caculated and you paid the price. I'll try to make it
up toyou."

Beth-Li narrowed her eyes. "It isacompetition,
evenif you don't seeit. If | stay, the competition
won't be over. And in every competition there hasto
be awinner-and aloser. "

She paused and added in aflinty voice, "I don't
liketolose, Lakesh. Think about it."

She whedled and stalked back into the redoubt.
Alanned, Lakesh followed her. Then Bry'svoice
blared over the trans-comm wall unit, "Lakesh,
we're registering activity on the mat-trans net. It's
the sgnd you've been waiting for."

Chapter 6

Black space peded back on itself as great blossoming
explosions of color poured through from behind it.
Faintly &t first, asthrough rolling multicolored

clouds, shapes began to materidize, diding into sharp
focus

Kane's ears were struck by adistant blast of sound,
and the clouds seemed to burst into flame, asif a
thunderstorm of unparaleled fury had swallowed
him, shredding him molecule by molecule. Then
came awave of dazzling white flares and variegated
lightnings that streaked and blazed.

A monster-shape hove out of the glare. With a

long, pointed stedl prow, atapering stem and roaring
funnels bel ching smoke and sparks, it had the shape
of awarship. A haf dozen treaded tracks, each ten
feet long, were arranged dong the sides of the huge
machine, bearing it forward in aseries of clanking



lurches. The grinding rumble was as of a hundred
locomotives.

Kanewatched it, Sraining and grappling with in-
visble chains enwrgpping hismemory. Findly, alink
snapped, and he remembered dimly arriving back at
the Traslunpo monastery on the Byang- Thang pla-
teau an hour after sunset.

He recadled how he and Brigid had made straight-
away for the gateway unit in the subterranean vaullt.
Brigid entered the destination code for Cerberus and
he closed the door, which initiated the automatic
jump mechanism.

He knew he should be opening his eyes and seeing
the brown-tinted armaglass of the mat-trans chamber
in Cerberus, in Montana-not on a scene wrested
from anightmare.

The war wag rumbled forward over rocky ground,
dark tubes curving from its rivet-studded hull shoot-
ing out flashes of red and whit€lightning. The treads
plowed up the sail, beating it into ridges and furrows
likc the waves of astonny sea. A mountain thrust up
from the near horizon, and by aburst of dazzling
light Kane saw agrouping of carved faces staring out
from the high granite diffsde.

He was surprised when he recognized the five co-
lossal stone effigies that represented the greatest lead-
ersin American history-Washington, Lincoln, Jef-
ferson, Roosevelt and Hitler.

Héll-hued blossoms bloomed from spots dlover

the vehicleés dark bulk. Mortar rounds burst from
portsin the war wag's hull and exploded among the
rebels on the rocky dopes. Brutd detonation after
detonation bloomed in aline, ripping open the stony
soil, flinging maimed bodiesthrelightheair likedis-
jointed puppets.

People fled wildly from the advance of the huge
meachine, scattering in panicky flightindl direc-
tions. A crooked finger of lightning flicked from a
tube, caressing the running men and women. They
screamed in agony, engulfed by licking flames, their
hair igniting into coronas of fire.

The dark leviathan shuddered to a clattering halt,
and avent in its undercarriage released ahissing
cloud of vapor. Out of the billowing mist, down a
ramp, plunged a horde of amled and amlored figures,
al black clad from crown to hedl. They woretight
black breeches and high black boots. and ebony uni-
form jacketswith slver piping tight to the chest and
shoulders. Broad belts held half a dozen objects
sheathed in pouches.- B.ulky black breastplates en-
closed their upper torsos.



One of them held abanner doft with ablack de-
sign emblazoned on a bloodred background. Kane
recognized the symbol-athick-walled pyramid. en-
closing and partidly bisected by three e ongated but
reversed triangles. Small disks topped each one. lend-
ing them aresemblance to round-hilted daggers.

A black-uniformed man shouted commands that
were drowned out by the hissng of the vent and the
mechanica roar. Though hisfeatures were partialy
obscured by acod-scuttle helmet. Kane glimpsed a
flat, sallow face that was amost round and apair of
mud-colored eyes. It was Salvo. hisformer com-
manding officer inthe Cobdtville Magigrate Divi-
son. hisgenetic twin and aman who had lived only
to hate him.

Another uniformed man stepped from the steam

and joined Salvo. Kane recognized him. too. It was
himsdf, standing shoulder to shoulder With aman he
himsdf had chilled months before.

He suddenly had the sensation of plummeting for-
ward inawild flight, heading directly for himsaif.
Kanefdt abrief struggle asthe ego, the essence of
the other Kane melded within hisown.

Then he sniffed the hot, dectric amdl Szzlingin

the smoky air and his ssomach lurched at the thick
stench of roasting human mest.

The troop of soldiers marched forward. All of them
had paper-pale faces and eyes that were larger than
normal. Their builds were dender and graceful, and
they moved with danceresque, mincing steps.

Men appeared, climbing over the rocks a hundred
yards distant, legping from them, scrambling in ater-
rified retreat. Machine guns opened up, the bullets
crashing againg the rocks, the stream of autofire tear-
ing them to blood-stresked ribbons.

"Ceasefiring," Salvo shouted into hishemet
commHlink. "lItsover."

A man staggered up from adeclivity near one of

the war wag'streads, thin trails of smoke streaming
from hishair. He started to run, sumbled, fell,
dragged himsdlf to hisfeet, took a step, then fell
again. Thistime, hedid not get up.

Heraised araw, blackened travesty of aface. His
blistered, leaking lips writhed and he croaked, "I sur-
render. Help me."

Sdvo fired from the hip, ashort burst from the
subgun dung over his shoulder. The man's burned
features dissolved in awet, red spray. The bullets
knocked him backward into atread-dug ditch.
Savo chuckled. "So therebdlion endswith a
whinefor mercy, not abang." Hethrew agrin at



Kane "A little anticlimactic, isn't it, Brother? Move
in”

"Those aren't Fiddd Marsha Thrush'sorders;”
Kanereplied. "Hetold usto set up a perimeter
around the Rushmore zone, to keep the Roamers
from escaping-"

Savo cut him off with a sharp, savage gesture.
"Doit. I'min command here. Y ou take point.”

Kane moved forward, using hand signdsto tell the
troopersto fal in behind him. He strode quickly over
the rocky ground, and it wasn't until he had crossed
ten yards when he noticed the soldiers had hung
back. He turned around, opening his mouth to shout
an order.

A small, round object arced overhead, dropping
between Kane and the troopers. A flash of fireand
the shock of a concussion dammed into Kane with
theforce of agiant dedgehammer and bowled him
away into blackness.

THE GRENADE DETONATED on thefirg-floor landing.
The concussive wave crashed down the steps and
lighted the marble-floored foyer with abright orange
flash. Kane felt the shock and the heat on the back
of hishead.

Therest of the interdiction team had taken up po-
gtions around the embassy reception hdl, deploying
likewdll-oiled parts of amachine, subgunsleveled
to cover every possible avenue of either escape or
oppostion.

Kane looked up the stairway, noting that the four
members of the embassy's security detail had been
incapacitated by the stun grenade. His helmet comm.
link buzzed, and Grant's voicefiltered into his ear.
"The west wing is secure. Nobody's here but a cou-
ple of hybrid grunts. The diplomatic saff must have
been evacuated."

"Resgtance?!

,'A little. Some of those bastards are armed with
infrasound wands."

"What about the ambassador?"

"No sgnof Thrush a dl. He might have bee.

tipped off."

Kane grunted, not wanting to contempl ate the pos
ghility. "Stand by."

He ran up the dairs, keegping closeto the curving,
elaborate balustrade, taking three steps at atime,
holding his Spectre autoblaster in atwo-handed grip.
The corridor wasfilled with astringent smoke.
Through its shifting planes, he glimpsed four figures
dtirring feebly on the floor, their white faces siresked



red from the blood oozing from hemorrhaged ear-
drums.

Kane stepped carefully around them, turning right,
beneath an arch into along, carpeted halway. Almost
a once, adoor opened at the far end of the hall, and
ahybrid was framed there, with afragile-looking in-
frasound wand in hishand. It flicked toward him. the
three-foot slver length shivering and humming.
Kanethrew himsdlf againg thewall, raisng his
sdeam. Even with the specid shidding ingde his
helmet, he wasn't sure he could take adirect hit, S0
he fired once. The ultrasonic burst swept high, a
barely detectable blur peding long splintersfrom the
wall above his head. The round from the Spectre
caught the hybrid in the chest, hurling him backward
amid aflailing of aamsand akicking of legs. The
wand clattered to the floor.

"So much for diplomatic immunity,” Kane mut-

tered benegath his breath.

He .carefully moved down the hdlway and paused
by awindow. He peered out past the broken glass.
The grounds of the Archon embassy werefilled with
nmning, falling and shooting figures. Smoke boiled
from a.comer of the building, and flameslicked out
of aground-floor window. An armored car trundled
through the wreck of the wrought-iron gate, spouting
30 mm shellsin ajackhammer rhythm. A recoilless
rifle thumped severa times, and sparks danced from
the heavy metd hull of the car asthe roundsrico-
cheted away.

He saw a Cerberus specialist surrounded by a pack
of hybrids, their infrasound wands humming and
popping vicioudy. The ultrasonic waves pulverized
the man's joints and crushed the bonesin hisface.
He opened his mouth to scream, and his teeth blew
out of hismouth in acloud of splinters.

Kane put his blaster out of the window and de-
pressed the trigger, firing along, full-auto burst. Hy-
brids squed ed as the high-vel ocity rounds struck
them, knocking them down like puppets.

An explosion filled the hdlway with ralling, thun-
d:erous echoes. A sheet of flame erupted, and the con-
cussiveroar broke theworld behind him.

THE LIGHTS on the control deck flickered in a strob-
ing pattern. A blinding flare of crimson-and-white

light burst from the main monitor screen. The Sabre
shuddered brutally asthe artificid gravity and inertia-
dampersfluctuated. Rubbing the flash-induced spots
from his eyes, Kane shouted, " Status!"

It was as Baptiste had warned-if it was a Dread-



naught they were tracking, a GRASER blast would
result in negative engine control, jammed communi-
cations frequencies, shields and sensors opertive |
only onanomind levd.

The Sabre was a cruiser, Rapier Class, larger and
more formidable than ships used for system patrol
duty. But the craft and its crew had adua mission,
and the high command of the Sol 9 Commonwesdlth
wasn't exactly sure what they might encounter. First
and f&-emogt, she was supposed to get information.
back to the Ranger Division on the Pardlax Red sta-
tion. But if the Sabre encountered hogtile Directorate
vessals, the standing orders were to attack, then run.
Kane had ordered abrace of Shrikesfired at adis-
tant sensor hit, beyond the range of the visud scan-
ners. Lessthan aminute later, thefire had beenre- ~
turned-by a gamma-powered laser projector. "

The Sabre rocked again. Kane had to grab the
comm-console to keep from staggering into Grant a
the helm board. "Tactica. Give me a360 view. Ad-
just for theflux. Thrusters at station-keeping until we
establish another target lock. ™

"A moot point, Commander," Baptiste said. "'l
believe our target hasfound us."

On the screen, outlined by regularly placed run-
ning lights, amassive, ominous shape did into view,
blackly outlined by the distant red light of Mars. the
weapons emplacements bristling the huge, disk-
shaped craft were clearly visble.

"Grant!" Kaneyelled. "Hard to port. Evasive ma-
neuvers, thrusters at maximum!”

Grant's hands never reached the controls. A streak
of hell-hued light erupted from the Dreadnaught and
impacted blindingly on the Saore' s aft deflectors.
The deck jumped underfoot. Kane's comm-console
squirted a shower of sparks, and the Sabre lurched
ten degrees on her starboard side. All lightsflickered,
came up, flickered again and findly flashed on dimly.
In the semidarkness, Kane struggled to find and
punch the comm-link button. "Bry, engine status.""
"Checking," camethe strained reply.

"Our &aft shidd generators are down,” Baptiste

sad. "Enough of the GRASER beam |leaked through.
to make glancing contact with the hull.”

"\Weapons status."

" Shrike pods unaffected and operable,” Domi said
from thefire-control pand.

"Bry, bleed some power from our fore shield gen:
eratorsto cover our ass,” Kane ordered.
"Therésno point inthat," Baptige said. "At full
strength, our screenswere easily pierced. A wesk-



ened deflector won't resist a second GRASER shot
of the sameintengty.”

Kane gritted histeeth. From engineering, Bry sad,
"That shot made confetti out of the thrusters. We're
not going anywherefor awhile.

"Do wedtill have maneuvering ability?' Kane

asked.

"Thewing gyrosare still operetive" Grant an-
swered, "but without the main thrusters, well just
wallow like Venusan Doughpaots.”,

"Deploy them anyway. Give me acontrolled!!;
burn.”

Grant's fingerstouched a series of buttons. A m0O-
ment later, ribbed wings of dloy unfolded on either
sde of the craft. They were designed to dlow the
Sabre to make an atmosphere entry like ajet plane,
not be used for deep-space maneuvering. The small
rocket tubes tipping the wings spit narrow tongues of
blue flame, and the cruiser dowly rotated.

Cold fingers of terror knotting theinsgde his chet,
Kanelooked at the screen. The Dreadnaught hung on
it, like avulture poised over adying victim. He found
himsdlf laboring for breeth and redlized the oxygen
recyclerswere at haf-power. "Divert our remaining
power to the environmenta systems,’, he said to
Baptigte.

The Dreadnought did closer, hating at onekilo- .
meter from the Sabre's port bow. Its dark bulk com-
pletely filled the monitor screen. On the hull, arun-
ning light haloed an inverted triangle containing the
stylized silhouette of abird of prey, crested head
thrown back, beak open, claws outspread, wings
lifted wide. Kane clamped his teeth on a groan of
despair. The Dreadnought was the persond warship
of Colond Thrush.

The Sabre was agood ship. Nothing in the system
was any faster or more maneuverable. But the Direc-
torate's Dreadnoughts had all the other pluses-their
defensive screens were more sophigticated and their
gamma-powered lasers could dice through amete-
oritelike cardboard.

"If only we could get off onemissile" Kane mut-
tered.

"Pointless" Baptiste replied. "The Dreadnought's
pulse shiddswould detonate it before it reached its
target.”

An aperture on the Dreadnought irised open. A
coruscating rainbow radiance spilled out, seething
with energy.

Grant giffened in hischair. "They've got their
molecular destabilizer powered up.”



A wavering ribbon of scarlet light whiplashed from
the port, and Kane gripped the armrests of his chair
tightly. Scarlet light flooded the control deck and an
extended thunderclap filled hisears.

THUNDER POUNDED, surrounding the mat-trans cham-
ber with a steady kettledrum beat that could be felt
in the bones. Behind the brown-tinted armaglass
walls, bursts of light flared and flashed. The charac-
terigtic hurricane howl of the gateway cycling
through amateridization was drowned out by the
hammering.

L akesh stood in the anteroom doorway at once
electrified and petrified by the sghts and sounds. Be-
hind him, a the master mat-trans console in the con-
trol complex, Bry shouted, "Power fluctuations
acrossthe scael™ Circuit switching stations clicked
with a castanet-like rhythm

Glancing over his shoulder, Lakesh saw the needle
gauges on the boards ticking back and forth. Lights
on dl of the readout consoles flashed erraticaly.
Onthefar sde of the big, vault-walled room, he
saw Grant and Domi hurry through the open door-
way. Both them looked around anxioudy, fearfully
at the dectronic chaos erupting in the complex. They
made their way quickly down the aid e between com-
puter stations and joined Lakesh.

"Wheat the hdl'sgoing on?" Grant demanded,
quinting againg thelight strobing within thejump
chamber.

"I don't know," Lakesh answered, raising his

voice to be heard over the constant, surftike throb.
"It began as soon as the auto sequenceinitiator en-
gaged. According to Bry, the phenomenonissmilar
to what happened when the interphaser was used to
trangport you back here from England.”

Grant wrestled with asudden surge of unreasoning
fear. He remembered dl too wdll the side effect of
that particular jump, which shunted al of them, he,
Domi, Brigid and Kane, off into the past in theform
of disembodied ghosts.

He glanced over his shoulder at the huge Mercator
relief map of the world sprawling across the expanse
of thefacing wal. Pinpoints of light shone steedily

in amost every country, connected by athin glowing
pattern of lines. They represented the Cerberus net-
work, thelocations of dl functioning gateway units
acrossthe planet.

"How can that happen again?' Grant half shouted
into Lakesh'sear. "Thiswas just anonna gateway
trangt, right?'



Lakesh didn't answer, keeping hiseyesfixed on

the six-sded chamber.

"| hate these fucking things,” Grant growled.

As suddenly asthey began, the pulsing of sound

and the display of pyrotechnics ended. Everything
was calm and quiet again, except for the muffled
whining of the materidization cycle benesth thejump
platform.

Pushing past Lakesh, Grant crossed the room and
reached for the heavy chamber door. Heignored La-
kesh'sword of warning and heaved up on the handle,
pulling the door open on counterbaanced hinges.
Smoke and mist swirled within the chamber, so thick
he could see nothing.

The mist was abyproduct of the quantum inter-

face, aplasmawave form that only resembled vapor.
Usually, it dissipated within seconds of a successful
trangt, but he had never seen it so heavy before, like
an ocean fog trgpped within the armaglasswalls.
Thread-thin static eectricity discharges arced within
the billowing mass.

Grant hestated only amoment, then plunged into

the clouds, fanning his hand in front of hisface. He
heard afaint, feminine groan from underfoot, and he
bent low, narrowing his eyes. He barely made out the
pronefigure of Brigid Baptigte, sirring feebly onthe
hexagond floor plates.

Crackling light flashed again and he recoiled, but

it limned for an ingtant the figure of Kane-or rather
what appeared to be four Kanes. He lay sprawled on
the platform floor, as motionless as a corpse, his body
shesthed in acocoon of sparkling energy, likeamin-
iature auroraboredlis.

Around him floated three hazy, shadowy duplicate
Kanes, lying exactly ashedid. They flickered like
images on afaulty vid tape. Grant was reminded of
wavery mirages produced by shimmering heat waves
risng from asunbaked desert.

He stared in shocked denia, knowing hiseyes

could not possibly be conveying accurate information
to hisbrain. As he stared, the aura faded away com-
pletdy, and the mist swallowed Kane's body again.
At hisfeet, Brigid uttered another low groan, then
attempted to hike hersalf up on an elbow. She blinked
up & him unfocusedly. Inafaint voice shecdled

out, "Kane?'

Grant put ahand under her arm and gently lifted

her up. "It'sme, Grant. Y ou madeit back."

Brigid swayed on rubbery legs. She staggered as
Grant led her to the jJump-chamber door. Domi and

L akesh moved forward to help her. She looked com-



pletely disoriented, her green eyes glazed and blank,
skin very pale beneath the scattering of freckles over
the bridge of her nose.

"Kane?' she asked again, hoarsdly.

"I'll seeto him," Grant said, more to Lakesh than

to Brigid. ' 'Y ou might want to call DeFore."
Lakesh's eyebrows rose. "Why?'

Grant didn't answer. Grimly, he returned to the
cloud-filled chamber. The vapor showed no indica-
tion of thinning, which was definitely unprecedented.
He made hisway to Kane and painfully went to one
knee beside him.

He saw only one Kane now. He sill wore Grant's
Mag-issue, Kevlar-weave coat, and he noticed the
bulge of the holstered Sin Eater beneath the right
deeve. But hiseyeswere closed, hisface dack. Grant
did not see any sgnsof respiration.

Shrugging off the tentacles of dread that clutched

at his heart, Grant placed aforefinger at the base of
Kane'sthroat to check his pulse.

Hisfinger passed through Kane and touched a
meta floor plate.

Chapter 7

Grant's heart gave awild lurch. and he snatched his
hand away with such speed and force he sat down
hard. A gasping cursetore from hislips. "What the
fuck-*

Lakesh heard him and cdled out, "Grant! What's
happening?

He wastoo numb to reply, hisvoca cords frozen,
his thought processes paralyzed. Heredized he
gaped goggle-eyed and openmouthed at Kane's body ...
Conjecture and terror careened madly through his
mind, staggering off thewalls of hisskull.

"Grant!" Lakesh'svoice wastight with fear and
impatience.

"Stay out for aminute,”" he replied, dismayed by

how shrill his voice sounded.

"Why? Ansver mel"

Grant ignored him and thepainin hisleg. He

shifted pogtion, getting to al fours. Tentatively, he
sretched a hand toward Kane again. He looked solid,
he argued to himsdlf, so he had to be solid.

Without warning, askein of energy, like cobwebs

of voltage sprang up and surrounded Kane's bodly. It
touched Grant's fingers, danced up, crawled along his
am. Hisskin prickled, asif amillion dectrified ants



marched aong hisflesh. He had no chanceto cry out
or pull away before the crackling display ended.
When it did, ahandful of Kan€'s coat was gripped
inhisfig.

Smultaneoudy, Kane's eyes flew open, wide and
wild. Convulsions shook him, racked him violently
from head to toe. He dragged in a great shuddery
breath asif hislungs had been deprived of oxygen
for along time. He clawed out with hisright hand,
finding Grant'swrist and closing hisfingersaround

it asif it were an anchor to life. Hispae, glassy eyes
asked asilent, beseeching question.

"You'reback," Grant told him. "Y ou made it

back."

Air rasped in and out of Kane'sthroat as hetried

to St up. He managed only aflaling spasm of arms
and legs. Thelack of coordination deeply disturbed
Grant. A characteristic of Kane was hiswalflikere-
flexes

Grant pulled him to astting position by the collar

of hiscoat, and Kane shivered, inhaing and exhaing
with deep gasps. He clasped his head with both
hands. Finally, he managed to say, in an aspirated
whisper, "Baptiste.”

"She'shere," Grant said quietly. " She seems

okay. What about you?'

"Heed hurts"

"Canyou sand?"

Kanelowered his hands, glanced up a him and
tried to grin, but it looked more like a grimace of
agony. "Try."

Grant heaved him to hisfeet and like apair of
drunken dancers, they lockstepped through the mist
to the open chamber door. Lakesh' sface registered
hisrelief when he saw them. Brigid sat on the edge
of the long table in the ready room and though she
looked weak, her eyes were no longer glazed. She
fixed them on Kane.

“Areyoudl right?"

Ashe carefully stepped forward, he husked out,

"Y eah. Head fed s like afrag gren went off insgde
of it, but other than that, I'm fine."

Grant released him, and Kaneimmediatdly fell flat
on hisface. Almost asimmediately, he started push-
ing himsdlf up by trembling arms, cursing under his
breath in embarrassment.

Domi ingtantly moved to hissde, offering him
support as hetried to climb to hisfeet again. Grant
hauled him erect by the collar of his coat. Kane met
the troubled gazes of Lakesh and Brigid and mut-
tered, "Piece of shit Russan gateway. Should have



known.”

The mat-trans unit in the Trasilunpo monastery had
been part of the Soviet Union's Sverdze project, their
analogue to Cerberus. Months before, he, Grant and
Brigid and undergone an exceedingly unpleasant
jump to aRussian gateway. It had become agiven
with him that dl units of Russian manufacture were
faulty.

Neither Lakesh nor Brigid agreed with Kane's con-
temptuous assessment. "Nothing like this happened
when we madetheinitia jump,” she declared
hoarsdly. "Nothing like this has ever happened on
any jump.”

"That's not quite true,” Bry announced from the
doorway leading to the control complex.

Before the dightly built tech could daborate, he

was forced to step aside to admit DeFore and her
aide, Auerbach, asthey rolled in agurney. Kane eyed
it with distaste, and DeFore regarded him similarly.
"Somebody in here better need medical atten-

tion," -she gated in amenacing tone. A stocky,
buxom woman with deep bronze skin, braided ash-
blond hair and liquid brown eyes, she was one of the
first Cerberus exiles and accustomed to spesking her
mind.

L akesh gestured to Kane and Brigid. "An exami-
nationisin order.”

Leaning on the edge of the table, Kane said defen-
svdy, "I'mfeding better."

"Metoo,"” Brigid added.

Shaking his head, Lakesh declared, "Not good
enough. Go with DeFore to the dispensary.” Histone
brooked no debate.

"Which one of youwantsto ride?" Auerbach

asked, nodding to the gurney.

Neither Kane nor Brigid answered him. Brigid did
off the table and began walking with adow deter-
mination toward the door. Kane hesitated before fol-
lowing her. DefFore passed asmdl, handheld rad
counter over both of them.

"Low-end green,” she announced. "No immedi-

ate need for decam.”

As Kane moved around her, Lakesh said, "Friend
Kane, three of you left here. Only two returned. Is
there areason for that?'

Kaneflicked narrowed, pain-filled eyestoward him
inirritation. With acold sarcasm, he answered,

"Y eah. One of the three didn't come back. Satis-
fied?,

"By no means" Lakesh fdl slent, garing a him

with unblinking expectation.



"If you want to know if | chilled Baam, just ask

me"

"Didyou?'

"No." He started walking after Brigid, putting his
feet down with such care it was asif he feared the
floor would open beneath them.

"And the Chintamani Stone?" L akesh demanded.
Without pausing, Kane shrugged out of thelong

coat and tossed it atop the table. It landed with asolid
clunk. "L ook in the pockets."

L akesh opened his mouth to voice another ques-
tion, but Grant caught hiseye, favoring himwith a
disapproving scowl. "We can have aforma debrief
after he and Brigid are checked over and get them-
selves back together.

In awhisper, he added crypticaly, "And in Kane's
case, that might takeawhile.”

If Lakesh found the comment puzzling, he gave no
indication. He busied himsdlf patting and then grop-
ing through the pockets of the long black coat. From
them he pulled three black stones. Two were nearly
identical, roughly the size and shape of aman'sfig.
At first, and even second glance, they appeared to be
chunks of obsidian, or some other dark mineral. Only
by careful examination could the eye discern the
marks of tools on them, or faint scratchesthat might
beinscriptions.

The third piece was much larger, cube-shaped, the
surfaces S0 perfectly smooth it was asif they had
been polished and lacquered to acquire a semireflec-
tive sheen. But beneath the glosslay only darkness,
ablack, fathomless sea

L akesh arranged the two smdler fragments on &-
ther Sde of thelarger, asif he were assembling a
puzzle. By turning them and shifting their position,

he saw that al three pieces formed the geometric
facets of an incomplete trapezohedron. According to
what Balam had hinted and the information Brigid
had wrung from the historical database, the Black
Stonewas of celegtid origin and referred to in many
ancient gpocryphd rdigioustexts asthe Shining
Trapezohedron. Alwaysit was associated with the
concept of keys.

Buddhist and Taoist legends spoke of the city of
Agartha, a secret enclave benesth amountain range
on the Chinese-Tibet border from which strange gray
people emerged to influence human affairs. Ancient
Adan chronicles attested that within the rock galler-
ies of Agartha rested the prime facet of the stone,
known to Orientd mystics asthe Chintamani Stone.
Alleged to have come from the star system of Sir-



ius, the chronicles claimed that' "When the Son of

the Sun descended upon earth to teach humankind,
there fell from heaven a shield which bore the power
of theworld."

"Aren't there some other things you ought to be
looking &7

Grant'simpatient query drew Lakesh's attention
away from the stones. He turned and blinked at him
owlishly. "Likewhat?"

Grant gestured to the mat-trans chamber. The mist
boiling within had thinned dueto theinflux of fresh
air, but it had yet to completely disappear. "Like that.
Have you ever seen agateway smoke like that?"
With a sudden start of alarm, it occurred to Lakesh
that he had not. The Cerberus unit wasthefirg fully
operable and completely debugged quantum interface
mat-trans inducer constructed after the success of the
prototypein 1989. The quantum energies released by
the gateways transformed organic and inorganic mat-
ter to digital information, transmitted it dong ahy-
perdimensiond pathway and reasssembleditinare- 1]
caver unit.

To accomplish this, the mat-trans units required an
inestimable number of maddeningly intricate eec-
tronic procedures, dl occurring within milliseconds
of one another, to minimize the marginsfor error.
The actua matter-to-energy conversion processwas
sequenced by an array of computers and microproc-
essors, with anumber of separate but overlapping
operationd cycles.

Since Lakesh had been the overseer of Project Cer-
berus and had been instrumenta in developing the
inducers from prototype to fina model, he had wit-
nessed firgthand every permutation of its operation.
"Asapoint of fact," he admitted, adjusting his
eyeglassesto look at the vapor, "I haven't. It doesn't
appear to be the normal byproduct of the quincunx
effect.”

Grant had picked up enough technovernacular in

the past eight months to understand that L akesh re-
ferred to ananosecond of time when lower dimen-
siona space was phased into a higher one. But that's
al heunderstood.

"Other than the smoke,” he stated, "'l saw some-
thing dse." He held up threefingers. "1 saw three
other Kanesin there. Or thought | saw them.”

L akesh contemplated him without expression for a
long tick of time. At length, he intoned, "Thought

you saw them?”

Grant wagged his head in exasperation. "It was
pretty foggy in there, with somewild energy over-



spills. Maybe my eyes played trickson me."
Hedidn't sound asif he believed it, and Lakesh
didn't believe him, ether. Not only was Grant's vi-
sion uncannily acute, he wasn't proneto imagining
much of anything. If he said he saw four Kanesin-
stead of one, he more than likely was not mistaken.
“Another thing." Grant cleared histhroat sdif-
conscioudy, and then declared inarush, "When |
first went to touch Kane, my hand went right through
him-like hewasaghogt. It wasamost asif the
mat-trans had only locked on to his appearance, not
him. When | touched him again, he was solid."
"That'simpossble,” Lakesh retorted.
"Thenexplainit, " Grant chalenged.

L akesh groped for a reasonable sounding response,
but before he found one, Domi piped up, “Three
rocks. Three Kanes. Y ou do math."

Both Lakesh and Grant swiveled their heads to-
ward her, then fixed their gazes on the black stones.
L akesh threw anervous but gracious smile toward
Domi. "They are the common factors. Thank you,
darlingest girl, for not alowing meto overlook thel
obvious."

Grant eyed the stones suspicioudy. "What do .

do now?'

"Wetest them, seeif we can isolate their int~
active properties.”

Grant's eyebrowsrose. "Interactive?'

"Obvioudy the stones reacted to the quantum en-
ergies of the mat-transinducer. We had atriple quin-
cunx effect, smultaneoudy and interconnective. That
might explain the volume of mist aswell asthethree
dopplegangers of Kane." ,

"Why didn' it happen to Brigid?' Grant asked.
"Shewasn't in close enough physical proximity

to the stones.”

Grant knuckled his eyes and muttered peevishly,
"Let's get to the point-where did the three Kanes
come from and where did they go?"

Somehow managing to sound skeptical and en-
thralled at the sametime, Lakesh stated, "I theorize
they came from three different dimensiond redities,
three different mirror universes. Pardlel casements,
to employ theterm used by Baam."

Grant glared a him. "That's crazy.”

Lakesh chuckled uneasily. " So are the workings

of theuniverse a large. It will take amadman to
understand them, so | suggest we get toit.”

"Get to it how?" Grant demanded.

L akesh reached out for the largest piece of stone,
but stopped short of grasping it. ' 'Methodically,



friend Grant. Methodicaly.”

BETH-LI ROUCH dapped the flat toggle switch on the
door frame, and the overhead fluorescent fixtures
blazed on, flooding the armory with awhite, Serile
light.

The big square room was stacked nearly to the
ceiling with wooden crates and boxes. Many of the
crates were stenciled with the legend PROPERTY
U.S. ARMY . Glass-fronted gun cases lined the four
walls, containing automatic assault rifles, many

makes and models of subguns and dozens of semi-
automatic blasters. Heavy assault weaponry occupied
the north wall, bazookas, tripod-mounted M-249 ma-
chine guns, mortars and rocket launchers.

She had been told that al of the ordnance was of
predark manufacture. Caches of materiel had been
lad down in hermetically sedled Continuity of Gov-
ernment installations before the nukecaust. Protected
from the ravages of the outraged environment, nearly
every piece of munitions and hardware was as pris-
tineastheday it had rolled off the assembly line.
Rouch moved aong the aides, peering into the

cases, then moving on again. Her experience with
fireanns was extremdy limited. She had never so
much astouched ablaster until she arrived at Cer-
berus. All of the exiles were expected to become rea-
sonably proficient with wegpons, so she had spent
sometime on the indoor firing range under Grant's
tutelage. The lessons were restricted to the use of
SA-80 subguns, lightweight autoblasters that the
most firearm-challenged person could learn to handle.
However, an SA-80 would not serve the purpose she
hed inmind.

She circled the armory, and when she caught a
glimpse of two black figures standing near the rear
wall, sherepressed acry of fright. With a sense of
shame mingled with anger, she recognized the suits

of Magigtrate body armor mounted on metal frame-
works. She wasn't sure which black exoskeleton be-
longed to Kane or Grant, so she eyed both of them
with loathing. .

Rouch devoted no thought to examining her hatred

of Grant-he was Kan€'s friend and that was enough
for her. Once she had contemplated seducing Grant
in order to make Kane jedlous, but the notion of in-
curring the homicidal wrath of Domi, the outlander
dut, made her discard the idea. Besides, she knew
Grant would spurn her, just as Kane had.

A jolt of fury saeized her, and she caught areflec-

tion of hersdlf in the glass of agun case. Her ddlicate,



exotic features were contorted in amask of rage, eyes
ditted, teeth bared.

She replayed what Kane had said to her that night
inthevillage of the savages. "Beth-L.i...if you ever
threeten Baptite again, I'll fucking chill you."
Sheremembered how his hands clamped crudly
tight on her face, how he glared into her eyes. Once
again she heard hisgrowling voice: "I'll bresk your
beautiful little neck.”

Humiliation filled her, thickening in her chest, d-

most suffocating her. It wasdl Brigid Baptiste's

fault, that barren, frigid bitch who had never known
passion of any kind, but who had somehow awakened
itin Kane.

Baptiste didn't know how to treat aman, certainly

not aman like Kane. At least Rouch tried to convince
hersdlf of that. She had tried to convince Kane of the
same thing, and he had responded with threats. She
paused by acase, noting the array of small-caliber
handblasters displayed insde it. Her eyes swept over
them, then settled on a blue-finished Heckler & Koch
P- 7 M-8 with a stippled black plastic stock.
Impulsively, she opened the case door and re-
moved the blagter, hefting it one-handed, thenin

both. The lightweight P- 7 M-8 was only alittle over
sx incheslong and therefore fairly easy to conced.

In acabinet drawer, shefound aclip loaded with
eight 9 mm Parabellum rounds. Sgpping the dip into
the blaster's butt, she experimented with the front-
mounted squeeze cocker, strap cocking the action.
Rouch liked the fed of the weapon. Whether she

had to fireit wastotaly up to Baptiste.

Unzipping the sedl of her bodysuit's right boot

sock, she inserted the blaster, tightened the tabs and
|eft the armory, making sure to turn out the lights.
Despitetheweight of the blaster, Beth-Li's step

was sprightly. For thefirgt timein weeks, she felt
good about hersalf.

Chapter 8

Thelift disk hissed to a pneumatic stop and Abrams
opened the door, striding across the down ramp and
into the baron's suite. His body was encased by the
black polycarbonate battle armor, the helmet tucked
under hisleft arm.

The close-fitting exoskel eton was molded to con-
form to the biceps, triceps, pectoras and abdomen.
Even with its Kevlar undershegthing, the armor was



lightweight and had the ability to redistribute kinetic
shock resulting from projectileimpact. A small, disk-
shaped badge of office was emblazoned on the left
pectoral, depicting a crimson, stylized, balanced
scales of justice superimposed over a nine-spoked
whed.

The hdmet under Abramss arm was of the same
color and materid, except for the dightly concave,
red-tinted visor. The visor provided protection for the
eyes, and the dectrochemica polymer was connected
to apassve night sght that intengfied ambient light
to permit one-color night vision.

He knew he made an incongruous sight, dressed
asahard-contact Mag yet leaning on hiswaking
gtick as he strode through the foyer. The foyer was
magnificent, aswas every room in the suite. Glitter-
ing light cast from many crystal chandeliersflooded
every comer of the entrance hdl. At thefar end of
thefoyer, flanking hugeivory-and-gold inlaid double
doors, were two members of the dite Baronid Guard.
At his approach, the guards opened the doors, and
the one on hisright said colorlesdy, "The lord baron
awaitsyou in his private audience chamber."

The doors shut behind him, and as he expected, he
saw nothing but adeep, amost primal dark. The
baron'slevel wasthe only oneinthe Adminigtrative
Monoalith without windows. Abramswalked forward,
heading toward the dim glow of asinglelight shining
over an open door. He had never visited the baron's
private chamber before. Asfar as he knew, only La
kesh had been granted that privilege.

Baron Cobadt sat alone ingde the curve of asmall,
horseshoe-shaped desk. Rows of buttons and toggle
switches lay within easy reach of hisddicatefingers.
If the baron pressed one button, his guard promptly
appeared. If he pushed another button, his persona
daff came.

When he entered, Abrams stood stiffly at atention
beside the door frame. "As per your order, | am re-
porting that the recce team is preparing to embark.”
The baron glanced a him with dull, distracted eyes
and sad inasurprisngly mild voice, "Please come
in, Abrams"

He did so, marching to the desk and stopping be-
gdetheonechair. Baron Cobalt waved himto it
"Sit down, my good friend. | wish to talk to you."
Abrams eased hisbody into it, placing the red-
visored helmet on hislap. "My lord baron. How may
| be of serviceto you?

Baron Cobdt shifted in hischair, pursaing hislips
meditatively. "My good friend. That'swhat 1 called



L akesh. Several months ago he sat whereareyou
sitting now, and 1 asked him for counsel. Now 1 ask
it of you."

Abrams couldn't help but fed uneasy. SinceLa

kesh was abducted by Kane, Grant and Salvo, the
baron haa essentialy quarantined himsdlf from al
one-on-one contact with members of the Trust. He
had heard that isolation even extended to his persona
staff. He had devoted much thought to the whys and
wherefores, snce they seemed fairly obvious-shame
because he had been duped by Salvo, self-anger that
he had not uncovered the conspiracy right under his
aquiline nose until its god was achieved.

"What do you wish of me, my lord?" Abram&'
asked, inclining his head toward him.

"| told Salvo 1 fell prey to errors of judgment, ~

1 never made mistakes. Do you recd| that?!
Abramsdid indeed recall that, asvividly asif it.

had happened only an hour ago. Salvo, the com-
mander of the Magistrate Division and Abramss
chief lieutenant, and amember of the Trust, had been
reveded as atraitor-a conspirator involved with
Kaneto overthrow the barony from within.

The scheme had been complicated with a number

of diversons, including the pretense of commanding
the Grudge task force, which was devoted to tracking
down Kane, Grant and Baptiste. Salvo had abducted
L akesh and placed the blame for the entire conspir-
acy on Abramshimsdf.

Theframejob had been Salvo'sfata miscacula
tion, because it was too convenient for even the para-
noid Baron Cobalt to easily accept.

Savo had apparently gambled that the baron

would not consult the genetic records and learn he
was related to Kane. That was all the proof Baron
Cobalt needed to brand him as atraitorous seditioni<,
inleague with the Preservationists.

"l remember that very clearly, my lord,” Abrams
answered with anote of satisfaction in his otherwise
bland voice. "He groveled at your feet, pleading with
you, dlaming you had migudged him."

A deep, sad 9gh issued from Baron Cobalt'slips.
"And indeed | had."

It took amoment for the implications of the

baron's remark to penetrate Abramss mind. He felt
his eyebrows crawl first toward hishairline, then
curve down to meet at the bridge of hisnose. "My
lord?" hefatered. "l don't understand-"

"Neither did 1," Baron Cobalt blurted, atouch of
amost human desperationin histone. " 'At fird. |
tried to deny the evidence that | had wronged him,



but now | must the accept the truth.”

"Truth?" Abrams echoed, not quite sureif he
wanted to hear what Baron Cobalt considered truth.
"What do you mean?"

"Salvo was not working with Kane or the Pres-
ervationists. Yes, he had hisown agenda, hisown
ambitions, as so many members of the Trust do. He
did imprison Lakesh without my knowledge and tor-
ture him. But it wasto learn the whereabouts of
Kane”

Abrams could only stare in stunned incredulity for
along moment. "My lord, how do you know this?'
"Sdvotoldme”

"Surely you did not believe him. Helied-"

Baron Cobalt raised a preemptory, long-fingered
hand. "He lied about many things, but not about that.
Because of hismany lies, 1 did not believe anything
he said. So 1 looked benesath hiswords. 1 interfaced
his brain with a database and recorded his memo-
res"

Abrams recalled how the. Baronia Guard had
dragged Salvo away, and he understood the baron
intended to subject him to certain types of interro-
gation techniques, but he had never inquired about
them. Hefeared to.

"l recorded hismemories," Baron Cobalt contin-
ued, "interpreted them into subjective visud lan-
guage and studied them. A schemer he definitely was,
but Salvo did not betray me. Hismissonin lifewas
to track down Kane, and in the process he exploited
the powers 1 had given him to do s0."

Abrams struggled to grasp the concept that both

he and the baron had made agrave error. "Then why
did Kanerescue him?"

Baron Cobalt shook his domed head. "What we
construed as arescue was a capture. And what we
construed as Lakesn' s capture was more than likely
the red rescue.”

"Lakesh?' Abrams echoed in astonishment.

“Y our most trusted adviser? He was selected by the
Directorateitsdf to help guide the program of uni-
Fication! He-"

Abrams broke off, not certain if he had reveded
more knowledge of Lakesh than he should have.
"Heisdso apredark human being." The baron's
voice dropped to awhisper. "With predark standards
of ethicsand mordlity.”

"But predark human beings planned and imple-
mented the unification,” Abrams argued. "In concert
with the Directorate, long before the nukecaust and

skydark.",



"There are some things about the Program of Uni-
fication you do not know.".' Baron Cobalt spoke
sadly, asif he were grieving theloss of aloved one.
"Would it shock you to learn there are some things
even | don't know?'

Abrams sat sllently, throat congtricted. The baron's
guestion had shocked him deeply. He could not re-
spond.

“A number of predark scientigts, al involved with
aspects of the Totality Concept, were placed in cry-
onic stas's, deegping through the first century follow-
ing the nukecaugt. At a preordained time, they were
revived, resurrected asit were, to employ their spe-
ciaized knowledge in furthering the plans made so
long ago, to usher humanity over thethreshold of a
new genesis. Y ou knew that much, didn't you?"
Abrams nodded numbly, reviewing what he knew
about the Totdity Concept. Theinitid experiments
began over two centuries before, at the end of World
War |I. Therewere severd subdivisons of the Con-
cept, separate asto research areas, but dl linked to a
primary objective. According to what he had been
told years earlier, the Totaity Concept bad originated
with the Archon Directorate.

"What you do not know," the baron went on, "is

that several of these revived predarkers resisted co-
operation. They clamed they had been mided,
duped, lied to. They withheld their aid. Some rebelled
openly and were dealt with. Others chose amore co-
vert path, paying lip serviceto their dedication to a
unified humanity, but actualy acting as agents pro-
vocateurs”

Abramsdtirred in hischair. "My lord, you mean

they were Presarvationits?'

"No, | do not believe such a conveniently clear-

cut adversary exigts. Itisafiction, itisacunningly
crafted piece of misdirection. Y es, weve had anum-
ber of convicted criminals confessto being Preser-
vationigts, but only after they weretortured to die
point where they would admit to any crime.”
"Areyou saying Lakesh is one of these agents
provocateurs? ,

"| am suggesting the possibility,” Baron Cobalt
replied. "I do not wish to repesat the samerush to
judgment | made with Salvo. | lost my objectivity
with he and Lakesh. | was not bred to be so... passion
driven.”

"But surdly you have some foundation for your
uspicions.”

"Severd, actudly." The baron began ticking off
pointswith hisfingers. Absently, Abrams noted that



the middle one was nearly the length of hisentire
hand.

"One-Lakesh was the overseer of Project Cer-
berus. He was the man responsible for the initia
breakthroughs in matter transfer. He was also the de-
sgner of the modular gateway units. | daresay he
knows more about the mat-trans network than anyone
dive”

Baron Cobalt touched another finger. "Two-Re-
doubt Bravo was the seat of project Cerberus, where
the units were mass-produced. L akesh was stationed
there for anumber of years prior to the nukecaudt.”
He tapped athird finger. "Three-he was d so Bri-

gid Baptiste's direct superior hereintheville's
Hidoricd Divison."

The baron hesitated before touching the fourth and
find finger. "Four--over the past three years, asmal
number of citizensin various vines were convicted

of equdly various crimes. They mysterioudy van-
ished before their sentences could be carried out."
Abramss head jerked up on his neck. "Vanished?

Y ou mean escaped?”

"l mean vanished. Without atrace.”

"I knew nothing about that."

Baron Cobalt bestowed asmdll, patronizing smile

on him. "Of course you wouldn't. It would not do

for any of our citizensto learn that it was possble

to evade the justice of the barons."

"Who werethe criminas?' Abramsinquired.

"Their names are unimportant, but sufficeit to say
amog dl of them were specidistsin some area
cybernetics, engineering, medicine. All of them dis-
appeared into thin air--or into a gateway."

Abrams pushed out along, dow breath. " So you
The baron wagged an admonishing finger. "1 sug-
gest. Thatisdl."

Nodding, Abrams rephrased his query. " So you

are suggesting the possibility that Lakesh, with his
intimate knowledge of Cerberustechnology, might be
involved in aconspiracy againg you?"

"Just so. Itispainful to consder, but | already
alowed my emotionsto migudge Salvo. | won't
make the same mistake with Lakesh, regardless of
how much | vauehim."

Abrams scratched at hisbeard. " That might ex-

plain why Kane never held Lakesh up for ransom, as
well as explaining how he knows enough about the
operation of the gateway unitsto elude our pursuit.”
The man's shoulders quaked in a sudden shudder.

He gtared at the baron with stricken eyes. "Thisis



truly monstrous, my lord. If the criminas can't be
gpprehended, the Archon Directorate will intervene.”
Baron Cobdt's unlined face suddenly went blank,
asif he had dipped on amask. In avery subdued,
colorlessvoice, heintoned, "They will not inter-
vene"

Instead of fedling reassured by the baron's decla-
mation, Abrams had to consciously suppress another
shudder. Fateringly, he asked, "Have you beenin
touch-1 mean, have they told you they would not
take action?"

"No, Abrams. | have not communicated with the
Directorate nor they with me. | have never seen an
Archon much less had adiaogue with one."

The statement, ddlivered in aflat, matter-of-fact
monotone sent cold darts of shock up Abrams spine.
Hismind reded, dl histhoughts scattering like a
flock of panic-stricken birds. "My lord, | don't un-
derstand-you and all the baronsin dl thevinesare
the representatives of the Archon Directorate.”

"That isthetraditiona belief." Baron Cobalt's

voice whispered asif from avast distance. "But be-
lief and redlity do not necessarily coincide. Nor
should we expect them to."

Beneath the polycarbonate sheathing, Abrams's

bad leg began to thrab, likeawarning sgnal. He
ressted theurgeto rubit.

"After dl," thebaron said, "everything | wasled

to believe about the Directorate was conveyed to me
by humans™

Abramsfdt trapped, but was too parayzed by
shock to do anything about it. In an instant, every-
thing he had accepted as a given, asimmutable ar-
ticles of faith, was trembling, tottering, about to col-
lapse.

Baron Cobalt seemed to sense his horror, but he
displayed no compassion. "Y ou must dedl with the
weight of evidence as| have been forced to do.”
"With dl due respect, my lord, just because you
have not had direct contact with the Archons--" The
rest of Abramsswordstrailed off. Hewas unable to
utter them.

The baron finished the sentence for him. "Doesn't
mean they don't exist? Perhaps so, but | am not ap-
plying only my subjective point of view. Baron
Sharpe was serioudy wounded, apparently by Kane.
Baron Ragnar was nated in his own chambers.
Whether Kane had anything to do with that has yet
to be determined. Regardless, both instances were the
mogt blatant examples of violence againgt the baron-
iessncetheinditution of the unification program.



Where are the Archons?'

Abrams could not hazard aguess, so he elected to
reman dlent.

“Wearelinksin achain that stretches back two
centuries or more," Baron Cobalt declared. "Asthe
baroniad hierarchy acts asthe control mechanism for
the human race, the myth of the dl-seeing, all-
powerful Archon Directorate. acted as the control
mechanism for the barons. Our belief in them curbed
our individua ambitions, prevented usfrom warring
on each other asin the old days before unification.”
In an ingtant, everything Abrams had been taught
about the world before the Program of Unification
wheded through hismind. Nearly 150 years after the
nukecaust, after acentury of barbarism and anarchy,
humankind reorganized, risng from the ruins of the
predark societal structures. Many of the most pow-
erful, most enduring baronies evolved into city-states,
walled fortresses whose influence stretched acrossthe
country for thousands of miles.

In decades past, the barons had warred against one
another, each struggling for control and absolute
power over territory. Then, they realized that greater
rewards were possibleif unity in command, purpose
and organization was achieved.

Territories were redefined, treaties struck among
the barons and the city-states became interconnected
points in a continent-spanning network. The Program
of Unification wasratified during the Council of
Front Roya, and then ruthlessdy employed. There-
constructed form of government was despotic, but
now it was ingtitutiondized and shared by dl thefor-
mer independent baronies.

Nine baronies survived the long wars over terri-
toria expansion and resources. Control of the conti-
nent was divided among the nine barons. The pre-
tenders, those who were not part of the original
hierarchy but who arrogantly assumed thetitle to
carve out their own little pieces of empire, were ex-
terminated and their territories absorbed. The hier-
archica ruling system remained, and the city-states
adopted the name of the titular heads of State.
Smultaneoudy with thisforward step in socid en-
gineering came technical advances. Technology,
most of it based on predark designs, appeared mys-
terioudy and smultaneoudy with the beginning of
the reunification program. There was much specula
tion at the time that many previoudy unknown pre-
dark Continuity of Government stockpileswere
opened up and their contents distributed evenly
among the barons. Although the technologieswere



restricted for the use of those who held the reins of
power, life overdl improved for the citizensin and
around thevilles. Manufacturing indudtries, totally
under the contral of the villes, began again.

All of that was accomplished over eighty years be-
fore, and the barons themselves had acquired amys-
tical, dmogt divine aura. Before he could stop him-
sdf, Abrams blurted in an agonized gasp, "But if you
are not ahybrid of Archon and humans, then-" He
clamped hisjawstight.

"Then who are the barons? What arewe?' Baron
Cobat's voicewas silky, sihilant. "Isit aquestion

of identity, or are you asking what makes usfit to
rule humanity?'

Abrams sammered fearfully, "My lord, | did not
Mean,”

“Yes, indeed you did, and it isavery legitimate
question. | shall addressit-what makes the barons
fit to ruleissmple. We hold the power to do so. At
thispoint in our higtory, it isimmateria whether hu-
mans gave usthat power or it was ceded to us by
superior entitieslike the Archons. We hold the
power. It isthe baronswho rule you, not the Archons.
Whether they ever exiged isirrdevant.”

Baron Cobalt ditted his eyes and leaned forward
dightly. "Do you understand me, Abrams? We hold
the power. That is one of the reasons there has been
no war in nearly two centuries. We are unified, we
all spesk the sametongue. It isthe law of the barons.
"The people of thevilleslive by thoselaws. They
are o conditioned to obey them that any opposition
to abaron is unthinkable. From the day they were
born, they've been indoctrinated to our universa
good. So it does not matter if the Archon Directorate
exists. We hold the power."

Despite his growing terror, Abrams gill heard the
undercurrent of menacein the baron'svoice. "'l un-
derstand, my lord."

"Excdlent. | knew you would. Thatiswhy | re-
vedled this particular truth to you."

Abramsdid not fed blessed by being sdlected. He
felt cursed, and an impending sense of doom seemed
to settle on him likeacloak. Helicked hisdry lips.
“Y our brother barons, my lord. Are they aware of
thistruth?’

Baron Cobalt fluttered a dismissive hand through
theair. "That, too, isirrdlevant. | know it, and there-
fore shal conduct my affairsin accordance with it.

If any of them reach the same conclusion asl, then
they shdl do so without any prompting from me."
The baron paused, and athin smile ghosted over



hisface. "Besdes, kegping thisknowledge dl to my-
sdf gives me something of an advantage over them.”
Abrams did not know what he meant, and he
wasn't inclined to find out. He was too stupefied to
do anything other than sit.

"Now you know what | know," Baron Cobdlt said
smoothly. "It will remain just between us. Y ou may
now embark on your mission. | wish you good for-
tune and success."

Abramswas barely aware of pushing himsdlf to
hisfeet. The lightweight polycarbonate armor felt
like a sheathing of the most cruddly forged lead. He
turned and shuffled toward the door, his canein one
hand, hishelmet in the other.

The information Baron Cobalt had imparted was
devadtating, both emotionally and intdllectudly, but
he found himsdlf dwelling less on the Saggering im-
plications than why the baron seemed so pleased by
itdl.

Chapter 9

"How much longer?' Kane demanded.

"Not much," DeFore answered with aclinica
coolness. "Only one area of your brain left.”
Snapping hiseyes openin darm, he stiffened

where helay on the examination table. "What do you
mean?'

"Only one area of your brain |eft to be recorded.
Relax, or well haveto start dl over again. Try to
maintain your Alphadate."

Flat on hisback in a darkened examination room
adjacent to the dispensary, Kane closed his eyes.
Eight metd electrodes were affixed to spotson his
scalp and hisforehead by crossed strips of adhesive
tape. Thin wiresled from the e ectrodes to socketsin
the el ectroencephal ograph machine. The pair of den-
der pens moved rhythmicaly over the surface of the
graph paper, recording the eectrical impulses of his
brain by etching jagged lines. Thefaint but insstent
scratching of the pensirritated him, as did the tape
on his scalp. DeFore had explained the machine re-
corded activity in the frontal, tempord, parietd and
occipita brain areas.

Lakesh had ordered the BEG, and Kane till wasn't
surewhy. After afew minutes of arguing with him,
Kane had relented, but for reasons of hisown. First
and foremost was the excruciating pain in his head,
one which analgesics administered by Auerbach had



donelittleto dleviate. A huge hollow filled with
knives seemed to hold hisentire skull.

Headaches were part and parcel of mat-trans jump-
ing. Even the cleanest trangt sometimes resulted in
afew minutes of head pain and nausea, but the symp-
toms of jump sickness abated quickly. When the mat-
ter-stream carrier wave modulations could not be per-
fectly synchronized between gateways, a severe bout
of jump sickness was the result.

The panin hisskull wasnothing likethat trig-

gered by ajump, or even like those that he'd suffered
from blows to the head.

Thiswas agony, incessant and blinding, and he
couldn't rely on hisiron sdf-control to keep himself
from succumbing to it. Three hours ago when here-
yived in the gateway chamber, hefdt asif dl of his
internal organs had been taken out and spread over
thefloor. He had been aware of nothing but anin-
ferno of nauseaand pain. Hefdt asif hisvery soul
had been folded into athousand different angles.
Then there were other sensations, not exactly phys-
ical but having more to do with perception. Hefelt
somehow detached, asif he weren't really in the Cer-
berus redoubt at al but in another place-or places-
and only dreaming about being in Cerberus.

He had made more than a dozen gateway trangits
over the past eight months and never experienced a
feding likeit, not even on the one to the mafunc-
tioning unitin Russa Thisfeding of disorientation
shook him, frightened and bewildered him. He felt
completely out of phase with the world. He tried not
to dwell on the possibility of brain damage.
Splinters of memory spun through hismind, but

they were not clear, more like ghostly resduas of
dreams. Hetold himself they were not recollections
of actual events, but haf-remembered pieces of a
jump-induced nightmare.

He knew Salvo was dead, shot and e ectrocuted
nearly two hundred years ago on a Manhattan roof-
top.

He knew he had never led araid on anything even
faintly resembling an embassy, and the creature he
knew as C. W. Thrush was not an ambassador. He
wasn't even aman.

True enough, he had been in space once, but by
mat-trans, not on aship. He had arrived on Paralax
Red, along-forgotten, predark rattletrap space station.
It had been occupied by .the madman Sindri and his
bicengineered tralls, not something called the Ranger
Divison.

Despite his pain and confusion, Kane still recog-



nized the common factor in al three of hisvisons-
C. W. Thrush, who claimed to be a hybrid of human,
Archon and machine. He didn't live, but he existed.
During the unforeseen tempora dilation effect

when Lakesh' sinterphaser was used as a portable
mat-trans, he, Brigid, Grant and Domi had been
swept to four focal pointsin history. As disembodied
spectators, dl of them had witnessed Thrush'sin-
volvement in past eventsthat affected the future and
ultimately led to the nukecaudt.

Brigid had described Thrush as a prototypica

MIB, aMan In Black, onethose sinigter figures as-
sociated with the conspiracy theories of the twentieth
century, whether they dealt with UFOs or palitica
unrest.

A faux human she had called him, afake, and that
appellation proved to be more than aguess during
their fin~ confrontation on that Newyork roof. He
replayed, as best he could, what Thrush had said
about himsdf: "Colond Thrushisnot anindividud,
but aprogram. My body ismorta, but the program
will Smply animate another likeme."

Kane had believed him to be an Archon agent, a
chrononaut dispatched by the Directorate to prevent
their machinationsin time from being undone. In ret-
rospect, Thrush had never actudly admitted to work-
ing for the Archons, and it hadn't occurred to Kane
to ask Balam about histrue nature and purpose. He
doubted he would have received asolid answer to
even the most specific questions.

He remembered Thrush's parting wordsto him.
"Another time."

A sudden click startled him into opening his eyes.
Defore had turned off the EEG machine, and the
scratching of the pens ceased. Looping the graph pa-
per over an arm, she announced, "That'sit, Kane."
He reached up and started carefully peeling the

tape from his forehead. DeFore pushed his hand
away, saying crosdy, "That's not theway to do it."
Ruthlesdy, sheripped away the adhesive strips,
plucking more than afew hairs out by their roots.
Kane barely noticed the pain. It was nothing com-
pared to the deet storm throbbing within the walls of
hisskull.

Wincing, he pushed himsdlf to asitting postion.

"Do you have anything stronger than those pillsyou
gaveme?'

DeForeeyed him critically. ™Y our head till

hurts?'

"You havenoidea"

She glanced down at thetriple row of jagged lines



on the paper. "1 haven't interpreted the results yet,
but the EEG doesn't show any spikes indicating head
trauma. ',

Kane didn't move fromthetable. "I don't givea
shit," herasped hoarsaly. "I'm hurting and I'm hurt-
ing bad. Now will you get me something, or will |
haveto find it mysdf?’

Defore gave him another appraisng stare, unease
flickering momentarily in her dark eyes. Kane met
her stare through narrowed eyes. DeFore had never
disguised her didike of him-or rather, her didike of
what he represented. In her eyes, asaformer Mag-
igrate, he embodied the strutting arrogance of ville
law enforcement, glorying in his baron-sanctioned
power to dedl death indiscriminately.

She dso believed that because of hisMagisirate
conditioning, he was unable to reconcile his past with
his present, and the psychological conflict had him
teetering on the brink of nervous collapse. Therefore,
shedidn't believe he could be trusted.

Stll, she had treated Kane for anumber of injuries
snce hisarrival a Cerberus, from broken bonesto
burns, and through the worst of it he had never ut-
tered so much asan "Ouch.”

Stepping to a cabinet, DeFore removed asyringe
and aglassampule of clear fluid. Asshefilled the
hypodermic she said curtly, "I'm giving you aso-
Iution of apredark anagesic known as Percocet, a
class-A narcotic. If it doesn't clear up the pain, or if
it returnsin the same intensity, well haveto come
up with another approach.”

Kanerolled up theright deeve of hisbody suit and
sheinjected the contents of the syringeinto hisbra:
chid vein. The gting of the needle was remote.

"Sit therefor aminute,” sheinstructed him.

"Well seeif it works."

Kane nodded. "Thanks."

DefFore only grunted and busied hersdlf gathering
up the graph paper.

Brigid appeared in the doorway. Her white body-
auit, the duty uniform of Cerberus personnel, clung
inthedl theright placesto her tal, willowy figure.
Her thick mane of red-gold hair wastied back, and
Kane noted the small filmlike patch of liquid bandage
shining dully high on her forehead.

"How areyou doing?" she asked.

Kane forced aamile, indicating DeFore with anod.
"Ask her. She'sthe expert.”

Deforefaced him. ™Y ou really must be out of

your head, Kane, to make that admission."
Sheturned to Brigid. "The EEG is complete, but



| haven't done the workup. It'll be severd hours.
He's till complaining about a severe headache, 0|
gave him afew cc's of diluted Percocet. Well seeif
it reducesthe pain.”

Kane redlized that the agony was dowly receding.
"Itis" hesadinrdief.

"Good. Go to your quarters and stay off your feet
for awhile. Try to deep. Even diluted, that stuff will
make you woozy."

He edged off the table, then grabbed it asthe floor
seemed to tilt benesth hisfeet. "So | see”

The surge of dizziness passed and he moved to-
ward the doorway, dowly at first, then with growing
confidence. Brigid walked beside him.

"l don't need avaet, Baptiste," hetold her.

"No, but if you fall down and bresk your head,

you might need somebody to mop up the mess.”
"Cdl Banks. He'sout of ajob."

She acknowledged his comment with asmile.
Banks had served as Balam' swarder and keeper for
the past three-plus years. He was chosen for the duty
by Lakesh because he could tune out Balam' stele-
pathic touch. Over the course of the creature's cap-
tivity, the young man had developed abond, evena
fondness for him. All of them had been surprised to
learn that not only had Balam understood Banks's
fedings, he actudly appreciated him.

, 'Both he and Lakesh are disappointed Balam
didn't return with us" she said, "but Lakesh has
other thingsto occupy him."

"Likewhat?'

"Likewiring up the pieces of the stone and run-

ning them through a spectroanaysis. That sort of
thing. Lakesh-type-stuff.”

Asthey turned a corner in the corridor, Kane com-
mented, "It's going to take some getting used to."
She gave him awry hdf smile. "Not having an
enemy on which to focus your hatred isalmost more
upsetting than having one."

She spoke truly, and Kane could not debate her.
Over the past eight months, ever since he had learned
about the existence of the Archon Directorate and
how they had orchestrated the nukecaust, he had
grown comfortable with hating Balam and his people.
He had lived in aworld of hate from morning to
night. He woke up hating Archons, and he went to
bed hating Archons. Now it was all gone.

He had been told that the entirety of human history
was intertwined with the activities of the entities
called Archons, though they had been referred to by
many names over many centuries-angel's, demons,



vigtors, ET's, saucer people, grays.

Baam dated that his people did not cal them-
selves Archons. It wasaterm first gpplied to themin
the twentieth century, and referred to an ancient force
that acted as spiritud jallers, imprisoning the spark
of the divine within human souls.

Their involvement with humanity stretched back at
least twenty thousand years, and perhaps further. Be-
ginning a the dawn of history, the Archons subtly-
and sometimes not so subtly-influenced human af-
fars

In order to survive, Baam' s people conspired with
willing human pawnsto control man through political
chaos, stlaged wars, famines, plagues and natura dis-
aders.

Their standard operating procedure was to estab-
lish aprivileged ruling class dependent upon them,
which in turn controlled the massesfor them. The
Archons manipulation of governments and religions
was dl-pervasve. Allegedly, they had dlied them-
selveswith Nazi Germany and switched their dle-
giance when the Allieswere victorious. However, as
time progressed, the world and humankind changed
too much for their plenipotentiariesto rule with any
degree of effectiveness.

But their goa remained the same-the unification

of theworld under their control, with all nonessentia
and nonproductive humans eliminated. Now, nearly
two hundred years after the nukecaust, the population
wasfar easer to manipulate.

But it wasdl aruse, bitsof truth mixed in with
outrageousfiction. The Archon Directorate did not
exist except asavast cover story, created two cen-
turies ago and grown larger with each succeeding
generation. There was only one so-caled Archon on
Earth and that was Balam, the last of an extinct race.
Bdam claimed that the Archon Directorate was an
appellation created by the predark governments. La-
kesh referred to it asthe Oz Effect, wherein asingle
vulnerable entity created theilluson of being the rep-
resentative of an al-powerful body.

Even more shocking than thet revelation was
Bdam's assartion that he and hisfolk were humans,
not aien but dienated. Kane ill didn't know how
much to believe. But inif nothing e se, he no longer
subscribed to the fatdistic belief that the human race
had had its day and only extinction lay ahead. Balam
had indicated that was not true, only another control
mechaniam.

Brigid picked up on histhoughts and murmured,
"The bigger the lie, the more people will believeit.”



Startled, Kane swung his head toward her, despite
the hot flare of pain the swift movement caused.
"That'sfamiliar. Who sad it?'

"Adolf Hitler."

The memory of the granite, mustached face carved
on Mount Rushmore drifted through hismind. Once
again hetold himsdlf it wasn't an actua memory,
only theresidud of ajump dream. He had seen pix
of Mount Rushmore, and it held faces of four predark
American Presidents. According to Lakesh, all of
them but Lincoln's had been obliterated by bomb-
triggered earthquakes.

"L akesh will want afull report from both of us
when you're feding better,” Brigid said asthey ap-
proached the door to his quarters. "We're dedling
with acompletely different st of circumstances
"That must make Lakesh happy,” Kanereplied,

not concedling his sarcasm. "Now he can come up
with awhole different set of strategies and plotsto
get us chilled. I'm sure he can't wait to get started.”
They stopped at his door and he pushed it open.
The room beyond was dark. He quirked an eyebrow
at Brigid. The overhead track lighting system was
programmed to come on when the open door inter-
sected with afloor-mounted photoel ectric beam.
"Damn thing must've shorted out," he muittered
peevishly. "The placeisgoing to hdll.”

Y ou were just going to catch some deep any-

how," Brigid pointed out.

"Yeah," hereplied, stepping over the threshold,

"but I'd like to be able to find the bed. Hold the door
openwhilel turn on thelight in the head.”

Brigid obliged, leaning her weight against the door
as Kane made hisway through the murk. As he ap-
proached the bathroom, his point man's sixth sense
rang with adistant darm, but it wastoo feebleto
penetrate the drug haze blurring the edges of his
awareness.

Reaching the bathroom, he "groped along the wall
for amoment, found the switch and flicked it up. As
the overhead light flashed on, he heard the door snick
shut behind him. He turned, and peering into the
semigloom, it took him acouple of secondsto iden-
tify thesmal, indigtinct figure sanding partidly be-
hind Brigid.

The white-clad figure shifted soundlesdy to Bap-
tisge'sright sde, and he glimpsed the dark hand-
blaster jammed againgt Brigid's head.

"Stay whereyou are, Kane," Beth-Li said camly.
"It's Baptiste | want."



Chapter 10

Bry pushed himsdf away from the eyepieces of the
spectroscope and said, , ‘At least we know afew
thingsthe stoneisn't-it's not atektite or arare earth
or any kind of ore the spectrograph recognizes."
Heturned to look at Lakesh. "My experience with
minerasislimited, but | know those black striations
inthe rock are very unusual. The spectrometer can't
seem to get afix onthem. It'sadmost likethey aren't
there. | don't detect any electromagnetic radiation or
atomic bond lines, no matter how many diffraction
grating values| ue"

Lakesh, Bry and Banks sat at low trestletablein
the workroom adjacent to the armory. Rows of draft-
ing tableslined one wall, and various chassis of elec-
tronic equipment lined the other.

Running afrustrated hand through his copper-
colored curls, Bry asked, "Baam caled the sonea
conductor? ,

"Technicdly," Lakesh replied, nodding to the thin
young black man perched on agtool, "Banksdid."
Because of hislong association with Balam and
hislatent telepathic abilities, Banks had empathicaly
melded with the creature to fecilitate averbal dia-
logue between warder and prisoner.

"Do you remember anything about the exact na-
ture of the stone that Balam transferred to you?"
Lakesh asked him. " Something implanted in your
memory, yet you might not have spoken of ?'

Banks frowned in concentration for along mo-
ment, then dolefully shook hishead. "'l can only re-
member what he directed to me say. It isacreation,
pure matter crafted from scientific principles under-
stood millenniaago, then forgotten. Through it the
pulse flows of thought energy converge. Through it
the flux lines of possihility, of probability, of eternity,
of dternity meet."

L akesh nodded thoughtfully. "He-you-also said

the stone was a key to doors that were sealed ages
ago, and that time and redlity are dagtic, but in del-
icate baance."

, "When the balance is dtered, then changes will
come-terrible and permanent,” Banks quoted.

Bry's eyesflicked nervoudy back and forth be-
tween Banks and Lakesh. "I hope that esoteric bab-
ble means something to you, because it sure ashdll
doesnttome," he said flatly.



L akesh regarded him with adightly mocking

smile. Bry served more or less as his gpprentice, and
athough brilliant, hewas largdy sdf-taught. His
mentor's frequent flightsinto metaphysics confused
and irritated him.

Reaching over, he removed the primary facet of

the stone from the spectrograph and turned it over in
hishands, eyeing it keenly. "Our tests on thishave
reveded very little. Infact it reacts asif only part of
it exigtswithin our scientific concept of matter. Asif
it were not matter at al, but antimatter... antimatter
forced partialy into our space-time.

"Perhaps we can't anadyze it because our tempora
and spatid values can't be gpplied to it. It might have
rules of its own that seem only madnessto us, but
are quite as ordered in relationship to it asours are
tous”

Bry frowned a him skepticaly. "How can it be
antimatter? Wouldn't we have amutud annihila:
tion?'

"Not if the one's negatively charged nuclel were
shielded by some kind of undetectablefield or aura.”
Bry stopped short of snorting in derision, but he

did say, " Sheer speculation.”

With an edgein hisvoice, Lakesh replied, "Long
ago, scientists speculated that an eectromagnetic
fidd surrounds dl things, that dl lifeis connected to
the pattern of the universeitsdf. On asubatomic
level everything that exigsisin vibration. That same
magnetic principlethat causes gravitation, chemica
affinitiesin macrocosm and microcosm, controls our
dimension and those beyond it.”

Before Bry could respond, Lakesh plunged on.
"We dready know that Baam's people mastered
gpace and hyperdimensiond travel eonsago, using
the quantum-pathway technology |eft by their fore-
bears. That same technology formed the basis of the
mat-trans units. It's obvious that Balam's people util-
ized scientific principles that went beyond mere nuts
and bolts and subprocessors.”

Bry couldn't deny that, but he looked asif hefer-
vently wished he could. With aresigned shake of his
head. he declared, , "Well, something happened to the
gateway when Kane and Baptiste materidized. The
effect was very smilar to the time when they used
your interphaser to make atrangt.”

"Similar, but not identical, | teakeit?"

An expression of discomfort crossed Bry'sface.

, 'l ran asystem wide diagnogtic through al the
shared data links, the target coordinate locks and
imaging autosequencers. | found some-" he paused,



groping for the proper word' -anomalies.’,
"Likewhat?'

"To makeapoint A to point B jump, the matter
dreamischanneed linearly from thetrangt origin
point aong the quantum pathway to the destination
unit. Of course, I'm not telling you anything you

don't know."

"l didn't know it," Banks said with agrin. "But

then I've just been anursemaid for the past three and
ahdf years™"

Lakesh chuckled. "I'm gratified that Mr. Bry &

least acknowledges | know alittle something about
the system | designed. Go on, please.”

Bry flushed in embarrassment but continued. "Ac-
cording to the molecular imaging scanners, the matter
gtream began linearly enough from the gateway in
Tibet. Then, just for an instant, it appeared to branch
off."

The smilevanished from Lakesh'sface, and he
dared at the dightly built man over therimsof his
gpectacles. "Branch off? Explain.”

Bry held up threefingers. ' 'Ancillary branches,

three of them from the primary stream. Like | said,
the effect lasted only for amicrosecond, but I've
never seen anything likeit. Have you?"

A note of chalenge underscored Bry'squery. La
kesh pursed hislips. "I must admit, no. Never. Com-
pletely without precedent.”

"When you built the interphaser, didn't you design

it to activate the Sde arteries branching off between
the prinlary entrance and exit points of the quantum
pathways?' Bry inquired.

"Yes, but it was programmed to activate and in-
teract with naturally occurring quantum vortices, not
the Cerberus system. | asked Baam if the Trapezohe-
dronisapoint of power, anontechnologica hyper-
dimensiond quantum vortex, but he didn't answer
me"

"Then how do you explainit?"

Smiling ruefully, Lakesh intoned faintly, " Three
rocks. Three Kanes. Y ou do math.', ,

Bry's eyebrows knitted. "What?"'

Forcing alaugh, Lakesh did off the stoal. " Just
quoting an obscure yet gifted physicit. | think the
conclusonisfairly obvious. The stonesin Kane's
possession triggered the branching-off effect.”
"Maybe" Bry said doubtfully. "But branching

off inwhat directions?'

L akesh shrugged. "We don't know al the direc-
tionsin which our own universe moves. It might, for
al we know, have a sdeways movement through the



dimensions at an angle different from dl others.”
"To accept that, you have to take an awful lot for
granted. ',

"Before the nukecaust,” Lakesh replied, "scien-
tists did extensve research into the multi verse theory.
They were pretty convinced it could be proven by
quantum physics”

"Lifeand the universe are getting too complicated
for me" Bankssaid.

L akesh laughed shortly. "Onething's clear, gen-
tlemen-the Black Stone hasalot of mysteriesto be
solved, and alot of new oneswill start when we
begin our research.”

"Research into what?' Bry demanded alittle

acidly. "Therock or the mat-trans glitch?'

"Good question." Lakesh stepped toward thewall
trans-comm unit. "And that's one question only
Kane can answer, so | suppose we had better put it
tohim."

"BAPTISTEHASA LOT to answer for," Beth-Li said,
digging the barrdl of the H& K into the sde of Bri-
gid'shead.

Kanelooked at Brigid. She was composed, appar-
ently not frightened, but he knew she had goneto
great lengths as an archivist to perfect a poker face.
"Let meanswer for it, Beth-Li," Kanesaid. "Put
the blaster down.”

Rouch smiled triumphantly. "That's not part of the
program, Kane."

"Doyou mind tdling mewhat is, then?'
"Baptisteand | are going to take alittletrip. We're
going to Cobadltville. | know she's memorized the
codesfor the baron's private gateway."

Kanefdt hisfacia muscles going dack, then con-
torting. After amoment, he said thoughtfully, "I sup-
poseyou'll get around to telling me why?"

In avoice trembling with barely suppressed fury,
Rouch said, "I'm escaping this prison. Thereés noth-
ing for me here”

Brigid spokefor thefirg time, inacdm, level

voice. "Theréslessfor you in Cobdtville"

"Not if | bring you asaprize," she snapped. "A
crimind, aseditionist, the n of Baron Rag-
nar.”

"Y ou know | had nothing to do with thet, " Brigid
replied. .

"But Baron Cobalt doesn't know that, does he?
Evenif you deny it, do you think hell believe you?
And evenif hedid, so the ruck what?Y ou skipped
out on adesth sentence, remember?”



Kane struggled againgt the effects of the drug,
fighting to keep dert. "Do you redly believe Baron
Cobat will reward you for bringing in Baptiste, thet
you won't share her death sentence?”

Uncertainty flickered for amoment in Rouch's

dark eyes, then was washed away by flinty resolve.
"Why wouldn't he? | havealot avauableinfor-
mation to barter with. And so does she."

"You'l betray Cerberus,” Brigid Sated.

"Why shouldn't 17" Beth-Li'svoice hit ahigh

note of fury. "What do | owethis place, or any of
you? | had no choice about coming here. Lakesh set
me up in Sharpeville. If | stayed there, | was dead.”
Forcing areasonable, sympathetic noteinto his
voice, Kane said, "We're dl the same here, Beth-Li.
Exiles. That can't be undone.”

"That remainsto be seen.”

"If you and Baptiste show up in Cobatville"

Kane declared flatly, "you'll both be chilled. Maybe
youll livealittle longer than Baptiste, but you'll end
up just asdead.”

Rouch edged backward toward the door, the
blagter ill onadirect linewith Brigid'stemple.
"WEell take our chances."

Kanetook acautious haf step forward, cursing the
weaknessin hislegs. He ~poke tersdy, doing his ut-
most to pack every word with an unshakable, per-
Suasive conviction. 'l wasaMag, Beth-Li. | know
what they'll do to you. Y ou won't be rewarded-
you'l betortured. No matter how much information
you give them, they'll think you have moreyou're
not giving them.”

Gligening tears prang to Beth Li'seyes. Ina
fierce whisper, she hissed, "That torture can't be any
worse than what I'm suffering here-the mockery,
the laughter-"

"Nobody's laughing a you,” Brigid interrupted.
Beth-Li jabbed her hard with the barrdl of the pis-
tol, making her jerk her head and wincein pain.
"Shut up! You'retheworst one! You started it. You
wouldn't step aside when | asked you. | told you if
you fought me, you'd lose because | don't fight fair!
You didn't believe me, did you?'

Grabbing ahandful of Brigid'stied-back hair,
Beth-Li pulled onit savagdly, shrilling, "Do you be-
lievemenow?"

Swallowing hisanger, Kane sad, "Eveniif you're
allowed to jJump out of here and make it to Cobalt-
ville, I'll come after you.”

"Comefor me?' she it derisively. "Or for Bap-
tiste? To save her and to chill me?'Y ou already told



meyou'd do that if | threatened her again.”

Surprise glinted in the swift glance Brigid threw
toward Kane, but she said nothing.

Beth-Li laughed, ahigh, quavery note of hysteria
init. She prodded Brigid with the H& K again. "Does
thisqudify asathreat?1 think it does, so evenif |

let her go, you'l just chi1ll melike you promised.
Another reason not to say here, right?'

Kane made a semiexaggerated show of relaxing,
|etting the tension ease out of his posture. The Stu-
ation was uncomfortably smilar to thetime when
Savo held Lakesh hostage at blagterpoint, but at least
then he had been armed with his Sin Eater.

"l won't chill you," hesaid calmly, quietly. "
shouldn't havetold you that. | didn't mean it, and

I'm sorry | said it. Tell mewhat you want, Beth-Li.
I'll do whatever you ask of me."

Rouch bared her teethinaslent snarl. "Until |

had this bitch at the point of ablaster, you wouldn't
do anything | asked, you son of abitch. Y ou couldn't
even give me respect! Who do you think you are,
treating melike you did? Y ou've got no right-

you're nothing but akiller, amurderer of outlanders
and people who couldn't fight back! How dare you
act like I'm beneath your notice?’

Rouch'swords stung him. She was a spurned,
scorned woman, and her ego would not alow her to
tolerate the humiliation, theinsult to her pride. But
mixed in with her words of rage were the cutting
blades of truth.

Beth-Li furioudy blinked back the tears of shame.
Lakesh'sreedy voice suddenly blared from thewall
trans-comm. "Kane, are you up and about?"
Reflexively, Rouch swung her head in the direction
the unit. In that instant, Brigid and Kane moved s-
multaneondly.

In one swift motion, Brigid stepped backward,
stamping down hard with her foot on Rouch'sinstep,
pivoting onit with dl her weight, her hand sweeping
back to chop at the blaster.

At the same time Kane lunged forward, but his
body felt asif it were draped in heavy chains. He
seemed to drift, as dow as a broken-legged tortoise
The H&K went off with a sharp, hand-clapping bang.
Something hard and hot drove into Kane'sleft side,
pushing him backward to sprawl in aloose-limbed
heap on thefloor.

Beth-Li uttered a haf-scream, struggling to pull

her foot free from beneath Brigid's hed and bring
the blagter to bear. Shetried to aign her captive's
body with its muzzle. She squeezed the trigger just



asBrigid leaned to one side.

Brigid fdt the thundering shock wave and the bul-
let splashed hot air across her cheek. She hooked her
left fist into Rouch's body. Starting from the hip, the
punch hinged the woman in the middle, and her
mouth and eyes flew wide. Latching on to her right
forearm with both hands, Brigid snapped up aknee
asif her adversary'sarm were astick of kindling she
intended to bresak in two.

Beth-Li uttered agagging shriek. and the pistal fell
to the carpet. Brigid shifted her hold, trying to get
her into ahammerlock and force her facedown on the
floor.

"Kane?' Lakesh'svoicefiltered out of the trans-
comm, sounding puzzled and alittle darmed. The
trans-comms were voice activated, so Beth-Li'sin-
articulate cry had been transmitted to him.

Brigid gritted her teeth and agpplied more pressure
to Beth-Li's ann. She had received afew lessonsin
rough and tumble from both Grant and Kane, and she
assumed it wouldn't require much effort to lay the
woman out.

Her adversary surprised her, first by wriggling out

of her grip, then by headbutting her in the lower belly
with such force shefet bile legp up her throat.
Rouch's handslashed out, sharp fingernail s seek-
ing her eyes. Brigid dapped them aside and found
hersdlf battling less of awoman than acrazed animd.
She opened her mouth to call out to Lakesh, but
Rouch's hands lashed out, clutching her around the
throdt.

Prying on thewoman'swrigts, shetried to break
Beth-Li'smercilessy choking grip. But the woman
headbutted her in the breasts and unrdentingly held
on, her momentum shoving Brigid backward.

Brigid chopped akarate blow at the base of
Rouch's neck. like Kane had demonstrated, but the
woman saw it coming and twisted away. The edge
of her hand bounced off Beth-Li's shoulder. Both of
them voiced short cries of pain, but she released her
granglehold.

AsBrigid tried to drag enough oxygen into her
lungsto cal for Lakesh, Rouch swung her smdl,
knotted fist in an arc that caught Brigid aglancing
blow on the chin. She returned the punch with afadt,
hard jab, landing it solidly and splitting Beth-Li's
sensuous lower lip. She staggered, spitting blood.
Rouch feinted to the I &ft, then lesped to theright.
pivoted and swung her left leg up and around ina
pretty fair crescent kick.

Brigid surged forward in the opposite direction.



Rouch's boot grazed her head, but she dammed
agang her, grabbing ahandful of slky black hair.
Both women fdl heavily.

Rouch struggled, heaving and gouging savagely at
Brigid's eyes. She grasped her adversary benegth the
chin, her long nailsraking at her face. Brigid sank
her teeth into Beth-Li's thumb, and she shrieked in
pained fury.

Batting aside the woman's hands, Brigid dashed a
graight right into the snarling face under her and
darted aflow of blood from Rouch's nogtrils.

With atwist and sidewise wrench of her whole
body, Beth-Li managed to shove Brigid to one side.
Sherolled and came swiftly to her feet, planting a
boot on the side of Brigid'sneck asshetried torise.
Brigid went with the force of kick, back-
somersaulted to her feet and rushed her. Rouch
rammed the crown of her head forward, trying to butt
her face into the back of her skull.

Dodging, Brigid kicked out with onelong leg, clip-
ping Beth-Li a anklelevel. Thewoman fell, caught
hersdlf on theflats of her hands and swiveled, kicking
Brigid's dready tender midsection. As she ssumbled,
Rouch sprang to her feet and launched aleft hook.
Brigid shunted the blow aside with aright arm
sweep, then brought her left fist up fast, connecting
with the underside of Rouch'sjaw.

The uppercut snapped the woman's head back.
Annswindmilling, shetoppled off her feet and
crashed into the door. The rear of her head struck the
stainless-stedl doorknob, and she crumpled to the
floor in asenseless heap.

Bresthing raggedly, not knowing whether to rub

her belly or her singing knuckles, Brigid turned to-
ward Kane. She estimated that the struggle with
Beth-U had comprised |ess than twenty seconds.

In those twenty seconds, a pool of blood, almost
black in the dim light, had spread out around Kane's
body. He had not gtirred from where he had fdlen.
Her cry of horror echoed in the room and activated
the wal-comm.

"What's happening?' Lakesh demanded stri-

dently. "Answer!"

"Send amedicd and security detail!” Brigid

shouted hoarsely as sheféll to her knees beside Kane.
"Sat!”

The blood-saturated carpet squished beneath her.
She saw theragged rent on the left Sde of Kane of
bodysuit, with awide crimson stain blooming around
it. Hiseyeswere closed, his respiration shallow and
labored.



"Brigid?' came Lakesh'sanxiousvoice. "What's
going on’?"

Biting her lip, she unzipped the front of hisgar-

ment. The bullet from the H& K had ripped a deep
gutter perhapsfive inches long across Kane's |l eft
Sde, tearing the flesh and exposing agleam of hip-
bone. Blood literaly poured out of it.

"Kane's been shot," shereplied, "by Rouch. It

looks bad. Hurry!™

Getting to her feet, she raced to the bathroom,
grabbed atowel and returned to Kane, pressing it
againg thewound, holding it there, applying steady
pressure with one hand. She checked the pulse at his
throat with the other. It beat thready and fast

"Y ou weretrying to save me, Kane," she grated
between clenched teeth. "I'm not going to watch you
dieagain. I'm not going to watch you die!"

She spoke without thinking, and when she did

think about her words, they frightened her. Asshe
dapped Kane's cheek, trying to evoke any kind of
response, the vivid memories of her vison during the
gateway trangtion to Russa exploded full blown into
her mind.

Brigid saw hersdlf lashed to the stirrup of asaddle,
lying in the muddy track of aroad. Menin chain-
Inai 1 armor laughed and jeered above her, and long
black tongues of whipslicked out with hissesand
cracks. Callused hands fondled her breasts, forced
themselves between her legs.

Then she saw aman rushing from a hedgerow lin-
ing the road. He was thin and hollow-cheeked, per-
haps nineteen or twenty years old. His gray-blue eyes
burned with rage. She knew him, she called out to
him, shouting for him to go back, go back-

He knocked men aside to reach her, and a spiked
mace rose above his head, poised there for a breath-
less second, then dropped straight down.

Her lipsformed one word, a bresthy rustle.
"Kare..."

Holding him by the shoulders, she shook him, only
vaguely aware of tears diding hotly down her cheeks.
The reasoning part of her mind coally told her that
the wound, dthough unsightly, was not mortal. Kane
was unconscious due to the doubl e effects of shock
and the pain medication.

But that reasonable inner voice was drowned out

by aclamor of viscerd terror that thistime shewould
watch him die. In apanic, she cuffed hisface again.
As she prepared to dap him again, his hand came up
and grasped her around the wrist.

Eyelidsfluttering, Kane said in agroaning whisper,



"Goddammit, knock it off, Baptiste.”

Her heart lurched with joy, and she scooted around
to cradle his upper body, still holding thetowe in
place with one hand. "Medics are on their way," she
sad hoarsdly. "Stay quiet.”

He tentatively touched his reddening face where

she had struck him and winced. "I will if you will."
Kane squinted up at her, lines of pain deep around
hiseyes. Lifting ahand, he gently fingered the wet-
ness on her cheek. "What'sthisfor? Not for me."
"Stay quiet,” she repeated gruffly. Her voice

broke, and she began weeping in earnest, ashamed of
herself but not able to stop.

Kane moved his hand up, placing it on the back

of her neck. "It'sdl right,” he said. ™Y ou won't

ever watch medie. Aslong asyou're around to back
me up, you won't have to watch me die.”

He pulled her head down to his, and her tears
Spilled onto hisface.

Neither of them noticed Beth-Li regaining con-
sciousness. She glared around, dazedly and painfully,
then pushed hersdlf to agitting position. She stretched
out ahand for the H&K on thefloor.

Kane'slips had just touched Brigid'swhen the

door burst open, propelled by Grant's 220 pounds of
muscle. The doorknob cracked loudly against the
back of Rouch's skull, knocking her forward and un-
CONSCIOUS.

Behind Grant came Auerbach, DeFore, Domi,
Banks and Lakesh. There was awild, confusing bab-
ble of questions and demands. It took only aminute
to revive Beth-Li, and she stood between Domi and
Lakesh, her arms pinned behind her. Curtly, Brigid
told them what happened.

When DeFore removed the blood-soaked towel to
examine Kane'swound, Rouch said, "Tough luck,
Kane. | didn't mean to shoot you, but | see acouple
of inches over would have made agood difference.”
Snarling, Domi backhanded the woman's mouth.

"A deep graze" DeForesaid. "The bullet tore
through the epiderma and muscle tissues.™

Brigid swallowed asigh ardlief. What she had
interpreted as exposed bonein the wound was only
ascrap of Kane'swhite bodysuit

"l don't think you have anything to worry about
aslong asyou don't get into knife fightsfor acouple
of days."

"What's the chance of that?' Grant snorted.

"Let's get you back to the dispensary,” DeFore
dated crisply. A faint smile touched her full lips. "l
might aswell put abed under permanent reserve for



you."

Kanelooked like he might argue but subsided
when Brigid said, "Do as she says. While you're
there, I'll have acleanup crew brought in.”
Auerbach and Banks did their arms under Kane's
body, clasped each other's forearms and lifted him
up. Asthey carried him out, Brigid noted how Auer-
bach tried to make eye contact with Beth-Li, but she
aoofly refused to look in hisdirection.

"Would you two mind escorting Beth-Li to the
detention level?" Lakesh said to Grant and Domi.
Grant reached out toward the woman, but Brigid
said matter-of-factly, "No. Not yet."

Shefixed an emerdd hard Sareonasurprised La
kesh. "There are afew thingsthat need to be cleared
upfirg.”

"Security protocols,” Lakesh protested, then he
closed his mouth.

"Grant, Domi, could you two wait outsde?’ Bri-
gid asked. "Close the door."”

Although she had made arequest, her tone made
it clear shewouldn't alow them to refuse. After a
second or two of hesitation, they did as she asked.
When it wasjust the three of them, Brigid picked
up the H&K from the floor, removed the magazine
and tossed the blaster onto the bed.

"Redlly, dearest one," Lakesh said. "Thisisnot
thetime or place for an interrogation of a prisoner.”
"What makes you think she'saprisoner?’ Brigid
asked him coldly.

Both Lakesh and Beth-Li stared at her, Sartled.
"What do you mean?" Lakesh demanded angrily.
"Be quiet. I'm asking the questions here, and
you've got more to answer for than Rouch."”
Beth-Li swiped adeeve over the blood trickling
from her nogtrils and lips and looked at Brigid with
acombination of gpprehension and curiogty.

Eyes boring into Lakesh' sown, Brigid announced,
"She claimed you set her up in Sharpeville so she
had no choice but to leave and come here. | don't
see any reason why she should lie about that. All |
want from you isadirect confirmation or adirect
denid-not afive-minute dissertation on whysand
wherefores™

Lakesh bristled, trying to act asif he were deeply
offended. "'Y ou've no right to question me. After all,
without me-"

"Without you," shebrokein, "I'd still bean ar-
chivigt in Cobdtville without atermination warrant
hanging over my head.”

Lakesh did not react, not even with an eyeblink.



"Y ou werein the process of setting me up with

that bit of theater of the Preservationists recruiting
me"

"Kanegot involved," Lakesh objected. "That
changed everything."

"By your ownwords," shesaid, "dl hedid was
bump up your timetable. | quote'lf Kane hadn't in-
volved you in his own persona crusade, you would
have been brought here eventudly... your case ..
dready decided.”

Lakesh knew it wasfutile to argue with her eidetic
memory, o he eected to remain slent.

‘Therefore," Brigid continued, "if you decided

my case, and you decided Beth-Li'sin asmilar fash-
ion, it'slogicd to conclude you decided everyone
elsgsherein Cerberus, too."

She nodded toward Rouch. "Except you didn't
make dlowancesfor ever making abad choice. It's
not her fault, it's yours. Afiod rather than take respon-
shility, you want to trundle her off to detention...so
Cerberus can have another resident prisoner to make
up for Balam's absence.”

Lakesh and Beth-Li reacted with discomfited sur-
prise to Brigid's accusations. L akesh made a helpless
gesture with hishands. "What e seisthereto do?'

he bleated. "We can't release her, she knows too
much. She intended to betray usto Baron Cobdt, she
tried to kill Kane-"

"That was an accident,” Brigid bit out. "What

you did to her, maybeto dl of ushere, was delib-
erate. Perhgps not with malice aforethought, but you
gtill used us as pawnsin your chess gamewith the
barons."

Genuine anger sparked in Lakesh' seyesbehind the
lenses of his spectacles. "And what wereyou in the
villes?" he chdlenged.

"Safe" Rouch said

Lakesh ignored the comment. “Y ou wereworse
than pawns... you were drones, worker ants, dray an-
imalsfrom cradle to grave-or rather, from cradleto
the processing plant. 1 gave you an opportunity to
govern your own destinies, to reclaim the humanity
that had been stolen from you.”

"Aslong aswe abided by your persona definition

of humanity,” Brigid retorted, anicy edgein her
voice. "And you've yet to address the issue-<lid you
frame Beth-Li for acrime she didn't commit?’

L akesh exhaled aweary breath. ' 'Y es. But you
must understand, the circumstances were such that 1
couldn't offer her or you an up-front choice about
joiningme"



"Y ou decided what was best for us,” Brigid re-
plied. "Just like the barons."

L akesh shifted hisfeet, then glanced down at them.
Brigid turned to Rouch. "I don't know what to do
with you, Beth-Li. Y ou should be Lakesh' srespon-
shility, but he's obvioudy at aloss about what to do
withyou. Soam |."

"Then let metake respongibility for mysdf.”

"That would benice,” Brigid said dryly, "ina

perfect world. But you can't be dlowed to go back
tothevilles Thisisthe dilemmaLakesh intentionaly
constructed-none of us can go back to our old lives
even if wewant to. What Kane said they'd do to you
wastrue...you'd be kept aive only so they could
torture information out of you. Lakesh can attest to
that. And regardless of how you fedl about Cerberus
right now, it'still the only sanctuary you have.”
Beth-Li slently contemplated Brigid'swords.

Then she asked, "What will you do to me?

"| think we should leave that up to Kane."

Lakesh jerked his head up, eyebrows curved high
over therims of his spectacles. "She attacked you,
she atacked Kane. We might have few rules here,
but violence among the personnd and the intent to
betray the redoubt cannot be countenanced!™
"Extenuating circumstances,” Brigid intoned.

"Y ou invoke them whenever it suitsyou. | can do
the same.”

L akesh gaped at her in stunned outrage. Hislips
contorted for several seconds before he sputtered,
"You're not in charge herel”

"| don't recal anyone officidly putting youin

charge, ether.”

"But you can't-",

"Why not?" Brigid snapped, her voice trembling
with barely repressed fury. "Didn't you give usthe
opportunity to govern our own destinies? Or do you
reglly mean that you'll govern our detiniesfor us?'
Sheinhded acaming breath. "I'm willing to
overlook this, Beth-Li. But the final decision about
what to do with you will be up to Kane. And until
he makesit, | want your promise you'll confine your-
sf to quarters.”

Beth-Li quirked an eyebrow. "And not try to leave
the redoubt?'

"Asfar as|'m concerned, you're freeto go. As

long asyou do it overland and on foot. Just so you'll
know, I'll be locking out the autosegquencer on the
gateway, persondly encrypting the codes so not even
Bry can operateit.”

Beth-Li'sface remained expressonless, but Brigid



knew shewas visudizing the long, dangeroustrek
down the mountain road-and to the flatlands inhab-
ited by the Lakota and the Cheyenne. They had no
particular reason to love her, ether.

"If I give you my word, make that promise, you'l
believe me?" she asked.

"Until you give me areason not to, yes."

Beth-Li nodded. "I give you my word."

She turned toward the door. Before opening it, she
paused to say quietly, "I'm sorry, Baptiste.”
Brigid'slipstwitched in arueful haf smile. "I've
been held hostage before.”

Beth-Li shook her head. "No, not about that. I'm
sorry | wasso blind.”

Brigid looked a her quizzicdly. "Blind?*

"I didn't know how deeply Kane lovesyou.”

Brigid dmost said, "Neither did I," but shelet the
observation pass without comment.

After Beth-Li closed the door behind her, Lakesh
sad sourly, "Evenif Kaneisasforgiving asyou, we
il haveto figure out what to do with her."

Brigid looked at him digpassonately. " She can
wait. The most immediate problem isto figure out
what to do with you."

Chapter 11

Kane'swound was treated and dressed within the
hour. As DeFore had diagnosed, it was superficial
and required little more than disinfectant and apres-
sure bandage. She refused to administer any more
painkillers, and Kane didn't argue with her.

DefFore dso refused to administer medical advice.
She knew that he would pay as much heed to her
recommendation to stay quiet for afew days as Grant
had regarding hisown injuries.

She had not completed the interpretation of Kane's
EEG and sourly pointed out that she never would if
the interruptions continued.

Brigid and Grant ushered Kane out of the dispen-
sary. To their questions about how hefelt, here-
sponded gruffly, "At least it takesmy mind off my
headache."

Brigid didn't amile. "Lakesh iswaiting for usin

his office. He's got some explaining to do.”

Kane nodded grimly. "That he does. And so does
Rouch. Did you lock her up?'

"No," she answered. "She'sin her quarters. I'm
leaving the decision of what to do with her up to



you."

Heglanced at her in surprise. "Up to me? You're
leaving it? What's Lakesh's take on this?'

"Until we get some things straightened out, he's

not going to be caling dl the shots around here,"
Grant rumbled.

Kane squinted in hisdirection. "What are you
planning? Aninsurrection?"

He spokein jest, but histone indicated he found

the prospect pleasing.

Brigid pinched the air between thumb and forefin-
ger. "A little one, for thetime being at least.”

Kane quickened his stiff-legged stride down the
corridor. "Count mein.”

Lakesh sat behind hisdesk in hissmal, sparsely
furnished office. Besides the desk and four chairs, the
only other piece of furniture was asmal computer
console. On the desk rested the primary facet of the
Trapezohedron.

Asthethree people sat down, Lakesh said without
preamble, "Let me remind you that dthough Cer-
berus was once amilitary ingtallation, we are not
bound by their laws and regulations.

"If by that you mean we can't bring you up on
formal charges,” Kane said with studied noncha-
lance, "we haven't redly thought about it."

Lakesh's blue eyesflickered with momentary ap-
prehension. but he said firmly, | offered everyone
here an dternative to alifetime of serfdom in the
baronies. If that isacrime, then go ahead and judge
me guilty so we can get on with thered work here.",
"That'sthe main question now, isnt it?* Brigid
inquired. "What is our real work now, shceweve
learned the Archon Directorate doesn't exist?"

"The population of hybrids till swells" Lakesh

bit out. "The barons till rule. Our work isthe
same"

"But the way we approach it hasto be different
from now on," Grant stated. "With no Directorate
guiding the barons-"

"We have only Badam' sword for that,” Lakesh
brokein.

Kane uttered a scornful laugh. ' Y ou were the one
who figured out that the only so-called Archon was
Bdam. What did you cal it-the Oz effect?'

L akesh nodded in reluctant agreement. The twen-
tieth century exobiologists had postulated that al Ar-
chons were anchored to one another through hyper-
gpatid filaments of psionic energy, much likethe
hive mind of certain insect species. Lakesh had a-
ways assumed the mind link was passive, and there-



fore Baam could not clearly communicateto his
brethren of histhree-year-long captivity.

Lakesh had aso contemplated the possibility thet
Bdam no longer had brethren with which to com-
municate. And if Balam wasindeed thelast of his
kind, then there was no Archon Directorate, just as
there were no Preservationigts.

"Y ou've been more than willing to accept every-
thing e sethat Baam told us" Brigid declared.

"Why doubt this, when theré's actualy hard evi-
dence hewastdling the truth?'

"Baam's people have deceived and tricked hu-
meanity sncetimeimmemorid, dways congructing
aweb of diversonsand cover stories. Baam'stale
of hisrace, as compelling asit was, cannot be taken
completely at facevdue."

"What acoincidence" Grant said sniddly. "Nei-

ther can you anymore.”

L akesh removed his glasses and wearily massaged
hiseyes. "Do you have any ideaof how tiringitis

to have the fate of humanity on your shoulders? True
enough, | chose the burden when | could have just
aseadly lived out my second life as one of the
baron's dlite.

"But when | chosethat burden, | aso had no

choice but to employ the rule of what isbest for the
greatest number. Withal, 1. know that sooner or
later. . . somewhere, somehow, | must settle with the
world and make payment for what | have done.”
"That time could be now," Kanesaid harshly. "If
what Beth-Li said istrue, you've done alot of things
you need to pay for. And it's not just her you owe a
debt-its everyonein the redoubt.”

L akesh dropped his hands from hisface and

blinked at them. He looked exhausted. Not for the
first time, Kane received the impression of agreet,
soul-deep pain, in equal measureto hisgreat age. He
had carried two centuries worth of guilt in his stoop-
shouldered frame.

Only afew days before Kane had accused him of
being less concerned about the fate of humanity than
erasing the remorse from his psyche.

"Perhaps everything I've done over thelast fifty
yearsis straw-grasping,” Lakesh said hatingly. "In-
gratiating mysdf with Baron Cobdlt, trying to cregte
asuperior breed of human to build aresistance move-
ment-maybe it was dl agrand, utopian ddusion.

But | couldn't adopt your fataigtic attitude, Kane.
Not when there was the most microscopic chance dlat
humankind could overcome the tyranny of the bar-
ons. Evenif it was only one chanceinamillion-



ten million-1 couldn't overlook it.

“All of my schemes, my plans, and yes, | admit

it, my conniving, might not amount to much right
now. But it'sthe future that obsesses me. I've come
to terms with the fact that the past can't be undone,
50 | must focus on thefuture.”

"And what about the present?' Brigid demanded.
"You can'tignoreit or 8ht:Ug it off, saying it doesn't
metter."

"Let'sget to the crux of the present Situation,

then," Lakesh shot back. "Do you wish meto stand
down? Should we have avote among our personnel
about who isthe most qudified to make decisons?’
"Why not?' Kane drawled. "Y ou didn't give

them the option to vote on whether they wanted to
beforced into exile."

"The dtuation is not quite as cut and dried as

Beth-Li implied," Lakeshreplied. ' 'And evenif it
was and you tell everyone here | set them up, framed
them for crimes, do you honestly think they'll vote
me out of office?’

"No," Grant stated darkly, "I think they'll lynch

you."

"Ah, | see. Do you want that to happen or do you
want to prevent it?'

The three people did not respond for along mO-
ment. Lakesh surveyed them slently, one by one.
When no answer was forthcoming, he said, "If | had
not donewheat | did, followed a course of action de-
termined by circumstances, die resources represented
by die people here would be in service to die barons,
directed against humankind, to insure they were kept
in heavy harness. What do you think would have hap-
pened to you threeif | hadn't interfered in your

lives?'

He pointed a gnarled finger at Kane. ™Y ou would

be amember of the Cobdtville Trust, completely
subservient to Salvo. Didn't you say hetold you he
recnrited you into the Trust so he could assign you
every filthy, soul-bresking job imaginable? More
than likely you would be quite mad by now, araving
psychotic. Or dead.”

The finger moved to Grant. "And you, Sir-it's

even eader to extrapolate your fate. Dueto your close
association with friend Kane, you would not have
received your adminigrative transfer. Y ou would be
months dead by now... and if Kane wasn't ordered to
pull thetrigger himsdlf, hewould be ordered to stand
aside while the deed was done.”

L akesh shifted his attention and finger to Brigid.
"And you, dearest one...if you hadn't been con-



victed of acrime, you'd certainly be under suspicion
by now. Y our intellect istoo active, too probing, your
devation to the truth would not have permitted you
to live out therest of your lifeinputting false history.
Aswith thefabled cat, your curiosty would have
gotten you killed."

"Areyou trying to convince usyou did usafa

vor?' Kane asked bleskly.

L akesh spread his handsin atake-your-pick ges-
ture. "Whether | performed aservicefor youis
grictly subjective. All choices, no matter how trivid,
might have enormous consequences, not just for the
individuasinvolved, but for dl of higory. Tiny
changesin probability can trigger events so long-
range and far-reaching that our minds can't compre-
hend them."

Kaneforced asmirk. "Y ou sound like Baam with
his bullshit about pardld casements”

He reached out to pick up the primary facet of the
Trapezohedron. "Why don't you consult thislike his
peopledid-"

Hefdt histhoughts and body tense up in shock.

A sudden riot of images exploded in hismind. They
were only wheeling pieces, splinters of fire and blood
and the gulfs of deep space. Hefelt acrazed tumble
of emotions, dl different, but dl smultaneous-an-
ger, stark terror and agrief so deep it seemed his
heart would shrivel.

Asif from an unimaginably vast distance, he heard
Lakesh rill, "Dropit! Now!"

Kanetried, but he couldn't open his hand and re-
lease the rock. The stone seemed to have become a
part of him, splitting then propelling his avareness,
his very identity into hundreds of directions. An aw-
ful chill seemed to settlein hisbody, numbing his
nerve endings and pardyzing hiswill.

The swirling kaleldoscope of chaosformed afun-
nel, and Kanefdt an insstent probing deep insde
his mind. He felt the presence of the gaaxy, spread-
ing inward from hisown point of perceptions, layer
upon layer of it, time piled upon time,

He sensed something that did not fit, something

that was more than alien or extraterrestrid. It was not
nonhuman, it was antihuman. With that sensing came
aknowledge of what it was, and the chill spread from
his body, seeming to seep into his soul. He had been
psionicaly probed before-there was the blind
doomie, Morrigan, the crazed ps-mutie Crawler and
of course Badam. But thistouch fdlt different in tex-
ture. During the prior experiences, he had been aware
of atincture of humanity behind the menta energies.



But thiswas different, asthough he were being
examined by the embodiment of totd evil, of utter
hatred. A white something appeared at one end of the
funnel, and in piecemedl fashion it acquired aface-
afamiliar one.

The high-boned face was very pae, with sharp
cheekbones and ajutting chin. His ears were very
small and delicately shaped, nestled closeto the hair-
less skull. Hisinhumanly large, curved eyeshad no
pupils, only obsdian iriseswith abare hint of white
at the corners. The eyeswereless organs of vison
than apertures |eading to the fathomless ends of the
universe

The chak-colored, sensudly shaped lipsdidn't
move, but athready nonvoice ingnuated itsdlf into
Kanesmind. Theintengty of the emotion behind the
VOiCe was savage.

Y ou. | know you. On how many casements must
we contend with each other before you bow down to
theinevitable?

Thefirgt time Kane had seen the man-the crea-
ture-caling himself Colond Thrush, he had been
overwhelmed with a hate-fueled mad rage to strangle
what passed for life out of him. That intense emotion
returned, flooding him, blotting out al reason.
Theimage of Thrush seemed to smile, coldly and
mockingly. Behind the smile Kane sensed a dreadful
hunger, an equaly strong hatred for what it needed
to consume-its opposite, human life, human aspi-
rations, human dreams. The human spirit.

Y ou know so little, whispered the voice, about why
things are, even if you profess an understanding of
the how. Long ago therace you cdl the Archons
learned how to conquer Sidereal space. For millen-
nia, al their efforts were devoted to this task. Instead
of building spaceships. they discovered how to ma-
nipul ate space itsdf:

Y our own scientists regarded sidereal spaceasa
negative universe. To them, it was only atheory. The
raceyou called Archons madeit afact.

Kane writhed and twisted, trying to bresk the con-
tact, sraining to free hislimbs and mind.

They could occupy Earth not only in the present

but in dl past and future ages. Do you know what
this means, not just for your Earth, but al of those
lying pardld toit?

Images flooded Kane's mind, one after another,
coming so fast they melded together to form aredling
tapestry of horror that stretched to infinity. The
images weren't depictions of actua events, they were
primarily symbolic, but he understood their meaning



al the same. Hefelt asickening sensation as dl sta
bility and sanity crumbled, then he careened through
scenes of carnage, of blood and fire.

Mongtrous pillars of flame roared above the sky-
lineof cities. Men, women and children fled, howling
likesoulsin hell.

No more human race, except as daves or dumb
brutes. Where the Archons failed on one casement,
they have succeeded on others. | saw toit, and | will
continueto seetoit.

Kane saw rows of red things strapped to tables,
living human beingsin the process of dissection. He
glimpsed white bones and blood and strips of flesh
laid back for the ingpection and remova of interna
organs.

He stared at aworld, at many worldsin torment,

of skiesacross which curtains of black smoke scud-
ded, of blistering shock waves wrenching mountains
from their beds, flattening cities, monumentsand all
the works of man. |

Thereisno useinfighting.

Terror drove out the rage and hatred in Kane. This
was not awar like most wars. It did not hinge on
economics, conflicting ideologies or even the surviva
of athreatened species.

| penetrate dl the barriers between casements, go-
ing back into the pagt, infiltrating the highest corri-
dors of power so that when the proper historical mo-
ment arrivesto strike, the world changes. Forever.
Kane struggled, fought and wept in furious frus-
tration.

War burns across all the casements. The war that
was fought and lost on your own world still wages
across many others. Y ou continue to fight it, asyou
do here. And as here, you continue to be defeated.
Y ou must learn to accept the fate we have in store
for you, for it ismy fate to bring it forth into redlity.
Kane screamed, trying to blot out al theimplica
tions of the fate Thrush visited upon humankind.

Y ou need not take any action. Y ou will know my
presence in your own casement soon enough. By
then, | hope you will have resgned yoursaf to what
cannot be changed. Do not fight anymore. Thereis
nouseinit.

Chapter 12

A tiny congtelation of sparks flashed within the
stone, visible between Kane'sfingers. Thread-thin



electric discharges played up and down itslength.
"Dropit!" Lakesh dhrilled. "Now/"

Kane stared &t the stone fixedly, his hair weaving
dightly asthough hewere sanding intheface of a
breeze. The crackling display from the stone built in
intensity indde of asecond.

Grant moved firg. His big brown hand dapped the
chunk of black rock out of Kane's hand. It went spin-
ning and bouncing acrossthefloor, clattering into a
far corner.

Gasping, Kanefd| back inhischair. Shivering
violently, he hugged himsdlf, his pale eyesbright and
crazed. An anguished, hoarse whisper came from his
lips. "No, you bastard-"

Lakesh and Brigid stared in wonderment, first at
Kane, then toward the facet of the stone. Putting his
eyeglasses back on, Lakesh arose from the desk and
gpproached it gingerly, nudging it with afoot. Noth-
ing happened. It just lay in the corner like aharmless
chunk of inert minerd.

"What the hell happened?' Grant demanded, try-

ing to cover hisfear with aveneer of anger. "As

soon as hetouched it..." Hiswordstrailed off.

"Just speculating off thetop of my head.” Lakesh

said in hisreedy voice, "because I'm too amazed at
the moment for rational thought, | submit that Kane
and the Trapezohedron share some sort of hyperdi-
mensona bond-most likely dueto him making a
gateway trangt with the piecesin physica proxim-

"

"Y ou might have mentioned that to me," Kane
grated, dabbing at the beads of perspiration pebbling
hisforeheed.

"I had no ideayou were going to grab it and use
itlikeaMagic Eight Bal," Lakesh shot back.
Nobody knew what aMagic Eight Ball might be,
and nobody asked about it. Brigid cast her eyes ner-
voudy toward Kane. His breathing was less|abored,
but fear dill shonein hiseyes. "Zakat made two mat-
trans jumps with at least one fragment of the stone
inhis possesson,” she said. "He didn't mention any-
thing about aphenomenalikethis”

She paused and asked Kane, "Did he?"

Kane pulled in a degp breath and said. "No, at the
end therewe didn't have awhole |ot to say to each
other. But forget him-I had acommuniceation.”
Grant's eyebrows knitted in skepticism. "When?"

"Y ou weren't holding the rock for more than five
seconds, if that."

Shaking his head, Kane said, "I don't care. Thrush



talked tome."

L akesh siwvung his head sharply toward him, his
blue eyes dight with excitement. "Through the
sone?!

" Guess 0."

Brigid regarded him with atroubled gaze. "Y ou

had avison of him when you touched the stonein
Agartha, too. It can't be a coincidence.”

"It'snot,’, Kanereplied in agrim. Fat tone.

"He"

Lakesh cut him off with agesture. "Y ou've yet to
fully brief me on everything that happened in Tibet.
Do so now."

Grant cleared histhroat with arude sound. "Hold
on. Welve other mattersto settle.”

Bending, Lakesh poked at the dark stonewith a
finger, then picked up it, holding it asif it werein-
credibly fragile. He returned to his chair behind the
desk. "Those are secondary, administrative matters.
| submit the topic of the Shining Trapezohedron takes
precedence’

Hislipstwitched in animpish smile. "However,

if that doesn't meet your democratic impulses, we
can put it to avote.”

Kane and Brigid eyed the facet of the Trapezohe-
dron. The anticipatory tingle of nervesthat achal-
lenge aways stimulated began to push away the fear
clouding Kanesmind. .. The stone."

He exchanged aquizzicd 1ook with Brigid, and

after athoughtful moment, sheintoned, .. The stone.”
Grant hissed out "Shit," then grunted, "The

Sone."

THE DEBRIEFING TOOK s0 long that Grant regretted
not casting a dissenting vote. Lakesh questioned

nearly every statement made by Kane and Brigid,
particularly Kane. Their experiencesin Agartha bor-
dered on the fantastic, but what they had undergone
and witnessed were no less believable than some of
the other ops they had been on.

Grant was less interested in the nature of the
Trapezohedron than Kane's statement that Balam's
assertion of the nonexistence of the Archon Direc-
torate appeared to be substantialy true.

Bresking into Kane'sreport, Grant declared,
"That'salittle hard to swallow. The Archon Direc-

tive was the predark governing body overseeing the
development of the Totality Concept projects, right?
After the nukecaugt, it became the Directorate. Surely |
somebody in power knew it wasal ashuck.” i



"Never underestimate the capacity of the human
mind to embrace anilluson,” Lakesh gently admon-
ished him. "Particularly if thet illuson isbeneficid
inamaterid sense”

Brigid nodded. "For power-mad bureaucrats and
military men, the belief in the Directorate provided
them with everything they ever dreamed of having.

If any of them ever wondered why Balam seemed to
be the only representative of this superior race, they
kept it to themsalves.”

Lakesh smiled dourly. "I'm certain there were a

few of Balam's people ill dive back in the 19408
..and early fiftieswhen the covert agreement was
drafted. Evenif there were only a handful of so-
cdled Archons, human greed and imagination mul-
tiplied the number by afactor of ten. One of ther
arcraft became afleet, one of their infrasound weap-
ons became avast armory.

"In any event, I'm sure by the mid-1980s, Baam's
human alies-or pawns-were pretty much running
the whole show."

Wearily, Kane said, "He as much as said so, but
that still doesn't et him off the hook. He st the
whole goddamn doomsday scenario into motion from
the time he was dug out of the tundrain Russiaand
traded to the American military."

Lakesh favored him with areproachful gaze. "Y ou
miss him asafocusfor your hate, don't you?

Kane met that gaze with aglare, but he did not
acknowledge the query. "To me, the main question
iswhether the barons know or ever knew there was
no such thing as an Archon Directorate. Barchin
Ragnarvilledidn't beievein them.”

"But he wasn't abaron,” Brigid pointed out. "Not
ahybrid. If Balam was psychicdly linked, even pas-
svely, to the hybrids since their nonhuman genes de-
rived from him, might they not sill belinked to him
in somefashion? The barons may 4ill havetheim-
pression they're connected to the Directorate.”
Lakesh pursed hislips. "Possibly. But they're not
idiots. A few of them have probably been asking the
same question Barch asked-with al that's happened
in the past few months, why have the Archons not
interceded? ,

Grant smiled humorlesdy. "Like the predark bas-
tards who bought into the Archon Directorate, it'sin
their best interest not to have that question an-
Swered."

"Exactly! Lakesh exclamed with surprising

heat. "And since only we know the answer, weve
given a powerful weapon to unsest die barons-the



truth. ',

Kane uttered aderisve chuckle. "I think blasters
will be of moreuseinthelong run.”

Lakesh grinned. "1 must disagree, friend Kane. |
think rocks-or one rock-will beat out fireanns.”

He tapped the Black Stone on the desk. "Keysto
doorways, Baam called the Trapezohedron, but 1 be-
lieve he was speaking metaphoricaly. The human
brainisthe actud key, in its dectromagnetic inter-
action with the energies pent-up in the stone."

He beamed at Kane asif he were his child who
had just completed toilet training. Y our brain.”
Narrowing his eyes, Kane mulled over Lakesh's
pronouncement for ahandful of seconds. "Isthat
why you had DeFore give me an e ectro-whatever-
the-hd!? , "

"Onereason,” Lakesh confirmed. "There wasthe
genuine concern for your well-being, too, you
know."

"No, 1 didn'. If youreinterested, my headacheis
pretty much gone.”

"Good. "

"But only because where Beth-Li shot me hurts
worse a the moment.”

L akesh's eyesflashed in annoyance by the digres-
sonto an earlier topic. "Y ou weren't aware of it,
but some highly unusua phenomenaoccurred when
you materiaized in the jump chamber.”
"Likewhat?' Brigid asked.

Lakesh inclined his head toward Grant. "Tell

them.”

Grant did so, not enjoying the expressions of in-
credulity crossing Kane's face. When he spoke of
Kane's apparent noncorporedlity of form, even Bri-
gid'snormaly stoic face registered astonishment.
"So much for friend Grant's perspective,” Lakesh
sad, eyeing Kane keenly. "What about yours?
"What makesyou think | have one?’

"Intuition-and what happened when you touched
the sone afew minutes ago.”

Gudgting out asigh, Kane sad, "Back in Agartha,
when | first touched the main piece of the stone, |
hed avison or ahdlucination or something. | saw
myself dying on astreet somewhere. I'd been gut
shot by Colond Thrush. During the gateway transit,
hed three morevisons.”

Helicked hislips. "Not visons, redly. More like
experiences. It waslike | wasin other places, adl a
the sametime.”

"Tdl us," Lakesh urged.

Haltingly, Kane did so.



"The first experience seemed to be the same place
asmy visonin Agartha" he concluded. "And
though the others were different, Colond Thrush was
involved in each one. And so waswar.”

He rubbed hisforehead, face drawn in agrimace.

"I don't remember al the details. They're getting
hazier by the minute.”

"Jump dreams," Grant suggested uneesily.

"Caused by abad trangt feed line to the unit in Ti-
bet. It's happened before.”

"That might have alittle something to do withit,"

L akesh conceded. "But not in theway you might
think. Brigid, did you have jump dreams?’

"No, and if | had, | would've remembered them
sncethey're usudly sovivid."

Grant threw up hisbig handsin frugtration. "Can
wejust get to the point here?!

"That'sthetrick," Lakesh stated smoothly.
"Thereisn't just one point, but an infinite series of
them.”

Grant groaned, squeezing his eyes shut. "Herewe
go."

Lakesh ignored him. ' 'According to the Many
Worldsinterpretation of quantum mechanics, dl
choiceslead to anew universe splitting off."

"A branching probability universe?’ Brigidin-
quired.

"Just 0. At afundamentd levd, thisincludes

every quantum event, even on asubatomic scae.
We're talking probability wave functions, which
were in effect when we utilized the Omega Path pro-
gram afew months back."

"That dedt with timetrave,” Kanesad. "Trying

to achieve what Operation Chronos had done without
duplicating therr efforts.”

Lakesh shrugged. "If you take for granted that
timeiscyclic in accordance with the other known
laws of the universe.-athough, as you well know,
the Omega Path seemed to prove that thereis more
than one particular time flow operating in our own
universe-if you take that for granted, we can de-
scribe the rest by the means of lines.”

Brigid cocked her head toward him. "Lines?'
Making elaborate hand gestures, Lakesh replied,
"Imagine that we have afinite number of space-time
continua, each with some mutualy shared laws.
They'redl, like us, traveling thisway. Thereisno
contact between us, but we exist Sde by side without
being aware of each other's presence, dl stretching
out in different sets of dimensons. Imagine that the
normal continuum, as we understand the word nor-



md, lieshorizontdly, asit were."

"Pardld casements" Kane murmured.

L akesh nodded. "Imagine these other pardlé
casementslying vertica to it.

Brigid tentatively reached out to touch the stone,
thought better of It and withdrew her hand. "Balam
mentioned Sidered space, where there are many tan-
gentia pointslying adjacent to one another.”
"Exactly. Theories such asthese are among the
most intellectudly chdlenging in science, but | re-
mind you that Balam's people successtully recon-
ciled quantum and relivity physcsagesago. The
primary subdivisons of the Totaity Concept were
built on their discoveries.”

Addressing Kane, he asked, "When you werein
mind-meld with Baam, didn't you glimpse his peo-
ples method of using the Trapezohedron?!

Kane nodded dowly, trying to dredge up the cha-
otic memories of theimages Balam had imparted,
and make sense of them. The survivors of the ages-
old cataclysm that had decimated Balam's people
consulted the Shining Trapezohedron, desperate to
find asolution to their tragedy within its black facets.
It had showed them how to build thresholds to par-
ald casements. Kane remembered seeing What
seemed to be aglimmering archway over the stone.
Hesitantly, he said, "'In ages past, the root race

of Baam' s people, the Annunnkai and the Tuatha Da
Danaan, used such interdimensiond thresholds cre-
ated by the stone, because Earth wasthe end of a
pardld axisof acasements.”

"Hmm," Lakesh said. "Obvioudy, the basic prin-
ciplesof the mat-trans unitswere in use, dthough
expanded far beyond linear travel from placeto
place”

"Thisisdl very not interesting,” Grant said sar-
cadticaly. "Just tell me--isthe stoneredlly arock

or amachine disguised to look like one?’

Lakesh threw him aforced smile. "The testswe
performed on the stone wereinconclusive. In fact
there were no results, period. | suggest that the arti-
fact isacomplex probability-wave packet, amathe-
matica equation in physicd form. Itisaninterface
between our universe and others. Balam described it
as apiece of 'pure matter, which does not necessar-
ily meanit'sour universg's maiter.”

Kane robbed histemples. "My headache is com-
ing back."

"And I'm getting one," Grant rumbled.

"There's no reason why the human mind shouldn't
question everything," Lakesh said reasonably.



Kane shook his head in angry frustration. "Except
you, | guess."

Lakesh's shoulders stiffened at the gibe, but he did
not respond to it.

"Just what does dl this mean, exactly?' Kane de-
manded.

Spreading his hands palm up, Lakesh answered,
"I'm not redlly sure. When you touched the primary
piece of the Trapezohedron in Agartha, aconnection
between you and it was formed. When exposed to
the quantum energies of the gateway, that connection
became -an actua conduit, shunting your perceptions,
your mind asit were, to these parallel casements, to
your doppelgangersin the other universes.

"Why Colone Thrush figured so prominently is

gill something of amystery, but | surmiseit'sthe
same reason dl three of you-and Domi-encoun-
tered him during your interphaser-induced time
travel. The quantum mechanicsin use are essentidly
the same”

Kane's eyes and voice were cold when he said,

"It's not amystery why Colonedl Thrush wasthe cen-
tra figurein dl of those casements.”

Lakesh looked a him in surprise. "It isn't?

Why?'

"Thrush intendsto conquer them dl, dl thelost
Earths, one by one until humanity isether endaved
or extinct. And | don't think he plansto overlook this
particular casement, ether.”

"How do you know this?" Grant challenged.
Kanegavehim aleve gare. "Hetold me."

Chapter 13

Grant, Kane and Brigid dl retained exceptiondly un-
pleasant memories of their first meetings with Colo-
nel C. W. Thrush. Even Domi had her own taleto
tell of how she saw Thrush execute Adolf Hitler on
April 30, 1945.

Brigid had watched Thrush issue the ordersto

cover up the Roswell Incident in 1947.

Kane had witnessed Thrush'sinvolvement in the
assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963.
On January 19, 2001, Grant observed Thrush per-
sondly setting the timer on the nuclear warhead con-
cealed within the Russian embassy. The warhead det-
onated twenty-four hours|ater, triggering the globa
apocaypse known to later generations as the nuke-
caud.



In each time period, Colond Thrush had sensed
their disembodied presence, and he had even told
Grant hisname was derived fromapoemby T. S.
Elliot, averse that asked: Should the deception of the
thrush be followed into our first world?

When Kane and Brigid findly confronted him,
face-to-facein the past of an dternate tempora plane,
Thrush daimed versonsof him exiged indl times

to prevent the interference in human history from be-
ing undone.

According to Lakesh, he had seen him in the Over-
project Whisper testing facility, back in the 1990s,
where he claimed to be acolond in the Air Force.
Swiftly and grimly, Kane related what he had seen
and been told during his brief communication with
Thrush when he held the Black Stone.

Lakesh paled, but he tried to keep his voice steady
when he said, "It's possible-indeed probabl e-that

al of the dternate worlds, thelost Earths, came about
dueto Thrush's actions throughout time."

"Makes acertain amount of sense,”" Kane said.

"A verson of Thrush exigsin al of those pardld
casements.”

"And more than likely so do andogues of dl of

us" Lakesh stated. ™Y ou mogt certainly.”

"And apparently,” Brigid ventured, "dl of those
versonsof you arein conflict with al of the versons
of him and hisagenda.”

"But Thrush was an Archon agent,” Grant ob-

jected. "His agendaisthe Directorate's agenda.”

"He never actudly admitted to working for the
Directorate," Brigid replied. "He said, 'do you think
the Archonswould entrust one of you creatureswith
my responshilities? He made an oblique reference
to hisemployers, but he never identified them."
Everyone knew better than to dispute Brigid's per-
fect and total recall, but Kane declared, "The Archon
Directorate ftill had something to do with him."
Brigid cast him an irritated, impatient glance.

"Don't state the obvious, Kane. Of course he was
involved with the Archon Directorate.”

"An Archon Directorate," Lakesh interjected.

"Not necessarily 'the.’ Perhaps a Directorate on par-
ale casements where they went about their conquest
and subjugation of humanity differently than here.”
Hislips compressed contemplatively and after a
slent second of pondering, he said, "On our Earth,
the Archons dlied themsalveswith the Third Reich,
but the Nazis|ost the war. Perhaps on the casement
you visted, Kane, they were victorious and therefore
there was no need to rig agloba nuclear holocaust.



"On another casement, perhaps they established
more overt contact, using diplomacy to get what they
wanted."

"On the other, an al-out open state of war exists
between Earth and the Directorate, aconflict that ex-
tended to space itsalf, where perhaps they had estab-
lished beachheads on some of the planetsin the solar
sysem.”

"It seemslikely in retrogpect that Thrush was

more than a chrononaut, guarding the tempora
streams. When you visited the padt, it was that of an
dternate Earth, a branching probability universe cre-
ated by an dternate Archon Directorate.”

Kanewas only hdf ligening, histhoughtslegping
ahead. | figured that out mysdlf. But if the visons

| saw of three alternate Earths were true, | wasn't just
witnessing them, | participated in them.”

"Which might explain," Lakesh replied, "the

three ghodtly afterimages of you friend Grant saw in
the jump chamber.”

He poked at intercom button on hisdesk. "De-
Fore?'

After amoment, the woman's dightly waspish
voicefiltered from the speak. ' 'Yes?'

"Have you interpreted Kane's e ectroencephal o-
granye?'

"Almogt I'm-" Her voicetraled off, asif she

had walked out of range of the trans-comm. The s-
lence lasted s0 long Lakesh cdled her name again.
She responded with aterse, "Is Kane there with
"ou?

"Heis"

"Havehim meat mein the cafeteriain abouit five
minutes"

Defore closed the connection. Lakesh regarded
Kane gravely. "I think it's safe to assume the good
doctor found some abnormalitiesin your brain-wave
patterns.”

Apprehension rose up in Kane, forming ahard

lump in histhroat that made swallowing difficult.
Noticing hisanxiety, Lakesh said reassuringly, "l
doubt it's anything serious. DeFFore wouldn't have
chosen apublic place like the cafeteriato discuss
anything life-threstening with you.”

Stffly, Kane pushed himsdf out of the chair, winc-
ing at the painlancing through hisleft hip. "Let's

al find out what she found out”

The four people made their way aong the softly
gleaming corridors and down a devator to the cafe-
teria. Mogt of the briefings were held there, even
though there was aformd briefing thester onthe



third leve.

DefFore was dready seated at acorner table. Farrdll
and Cotta, two more Cerberus personnel, sat on the
far sde of the room, and they nodded to them asthey
entered.

Defore had her |eft elbow propped on afolded
sheaf of graph paper. With her right hand she poured
acup of coffee. One of the few advantages of being
an exilein Cerberus was unrestricted access to gen-
uine coffee, not the bitter synthetic gruel that had
become the common, sub-par substitute since Sky-
dark. Literaly tons of freeze-dried packets of the red
article were cached in the redoubt's storage aress.
There was enough coffeeto last the exiles severd
lifetimes

Defore glanced up at their approach, and if she

was nettled by the presence of Grant, Lakesh and
Brigid, shedidn't show it. More than likely she had
expected them. Grant fetched cups a aserving table,
and when al of them were seated, DefFore declared,
"My training in brain anatomy and functionislim-
ited, largely sdlf-taught since | came here. Cerebrdl
activity isvery complex, encompassing organic and
electrical processes. So, it's possible-but not prob-
able-| didn't perform the EEG correctly. Or | mis-
interpreted some of the data.”

Kanetook acareful sip of coffeeto cover his sur-
prisethat DeFore, even in abackhanded fashion, was
admitting her medical knowledge might be flawed.
."What did you find?" Lakesh inquired.

Stretching out a strip of graph paper, DeFore
pointed to the rows of squiggly, jagged linesin-
scribed by the recording pen. "Weve got the ex-
pected large magnitude alphawaves occurring at a
frequency of eight to twelve cycles per second. Fairly
She pointed to another line, which dipped dramat-
icaly and jumped and dipped again. "Here we have
the spiking associated with epileptic seizures.”
Sheindicated another line that appeared identical

to thefird. "Alphawaves again. Below that, we have
the spikes again. The entire EEG dternates those
waveforms”

Grant frowned at her. "And?'

"And the EEG wave fonDS shouldn't change very
much during different kinds of sehsory input or stim-
uli. But they did-dmost asif the machine read sev-
eral neurd patterns produced by ~e'sbrain... dl
occurring Smultaneoudy.”

She gazed at the people around the tableexpec-
tantly, waiting for aresponse. When none was forth-



coming, she announced abit acidly, "1 guessI'll
have to spdll it out for you-I recorded at |east three
types of brain activity when there should have only
been one. It was asif Kanewere a rest, performing
averba or spatial task, and undergoing asynaptic
szure, dl a thesametime.”

Brigid's eyes widened, then narrowed. "Verba

and spatid tasks are controlled by different hemi-
spheres of the brain, right? ,

"Right" DeFore sounded dightly relieved that
someone finaly understood the reason for her con-
fuson. "However, toward the end of thetest, the
eectrophysicd signsof differencesin activity be-
tween the hemispheres tapered off, dmost asif they
wereintegrating.”

Putting down his cup, Kane gazed at thewo-1
levely. "What doesthat mean?' ,'c

Folding her arms over her ample chest Defore an-
swered dogmaticadly, "I have noidea. Y ou're either
suffering the most extreme case of multiple-per-
sonality disorder on record-and the record goes
back hundreds of years-or you'reamutie. But at
least | know why you had such a severe headache.
With readingslikethat, I'm alittle surprised you
didn't have astroke.”

Kaneressted theimpulse to add, "And probably
alittle disappointed, t0o." Instead, heturned to La-
kesh.

"Theories? Hypotheses? Speculation? My market
isopen.”

Lakesh chuckled uneasily. "Very well, but keep
inmind, you did ask. When you were caught in the
dtered quincunx effect, like the time you used the
interphaser to jJump from England to here, the am-
plified eectromagnetic energy of your mind broke
free of the synaptic organic structure of the brain. It
breached the barrier between dimensions, and you
were drawn to three parallel casements and three par-
dld versonsof yoursdf. A kind of smultaneous
Sdeways movemernt.

"Y ou, the physica you sitting in that chair, were

not there. Y our molecular pattern was caught in the
quincunx effect, trapped in apocket of nonexistence
while your mind melded with those of your extradi-
mensiond doppelgangers.”

Lakesh paused to draw in a bresth, not meeting
Defore'sincredulous stare. He continued in arush.
"In atime period so short it could never be mea-
sured, you knew what they knew, saw through their
eyes, had accessto their memories. If the meld had
lasted longer, perhaps your own persondity and



;thought patternswould have fully integrated with
theirs. Asit was, when the gateway materidization
cycled to completion, you returned with hyperdimen-
sional echoes of your aternate selves. Just traces of
them-of you, rather. That'swhy your memories of
what you witnessed are fading.”

"Why wasn't he solid until 1 grabbed him?* Grant
demanded, his dark face ahard mask of disbelief.
"Your question isitsown answer,” Lakeshre-
torted. "Kane was hovering at the interphase junc-
ture, the hyperdimensiona crossroads between the
relaivigtic here and there. When you touched him,
you provided athree-dimensiona channd for his pat-
tern to follow from the interphase point.”

Grant rolled hiseyes cellingward. ' 'Y ou redlly

don't know any more than therest of us. You can
just spout the jargon and make this bullshit sound
reasonable.’,

Lakesh regarded him resentfully. "I can do more
than that, friend Grant. | can redign the gateway's
autosequencers and phase-transition coils and pro-
long the quincunx effect and duplicate what hap-
pened accidentdly.. . aslong asthe pieces of the
Trapezohedron are used as trangitional -tap conduits.”
"Rocks as conduits?' Grant growled.

"Remember what Balam called them? Conductors.
Obvioudy, he meant conductors of quan~ energy
flows. Therefore-"

"Why would you want to duplicate this?' DeFore
interrupted in surprise. Shewas morethan alittle at
seaabout the topic, but it was obvious she hadn't
cared for what she had heard so far.

Lakesh didn't appear peeved by her interruption.
"Perhaps duplication is an inaccurate term. Who
knows, the intensdly vivid jump dreams reported by
the Wyeth codex might not have been products of
theimagination at al, but glimpsesinto other redlities
and other times™

Brigid'slips pursed in athoughtful moue. "Y ou

said that those adverse effects were due to the mod-
ulation frequencies of the carrier wave not perfectly
interfacing with individua metabolisms.”

L akesh nodded. "True enough, asfar asit goes.

But that does not preclude what | just postulated. In
fact it supportsit. Because the carrier wave wasn't
perfectly in sync between the origin and destination
gateway units, the dimensiond barriers could have
been weakened just enough to permit stimuli from
other redlitiesto leak in, to impinge upon the human
mind whileit wasin the matrix of interphase.”

Brigid and Kane did not respond to Lakesh' s dec-



larations, but they pondered the implications, draw-
ing on their memories of high srangenessduring
gateway trangts.

During the jump to Russia, both of them had

shared the same vision of past incarnations. A short
while later, while trangting to England, Kane had
experienced atelepathic communication from the
mead but psonically gifted Sster Fand. During that
communication, he had glimpsed vignettes from what
appeared to be apast life as die legendary Celtic
warrior, Cuchulainn.

Comparing their own experiences with Lakesh's
hypothesis, asincredible asit sounded, it did not
seem out of the realm of possibility.

Kane shook hishead grimly. He could accept the
ideaof oneinfiniteuniverseif not understand it, but
hismind could not quite contain the concepts of
many universes. "'I'm not ableto grasp any of your
theories about Sdereal space, multi verses and shifting
through dimensions. But if Thrush intendsto do here.
what he's done on those other Earths, then he hasto
be stopped.”

Brigid ran her hands through her thick hair in ex-
asperdion. "The mystique of theoretical science,”
she murmured. "At once amonster and asalvation.”
Gazing directly at Kane, she asked, "Stop Thrush
from doing what, exactly? He dready interfered in
our timeline, remember? Herigged hitory so it
would lead to the nukecaust For dl intents and pur-
poses, he accomplished what he set out to do.”
"Dont tell mel'm gtating the obvious again,” he
replied sarcadtically.

Lakesh lifted an admonishing finger. "Did he? Hu-
mankind still survives. Thereis oppostion to the bar-
ons. And we know the Archon Directorate doesn't
exig”

"Do you think he knows that we know?' Brigid
asked.

L akesh tugged absently at hisnose. "I think we

can't take that chance. We don't know the depth of
his communication with friend Kane, whether herif-
fled through histhoughts and knowledge. Apparently,
he hasin his possession aversion of the Trapezo-
hedron, and when Kane achieved alink with it, he
achieved alink with Thrush, aswell."

Grant set down his coffee cup with such force that
liquid doshed out of it. In aharsh, aggressivetone,
he snapped, "What are we supposed to do about it?"
No one responded for along moment. Slowly, de-
liberately, Lakesh lifted hiscup to hislips, blew on
the coffee, took asip and placed it gently on the



table, in direct counterpoint to Grant's anger.

Camly, he extended afinger and pointed one by

to oneto Kane, Brigid and Grant. "Three rocks, three
of you," heintoned. "Y ou do math."

Chapter 14

The star-speckled indigo tapestry of the sky lit up
with aseries of dazzling explosons. Fanciful purple

fire-flowers bloomed, spreading their sparkling petals
inal directions. Iridescent streamers showered to the
ground, and the booming echoes of the cannonade
over the city shook walls and rattled windowsin their
frames.

Kane paid no attention to either the colorful dis-

play of pyrotechnics or the thunder of the explosions.
He concentrated on Beth-Li'slithe little body as she
plunged herself down on him. Her wordless cry as
hefilled her was smothered by another detonation of
fireworks.

Theburgting flare briefly illuminated her perfectly
sculpted figure, gleaming on her flat belly and her
face, twisted now in passion. She breathed heavily,
arching her back, her long hair pilling down to her
narrow waist likeaflow of Indiaink.

Reaching up, Kane cupped her pear-shaped

breadts, enjoying thefed of the siff nipples poking
againg the palms of his hands like wooden pegs.
Beth-Li moaned, digging her long nallsinto the
smooth, muscled contours of his chest. She bucked
and writhed atop him, pelvisrocking in a steady mo-
tion.

Rotating her hips, she leaned forward, bringing her
breasts down to hislips. She cried out and shuddered
as he tongued them. "I've waited so long for this,”

she half gasped.

Beth-Li had aready borne him one child, and the
Purity Control Foundation had been so pleased with
their offspring-Kane wasn't sure, but he thought
Beth-Li had told him the baby had been a boy-they
had ordered him to impregnate her a second time.
Inasmuch ashewas a Level Four Breed, the dlite of
the elite, and Beth-Li wasaLeve Four breeder, a
second pairing wasinevitable.

She had enjoyed the seeding the first time, but

there had been severd breeders since their initial cou-
pling, and al of them claimed to have enjoyed it.
Whether they or Beth-Li had been sincere or smply
pretending from fear, Kane neither knew or cared.



Ancther burst of fireworks shook thewalls, and
Kane's concentration fatered. Although it wasthe
standard Unification Day celebration, observed every
January 20 for the past one hundred and ninety-nine
years, the bombardment dways put him in mind of
the time he had been pinned down by Canadian ar-
tillery fire.

Beth-Li didn't notice his distraction. She was com-
pletely absorbed with riding him, uttering grunts and
groans, bouncing up and down.

Kaneredized hed had enough of her. The novelty
abruptly wore off, and he wanted it finished.

Closing his hands around her firm buttocks, he
rolled over and positioned himsdlf atop her. He thrust
and plunged deep into Beth-L.i, hard and fast. Her
hips matched his pistoning, savage rhythm.

Beth-Li's gasps blurred into a broken, aspirated
scream as her body locked in a pasming contraction
of release. As another rocket burst into multicolored
flame, Kane imitated the explosion with one of his
own. He clenched histeeth, not alowing any sound
to escape as he poured his seed into her.

Beth-Li was unwilling to reease him, moaning and
wriggling, holding him dose. Findly, withasmall

sgh of disgppointment, her legsfel away from him
and Kane withdrew.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Kane waited for the
weaknessin hislegsto abate and get his breathing
under control. Beth-Li stroked his swest-filmed back
and murmured, "1 won't be happy with just this one
night.”

Kanefelt asurge of annoyance, dmost arevulson.
"It'snot uptoyou,” he said dowly.

Shewas slent for amoment, then asked, "What

if it was up to you?'

Thetruth of the matter was that he wastired of
Beth-Li, infact tired of dl the Smpering women the
Eugenics Generd paired him with.

He arose from the bed, suddenly desperate to take
abath, to wash the scent and fed of Beth-Li from
his body. She called after him tremuloudy ashe
stalked to the bathroom and stepped into the shower
gdl. He stayed beneath the cold spray for along
time, scrubbing with sogp and brush.

When hefélt as clean as he could possibly get with
only soap and water, he returned to the bedroom, and
to hisirritation, Beth-Li was il there. He reeched
for hisuniform, hanging in the clost. "I've got to

go."

Beth-Li propped her head up on one hand. "Go
where? It'saholiday, Unification Day."



"I'vegot intel reportsto review," hereplied
brusquely, tugging on hisblack, flared jodhpurs.
"There's Roamer activity out in the Dakotas."

He knew how lame his excuse sounded. Even if

the reports of a Roamer band were true, such matters
were the province of theregiona Provost Marshds,
not the Rapier Legion.

Beth-Li did not question him further. She watched
him don the wide-collared uniform tunic with the 5il-
ver piping running in atight line dong the shoulder
and chest Theinsgnia patch on the deeve, three
black inverted triangles againgt atriangular red back-
ground, looked like a splotch of blood in the semi-
darkness.

He pulled on apair of high black boots and
strapped a pouched leather belt around histrimwait,
making sure his Sin Eater was snugged securely its
spring-powered holster.

Settling the pesked, |eather-visored black cap upon
his head, he checked hisimage in the bureau's mir-
ror, through force of habit

Another bomb burst momentarily flooded the room
with yellow light, and he saw a stranger gazing back
a him from the mirror. No, not a stranger exactly-
the reflection looked like him, but insandly, somehow
didn't fed likehim.

The high-planed face with the faint scar on theleft
cheek was certainly hisface, aswasthe pair of pae
eyes staring out from the shadows cast by the visor.
But for an instant, he saw another reflection, super-
imposed over hisown, aghogtly twin with hair much
longer than his own short, regulation length, and
wearing an accusatory expression.

Grant and Baptiste. They're here somewhere. I've
got to .find them!

He didn't hear the whispery voice, but he recog-
nized it ashisown.

Find them!

Theflare faded and asit did, Kane's bedroom tilted
around him. A blade of excruciating pain stabbed
through his heed, feding asif it pierced hisbrain
from front to back, then was saditically twisted.
Hefdt himsdf staggering, but as swiftly asthe
agony had lanced into him, it vanished. Kane swayed
for amoment, teeth bared, feeling beads of perspi-
ration fonning & hishairline. He heard himsdlf mur-
mur, "Grant and Baptige..."

Pushing hersdf up from the bed, Beth-Li asked in
dam, "Kane? Areyou dl right?"

co Sowly, heturned to face her. A genuine expres-
son of concern crossed her lovely Asan fegtures.



But the expression melted and another one formed,
like atrand ucent mask. That expression was one of
rage, the fury of awoman scorned. He heard her say,
"Y ou've got no right-you're nothing but akiller, a
murderer of outlanders and people who couldn't fight
back! How dare you act like I'm benesth your no-
tice?"

Hefelt rage fountain up within him and took a step
forward, hand raised to strike her.

"Kane!" Beth-Li shrank againgt the headboard,
clutching sheetsto her body. Her voice held asharp
note of fear and confusion. "What did | say?'

Kane caught himsdlf, redlizing the woman had not
gpoken those words. He forced asmileto hisfaceto
cover hisbewilderment "Nothing. A little headache.
All that foolishness" He gestured out the window,
toward thefireworks blazing in the night sky.

Beth-Li frowned at him. "Foolishness?' sheech-

oed, sounding dightly scandaized. "It's Unification
Day."

Kane dredged up an imperious tone and attitude.

"I don't need to be reminded of what fucking day it
is"

Fear returned to Beth-Li'sdark eyes. "I'm sorry,

| didn't mean to anger you, Kane-"

"Mgor," he sngpped. "When I'm uniform, you
addressme by my rank. "

He reached for the plaited leather crop hanging by
ahook on thewall. "Maybe you need to be reminded
not to be so overly familiar.”

Beth-Li's eyesfollowed the motion of hishand

with something akin to dreadful fascination-and

then anticipation.

A jolt of nausea surged through Kane's belly, and

it turned a cold flip-flop of disgust The sudden, eager
gleamin Beth-Li'seyesrevolted him.

With avigble effort, he shook off theimpulseto

flog her and turned toward the door. Without looking
at her, hesaid, "Be gonewhen | get back.”

Closing the door behind him, he stood on the dark
landing and bit back a startled curse when another
fireworks charge detonated overhead. He knew Uni-
fication Day wasthe only red holiday observed by
the Reich, but the excessesin the fedtivitiesirritated
him.

Although he would have never admitted it to any-
one, he found celebrating the nuclear destruction of
Washington, D.C., on January 20, 1945, more than a
little morbid. As he walked down the stairwell, he
reflected that despite the Third Reich'svictory on that
day so0 long ago, there had been plenty of other wars



between then and now that were never celebrated.
Then again, when Nazi sympathizerswithin the

U.S. Army Air Corps dropped the twenty-kiloton
U-235 bomb, it set in motion the unification of the
world, and such an accomplishment was definitely to
be celebrated.

"Asbeasts of burden are unified by awhip.”

Kane made asurprised intake of air, redizing with
horror that not only had he smply thought those
words of treachery, they had passed hislipsin asar-
castic whisper.

He cast his gaze around swiftly, eyesdarting for

an eavesdropper, even though he knew the stairwell
was private, leading only to his quarters. And even

if anyone had been lurking, the explosionswould
have drowned out his voice. Besides, had there been
alurker, Kane would have been well within hisright
to shoot him dead on the spot.

Hewasn't worried about the spy-eye vid lens

bolted to the celling. It hadn't functioned in years,
and Kane was In no hurry to report it.

Crowds surged in the streets of Dulce, once called
New Mexico, but known as New Thulefor the past
two centuries, Snce the Program of Unification had
divided up Americainto Bakanized sates. The night
ar was quite comfortable, even so late in January.
Inthe distance, saverd milesfromthevillage

proper, the Archuleta Mesa pushed up from the desert
floor, its deeply fissured bulk washed by streaks of
color. The fireworks were being launched from itsflat
top.

Pushing hisway through the dancing, cheering
throng, Kane had to bat aside miniature flags waved
inhisface, dl of them duplicates of theinggnia

patch on hisuniform deeve.

The entire population of Dulce, numbered at less
than four thousand, appeared to be out on the cob-
blestoned streets. Of course, by law the citizens had
to be, except for the very young or the very infirm.
Black armored and helmeted Zone Troopers stood on
elevated platforms erected at every intersection, box-
fed machine guns cradled in their polycarbonate shod
ams.

Kane was annoyed by the crowd, but he didn't
alow hisemotion to show on hisface. Clusters of
people stepped aside for him, once they got agood
look at hisuniform and the silver mgjor'sbars glint-
ingon hiscollar.

He shouldered aside those people who didn't get

out of his path fast enough, once pushing aone-
legged veteran of the Cagary campaign into the gut-



ter. It would have been faster to use side streets and
aleysto reach the Chancdlery Building, but a
knighted officer of the Rapier Legion did not step
asidefor the lesser breeds.

I'm such an asshole,

Thevoicedidn't whisper in hisear, but within his
mind and it frightened him. He kept walking, increas-
ing the length of his stride and quickening his pace,
worried about delayed effects from old head injuries
asling him.

Not too long ago, he had suffered aconcussion. A
gossamer wisp of memory floated by. He dimly re-
caled Lord Strongbow's vicious attack, hisfists bat-
tering him mercilesdy about the head and face.
Kane swallowed a curse, hisgait fatering, and
wondered who the hell Lord Strongbow was.

He paused at the cross-braced base of awatch-
tower, leaning againgt asupport pogt, histhroat con-
stricted. A razor-edged cleaver of pain chopped into
hisskull, splitting hisbrainin two. The agony was

S0 sudden. so intense and blinding, he could not sup-
pressacry of pain. His surroundings grayed out,
seemed to implode into nothingness, then billow out
again. He saw and heard himsdlf in a place he had
never visted, roaring words he would have never
dreamed of uttering. "Like hell we don't! Order out
of chaos, law from anarchy, peace with honor and
every other bit of salf-serving dogma ever puked up
by fascists who don't have the guts to admit they're
fascigg”

Hefdt his knees buckling, then ahand touched his
shoulder. Kanejerked his head up, amost didodging
his cgp. He sumbled and would have falenif the
Zone Trooper hadn't steadied him.

"Areyouill, Mgor?' Thetrooper'svoice was
neutraly solicitous, asif he sugpected the mgor was
redly drunk and he employed the least offensive eu-
phemism. Kane couldn't read his eyes, masked as
they were by ablue-tinted visor.

That's -not right. It should bered.

"Mgor?' thetrooper inquired, histone acquiring
aharder edge. "Do you wish meto cal amedic? Or
perhaps your brother?!

"My brother?' Kane echoed dazedly.

"Yes, gr. Lieutenant Colonel Savo lives nearby,
doesn't he?

Kane dragged in adeep breath and pulled away
from the trooper's hand. He recognized his blunt jaw-
line. "Not necessary, Corpora Pollard. | have abit
of aheadache. It's better now."

Pollard nodded formally and respectfully. "Sir."



Kane touched afinger to the visor of hiscap and
moved on, temples throbbing, seeming in cadence
with his heartbest. He considered briefly taking ade-
tour and stopping by the officers dispensary, but he
knew DefFore wouldn't be on duty. She wasthe only
medic in the Hedlth and Welfare Divison hetrusted.
By the time the Chancellery cameinto view, the

pain had abated until it was no more than adistrac-
tion. The stone facade of the sprawling building rose
five dignified stories above alambent green lawn. In
the center of it stood amarble statue of Goebbelsand
Himmler, dressed in medieva plate armor.

Kane strode up the short flight of wide stone steps,
returning the tiff -armed saute of the trooper Sta-
tioned beside the brass-bound door. A banner hung
from apole aboveit, depicting in black on ared
background inverted triangles within alarger triangle
moatif.

The entrance hall was brilliantly lighted, and peo-

ple hustled around him, most of them wearing the
black-and-slver uniform of the Reich. He headed
graight for the Intelligence Divison.

The spacious room held adozen people, haf of
them gitting before banks of computerswith flashing
readouts and indicators. Kane strode over to Morales
at the outer field station. "What's the most recent
report about the Roamer movements around Mount
Rushmore?"

Moraeslooked up from his computer work sta-
tion, hisswart faceimpassve. "One camein afew
minutes ago, but it's being decrypted.”

"Who hasit?"

"l do, Mgor," athroaty, female voice said from
behind him.

Kane turned and saw awoman standing in the
doorway of an adjacent room, asheaf of printoutsin
her hand. She gazed at him with a hesitant, dightly
chalenging smile on her lips, and Kanefdt therise
of the short hairs at his nape.

She wore the same black-and-slver uniform ashe
did, thetunic dightly longer than his, reaching the
tops of her thighs. Her tdl, willowy figurefilled out
the uniform in amanner he had never noticed before.
A wide belt spanned what appeared to be about a
twenty-two-inch waist.. Snugged into a holster above
her right hip was a compact Wather TPM automeatic
pigal.

Her long tawny hair was swept up on top of her
head and fastened therein asort of braided bun. It
framed awd| molded face with big, dightly tip-tilted
eyesthe color of cold emerads.



Kane stepped toward her, hand outstretched. "I'll
take that, Captain Baptiste."

Chapter 15

Their fingers brushed momentarily, her touch asoft,
yet dectric caress. Kane felt his heart suddenly flutter
wildly within his chest, like the wings of a captured
bird.

Surprise, quickly velled, flickered in Baptiste's

eyes. It was S0 brief Kane nearly didn't catchiit. His
reaction to the woman startled and my<tified him. He
knew she had come to work as a decrypter in the
Chancellery some eight months earlier, and Kane
doubted he had exchanged more than three perfunc-
tory nodswith her. Baptiste was certainly attractive,
but she had struck him as no different than any other
intel officers he had met: guarded, shalow and de-
voted to their duty.

He cleared histhroat. "Y ou've decoded the trans-
misson?'

"Using Key 12." Her lips pursed in disgpproval.
"That code key isin danger of being deciphered. It's
at least ayear old.”

"Inthat case, work on developing Key 13 should
take priority."

Baptiste nodded. "I advised that in my last report.

So far, Field Marshd Thrush hasn't responded.”

At the sound of the name, Kanefdt hisjaw mus-
cles bunching reflexively. Captain Baptiste noticed
and crooked a curious eyebrow. Kane did hisbest to
smooth hisfestures,

"Whereishe?' Kane asked, gtriving for a casud
tone.

Her eyebrow acquired asteeper angle. "l redly
couldn't say, Mgor. | don't kegp tabson him." An
undercurrent of suspicion ran through the woman's
tone. "I've only spoken to him once, thefirst day |
was posted here."

Kane didn't know why he had acted on the impulse
to ask about Thrush's whereabouts, or what had
prompted the impulse. He covered his confusion by
pretending to study the decoded printout. He saw the
words without comprehending them.

Intelligence Divison, Reich Chancdllery/Dulce/
New Thule

Re: Mt. Rushmore. A number of Roamer



bands are congregating within the territory.
Though their numbers gppear to be lessthan five
hundred, they appear to be well-armed (seere-
port #01039, looting of Bismarck munitions de-
pot) and it gppears the monument itself istheir
intended target of terrorism. Surveillance contin-
ues, will advise of further movements.

He read the report over again, struggling to re-
member what he knew about Mount Rushmore. A
long time ago, it had housed an ambitious Continuity
of Government facility known asthe Anthill, so
named because of its milarity in layout to an anthill.
He remembered Lakesh telling him that-

No! hismind snarled. Lakesh never told you any-
thing about it. Mount Rushmoreisanationd trea-
sure, dedicated to the five greatest |eaders of Amer-
icarWashington, Jefferson, Lincoln, Roosevelt and
Hitler.

"Mgor?'

Kane looked up from the paper, meeting Baptiste's
quizzicd, dightly ironic gaze. Heredlized hishand
trembled. "Yes?"

"|s there something wrong with the report?'

"No, it's" He groped for something reasonable

to say. "It'sdisturbing news, that'sdl."

"Itis?" A hint of mockery lurked in the back of
Baptiste's question. "1 wouldn't think that aknight

in the Rapier Legion and the hero of the Cagary
Front would find a bunch of ragbag Roamers and
brushwooders very disturbing.”

The woman's attitude came very closeto insub-
ordination, but after thefirgt jolt of anger passed,
Kanefdt adigtant wonder that his overriding emo-
tiond reaction was akin to comfort, asif it weredl
too familiar.

Hetried to suppress the amused amile he fdt tug-
ging at the corners of hismouth. "Redlly? What
would you say | find disturbing, Captain?'
"Paperwork," alionlike voice rumbled.

Kane glanced swiftly around and with an irrationd
surge of relief he saw aunifonned, clean-shaven
black man swaggering into the room. Mgor's bars
glittered on histunic collar.

"Good thing you're here," Grant continued, hook-
ing athumb over hisshoulder. "Therewasanin-
truder dert a the Foundation. Field Marsha Thrush
is aready out there and he's requested our presence.
They have asuspect in custody.”

Kane started to hand the printout back to Baptiste,
then hesitated, giving her an gppraising look. "Care



tojoin us, Ceptain?'

He appreciated the flicker of surprisein the green
depths of her eyes. She hadn't expected the invita:
tion. "l don't have the security clearance-for thefa
dlity.”

"It's about time you received one. Come with us.”
Grant frowned uncertainly but said nothing. Kane
marched toward the door and after a moment, Cap-
tain Baptige fell into step beside him, first grabbing
her cap from awall hook.

Kane, Grant and Brigid strode down the corridor,
and for thefirgt time since the onset of the head pain,
he did not fed out of sync with his surroundings.
Bracketed by the big black man and the green-eyed
woman, he had the sense that the world was now the
way it was supposed to be, the three of them march-
ing purposefully toward an unknown, dwaysto-
gether.

As soon asthe notion registered, he tried to banish
it from hismind. He and Grant were felow officers,
holding the same rank, and had often worked to-
gether, but they were not close. Within the Legion,
competition for promotion wasfierce, and framing
riva officersfor crimes both high and low was not
uncommon. Outright nation of competitors
was not rare, ether.

For some reason, Kane found it exceedingly dif-
ficult to erect his guard in the company of thesetwo
people. Hefdt irrationaly comfortablein their pres-
ence.

Asthey walked toward the rear entrance and the
vehic[e compound, Grant inquired quietly, "What's
that old term for fedling like you've done something
before?'

Baptiste immediately replied, "Dgavu, aFrench
term literally meaning 'aready seen.’ It referstoa
strong sense of familiarity with an experience one
believes one has never had before.”

Kane smiled crookedly. "That's the problem with
having a photographic memory-worthlessfactsand
important items come out in equa measure.”
Baptiste swiveled her head to tare at him. "How
did you know | have a photographic memory?'
Kane had no idea how he knew and rather than

say that, hesad, "l must have seeniniit your per-
sonnd file or something.”

Hoping to change the subject, Kane asked Grant,
"Areyou having dgavu now?'

Grant shrugged. "I don't know. I've been having
severe headaches off and on for the last hour. Maybe
that has something to do withiit."



Kane massaged hisforehead. "Y eah, metoo. They
comeand go."

Baptiste eyed them both curioudy. "I've been suf-
fering from the same thing. Must be abug. If that's
the case, it might not be agood ideafor al usto gl
to thefacility-" ,

Her words turned into amuffled gasp of pain.
Squeezing her eyes shut, she sumbled to a halt.
Alarmed, Kane reached out for her.

"Headache again," she said tightly, tears oozing
from the comers of her eyes. "Give me a second-"
Bowing her head, Baptiste took several deep
bresths. After afew moments, she murmured. "Bet-
ter now, | think-oh, hell!"

Kane saw her patting her left cheek. Perplexed, he
asked, "What isit?"

"My contact came out Goddammit-" Then she
uttered arelieved exclamation. "Hereit is, right on
my face"

Asshereplaced it in her eye, Grant commented,

"| thought you wore glasses."

Baptiste blinked her big eyesrapidly. "What

makes you think that?"

Grant opened his mouth, closed it and heaved the
wide yoke of hisshouldersin ashrug. "l don't know.
| just pictured you with glasses-old-fashioned

things with wire frames and square--no, rectangular
lenses. ',

"l do have apair likethat" She scowled at him.

"But | only wear them when I'm off duty, inmy
quarters. The only way you'd know that isif yon
werespyingonme.”

She surveyed Kane coldly. "Just like you knew |

had a photographic memory. It's not in my personnel
records. | never told anyone. Am | under surveillance
for some reason, Mgjors?'

Grant did not reply, so Kane, in atone matching
hersfor frostiness, said, "Not that I'm aware of, Cap.
tain. Isthere some reason you should suspect that you
ae?'

Tengon born of lifetimes of looking over dleir
shoulders sprang up around the three people, as elec-
tric asastorm cloud. Suddenly, Baptiste smiled, and
it transformed her face. "Paranoiais such asubtle
yet devadtating wegpon, isn't it?"

"Y ou're not paranoid if they redly are after you,
Baptiste," Kane shot back automatically.

"Whét the hell are you two carrying on about?'
Grant demanded gruffly.

The smile vanished from the woman'sface, re-
placed ingtantly by an expresson of fearful bewil-



derment. Kane knew his own face mirrored her ex-
pression.

Hoarsdly, Baptiste said, "'l don't know. It'slike

we had that conversation before...but that couldn't
be. Couldit?'

An eectroplasmic vison wafted through Kane's
memory. He glimpsed aman wearing black body ar-
mor, head concealed by a helmet and red-tinted visor.
He faced a disheveled woman wearing abaggy ye-
low coverdl. The two people stood in astark and
bare corridor, and he redlized the man and woman
were himlldf and Baptiste.

"No," hesaid at length. "It couldn't be."

Thethree people gazed at one another in silent
surmise, then continued on their way to the com-
pound.

WORLD WAR Il ended rather abruptly for such a
costly conflict that had dragged on for years across
severa continents. The Allied Forces had been driven
back from Europe after the disastrous Normandy in-
vasion. They engaged in adow, stubborn retredt,
their weapons no match for those of the German war
mechine

"Foo Fighters" theterm given to the Third

Reich's remote-controlled drones, decimated the
American Air Corps and the RAP. Microwave emit-
ters broadcast frequencies that shorted out the elec-
trical systems of tanks, personnd carriers, supply
trucks of the entire Allied infantry. The Russian-
German Nonaggression Pact held firm, and there was
no ad forthcoming from the Soviet Union.

Repeated deep strikes made by V -4 rockets with
incendiary warheads destroyed Allied bases dlover
Europe, the North Atlantic and eventually the Pecific.
But gill the Alliesfought on, the British and French
armiesdriven from their homeands.

It adl cameto an end at twelve noon on January

20, 1945, when amile-high mushroom cloud bil-
lowed up from Washington, D.C., the capital of the
world's last bastion of human freedom.

The bomb, code-named Liebchen, wassmplein
design, but it destroyed more than buildings, monu-
mentsand lives. It obliterated the fighting Spirit of

the American people.

Faced with the threat of more A-bombs dropped

by the Reich'sinvincible fleet of flying fortresses, for
thefirg timeinitsreatively short history, the United
States formally surrendered to aforeign aggressor.
Within two months, proud tanks bearing swastikas
rumbled swiftly down Manhaitan's Fifth Avenue.



Smiling troopers, heavily armed, marched through
the Streets lined by weeping crowds.

The Nazis knew well the uses of propaganda, dle
winning of awar by conquering the spirits of the
enemy. The victory parade and the announcement of
world unification were more effective than adozen
cities consumed by nuclear fire.

Thunderous Seig Heils shook New Y ork City's
skyline and the brown-uniformed Hitler madea
speech at the base of the Statute of Liberty. Hewas
the conqueror of Europe, of America, of Asaand
now the leader of the entire world. He was the epit-
ome of the destiny of the superman, who could afford
to be magnanimous. Theworld was a long last
united, with no more nationa borders or disputes
over territory or religion. It al belonged to the Third
Reich now.

They used everything they knew-or had been
taught-to establish agloba empire; nation,
myth, treachery, superior armed might and aruthless
campaign of terror that brought about the deaths of
millions

And then there were the others, hidden away, se-
cret, shadowy, their existence only hinted at in an-
cient manuscripts and legends, who knew the Third
Reich'svictory had only been thefirst phase of aplan
conceived millenniaago.

THE SMOOTHLY SURFACED blacktop road cut through
board-flat desert. The armored Mercedes they had
requisitioned was several years old and needed anew
coat of paint, and the .,triangle symbol of unification
decd was pedling at the edges, but the diesdl. engine
purred smoothly.

Thefireworks display waslong over by thetime
Grant braked at the firgt of three security checkpoints.
In the near distance, the gigantic dark bulk of the
Archuleta Mesablotted out a huge portion of the star-
speckled night sky.

After aquick inspection, the guard waved the car
through, and Grant steered past the sentry kiosk and
the machine-gun emplacements. Kane secretly con-
Sdered that such security precautions were abit ex-
treme. There had not been atruly mgor conflict snce
the pacification of the Russan-Japanese Federation

in 1960. Even the last spot of bother, the border up-
rising in Canada, had been little more than a series

of skirmishes, barely qudifying asabush war.

If Roamer rebels or saboteurs wanted to breach the
defenses of the Purity Control Foundation, buried
deep beneath the mesa, they wouldn't come force,



through the checkpoints. They'd" sneak ill' overland,
through the miles of uninhabited desert and mesquite.
And if they managed to make it past the motion and
heat sensorsthet ringed the perimeter and actualy
got insde the place, they would require avast knowl-
edge of the complex security measures and protocols
that not even Kane had.

The car passed through gates in three twenty-foot-
high cyclone fences, each one topped by curls of
razor wire. Armored guards on foot and astride mo-
torcycles constantly patrolled between the fenced
perimeters. Brilliant halogen floodlightsleft no

sguare foot of ground unilluminated,

After Grant drove through the third and final gate.
the Arculeta Mesaloomed above them like the tomb-
stone of a Teutonic god. Thetop of it glowed with
lights. like acrown of stars.

A sentry motioned them to drive onto agreat
rimmed disk of gray metd. Grant guided the Mer-
cedesto the center of it, parked and turned off the
ignition. Brigid. gtting between Grant and Kane.
looked around wide-eyed. In astrangely hushed
voice. she asked. "Now what?'

With agrinding rumble, the disk began to descend.
the meta rim forming thelip of avertica tunnd.

They sank into utter blackness. then the shaft walls
began to shine. cagting the interior of the vehiclein
asoft light.

Kane had visted thefecility severd times, twice

in the company of Grant. but he ill found the
method of entering it impressve and alittle intimi-
dating.

With a protracted hiss of compressed air, the lift

disk jolted to astop. A lighted observation platform
stood before them. A tdll, lean man stood at the rail-
ing. He was more than just gaunt, he was cadaverous.
His erect figure wore the funera-black uniform of the
Reich military, his high-boned face starkly pae
above the dark clothing. A high-peaked cap sat at a
jaunty angle on hishairlessskull. hiseyesinvishble
behind the dark lenses of sunglasses. An array of sl-
ver indgniapinstwinkled dl over histunic.

As Grant. Kane and Brigid disembarked from the
car, the man looked vaguely surprised. even alittle |
unsettled, to see Baptiste. The three of them snapped
off gtiff-armed salutes, and the cadaverous officer on
the platform returned them rather laconically.
"Captain Baptiste," Fidld Marshd Thrushsadin

an uninflected, well-modulated voice. "I didn't ex-

pect you, athough in retrospect, perhaps 1 should
have"



Chapter 16

The cryptic remark did not confuse Kane asmuch as
enrage him. Theunderlying vibrationsin Thrush's

flat oily voice made his hand reflexively moveto-
ward his holstered Sin Eater. With a conscious effort,
he checked the movement, frightened by "What felt
likeanindinctive, viscerd reaction. Thefidd mar-
shd was his commandant, and though Kane feared
him, he had never felt hatred for a moment.

Thrush turned away from therailing, making a

sharp, autocratic gesture. "Thisway."

Thethree officers moved off the metd platform,

their boots striking chiming echoesfromiit. Theair
gmelled clean and fresh, but it held afaint, tart chem-
ical scent, too. Kane glanced up at the smal circle

of sarlit sky above. Hefdt asif he were stlanding at
the bottom of a gargantuan drainpipe.

A short flight of stairson the far side of the ob-
servation platform led down into awide, white cor-
ridor, lighted by very bright neon stripsinset into the
caling. Men and women in white and pae blue
Reich uniformsgtrolled dong it. A number of them
were small and compact of figure, with delicately fea
tured faces that seemed to be al brow, cheekbone
and chin. The craniumswere large, but not inhu-
manly so0. Their heads bore wisps of thin, fine hair.
The eyes beneath delicately arched supraorbital
ridges were big and danted, but white could be de-
tected around theirises. Their steps were graceful,
amogt mincing, their hands long and dender. Severd
of the men wore plastic tube-shaped hol sters strapped
to their thighs.

Kane was assailed by an ingtant of irrationa dread
when he 8aw the holsters. One part of his mind knew
the infrasound batons converted electrical current to
sound waves by amaser and were very precise weap-
ons-anecessity in afacility with so much fragile
equipment-but they were very limited in range.

He had only witnessed demondtrations of the

wands and never been on the receiving end of their
ultrasonic kick. But now he had the distinct and un-
easy impression that he had been, but he couldn't lay
his menta hands on the vaporous trace of memory

to examineit closdy.

Increasing the length of his stride, he caught up

with Thrush. "I wastold there was a security

breach.”



"Y ou weretold correctly,” Thrush replied
smoothly. "We have the intruder in custody. Lieu-
tenant Colond Savo isadministering the first gppli-
cation of interrogation. Thusfar, no useful informa:
tion has been forthcoming, and your brother
suggested you and Mg or Grant might have some
idess”

Thrush gave him aswift Sdeways ook that held

no particular expression. "'l understand you two are
very good at this sort of thing."

Tension coiled in the pit of Kangsbdly, likea
length of heavy rope.

Thrush turned to theright, pushing open apair of
glass-and-chrome doors. A tiny female, pretty and
crisp in her whites despite her large cranium and
oversized eyes, sat behind a solid oak reception desk.
Her huge blue eyes were startlingly clear and cam.
"How isthe patient?' Thrush asked.

"No chang~," the woman answered blandly.
"Youmay goin."

"Baptiste hung back uncertainly. "Perhaps | should
wait out here”

Thrush regarded her with amusement. "Nonsense,
Captain. Since Mgor Kane saw fit to bring you here,
there's no reason why your movements should be
restricted. You'll comewith us"

Although histonewasflat, it was apparent thefield
marsha was not making arequest.

Crossing the room, Thrush pushed open ametd-
shesthed door with the word Examination stenciled
inred upon it. The room wasfairly spacious and
bare-wdled. Light spilling from an overhead fixture
blazed down on astainless-sted table in the center
of the room.

Wide bands of canvas bound adight, white form.
to the surface of the table. The straps ran acrossthe
naked girl'swast and ankles, her dender arms
pinned to her Sdes. Her skin was white, aswas her
ragged mop of close-cropped hair. The only color
about her was apair of glaring eyes, asred asa
cutting torch flame-and the numerous blue-black
bruises marring the pearly perfection of her deek,
petitefigure.

Salvo stood next to her head, stroking the girl's
swesat-soaked hair and crooning to her. In hisleft
hand he held a humming infrasound wand. He
grinned when he saw Kane, but it didn't reach his
mud-colored eyes.

"Brother mine" he said by way of agreeting.
"Fgured you might have some ideas on how to
loosen thisdut'stongue. She's stubborn like al her



kind."

He hefted the wand, its Slvery length made hazy
with vibration. " She's running out of bonesto break.
I've given her achoice about the next ones. She
hasn't made up her mind yet."

It was more than astruggle to keep theriot of
conflicting emotions from showing on Kane's face-
it was aknock-down-drag-out internal brawl. Salvo's
flat, sdllow face was dl too familiar, aswas hisvery
short, gray-threaded dark hair. He was a couple of
inches shorter than Kane, afew years older and con-
Sderably heavier.

Anger, remorse and a craving for revenge dl

warred for dominance within Kane's heart and mind.
At the outer fringes of his awareness, he noticed an
absence of aphysical characteristic-where there
should have been awed ed scar seaming his broad
forehead, cutting down to the corner of hisleft eye,
there was only unblemished flesh. Another vague
echo of amemory drifted incompletely through his
mind-he saw himself dashing the barrd of aSin
Eater acrossthe side of Savo's scalp, splitting open
the scalp in agush of blood.

Coinciding with theimage, like asympathetic

pain, adrill bit seemed to boreinto hisskull. He
barely managed to turn astartled cry into adisinter-
ested grunt before it passed.

Grant's voice, sounding strangely unsteady asked,
"Whoisshe?'

Kane tossed a quick look over his shoulder. Per-
spiration glistened on Grant's dark face despite the
cool air, and his jaw muscles bunched in knots. He
was either in pain or angry-and doing his damned-
est not to show it.

Another surreptitious glance showed him Bap-
tiste's pae and gtricken face, emerad eyes disturb-
ingly bright. As soon as she felt Kane's gaze, her
expression smoothed itsdlf into aclinica, impersond
mask.

"Saysher nameisDomi," Salvo replied with a
cheerful insouciance. "That's al she's admitted to,
but we know what she did and tried to do."
"Whichis?' Baptiseinquired, asif shewere
scarcely interested and just asking to be polite.
Thrush answered the question, curtly and quickly.
Thegirl had killed a careless sentry on the far outer
perimeter. She used along knife with aserrated
blade, expertly cutting histhroat.

She had hooked dectronic circuitsto theaarm
system on the fence, which bypassed their transmit-
ters. A compact acetylene torch burned through the



links of thefence.

Pointing to shape ess black mass of asemiglossy
fabric on thefloor, Thrush said, "A Stealth cloak,
blocking body-heat signatures and wired with reflec-
tive circuitry, which scrambled the motion detec-
tors"

Domi then made her way to the third fence, but
she got overconfident. She overlooked that at the
third perimeter, al alarms were equipped with redun-
dancies. She was discovered and captured.

"What did she have on her?' Kane asked not
wanting to look at the girl on the table. She seemed
familiar to him, even though he knew he had never
seen her before,

"Other than the knife, the eectronic components
and agrenade-probably intended to knock out the
power generators-only this," Thrush answered.
From abelt pouch he removed asmdl cylindrica
viad made of metd. Revolving it between thumb and
forefinger, the overhead light struck dull highlights
onit.

"And that iswhat?' Grant asked. "Plastique or
something?

"It'sahundred timesmoreletha. It containsa
microorganism, ageneticaly tailored virus designed
to attack the immune systems of our Battle Class
breed. | suspect if she could have gotten in hereto
the incubation chambers and added thisto the am-
niotic fluid cyclers, an entire generation would have
beenlog.”

Replacing the vid in hisbdt, Thrush added, "It's
patently obvious an inferior creature of her limited
intellect did not conceive of this plan independently.
Shehad indde hdp."

The notion, mentioned so casually, was a once
gunning and frightening.

"A traitor?' Kane demanded. "Who can that

be?'

"That'swhy you and Mgor Grant were sum-
moned,” came Thrush'smild reply. "Y ou two enjoy
acertain reputation for wringing information out of
recacitrant tongues, asif you were squeezing out wet
towes™"

Kanelooked at the girl and shelooked up at him;
hatred seething in her ruby eyesin an dmost papable
wave. A cold sickness crept over him, adim redli-
zation that he had earned that hate, that scorn.
"Domi, isthere achance you'l behave reason-
ably?' heasked quietly. "Thisisthe only timel'll
ask. If you don't answer me now, it'll betoo late."
Domi looked a him questioningly, surprise en-



gulfing the fury in her eyes. Her lips parted.

Savo gently stroked her rib cage with thetip of

the wand. The girl shrieked, arching her back, strain-
ing againgt the canvas restraints. The wand popped
asthefragile, fibrous cartilage between her ribs rup-
tured.

Grant lunged around the table, moving with amaz-
ing swiftnessfor aman of hissze. Closing onebig
hand around Salvo'swrigt, hejerked hisarm up vi-
olently. Savo cried out in angry surprise asthewand
flew from hishand and clattered to the floor, where
it lay humming.

Face contorted in a bare-toothed grimace, Grant
cocked back hisarm for a punch.

"Mgjor!" Field Marshd Thrush'svoice carried as
sharp asawhip crack in the room.

Grant caught himsdlf, trembling arm and fist

poised. Theflames of ragein his dark eyes dimmed,
but they did not gutter out completely. He released
his grip, and Savo took aclumsy half step backward,
rubbing hiswrist and glowering. "What thefuck is
with you, Grant?"'

Grant groped for areply, looking dmost as bewil-
dered as Salvo.

Onimpulse, Kane said, "It'sanew technique of
interrogation Grant and | developed. The officers beat
the hell out of each other while the prisoner goesto
pieces from the agony of watching."

Both Salvo and Grant frowned in his direction, but
Thrush threw him afleeting, appreciative smile.
"Very whimsica, Mgor Kane. | never knew you had
asense of humor.”

Hisdark lensed eyes dowly scanned Kane, Bap-
tiste and Grant. " Perhaps there are depths to the three
of you that hitherto escaped my notice. For instance,
Magor Grant's very uncharacteristic display of com-
passon.”

Grant's scowl deepened and he fearlessdy met
Thrush's masked gaze. "Compassion had nothing to
do withiit. It was possible this piece of outlander
trash was going to cooperate. Salvo screwed it up.”
Thrush nodded contemplatively. "Nice save, Ma
jor. 1 will accept that as areason for your outburst-
at least for the nonce.”

Heturned his attention to Domi. "Y ou may an-

swer the mgjor's question now."

Breeth coming in harsh, ragged gasps, her smdll
bresstsrisng and falling spasmodically, Domi tried
to speak. Swest pebbled her face. Outlined in blue
and red againgt the porcelain whiteness of her skin,
aroad map pattern of broken blood vessels and cap-



illaries extended across her upper torso.
"Makeded," shesaid in ahusky, aspirated whis-
per. "Let me St up. Can't bear being tied down. All

| ask. Let mestupand| tell you everything. My
word, | giveyou my word. "

Savo snorted in contempt. "When isthe word of
outlander shit worth anything?*

Theterm "outlander” rang afaint chime of rec-
ognition in the dark recesses of Kane's memory, but
he dismissed it.

It meansthe samething here asit does at home.
Thrush glanced expectantly from Grant to Kane.
"Mgors?Your cdl."

The two men exchanged looks, and Kane caught
himsdf just as he wasturning to solicit Baptiste's
opinion, asif it were the most naturd thing in the
world.

Kane nodded curtly to Grant. "Doit."

Grant reached down and began unbuckling the
straps, his expression sony and impassive. Domi al-
lowed him to help her St up on the edge of the stedl
table. Kane couldn't help but notice his surprisingly
gentle touch.

Shesghed inrdlief, grimaced in pain, holding her
left arm at an unnatural angle. Kane guessed the €-
bow joint had been broken, and judging by the dis-
colored, swollen condition of her right foot, al the
fragile bones there had been pulverized.

"Now," said Grant sternly, "keep your word.

Tak."

Domi nodded. " Sure, surel tell you everything.”
Shesank her teeth into her full underlip and hung
her head asif in resignation.

Then, likeawhite wraith, she hurled hersdf from
the examination in aburst of blurring speed. She
giff-armed Salvo out of the way as Kanereflexively
lunged to block her way to the exit.

But the abino girl's objective wasn't the door. As
soon as she hit the floor, her right leg collapsed be-
nesth her with amushy crackle of splintered bones
grinding against crushed tendons.

Domi bottled up the scream and did acrossthe
dick floor on her naked belly, right arm clawing for
the infrasound wand. She snatched it, whipping it up
and around as everyone went for their holstered side
ams.

Flipping the silver rod, Domi inserted the tapered
tip into her right ear. There was amuffled pop, asif
of awet paper bag bursting. A durry of blood and
liquefied brain matter geysered from her |eft ear,
gpraying thewall and floor. Scarlet spewed from both



nogtrils as aconvulsion shook her dim frame. She
fdl limply in ahaf-gtting pogstion againg thewall.
Thewand rolled from her lifelessfingers.

For a heavy, hushed moment dead silence reigned

in the room, broken only by Thrush's announcement.
"And thet, asthey say, isthat."

Grant passed a hand over his sweat damp face,
muttering, "Fucking fireblast."

Thrush jerked hishead toward him. "A unique ex-
pletive, Mgor. | don't believe I've ever heard you
utter it before. Or anyone esg, for that matter.”

Sadvo hammered afigt in frustration on the stedl

table. "Goddammit, our only lead. Grant, you stupid
bastard-"

Thrush cut off Salvo's profane tirade with ages-

ture. "Enough, Lieutenant Colondl. Everyoneisen-
titled to an error in judgment.. Y ou, for example,
should have taken the outlander's high tolerance for
pain into account and done more to incapacitate her."
Kane averted his gaze from the bloodied rag doll
Domi had become, trying not to be too obvious about
it. He caught aglimpse of Captain Baptiste, her eyes
glittering as she fought back tears.

"Now what?' Kane asked camly.

Thrush lifted anarrow shoulder in anegligent

shrug. "Nothing left to do now but to report to the
administrator. He asked me to keep him apprised of
the progress of the interrogation.”

Stepping toward the door, he said. "Mgjors Grant
and Kane, Captain Baptiste, come with me, please.
I'm sure the administrator will be interested in your
views on this unfortunate event. Lieutenant Colond
Savo, you will oversee the cleanup. Removethe
body to the processing level. Shelll serveauseina
desth that she never hadinlife”

Thrush led the way through the reception areaand
along the corridor. Grant, Baptiste and Kane followed
him to ajunction that jogged l€ft. It ended at a heavy
steel door framed within arecessed niche. It bore the
red triangle and vertica lines symbol. Kane did not
speak to either Grant or Baptiste or so much as catch
their eye.

Thrush tapped in athree-digit code on the keypad
on the frame and with a hiss of pneumatics, the porta
didinto its dots between the double frame. He
stepped into along, low-ceilinged passageway. The
trio followed him. Cool air fanned their facesfrom
thefar end, and they heard arhythmic drone of tur-
bines and generators. A faint chemica odor entered
their nogdtrils.

The mechanica throb grew louder the farther they



went. The passageway was blocked by aturnstile
checkpoint. A dender, dome-craniumed man wearing
apaleblue uniform peered at them from a glassed-

in booth on the other sde of it and threw alever.
Thrush pushed the steel prongs aside and one by one,
the three people followed him.

The passageway took on adownward sope, the
floor changing from tilesto metd grillework. After a
dozen yards, they reached arailed balcony. Thirty
feet below lay abroad mezzanine, illuminated by
crackling red light that played dong the linesand
ceramic pylons of avoltage converter system.

In the center of the mezzanine, thick power cables
sprouted from socketsin the concrete floor and
snaked toward a strangely shaped generator. It was
at least twelvefeet tall, and looked like apair of solid
black cubes, the smaller balanced atop the larger. The
top cube rotated dowly, Producing the steady drone
of sound. An odd smell, like ozone blended with anti-
septic, pervaded the air.”

Beyond the cubes stretched a complex of glass-
walled cubicles, each no more than three by three.
Within each, hanging from celling racks, weretrans-
parent sacsfilled with asemiliquid amber gdl. Small
figures, curled in fetal postions, floated within the
gdid contents. Thelarge craniums were pinkish-gray
in color, spotted here and there with wispy strands of
hair. The noses were pairs of tiny nares. Their up-
danting eyeswere dull and fathomless. Thelimbs
were disproportionate, far too long for the torso.

A man was segted at therail, histhin emaciated

body hunched over in awhed chair. Thrush said qui-
ely, "Adminidrator, | bring news."

The man grasped the wheds of his chair with
clawlike hands and turned it. Hewas old, the oldest
man any of them had ever seen.

His blue-veined head trembled dightly on awat-

tled neck. What little hair he had .was no more than
snarled white tufts. His ydlowish brown face was
withered and crisscrossed with anetwork of wrinkles,
seams and lines, but his eyes burned as hot and as
blue asthe sky high above the desert. Transparent
plastic tubes were attached to shuntsin both liver-
gpotted arms. A small oxygen tank rested in a pocket
onthesde of hischair and from this stretched a
respirator mask. A blanket draped him from hipsto
ankles.

In awheezing, reedy rasp of complaint, Lakesh

said. "It'sabout time. What did the bitch haveto

sy?



Chapter 17

Feld Marsha Thrush bestowed asmall. patronizing
smileonthe old man. "Very little of use, | fear,
beyond her name. She committed suicide before she
made any revelations of who supplied her with the
meansto break into the facility and contaminate the
genepool."

Lakesh looked at Kane with aferocity that was
amost ahomicidd anger. "Don't you find that sus-
picious?' he brayed.

"Convenient might be more gpplicable.” Thrush
removed the metal via from the compartment on his
belt and extended it toward Lakesh. The old man
hesitated, then reached out palsied fingersto takeit.
"A vird mixture like that could not have been
cooked up in an outlander's cdllar." Thrush'svoice
held no particular emotion or tone. "It required not
only adeep understanding of how to breed micro-
organisms, but aso the proper equipment. Then, of
course, there is the sophisticated nature of the devices
employed by the girl to breach our defenses. She had
exactly what she needed.”

L akesh clapped the respiration mask over hisnose
and mouth, staring first a Thrush, then Kane, then
Grant and back to Thrush with hisbright blue eyes.
Heinhaled deeply for afew moments before remov-
ingit. "If you're working yoursdlf up to makea
point, Field Marshd, 1 suggest you get to it. You
might havethedl thetimein theworld, but mineis
drictly rationed.”

"Asyou wish." Hooking histhumbsinto hisbelt,
Thrush alowed afaint but mocking smileto play
over hislips. "l suspect the rebel activity around
Mount Rushmoreis nothing more than afeint, to
focus military attention there instead of what isgoing
on right under our :noses... metgphorically spesking
of course.”

"Of course," Lakesh echoed sarcagticdly. "And
what might be going on right under our noses?”’

The smile on Thrush's face suddenly broadened.
Heturned his head and stared directly at Kane. "An-
other time, Adminigtrator,” he said ddliberately.
"Ancther time"

He continued to gaze at Kane asif to gauge his
reaction to hiswords. They meant nothing to him.

Y et, whigpered the inner voice that had plagued

him for thelast hour.

Lakesh cackled. "1 don't have much timeleft.”



Thrush returned his attention to the man in the
whedlchair. "Y ou don't appear to find that prospect
digurbing.”

"Onthe contrary. 1 find it quite liberating."

Thrush nodded to him perfunctorily and addressed
Kane. "Mgor, tomorrow you will accompany atroop
to pacify the Roamers encamped in the vicinity of
Mount Rushmore.”

Kane's eyeswidened in surprise and disquiet.

"Y ou're dispatching the Rapier Legion to scatter a
group of outlander scum?”

"I made no mention of the Legion," Thrush re-
torted coldly. "No, Lieutenant Colonel Sdvo will
command atroop of the Battle Class genotype. Look
aitasatraning exercise. You will gowithhimas
his executive officer. Allow the troopersto do dl the
fighting, if thereisany. Y ou and Savo arethere pri-
marily as observers, but don't let any of the enemy
escape.”

Kane's nape hairs pickled with suspicion. "lsn't

such an action usudly assigned to the regiond pro-
vost marshas?' Heforced himsdf to add hedtily,
"Sr.”

Thrush regarded him speculatively. "First asense

of humor, then an attitude bordering on insubordi-
nation. Y ou're displaying awide range of new be-
haviorstonight, Mgor. Intriguing how you've kept
them hidden from me during thefifteen yearsyou
served in my command.”

Kane shifted hisfeet uncomfortably. "I apologize,
gr. | didn't intend to be insubordinate. | was merely
curious.

"Which isanother characteritic you've managed

to keep in check-until tonight. | suggest you revert
to old habits"

Thrush pivoted on the bdl of hisright foot and
marched away, past Lakesh, down the passageway.
Kane stared after him, loathing him and wondering
why. Thefidd marsha's orders had irritated him a
few timesin the past, but he had always respected
his superior officer.

Lakesh laughed, aharsh bitter sound. "What'sthe
problem, Mg or Kane? Having an attack of indepen-
dent thought? I've tried and tried to breed it out of
your particular genotype, but it keeps cropping back
up, likethe meades™

L akesh turned his wobbling head toward Brigid.

"l don't believe I've met thislovely lady before.

She nodded to him deferentialy. " Captain Bap-
tiste. However, | think we might have met some-
where. | just can't recall it."



"I'd recall meeting awoman likeyou.” Lakesh
cackled again, and it turned into a coughing fit.
Hefit the oxygen mask over hisface, breathed
deeply, took it away and asked, "Mgjor Grant, what
exactly happened to the prisoner?”

" She committed suicide," he replied brusquely,
"withawand."

L akesh winced and he murmured, "Poor child. |

had hoped-" He stopped speaking, clamping his
lipstight over histoothless mouth.

"Hoped what?" Grant demanded.

Putting on the respirator again, Lakesh gestured
impatiently, back toward the way they had come.
They hesitated, then walked in the direction of his
amwaves.

Gugting out aweary sigh, Grant said, "Thanksfor
covering for me back there, Kane."

"Y ou would have done the same for me," Kane
replied distractedly.

Grant eyed himin disbelief. "I don't know what
would have given you that idea."

With asinking sensation in the pit of his ssomach,
Kaneredlized he didn't know either.

The three of them marched back aong the pas-
sageway, and once more Kanewas led with the
sensation they had donethis before, in the very same
placer-but they hadn't been walking, they'd been
running for their lives.

Back in the main corridor, they met Savo, who
stared sourly at apair of atendants dragging a body
bag aong thefloor.

"Just carry it," he sngpped at them. "Thelittle
whore couldn't weigh more than a hundred pounds.”
One of the atendants replied sulkily, "A living
hundred poundsis different than adead hundred
pounds, Sir."

Savo's sallow complexion reddened and put his
hand on the butt of his Sin Eater. "Let'stest that,
why don't we? I'll lift you when you're dive, then
after | blow your inferior brainsout. If you're heavier
dead than dive, | won't pisson your grave.”

The atendant quickly tried to heave the body bag
over his shoulder, but he wasn't braced correctly and
it dipped through hisarms, gtriking the floor with a
loud thud. Kane heard afaint growling noise. He
glanced surreptitioudy at Grant. The man's unblink-
ing stare was fixed on the body bag. The sound of
prima anger emanated unconscioudy from hiscom-
pressed lips.

Catching sght of the three of them, Salvo called

out, Y ou and me tomorrow, Brother. Just like the



old days. Slaughter and smoke, smoke and daugh-
ter." Hiseyeswere dight with anticipation.

"Yeah," Kane muttered noncommittally ashe
stepped around him. " Saughter and smoke.”

KANE, GRANT and Brigid spoke very little on the
drive back to the Chancellery. Once there, they went
their separate ways, athough Kane was reluctant to
part from them.

He walked back through the streets of Dulce, past
the sanitation workers who were busy picking up the
litter left in the wake of the celebration. There
seemed to bealot of thelittle flags going into the
trash bags, and Kane thought derisively that the flag
meant nothing to them.

Why the hell shouldit? It'sthe symbol of anin-
vader, an oppressor.

Heignored the voice thistime, even refusing to
acknowledge the lancing pain that always accompa:
nied it. Hefocused hismind on oilier matters, like
theflag of the Reich.

The pyramid enclosing the three el ongated re-

versed triangles had replaced the swastika nearly a
century earlier. It was supposed to represent a
pseudomystica trinity functioning within agreeter,
al-embracing body, but he suspected it symbolized
something else-that the Nazis, al the trappings of

the Reich from the eagles to the death' s-heads had
been props, nothing but theater. The German war ma
chine had been used, manipulated to achieve agod,
and once it had been reached there was no longer a
need to continue with the melodramatic pageant of
Aryan superiority.

Ashe climbed the sairsto hisflat, herecaled a
comment Lakesh had once made: "World War |1 was
not just the defeat of the Third Reich, but a defeat of -
the Archons, aswell. Unfortunately, they took mea-
sures to make sure they would never be besten again.
If the Archon Directorate had awritten congtitution,
that would beitsfirst article.”

"The Archons?' he murmured doud, hand on the
knob of the door. "Who the hell arethe-"

A sun of white pain went novabehind hiseyes,

far worse than before. He sank histeeth into his
lower lip, tasting blood. Shouldering open the door,
he stumbled over to the bed. He didn't know or care
if Beth-Li was dill init. He collgpsed onto it, hands
gripping the Sdes of hishead to keep his cranium
from flying apart. He was only dimly aware of thrash-
ing to and fro.

The ondaught of agony wasfar more intense and



protracted than before, asif hisskull contained alittle
pocket of bailing hdlfire. Through the roaring flame
gormin his head, he heard hisvoice saying savagely,
Stop fighting me! Let mein and the pain will stop!
Go to Baptiste, shell help you, help us both!

Within his staggering mind, aseries of separate
geometric shapes appeared, then rushed together, in-
terlocking to form first a polyhedron, then atrape-
zohedron.

The torture stopped as quickly and abruptly asit

had come over him. Kane lay on the bed, gasping
and drenched in sweat. Slowly, he cracked open his
eydids, haf expecting and fearing he would see an-
other place. Hewas only alittle comforted by the
sight of hisshabby, utilitarian quarters-and that
Beth-Li had made the bed before departing.

Sowly, he pushed himsdlf to asitting postion, -
bows propped on his knees, hands cradling his throb-
bing head. He knew that more than one officer inthe
Reich'smilitary had lost hismind. Sometimesit was
that very insanity that had helped them to achieve
greet things and high rank.

Asaknight, Kane was privy to certain tidbits of
unconfirmed data, and it was an unofficia historical
fact that Hitler had been insane and severd of his
inner circle went stark, raving mad.

Reportedly, Hitler had suffered from more than
disembodied voices. He was prone to horrific epi-
sodes of paranoia, screaming at some entity that in-
fluenced hismind. The entity's name, according to
legend, was Baam.

But Kaneknew if helogt hisown grip on redlity,

he could not expect a promotion. More likely, there
would be experimentd brain surgery to find out why
one of the Reich's dite genotypes had lost his sanity.
Euthanasawould dmost certainly follow. Regardless
of what happened, one thing he would not receive
was an upgradein rank.

Hetook a steadying breath. If he wasindeed going
mead, it was a peculiarly structured kind of dementia
Although the worst of the pain had passed, the com-
pulsion to seek out Baptiste remained just asinss
tent

Reaching down, he picked up his cap from the

floor, automaticaly brushing afew specks of dust
from the peak and visor. Absently, he thought it
would have been niceif Beth-Li had swept up aswell
as making the bed before she departed.

He glanced at the pyramid-triangleinggniaon the
front of the cap and experienced a queasy, uneasy
feding that it carried more symbolic sgnificance than



smply as areplacement for the swastika. For some
reason, it now made him think of a sword, but not
just any sword, but aspecia one, an enchanted one.
Hislipsformed the word "Excdibur."

Squeezing his eyes shut, he made afierce effort to
drive away the cobwebs of confusion draping his
mind and tried to dredge up the "damned data" he
had heard in regards to the true agenda of Hitler and
the Nazis.

One of the tenets of Nazi Germany wasthe crea
tion of asuperior breed of human, the New Man. The
Reich's breeding farms had only so many successes
in the conventiona way of birthing a pure master or
ruling class. And no matter how many were born,
there were adozen inferior breedsfor every New
Man.

Although World War 11 had severely depopul ated
the planet of itsinferior races, and after unification
globa gerilization programswere put into effect,
such measures were not practical economicaly. Too
many precious man-hours were wasted on rounding
up undesirables. Theided solution to achievea
united world and thus a perfect onelay in the creation
of theideal humans whose numbers grew exponen-
tidly. Then thefind depopulation of theinferior type
of man could beredigticdly and profitably accom-
plished on atimetable.

Nazi geneticigtslike Josef Mengele argued con-
vincingly that even the most advanced bioengineer-
ing methods could go only so far. After acertain
degree of success, it was reduced to mere tinkering
and genetic fine-tuning. The only solution wasaform
of neomutagenics, the hybridizing of other genetic
materid with that of humans..

Kane had heard only rumors of where this other
genetic materid was derived-from the same mys-
terious dlieswho'd provided the Nazi war machine
with al the superior technological toolsto subjugate
the world.

They were called the Secret Chiefs, and according
to word-of-mouth legend that had filtered down
through the generations, the Chiefs were from some-
where else and they had guided humankind sincethe
dawn of time. The main Secret Chief was called
Bdam.

The legend had become myth by thetimeit

reached the ears of ayoung Corporal Kane, attached
to the Rapier Legion. He had devoted little thought
to the veracity of thetae. After dl, Hitler had died
over acentury and ahdf earlier, despite the best
medica effortsto prolong hislife even further.



But his dream of breeding the New Man, the su-
perman, lived on.

Getting to hisfeet, helooked around at his utili-
tarian, shabby quarterswith asudden loathing. They
scarcely seemed to be the proper home for a superior
human. They held dmost nothing of apersond na
ture, and even though he had lived in them for nearly
fiveyears, since hewas knighted, they ill exuded
an air of temporary occupancy. There was a sound
reason for that, of course. If hewaskilled or smply
vanished, anew tenant could be smoothly moved into
place within an hour.

He glanced at the wall clock, a particle-board rep-
licaof the elaborate ones crafted in Switzerland be-
fore the war, and saw the hands were close to mid-
night. He shifted his gaze to the black telephone on
the bedside table and immediately decided not to dia
Baptiste. All cadlswere routindy monitored and re-
corded through the main switchboard.

Putting on his cap, heleft his gpartment, not a-
lowing doubts about what he was doing and why to
riseto theforefront of hismind. Evenif heroused
Baptiste from a deep deep, she would haveto let
himin. Asajunior officer, she had no choice.

Chapter 18

Dulce, like dl villagesin the province of New Thule,
was divided into digtricts, and the resdents of each
were compelled to monitor one another as part of
their civic duty and report any infractions. Because
of its proximity to the Mesa, scrutiny was very in-
tense, the rewardsfor informing greeter. Being on the
dreets after the midnight curfew was not ahigh
crime, necessarily, but it wasn't just amisdemeanor,
ather.

Since the quartersfor the lower-ranking officers
were severa blocks away, Kane didn't usethe main
thoroughfaresto reach them. To avoid being spotted
by the watch posts, he threaded hisway through side
lanes and back alleys. He was more concerned about
staying out of sght of only one Zone Trooper, and
that was Pollard. He knew, without knowing how he
knew, that if Pollard spied him, hed report his move-
mentsdirectly to Salvo. And even though Salvo was
his brother, one of his own genotype, he didn't trust
him.

Kane climbed fences, duckwalked in shadows and
sgueezed through narrow openings between build-



ings. After about haf an hour, the facade of the junior
officers quarters cameinto view. It wasidenticd to
his own. Only one window, on the second floor,
showed light, atiny dit pegping between drawn cur-
tains. He was certain that window was Captain Bap-
tiges.

He stood in the gloom of an dley for aminute,
making acareful visua recon of the area. Other than
the faint scream of a Panavia Tornado fighter jet tak-
ing off from the air base on the outskirts of Dulce,

he heard nothing.

He saw no movement, so he swiftly crossed the
cobblestoned street. He could do nothing about the
Spy-eye sec camera bolted above the door, so he sm-
ply walked brazenly beneath it. If he was recognized,
dayswould pass before any internal sec officers
screwed up enough courage to question him.
Theinterior of the building was utterly slent, no
murmur of voices, no music from radios or phono-
graphs. Televison setswere redtricted to the officers
wardrooms, common areasin the cellars of the build-
ings. The one channel broadcasts were primarily ed-
ucationa or propaganda oriented. Once aweek, the
Triumph of the Will was med, aswell as some an-
cient Three Stooges shorts made in the 1930s. They
served as object lessons, not only as the decadent
kind of entertainment enjoyed by preunified America,
| but of the kind of cretinous breeds that once brought
chaosto the country. Documentaries showing the an-
imdigtic squaor in which outlanders and Roamers
lived were also staple broadcasts.

Still and dll, the extreme kind of racism as prac-

ticed by the Nazisin Europe hadn't been part of the
Reich for along time, acentury or more. Those early
excesses were explained away as an overreaction to
alegitimate problem. Of course, that problem had
been solved by unification.

Kane went up the stairs on the balls of hisfed,
grimacing when afloorboard creaked beneath his
weight. He rapped lightly on the door, hoping his
guess about the gpartment was correct. When there
was no response, he knocked again, but he feared to
make too much noise and thus draw attention from
the other tenants.

Turning the knob, he wasn't surprised when the

door opened. Since every possession was more or
lessjust on loan from the state, there wasllittle point
in citizens stealing from one another.

Baptiste'sflat wasamost identical to hisown. He
heard the shower running and saw her uniform hang-
ing in the open closet. On her bedside table, next to



the telephone was a pair of eyeglasses, wire-framed
with rectangular lenses, just as Grant had described.
A small lamp near the closed window provided a
fecbleillumination.

As he closed the door quietly behind him, the
sound of flowing water ceased, replaced by the faint
jingling of hooks as the shower curtain was pushed
adde.

He opened his mouth to callout her name when

she gtrolled out of the bathroom, toweling her hair
and completely naked. Kane'svoice cloggedin his
throdt.

Shewas maverick beautiful, with her touded mane
faling artlessly over her bare shoulders. Her body
was dender but rounded, long in the leg, the breasts
deep, yet taut. her belly hard and flat above a soft,
honey-blond triangle a the juncture of her thighs.
Theair around her was electric.

Baptiste caught sight of him and uttered an outcry,
quickly muffled. She clutched the towd to her body
and squinted toward him. Her "Mgor Kane?' was
an gpprehensive whisper.

He redlized that without her contacts she couldn't
seehim dearly inthedim light of the room.

"Yes," hesad, imitating her low tone. "l need to
tak toyou."

Baptiste took along step to the closet and pulled
arobe from a hanger, turning her back to him as she
shrugged into it. Y ou might've phoned.”

"Yes, 1 might have. But 1 wanted thisto be apri-
vate chat.”

He admired the way she maintained her pose, not
alowing the fear that had to be racing through her
to register on her face.

"Don't be frightened, Captain," he said striving

to sound reassuring and businesdike at the same
time.

"Y ou don't frighten me, Mgor."

Her retort took him aback. "I don't? 1 mean-

good, there's no reason to be." He paused, then
asked, "Why don't 17"

Shetossed a strand of damp hair away from her
high forehead. "I don't know. 1 should be. Any other
officer, yes. I'd be terrified. But for some reason 1
trust you."

Kane's heartbeat sped up and respiration became
difficult. Crigply. Baptiste asked, "What do you want
to chat about, Maor?"'

He struggled to find the right words. "About

Us"

Her eyebrows arched questioningly.



"And Grant, too. | find it more than a coincidence
that al three of us have been experiencing headaches.
A littlewhile ago, just before | came here, | wasin
such pain | was incapecitated.”

He surprised himself that he made such an admis-
son. It was tantamount to confessing he wasn't as
superior as he was supposed to be.

"And there's something ese," he continued in

arush. "Memoriesthat aren't realy memories.
Thoughtsthat are my own, but aren't. Words, visons,
things| can't make any sense of "

As he spoke, he saw Baptiste's eyes narrowing in
interest, then widening in understanding. "What kind
of words?'

"Archonsfor one. That cameto meright beforel
had the last headache. The Archon Directorate.”
When recognition flooded her face and glittered in
her eyes, he took astep forward. "That means some-
thing to you, doesn't it? The Archon Directorate?"
She stepped away from him, stopping when she
bumped againgt the bed. Dropping her voiceto arus-
tle of agitation, shereplied, , That's something
you're not supposed to know about.”

Genuine fright was stamped on her face and bear-
ing, and he stopped waking toward her. "Or you
ether, Captan?'

She nodded, her face pale and grimly drawn.
"Anyone. It'sthe secret of all secrets. It's how the
Third Reich won thewar, won the world. Only the
eliteknow of it, and | doubt they know the whole
dory."

He eyed her suspicioudy, alittle nettled that a

mere captain had access to information barred from
him. "And you know it?"

She shivered, hugging hersdf. "Only the begin-

ning of it, what | read in an old file transferred here
from Berlin, waiting in storage for two centuriesto
be input into the database. It had been overlooked by
the wartime censors. It wasn't supposed to be there,
S0 | destroyed it.”

"And," Kane ventured, "because of your photo-
graphic memory, you've never been ableto forget a
sngleword.”

Her fiststightened on her elbows, knuckles stand-
ing out likeivory knobs. "How did you know | have
an eidetic memory? | never mentioned it to anyone.

| went to great lengthsto hideit.”

Kanetried to dredge up areasonable sounding re-
sponse and ended by shaking hishead in frustration.
"I don't know. | guessit'sthe same way Grant knew
you wore those." He gestured to the eyeglasses on



the bedside table.

Inafaint, hoarse voice, Baptiste sad, "And |
guessit'sthe sameway | know | can trust you. That
you'd give your life for me...like you've done be-
fore"

The comment shocked Kane into speechlessness.
He stepped closer to her, and thistime she didn't
retreat or flinch. Shetilted her head back and gazed
directly into hisface, asif searching it for something
shewould not recognize until shefound it.

He returned her stare, searching her eyes and saw
no duplicity intheir green depths, only aflicker of
an awakening passon tinged with gpprehension.
Before he knew it, Kane pulled Baptiste to him,
pressing his mouth againgt hers. Sheresisted only a
second before her lips parted. She uttered atiny sigh
as histongue tentatively touched hers.

They werein awild embrace, kissing and gasping.
Kanefdt hiskneestrembling. Hefet asense of dis-
tant wonder at the sudden intensity of hisdesire. He
allowed it to sweep him up. It was asif hewere
finaly alowing the embers of along-banked passion
to burgt into full flame.

Baptiste appeared to be consumed by that same
fire, caught up in the same madness. She shucked out
of her robe and Kanelifted her up, swvung her ina
semicircle and placed her on the bed. They clung to
each other as he shed his clothes as quickly as pos-
sble~ Arousal had aready spread through hisloins
and made worming out of hisjodhpursdifficult. Eyes
bright, Baptiste helped him tug off his boots.

They rolled across the bed, mouths kissing, hands
stroking, fondling and cupping. Twice Baptiste cried
out, her body trembling, risng on orgasmic wings.
Kane positioned himsdf over her and didin

dowly, her moist warmth tightly clutching him. He
thrust carefully at first but Baptiste's hipslifted, up-
ward and forward.

He moved harder and faster, and she moved with
him, gasping, her arms encircling his neck and pull-
ing his head down to her breasts. They surged,
strained and twisted against each other, Kane an-
swering Brigidswordless calswith hisown.

Then her emerad eyes flew wide and she stared at
him for along moment. She began thrashing wildly
beneath him, apiercing cry of release reverberating
againg the walls of the room.

Kane echoed that cry as he exploded within her.

At the same instant, a bomb seemed to go off, not
only inhisloinsbut in hishead. A flash of dazzling
light completely filled hisfield of vison, and an ex-



cruciating pain sent his consciousness skittering into
the blaze.

Mercifully, it lasted only asecond. Helay limp

and panting, temples throbbing, eyestightly shut,
seeing and knowing nothing. Beneath him, Baptiste
gulpedinar and hefelt her hands on his swest
filmed back. Then they flew away, and hefdt her
body go astense and astaut as a bowstring. She
inhded sharply.

Kane pushed himsdf to his elbows and opened his
eyes. She blinked up at him, dazed, confused and
troubled. "Kane?' Her voice held ahigh, trembly
note of consternation.

Redlization cameto Kanein anice-cold torrent.
"Beptige?’

Sheraised her head, craning her neck, looking
around franticaly. "What's going on?"

Kane closed hiseyes again, bowing his head.

"And you accuse me of always sating the obvious."

Chapter 19

Thedigita chronometer on thewall shifted glowing
numbers to 030.00.

"At the hafway point,” Bry cdled, raisng his
voiceto be heard over the rhythmic throb. "Field
cohesion holding steady. T -minus 30 to cyclerever-
.

Lakesh didn't need Bry's report regarding field co-
heson-he saw it for himsalf on the readout screens
linked to the dedicated control console. Sine and co-
sne waves stretched and rotated acrossthem. The
instrument pane at which he sat had been built and
ingtalled afew months before to oversee the tempord
dilation of the Omega Path program.

Its design did not conform to the symmetry of the
rest of the control consolesin the complex. Dark,
long and bulky, like an old-fashioned dining table
canted at athirty-degree angle, it bristled with
thousands of tiny eectrodes and acomplex pattern
of naked circuitry. A switchboard at L akesh's elbow
contained relays and the readout screens.

He glanced up, peering through the open door of

the anteroom to the mat-trans chamber beyond. The
phase transition coils produced the steady, high-
pitched drone, an eectronic synthesis between the
device's hurricane howl and down-cycling hum.
Because of the tranducent quality of the brown-
tinted armaglass shielding, he could see nothing



within it except vague, shifting shapes without form
or gpparent solidity.

He knew the chamber wasfull of the plasma bleed
off, the ionized wave-formsthat resembled mist. So
far, dl was asit had been in the tests and preliminary
experiments. As had been done with the Omega Path,
the mainframe computers were reprogrammed with
the logarithmic data recorded during Brigid'sand
Kanestrangt from Tibet with the three pieces of the
Trapezohedron. The new program prolonged the
quincunx effect produced by demateridization,
sretching it out in perfect balance between the phase
and interphase inducers. To maintain the effect, the
power drain on the energy resources of the redoubt
was enormous. Several nonessential systems had to
be taken off-line.

Lakesh wasn't too concerned, since he had the ut-
mogt faith in Wegmann, theingtdlation's enginesr,
mechanic and al around maintenance man. Hewas
down in the generator room, monitoring the curve of
energy consumption and would activate the reserves
if necessary. Thusfar, there had been no substantial
changefromtheinitid tests.

The only difference from the tests was that Kane,
Brigid and Grant were being subjected to the new
process instead of inanimate objects. Each had a
piece of the stonein their possession.

The margin for error had been minimalized but
whether their individual consciousness could be sent
into Sdereal spaceto link with their analogueson a
paralel casement would not be known for another
half an hour."

Certainly without the introduction of the facets of

the Trapezohedron into the quantum energy matrix,
nothing would happen. Brigid, Kane and Grant would
smply beincorporeal molecular patternsfor an hour.
Matter transfer worked on the principle that every-
Ithing organic and inorganic could be reduced to en-
coded information. The primary sumbling block to
actudly moving the principle from the theoreticd to
the practical was the sheer quantity of information
that had to be transmitted, received and reconstituted
without any making errorsin the decoding.

The gtring of information required to program a
computer with every bit and byte of data pertaining
to the transmitted subject, particularly the reconstruc-
tion of acomplex biochemica organism out of adig-
itized carrier waveran to thetrillions of binary digits.
Matter transfer had been found to be absolutely
imposs ble to achieve by the employment of Eingein.
ian physics. Only quantum physics, coupled with



guantum mechanics had made it work. And only
Badam's people had made the discovery, which they
shared in piecemedl fashion with the scientists of the
Totdity Concept.

That was not quite right, Lakesh sllently corrected
himsalf. Not Balam's people, but their forebears.
When Lakesh had attempted to solve the mystery

of the so-called Archon Directorate and its agenda by
delving into the dark comers of human history, the
morass of complex and broad legends, more often
than not contradictory, made him give up in despair.
Thelittle he had learned, the intelligence Kane,

Grant and Brigid had gathered, was ill the most
shallow, imperceptible scratch on the surface of a
vast tapestry of secrecy.

At the dawn of humankind, areptilian race of be-
ings known in ancient Sumerian texts asthe Annun-
ka arrived on Earth. They inhabited much of theland
masses, exploiting the natural resources and eventin-
kering with the indigenous life-formsto create alabor
force, which eventudly, and perhaps mistakenly, be-
came homo sapiens.

The Annunkal gradually reduced their involvement
and mining colonies on Earth and triggered the globdl
cataclysm knownin al cultures asthe Great Flood.
After athousand years or more, an expeditionary
force of Annunkai returned and found another ad-
vanced race had established afoothold, the humanoid
but not human Tuatha Da Danaan

Thetwo raceswarred for centuries, the conflict
extending even to the outer planets of the solar sys-
tem. Findly, with both the Danaan and the Annunkai
at the brink of extinction, they struck a pact whereby
not only their cultureswould mingle, but their genetic
stock and bloodlinesaswell.

From this union was born the progenitors of the

race that would eventualy be caled the Archons.
What was |eft of the Annunkal and the Danaan with-
drew from Earth, leaving behind awellspring of con-
fusing myths about warsin heaven, serpent kings,
demons and angels. But the root races, as Balam re-
ferred to them, left their knowledge behind, in the
care of their offspring.

Bdam'sfalk initidly did not hide from humanity,

they coexisted with them as advisersto mighty
princes, friends and high counsdlors of kings.

But a catastrophe rocked the world, most likely a
pole shift that might have caused the snking of At-
lantis and the blotting out of entire nations, whole
avilizations

Humanity was hurled back into a state of savagery,



and Baam' s people fared little better, not escaping
the common ruin that shattered the face of the Earth.
Only the Black Stone, the Shining Trapezohedron,
remained astheir link with their former stage of civ-
ilization.

L akesh recollected Balam' s description of the

stone: "It ismore than an artifact. It isakey to doors
that were sealed aeons ago. They were sedled for a
good purpose. Now they may be thrown wide and all
the works of man and nonman will be undone.”
Intriguing asit sounded, his definition of the
Trapezohedron was fill vague. Baam had hinted,
implied and filled in some blank spots but by no
meansdl of them.

Lakesh couldn't help but wonder if Balam had
chosen to remain aprisoner in Cerberusfor over
three years because he had foreknowledge of the
eventsleading up to this attempt to breach the bar-
riers between the parallel casements.

If not for Balam, the existence of the Black Stone
and its properties would have most certainly never
been discovered, at least not by the personnel at Cer-
berus. God only knew what would have come of Gri-
gori Zakat's manipulation of it. But perhaps, the
stone was manipulating Zakat.

Lakesh fdt hisflesh crawl at the thought. Not too
long before, in asour mood, he had toyed with the
concept that Balam might be a pawn, manipulated by
vadt, dark intelligences. He had dismissed the idea
samply becauseit could not be proved empiricaly.
But then, dmost none of the information Balam had
conveyed could be proved.

His people's knowledge of hyperdimensiona

physics was proved out at least insofar as the mat-
trans units were concerned. But they had not shared
their knowledge that the gateways could accomplish
far more than linear travel from point to point along
aquantum channdl.

Project Cerberus, Operation Chronos and siderea
gpace were al aspects of the same mechanism. Only
the gpplications of the principle differed. Perhaps that
was why the entire undertaking had been code-named
the Totality Concept because it encompassed the to-
taity of everything, the entire workings of the uni-
verse.

Thevend humansinvolved in the endeavor were

too fixated on reaching short-term goa's, making
quota and earning bonuses to devote much thought
astowhy it was called the Totality Concept. Lakesh
included himsdlf in this number, dthough he hadn't
been so much vena as naive to the point of imbe-



ality .

Of course, Grant had called them imbeciles when

L akesh voiced his proposition to use the facets of the
Trapezohedron in conjunction with the gateway to
travel Sdered space. Actudly, imbecileswasthe
least offensive of the terms he had chosen to direct
at Lakesh, Brigid, Kane and ultimately himsdlf, for
agreeing to participate.

He had declared, "If you're bound for hdll, I'm
bound to go with you."

Bry'svoice drew Lakesh back to the present. He
cdled out, "Virtud focus conformasmargina.”
"Acknowledged," Lakesh replied. Hewas ill
surprised that Bry had not voiced ablizzard of ob-
jectionsto the undertaking. His cooperative, eager
attitude was a compl ete turnaround from the one he
had displayed toward the Omega Path plan.

L akesh glanced again at the readout screens, saw
the wave-forms holding steady and when he turned
back around, Do. was there.

Hedidn't need look into her drawn-tight, tense
face to know she was exceptionally nervous. Her
crimson eyes fixed on the dabs of armaglass sur-
rounding the jump chamber.

"Everything'sfine, darlingest one," he said en-
couragingly.

Her head nod was ajerk. "Grant's hurt. Doesn't
need to go through this."

"I've explained that to you," he responded as pa
tiently as he could manage. "Only Grant's conscious-
ness-hismind, dl of their minds-are being trans-
ported, not their bodies. Y ou experienced something
smilar not long ago.”

Again camethe head jerk. "Saw avery bad man
chill another very bad man. Happened along time

"Y es, over two hundred and fifty years ago. Y our
physica body wasn't there, just your perceptions.”
She shook her head in annoyance. "'l waslike

ghost. Scared me big time."

Under stress, her abbreviated outlander mode of
speech became more pronounced. Lakesh consulted
thewad chron. "Only twenty-eight more minutes and
they should be back here, safe and sound.”

Her brow wrinkled in afrown. "An hour not much
timefor themdoalot.”

L akesh adjusted his spectacles, looking at her over
their rims. "As 1 said two days ago, the passage of
time between two casements may not be exact
What's an hour here might be a month there-wher-
ever that is-and vice versa.”



"How you so surethey al end up in same place?"
"I can't be," he admitted. "That'swhy we limited
the trangtion timeto an hour. But if Kanedsmind is
the key, attuned to the energies of the stone, Grant
and Brigid should be swept dong the same channd
withhim."

He added, atouch acidly, "Well know in twenty-
seven and ahaf minutes.”

Domi leaned ahip againgt the control console,
obliviousto Lakesh'sdisgpproving glare. "Long
timetowat."

"Yes, alongtime. 1 only hopeit'slong enough.”

"I 'VE BEEN WAITING along time" Wegmann said
waspishly.

Beth-Li closed the door behind her and leaned
againg it. "l had to wait until everyone was occupied
and 1 was sure nobody was watching me."

Her teeth glistened in the timid smile she threw

him. Hesitantly, Wegmann returned it.

Despite the throbbing resonance of the nuclear
generators, they spokein subdued tones. Wegmann
perched hisdight, skinny frame atop astool. A man
in hismidthirties, he was no more than five and half
feet tal, weighing maybe 140 pounds. His hair, swept
back from areceding line, wastied in aponytail at
the back of his head.

Behind him, within ahuge wire enclosure, were

three ovoid, vanadium-shelled generators. If the cen-
Jtral complex two levels above was the brain of Cer-
berus, the subterranean room wasiits heart, pumping,
life and power to it. Opposite the cage sprawled a
long operations-and-monitoring station. Liquid crys-
tal displays glowed, needle gauges wavered and rheo-
dtats clicked.

Wegmann nodded his balding head toward the
console. "Nobody can watch anybody right now. I.
hed to divert power from the sec system. All thevid
cams, indde and outside, are off. If somebody was
going to stage an attack on the redoulbt, thiswould
be the best time. We wouldn't know they were there
until they knocked on the door."

Beth-Li moved toward him with aslent, feline

grace, tossing her long black hair over her shoulders.
"Y ou read my note?"

Wegmann patted aflapped pouch on the thigh of

his bodysuit. "Twice."

He made no move to dide off the stool and meet

the woman halfway. She stepped close to him, gently
sdling her body between hisknees. "Y ou don't seem

very upset by it"



"Why should 1 be?' heretorted. "Y ou didn't tell
me anything 1 hadn't already guessed. Just because
I'm stuck down here twelve hours out of twenty-four
doesn't make me stupid.”

Beth-Li leaned into him, looking up into hisface.
She breathed, "Y ou're not angry?"

"l didn't have much alifein Snakefish."

"Y ou don't have much of alife here. Stuck here

in the basement, wiping down machines, mopping up
ail, tuning up thewags"

She put her hands on hiswaist and tugged. Weg-
mann didn't climb off the stool. He liked the novelty
of being able to look down on someone.

"Evenif Lakesh framed me" hesad, "there's

not much 1 can do about it, two yearslater. | didn't
leave anything behind worth pining over.”

"But you have something now."

"You?' Wegmann asked bluntly.

Beth-Li's smile became shy, coy. "Could be.

What 1 meant isthat you have agreat deal of power
in your hands here. Y ou control the redoubt.”
Helooked startled asif the thought had never oc-
curred to him before. "'l guessthat'sright," he ad-
mitted. "I'm the only one who redlly knows how to
maintain and operate everything down here-the air-
conditioning and heeting system, the lights, thewa:
ter"

Placing ahand on his chest, over his heart, Beth-

Li whispered, "Y ou're the most powerful man here,
but you're treated like atrained monkey. | know
about you, how you to yearn to play music, to have
your talents and not just your skills recognized.”
"Likel said," Wegmann commented dryly, "I'm

not stupid. What do you want of me?"

Sheleaned in closer, parted lipsonly atantaizing
inch fromhis. "l want an dly, | want apartner, |
want alover."

"Big order. What about Auerbach?Y ou ran off
with him awhile back, didn't you?'

She made adismissve, derisve spitting sound.

"He ran off with me. Like everybody €lse here,
Auerbach isunder the thumb of Lakesh and his
blasterman, Kane. Y ou're not afraid of Kane, are
you?”

Tedtily, Wegmann shot back, "Hell, yes, I'm

afraid of him. How many timesdo | haveto tell you
I'm not Supid?’

Beth-Li amost drew away, but she did her hands
over Wegmann's belly. When shefdt hismuscles
tense, she said softly, conspiratoridly, "But you're
not intimidated by him, ete you?"



"No," Wegmann responded. "And | don't hate

him, either. Hesdwaystreated mefairly."

"But hesgtill aMag and hethinksyou're his

inferior. He only treats you well because he knows
the redoubt can't get d ong without you.”

"Let'sget to the point,” Wegmann said impa:

tiently. "Y ou want an dly, you want apartner, you
want alover. What do | haveto do to bedl of those
"Nothing, right now."

Beth-Li's hand dropped lower, fingertipsjust a
teasing fractiona margin above the juncture of his
thighs. "I just want to know if 1 can rely onyou
when thetimeisright.”

Wegmann took her by the shoulders and tried to

pull her closer, but sheresisted, her smile broadening.
"When thetimeisright for what?' he asked.

"Well discussthat later...after you show me

around down here and give me agood working idea
of what can and can't be done with these machines.™
Her long-nailed fingerstickled lower. "And after
that, you can give me aworking idea of what you
can and can't do."

Chapter 20

"Get agrip, Baptiste," Kane snapped. "It'snot like
we haven't done this before."

"Not with each other we haven't.”

Kane and Brigid sat on opposite sides of the bed,
their backsto each other, both of them draped in
ghests.

Dry-scrubbing hisface in exasperation, Kane said,
"It'snot redly us"

She snorted in derision. "It isnow."

"But it wasn't-not until we..." Helet hiswords

trail off.

"Until our brains underwent biochemical and dec-
trica changes" shefinished inamusingtone. "The
release of endorphins and the firing of neuronsinthe
cortical and subcortica portions of our brainsfinaly
triggered the breskthrough.”

"Y ou're as much aromantic here asyou are back
home," Kane said.

As asudden notion occurred to him, he swiveled
his head swiftly toward her. "If thisiswhat it takes
to complete the mind-body fusion, Grant ison his
Brigid surprised him by laughing. "I don't think



the sex act isthe prerequisite stimulus. It'sthe stim-
ulation of areasin the brain.”

Standing up, but keeping the sheet wrapped toga
like around her, shesaid, "I gpologizeif | sounded
likel was accusing you of taking advantage of me.

| wasin astate of shock, disoriented.”

He gave her asmall amile. "And at least we know
what it'slike”

She nodded gravely. "On this casement, anyway.
How are your memories?"

"Of what? Of where were from, of how we got

here, of thelast ten minutes?'

Sounding aggrieved, shesad, "No, of thisEarth's
Kane. "

Hefrowned dightly, pondering, recollecting. After
afew moments he said, "Pretty bloody and brutdl.

A single-minded fixation on advancement by any
means necessary." He did apoor job of disguisng a
look of disgust. "I'm aruthless, stone-cold bastard,
far worsethan | ever wasin Cobdtville. I'm amur-
derer, abackstabber, aliar, arapist and I'm the most
arrogant son of abitch | ever met. What about you?"
Her eyes went distant and vague. "Fairly medio-

cre. I'm having an affair with amarried colonel. |
don't like him, but I hope he can get me promoted.
Helikesto hurt me. I'm very paranoid and depressed
much of thetime."

"1 can't imagine why. So much for persond his-

tory. What about world history?"

They compared notes, matching their analogues
memories with each other. The year wasthe same,
2199 A.D. by the old calendar, but that wasn't much
of arevelation. Their conscious minds, their identities
were not moving up or down aong the hyperdimen-
sons but sdeways.

Not surprisingly, Brigid'sfont of knowledge was
deeper than Kane's. Hisinformation was primarily
doctrine and dogma. Any of the mysteries or contra-
dictions of theworld, his pardld sdf tended to dis-
count as not relevant to the priorities of hislife.
Roamers and outlanders were essentidly the same
disenfranchised groups as on their own world. These
versons were descendants of the generation who wit-
nessed the Nazi invasion and occupation of America
They retreated from the cities, the villages, the urban
aress.

They struck atruce among the Indian tribeson
reservations and thus began along, sporadic guerrilla
war. It wasn't an active resstance. The warriors were
too spread out, too poorly armed to do more than
stage ambushes and acts of terrorism every now and



then.

When the city-gtate of Cagary declared itsinde-
pendence from the Reich six years before and exe-
cuted the viceroy, ahorde of Roamers massed on the
Canadian border to help repel theinevitableinvasion
forcefrom America

Whether the Reich had been victorious or not was
gtill an open question. After adozen skirmishesand
two halfway mgor engagements, the rebel armies
amply drifted avay, mdting into the wilderness, d-
lowing the Reich to reclam Cdgary, whichwasa
classic Pyrrhic victory, since the city had been burned
to the ground.

"Beforewe-" Kane cleared histhroat self-
conscioudy. "Earlier you said something about the
Archon Directorate.

Brigid nodded, pacing the smal room, face intent
"It's about the only halfway interesting memory |-
shehas”

She stopped pacing, took a breath and declared,
"It's not much different than what Lakesh initidly
told us months ago, back when wefirst arrived a
Cerberus. Secret societiesthat flourished in Germany
after World War 1, likethe VVgi and the Thule, were
in contact with the Archons-their liaison wasan en-
tity caled Bdam."

"Why am | not surprised,” Kane put in dourly.
"These societies struck a pact with the Archons.

In exchange for superior technology, Germany con-
quered theworld for them and hybridized much of
the human population. Their agenda seemsto bethe
same as on our own Earth-that their race's genes
liveon.

"Alsoin thefilewasamention of aColond

Thrush, who apparently acted asthe Directorate's
frontline observer. She-I-assumed that this colondl
was the ancestor of the field marshdl."

Grimly, Kanesaid, "Morethan likely they'rethe
same man or thing. What about the Totality Concept?
Anything pertaining to gateway unitsor time-travel
experiments?

She shook her head' 'No. | surmise that once Ger-
many was given the secret of atomic wesgpons and
they won the war, there was no need for it Aswe
know, the Totaity Concept on our Earth waslittle
more than subterfuge, afifty-year plan to bring about
agloba holocaug.”

"Which this casement avoided when the Third

Reich won World War n."

He sucked on atooth reflectively. "Therearealot

of smilarities between the two Earths, especidly the



Purity Control Foundation and the obsession with eu-
genics. But what part does Thrush play indl of this?
| mean, everything has been accomplished, right? He
should have proclaimed himself Glorious Grand Em-
peror of the Universe by now, and not play solider."
"He doesn't operate likethat,” Brigid said
thoughtfully. " There was another referenceto himin
that old wartimefile-he was caled keeper of the
keys. It meant nothing to her."

"But toyou?'

Frowning, Brigid sat down beside him. "Isit pos-
shle" she ventured, "that on this casement Thrush
has possession of and can interface with aversion of
the Trapezohedron?"

Reviewing their contact with the field marshd and
his conduct, Kane answered, "1 think we should as-
sume he does. He repeated to me the last thing that
verson of him said to mein Newyork-' Another
time.' It waslike he wastrying to push my buttons.”
"And the mission he assigned you for tomorrow?

Y ou seemed to think that was unusual.”

"Itis. To send two senior officers on apacification
mission isout of order. HE's got something

planned.”

Brigid eyed himworriedly. "Likewhat?'

Kane shrugged. "I can't say. | havenoidea. |

don't have any suspicions of Thrush on this case-
ment, but | don't trust Salvo, evenif heismy genetic
twin. The more things change, the more they stay the
same”

Heturned his head toward her, trying not to dwell
on how beautiful shelooked or the fresh memory of
their lovemaking, something they would not dare to
do on their home casement for unexplainable reasons.
"What next, Baptiste?"

"Hird," she answered with a sheepish amile, "we
should get dressed. Then we need to make contact
with Grant and find out if he's achieved fuson. And
after that, Lakesh."

Startled, Kane echoed, "L akesh? Why him?"

"Like our Lakesh, | have anintuition thisoneis

far more than he appearsto be. And it may be that
Thrush suspectsit, too.”

"Do you think he might have something to do with
Domi?'

She grimaced at the mention of the girl. "It'svery
possible. Thrush had agood point-she couldn't

have gotten asfar as she did with that virus unless
shehad insde help.”

She stood up quickly, but Kane took her by the
hand. "Wait."



Brigid tensed but did not try to pull away.

"What?"

Tongue feding clumsy and thick, he said, "Y ou
know, there was areason why we did what we did."
She did not respond for along moment, not want-
ing to meet his gaze. Findly, shedid. In asoft, sub-
dued tone, shereplied, "I know that, Kane. | don't
regret it, if that'swhat you're getting at."

Kane could only look at her, wondering why they
had aways concedled and bottled up their passion for
each other.

Gently, she disengaged hersdlf. "But not regretting

it and wanting to talk it through are different things.
We don't know how long before the minds of our
doppel gangers reassert control and drive us out.
Right a the moment, time and life are on thewing."
Kane smiled alittle bitterly and reached for his
pants. Brigid stroked hisface, a quick apologetic ca-
ress. In athroaty whisper, she said, "Anam-chara"

It was an ancient Gadlic term that both of them

had learned during the op to Ireland. It meant "soul
friend.”

Kane chuckled, but the sound had little genuine
mirthinit.

Wrm A BLOODTHIRSTY snarl, Grant drove hisright
fist into the face and watched it shatter into adozen
razor-edged fragments.

The shards of the mirror tinkled to hisfest, but

their ssmimusica chimes didn't make his headache
go away, nor the haunting sight of thelittleabino
girl, lying dead and bloodied.

He had been fully prepared to beat Salvo to degth
when he sadigtically hurt her, and he had no idea
why. It wasif he had been temporarily possessed by
someone else, moving on aprimal protectiveim-
pulse,

Grant was impressed by the girl's courage, but he
bad tortured many abrave, tight-lipped outlander and
Roamer. He had witnessed more than one commit
suicide, S0 he couldn't understand why this one, this
Domi, affected him in such a profound fashion.

He was ashamed of himsdf and more than that,
mystified why Kane would step to his defense rather
than ingtantly pouncing on hisweakness.

Grant felt asmiletugging at the comersof his

mouth when he recalled how Kane had tried to defuse
the tense Stuation with aridiculous bit of humor. Its
meaning had euded him &t the time, but in retrospect
he admired Kan€e's quick wit. But then he was always
cracking wise and making sarcastic asides-

Grant shook his head furioudy, which only in-



creased the leved of pain. Kane had never expressed
anything remotely like a sense of humor before, ill

al the years he had known him. Hewas atrueice
man, guarded and reserved. Even asking Domi if she
wanted to be reasonabl e before the measured appli-
cation of agony began was so out of character he
wondered if he weren't the man possessed.

But then, considering the degree of grief hewas
battling over the girl's death, Grant didn't fed like
the same man, ether.

He had tried to deep, but every time he closed his
eyesvisonswheded and flitted and stresked through
his mind. None of them made sense, not the ones
where he wore black armor, nor those where he strug-
gled to break astranglehold placed on him by an
enormous, repulsively fat man. In those Domi was
there, dashing and stabbing with along, serrated
knife. And with theimages came pain, severe and
unrelenting.

Findly, he gaveit up and got dressed, acting on

the impulse to confront Kane. He lived on the floor
above him, but he hadn't heard any sound from up
there since he returned to his own flat an hour or so
before.

When the rap sounded on Insdoor, he whirled in
surprise, ssomach muscles clenching in an adrendine-
fueled spasm. He reached for his gunbelt, draped over
the back of hisone chair. At closeto 2:00 am., only
internal security agents made house calls. But they
never knocked before entering.

"Whoisit?' he barked.

Instead of an answer, the door swung open, pushed
by Kane. Hewasfollowed by Captain Baptiste, and
they both looked strange to him-no, not strange, just
different in an unidentifiable, ineffable way.

"What ~ you doing here?" he demanded.

Kane glanced at the scattering of broken glasson
thefloor, smiled and asked dryly, "Having some-
thing of anidentity crigs, Mgor?"

Grant didn't understand the query so he opted to
ignoreit. "l asked you two aquestion.”

"How are you headaches?' Baptiste inquired.
"Worsg, if you must know. How are yours?”
"Gone," Kanereplied. "For thetime being. We
might be ableto help you with yours."

Grant lowered his eyebrows and glared a him
chdlengingly. "Asfar as 1 know, neither one of you
isamedic.”

"That'strue," Baptiste stated matter-of-factly.

"But we are your partners.”

"Partners?'



"Morethan that," Kane said. "Friends.”

In alow, menacing rumble, Grant asked, "Since
when?'

"Me and you for about twelve years, sncethe

time 1 pulled you out of that Roamer ambush.”
Grant stared at him hard asif he had gone mad.
Then ahdf memory flickered in hismind, of Kane
tresting hisinjured leg. "

"Funny thing," he remarked darkly, "I don't

seem to remember that."

"That's because it didn't happen to you," Kane
replied, , ‘it happened to another Grant. The one
whose mind islocked up in your brain and isgiving
you headaches as hetriesto get out."

"Oh." He gtared at both of them blankly. "And 1
thought you were going to spout some bullshit about
brain tumors. This explanation is much better."
"Tdling him the truth won't work." Baptiste said

to Kane. "Hell never believeus."

Grant lunged for hisgunbelt. Hisfingers had just
brushed the butt of his Sin Eater when Kaneflung
himself on him, trying to secure ahammerlock.
"Hear usout-"

Kicking himsdf backward, Grant dammed Kane
hard againg thewall, pinning him there. Brigid
legped forward, trying to wrestle the gunbdlt out of
Grant'sgrip, digging her nailsinto the back of his
hand. He shouldered into her, sending her sumbling
backward.

Gritting histeeth, Kane jacked up on Grant's cap-
tured arm, increasing the pressure. The big black man
snapped his head back, trying to butt Kanein the
face.

Kane managed to dip aside and the back of Grant's
skull smashed loudly againgt thewall, denting the
plaster. He grunted in pain.

"Bet that didn't do anything for your heedache,"
Kanehissed into hisear.

The hissturned into an agonized whoa! of force-
fully expelled air as Grant drove an elbow deep into
his solar plexus. Biting at air, Kane's grip on Grant's
arm loosened and he shook free, whirling ashe
yanked his Sin Eater out of its holster.

Despite having amost dl of the wind knocked out
of him, Kane was atenth of a second faster on the
draw. Both men aimed their pistols at each other,
fingers hovering over thetriggers.

"Get that blaster off me," Kane ordered.

"Get yours off mefirgt,” Grant grated.

Thetableau held, frozen, as Kane and Grant glared
into the hollow, cyclopean eyes of the autopistols



bores.

"Do what he says, Kane," Brigid spoke up. "You
know you won' chill him."

Kane shifted the barrel of his Sin Eater downward.
"No, but I'll damn sure disable him. Maybe break
the same leg here asthere.”

Confusion momentarily clouded Grant's eyes, then
they squinted in pain. "What the fuck are you talking
about?

"Kane" Brigid said urgently, warningly.
Kaneinhaed dowly. "I'm going to disarm. I'll

put my blaster on the floor. Then you can do what-
ever you want to do, but | know you won't chill me."
Grant tried to mold his featuresinto a contemp-
tuous smirk, but hefailed. A dight tremor shook the
barrel of the automatic. "Just how do you know
thet?'

"Because | know you."

Moving dowly, Kane bent and placed hissidearm
on thefloor, then toed it over toward Grant, where it
bumped againgt the tips of his boots.
"Baptisteisarmed, too,” Kane said quietly, rea-
sonably. "But you might notice she's kept her blaster
leathered. If we meant you harm, she could have
chilled you fivetimesover."

Thetrembling in the blaster's barrdl increased.

Grant flicked his eyes Sdewaysin afeverish glance
toward Brigid. Hisinterna struggle was very evident
on hisface. "'l think you two aretrying to set me up
for something. That'swhy I'm no good to you
dead.”

Kane gestured in frugtration. "Come on-"

"Let'stry someword association,” Brigid said.

Both men looked at her in disbelief and their de-
mand of "What?' was very nearly Smultaneous.
Affecting not to have heard them, Brigid stated
camly, clearly, "Cerberus. Gateway. Trapezohedron.
Domi."

Lines degpened around Grant's nose and mouth.
"Shut up.”

"Cobdtville. Magidrate" Brigid continued. "Guana
Teague. Sindri."

Kane broke in with one whispered word. "Oliv-

ia"

Grant's eyesflicked to Kane. They widened, then
narrowed to dits. Thetremor in his hand worked its
way up hisarm, and for a second his entire body
seemed to bejolted with high voltage current. The
blaster dropped from hisfingers, and his knees buck-
led. Sagging to diefloor, he clasped both sides of his
head, lipswrithing back over histegth in arictus of



dlent agony.

Kane and Brigid caught him, holding him up.
"Whao's Olivia?' Brigid asked.

Kane shook his heed, putting afinger to hislips.
The saizure passed and Grant panted, "Nice strat-
egy, Kane. Y ou dways know the right thing to say.
Now | do regret not shooting you."

Rubbing histender midsection, Kane said ruefully
to Brigid, "On second thought, this might have been
eader theway youand | did it."

Chapter 21

Savo pulled off his cod scuttle helmet and dabbed

at the perspiration on his broad forehead. "When the
tuck arethey going to get air conditionersthat realy
work in these stedl coffins?’

Seated across from him, Kane forced a sympathetic
gmileto hislips. "Oursisnot to reason why."

Sdvo frowned a him irritably. "What's that sup-
posed to mean?”

Kanedmost told him it wasalinefrom avery old
poem, then realized he would dso havetotdl him
where he'd read it-in abook called Heroic Ballads
he'd found in the Cerberuslibrary. Few mass public
book burnings had been staged over the past century
and ahdf, but that was duein the main to having
fewer books to burn.

Thejump seatsin which they and thirty of the

Battle Class breed were strapped quivered asthe
treads of the huge personnel carrier crushed rocks and
uprooted saplings.

The vehicle was known as an OGRE, but Kane
couldn't help but think of it asawar wag. However,

it made the one that Sky Dog and his people found
seem like a baby buggy in comparison.

The OGRE combined the best dements of an APC,
aground assault vehicle and abattleship in its eighty-
foot length. The ten-inch-thick vanadium 8l 1llor plate .l
protected the crew against chemica and light con-
ventiona weapons. The multispigot mortar launcher
tubes possessed arange of four hundred yards, and
the angle and rate of fire were adjustable. Four turrets
contained sx-barrdled MG-1 A-9 minigunsthat fired
high velocity rounds at up to one hundred per second.
And then there was the Blitz or lightning cannons.

The wegpons accel erated electrons to fantastic speeds
and spit them out as coherent beams. The tremendous
energy discharges broke down the molecules of the



very air and ignited sparksthat resembled lightning
bolts. Anything they touched went up in flames.

Six closed-circuit televison screens, threeto a

sde, were bolted on the bulkheads, displaying exte-
rior images transmitted by the video cameras placed
at drategic points on the hull. The peoplein the com-
partment could get afairly close gpproximation of a
360-degree view of their surroundings.

Early that morning abig cargo plane, escorted by
apair of fighter jets, had flown out of the Dulce air
base. It ferried Kane, Sdvo and thirty of the so-called
Battle Class breed to amilitary base in the Dakotas.
Kane thought thetitle Battle Classamisnomer if
ever there was one. The troopers were dender of
build and so blank of expression they might have
been mistaken for mannequins dressed in soldier fin-
ery. The helmets made their paper-pae faces seem
ridiculoudy smdl and dfin. The big eyes beneath the
overhang of their headgear barely blinked, and their
small baby mouths did not so much astwitch. Their
long, artistic hands cradled their Sturmgewher auto-
rifleswith alightness of touch that was almost effem-
inate.

Grenades hung from their wide leather belts, and
the thick flak vests encasing their dight upper torsos
made them appear weirdly barrel-chested.

After atwo-hour flight, the plane landed at the base
in the South Dakota badlands. There they underwent
an annoyingly superficid briefing by Firgt Hight Ser-
geant Whitcomb.

"We're not certain of the number of the opposi-
tion," Whitcomb told them. "Just that they're there
and more keep arriving. For the past couple of days
they've had a camp at the base of the monument. We
don't have aclear idea of their armament either, but
"I’d judge thisis the same bunch of scum who raided
the Bismarck depot.”

"And they're probably the survivors of the Ca-
nadian border campaign, too," Salvo grated. "We
can expect some casudties.”

Sergeant Whitcomb flicked his eyestoward the
quiet ranks of the Battle Class. "Morewhere they
camefrom, right?"

Kane responded to the rhetorical query with adi-
rect one. "If this group has been here for afew days,
with more arriving, why haven't they defaced the
monument if that'stheir intent?"

Sdvo gave him supercilious stare. "Come on,
Brother. Who can figure out what the subbreeds will
do or why they doit?If they had any sense, they
would have turned themselvesin a the rehabilitation



camps ahundred years ago.”

At noon, they dl filed aboard the OGRE. As soon
as Kane spied it, he experienced an unsettling sen-
sation of dgavu. Heknew he had done dl of this
before, but the double tap-line of memoriesdid not
provide aclear recollection.

Hetried to make himsalf comfortable, but it was
amost impossible with the constant jouncing of the
deck underfoot and the hard metal chairs. Although
he wastired, having gotten only a couple of hours
deep before embarking, he remained dert.

He wondered what Grant and Brigid were doing,

if they had managed to implement the plan concocted
hastily during the predawn hours. Kane sensed their
time controlling the bodies and minds of their ana:
logueswas nearing itsend. Already arestless stirring,
apressure was building within his heed. He knew
without knowing how he knew the pressure would
soon become pain and the struggle between minds
would begin anew. He grinned as he thought of how
their doppelgangers would react if they knew what
their bodies were doing.

Once Grant had oriented himsdlf, even his doubts
about seeking out Thrush on the parallel casement
had been laid to rest. He hadn't reiterated his earlier
argumentsthat revolved around atending to their
own world, their own so-called redlity, before getting
involved in others,

Kane couldn't help but suspect that the only way
Grant came to termswith this particular redlity was
not to examineit asaredity a al but to relegate it
to the status of adream from which hewould soon
awaken.

But Thrush wasn't adream. Despite the history his
anaogue knew regarding Germany'svictory in
World War n, Kane knew on agut, primal level that
it could not have come about without Thrush.

Kane had never devoted much thought to the con-
cept of evil, pure or otherwise. He ascribed the mo-
tivations of hisenemiesto smply operating on a st
of behaviorsin opposition to hisown. Hewas a prag-
meatist not a philosopher, and to him morasand
ethics were sets of subjective, persona standards, not
absolutes.

But if anyone-or thing-came close to meseting

his amorphous definition of evil, it was Colond
Thrush. It wasn't the evil of ahuman being Kane
could understand and dedl with on his own terms,
Whoever or whatever Thrush truly was, he wasfar
more dien than even Baam.

Kane amost shuddered and decided to think about



something ese.

The OGRE cresked and yawed asit traveled
through the badlands, following arugged hellway up
and over cagtdlated hills, down gullies and around
the bases of monstrous rock formations.

For thefirst couple of hoursinto the journey, Salvo
wasinclined to be chatty, mainly about mundane
matters, occasondly bringing up past events. After
awhile, the reminiscences became more frequent and
Kane suspected he was being tested. Fortunately, he
fielded dl of Salvo'sinquirieswith little difficulty.

"| saw Beth-Li going into your place yesterday
evening, " Salvo said with asmirk. "Was she as good
the second time around?"

Kane answered with agrunting monosyllable, sg-
naling he didn't care to discuss the woman.

Salvo affected not to notice Kane's apparent lack

of interest in the topic. ™Y ou should have seen the
cow | was matched up with last. | get the rank. but
you get the prime meat. Something's wrong with that
picture."

"There's got to be some balance," Kanereplied
noncommittally.

"Yeah," Sdvo drawled. His mouth smiled, but his
eyesglittered like chunks of black ice. "Y ou get
knighted, | get promoted. Y ou get Beth-Li, | get the
cows. That's somered balance at work there...
Major."

A surge of anger boiled up in Kane, but it rose

from two different sets of memories, two different
sources of resentment. Y e, they al ended a the same
place.

Trying to maintain aneutrd tone, he said, "'l was
knighted for heroism. Y ou weren't.”

"l wasin the same engagement.”

"And you stayed safe and sound in the bunker

while my squad was cut to piecesin that butterfly
minefield. 1 took out the enemy emplacement, not
you."

"Yegh," camethedightly mocking drawl again.

"Y ou made sure to mention that in your report, too.
So much for brotherly loydty."

Kane struggled with theirrational urgeto draw his
Sin Eater and shoot him dead in his seat. He snarled,
before he could stop himsdlf, Y ou tried to chill Bap-
tiste, you tried to chill Grant, you tried to chill me
and you think | give a shit about your idea of loy-
aty?'

Sdvo'sfacetwisted in stunned disbelief. "What
thefuck are you talking about?"

A cold fist of dread closed around Kane's heart.



"Forget it,”" he mumbled.

"No, | won't forget it," Salvo snapped. "Those

are pretty outrageous charges you just leveled against
asuperior officer. When was | supposed to have done
this?"

"Forget it, | said. | apologize. | wasout of line."
Savo plunged on asif he hadn't heard. "Besides,
why do you care what happens to those two, espe-
cidly Grant? Hes more of your riva than | am. As
for Baptiste, | hear she'sfucking Colonel Oberntiz.

If anybody isgoing to have her killed, it'shim.”
Kanefolded hisarms over his chest and leaned

back, tipping the rim of hishemet down over his
eyes.

"Then again, maybe shell just be stripped of her
rank and thrown to the Breeder Divison. That's
something to look forward to.”

Kaneredized Savo was doing his damnedest to
provoke him, and Kane was doing his damnedest not
to riseto the bait. All thethinly concedled hatred,
jedlousy and manipulation hisown Salvo had di-
rected toward him was mirrored here, in hisanalogue.
Evidently, knowing from birth they were genetic
twins hadn't made a differencein their relationship

on this casement.

After afew more remarks about what adelectable
morsel Captain Baptiste seemed to be, Salvo fdll -
lent, dthough he strained mightily to keep the taunt-
ing leer stitched on hisface.

Asthe day wore on, now and then he caught the
eyes of Salvo, cold and deadly, watching him. It did
not frighten him, but the poorly veiled hodility did
begin to bore him, despite hisfamiliarity withiit.

The OGRE chugged on, angling acrossthe flat-
lands, splashing through creeks, churning up and
down bluffs.

Asthe sun began to sink, atension grew in Kane.
Helooked up to the cockpit and through the ob port
saw twilight painting the Sky above the Black Hills

in purple-red pastel tints. Towering in the distance he
could discern five faces staring out from the edges of
eroded butte rock. He tried to focus on thefifth face,
the carved image of Hitler, but he swayed in his sest
asthe OGRE clanked itsway down the side of a
bluff.

"Not long now," Salvo commented.

The pilot of the vehicle downshifted, and the

huge machine shuddered through the gears until it
achieved adower speed.

"Time," the copilot announced over the public ad-
dress system.



Kane unlatched the seat restraint and made hisway
along the aide and up the short ladder to the cockpit.
Gazing out of the port made of triple glazed thickness
of bulletproof glass, he saw flames dancing in the
dusk from at least twenty bonfires.

In consternation, he said, "The Roamers don't

seem too worried by our arrival. I'm sure they have
outriders with radios. They've probably known we
were coming for an hour or more.

Thepilot, awiry little man with ablond crew cut

and rawboned face, didn't answer. He nodded tersely
to the copilot. The man flipped up the cover onthe
fire-control board and his hands hovered over the
keys, like aconcert pianist preparing to go through
the scales.

"| didn't give you an order," Kane snapped.

The pilot retorted. "Field Marsha Thrushin-

structed usto follow standard engagement procedu-
res. That'swhat werre doing. Sir."

The man sounded asif he could barely summon

up the energy to voice the honorific.

A dim blur of motion appeared in the path of the
OGRE, fifty yards distant. Kane commanded, "Hit
the spots.”

The copilot flicked atoggle switch, and funnds of
incandescence speared out from the array mounted
above the ob port. Kane stiffened. gaped and mut-
tered, "What the hell isgoing on?"

In aloose parade formation, dozens of men,

women and children trudged toward the armored ve-
hicle. They wore rags, buckskins and scraps of old
uniformsfrom the Calgary campaign. Intheblazing
wash of the spotlights, they looked like the walking
dead, many of them horribly scarred by poorly heded
wounds. The children were even worse, sporting
bellies swollen from malnutrition, their limbs stick-
thin.

A limping man led the parade over the rock-

strewed ground. From along pole, obvioudy cut
from a pine sapling, fluttered two banners. Onewas
atattered and scorched American flag, the sarsand
stripes perforated by a patchwork of bullet holes. Be-
low that hung awhite cloth. Actualy, it was more
gray than white, but it was probably the closet thing
to thetraditiond flag of truce the Roamers could
scrounge up among their meeger belongings.
"They're surrendering,” Kanesaid in surprise.

From behind him, Salvo's gloating voice declared,
"That'sther plan, anyway."

Kane gave him ahard, questioning, over-the-
shoulder glance. "Their plan? Explain.”



A grin of pure enjoyment split SAvo's sdlow face.

"Y eah, the Roamers and the outlanders made over-
turesthat they wanted to comein, that they couldn't
run or fight anymore. Thefield marshd's been play-
ing dong with them for months. Hefindly persuaded
al the bandsto agree to meet here and sign aformal
declaration of surrender and loyalty oath. The stupid
subbreeds think the OGRE isfull of food and med-
icine and even adoctor or two."

A low chuckle bubbled at the back of his throat
"And | guesswe do havethe curefor what ails
them.”

Rasng hisvoice, Sdvo sad. "They'reinrange

now. Open up with everything weve got The
works."

The copilot's fingerstickled the keys. The mortar
launchers gouted thunder and smoke, the minigun
emplacements roared in a stuttering rhythm. tracer
rounds cutting threads of phosphorescence through
thetwilight

Kane caught a glimpse of the man bearing the flags
gpinning, clutching a himsdlf asthe bullets clawed
open his chest, sending fragments of clavicleand rib
bones spinning in dl directions, propelled by crimson
sprays. Bodiesflew up, out and apart amid mush-
roomsof yellow flame.

The copilot stroked more keys. Arcing tendrils of
electricity reached out with crooked fingers, touching
and tapping. Running human figures became legping,
careening scarecrows made of fire.

The OGRE rumbled on, the thickness of the ar-
mored hull muffling the detonations of the mortar
rounds and the drumming of the miniguns. The
ghrieks and screams couldn't be heard at al. Kane
drew away, shaken and sickened, not caring if Salvo
noticed hisreaction.

Bullets began rattling on the OGRE's sted Sdes

like hail. Kane barely made out muzzle-flashesfrom
ahilltop and a brush-clogged draw. Unless the Roam-
ers had HE rockets or heavy AP rounds, they might
aswel have been throwing rocks. After dl, eventhe
prototypes of the OGRES had repdlled the invasion
of Normandy two and ahaf centuries earlier.

Savo dternated looking at the black-and-white
images on the monitor screenswith peering through
the ob port. He grinned broadly, his eyes shining like
chunks of wet obgdian.

Kane couldn't deny it was a beautiful betrayal,
well-laid and lethally executed. He caught that ruth-
less thought snaking through his head and tried to
chaseit out. He didn't wonder at where it came from.



The OGRE bounced and groaned onward, pushing
through the billows of smoke and dust. The copilot
switched on the targeting scope. It reduced the run-
ning, faling, flaming chaosto aset of Serile, com-
puter-generated, radar-fed images, but it was cer-
tainly more accurate than shooting blind through the
shifting curtains of grit and vapor.

"Timeto give our new recruitstheir first field

test, " Salvo announced.

"Test them against what?' Kane did a poor job

of repressing theicy disgust in hisvoice. "The
Roamersareinfull rout. We can just St tight in here
and chase them back to Canada."

Sdvo's eyeswidened in ingenuous surprise.

"Why, Mgor, you know those aren't the field mar-
shd's orders. We've got to run the hounds, so to
The mildness vanished from histone, asted edge
replacing it. He hooked athumb over his shoulder.
"Get them reedy.”

Pushing past him, Kane marched down theaide
between the seated soldiers. Their blank, masklike
expressions had not dtered, and their placid eyesdid
not follow hismovements.

Taking up position astern, Kane barked, "Troops

at dtention.”

Their erect carriageswere ramrod straight in the
first place, so the only change that took placewasa
shifting of their wegpons, digning them with amath-
ematica precison.

The OGRE's brakes squedled, the hull shivered

and trembled as the vehicle shuddered down to a
clanking hdt. From the undercarriage came the hiss-
ing of pressure vaves being vented.

"Remove seet redtraints,” Kane commanded.
Asone, in absolutely perfect and unnerving syn-
chronization, thirty hands pressed thirty catch-release
buttons. The personnel compartment filled with one
very loud snap-click.

"On deck!"

The black-clad soldiersdl stood in unison, their
wegpons held at the same twenty-flve-degree angle
acrosstheir padded chests. Kane's memory drifted
back afew months, to the droids he had encountered
during the mission to rescue Lakesh. Briefly, he con-
templated the possibility that the Battle Class breed
might be things of metal and circuitry sheathedina
gynthetic flesh. Or worse, hybrids of man, machine
and something dse, like Colond Thrush.

The soldiers stood on anarrow metal channel run-
ning the length of the compartment. The flooring of



the aide began to descend with ahum and a series
of clicks. Asit lowered, the overlapping sections be-
came shdlow risers, forming astaircase.

Kane glanced at the opposite end of the compart-
ment and met Salvo'seye. "Awaiting your word.
Sr.”

Savo nodded. "The word is given. Banner man,
point pogtion.”

A soldier stepped down on the ramp, unfurling the
flag of the Reich in asingle snapping motion. He
extended the narrow telescoping poleto itsfull
length.

"Disembark," Salvo continued. " Standard de-
ployment of personnel and firepower. Observerules
of engagement until otherwise ordered. Comm-link
frequencies open.”

The Battle Class breed marched forward and

down, moving with an amost slent grace. After the
last one had exited, Kane and Salvo joined them, one
hand on the butts of their Sin Eaters, the other on
their subguns.

Kane sniffed the hat, dectric smdl szzlingin the
smoky air, and his somach lurched at the thick
gench of roasting human mest.

The Battle Class breed spread out in alinealong
the sde of the OGRE. Men appeared, climbing over
the rocks a hundred yards distant, legping from them.
scrambling on in aterrified retreat. The miniguns
opened up again, the bullets crashing againgt the
rocks, the stream of autofire tearing them to blood-
streaked ribbons.

"Ceasefiring," Savo shouted into hishemet
comm-link. "It'sover.”

A man staggered up from adeclivity near one of

the war wag'streads, thin trails of smoke streaming
from hishair. He started to run, sumbled, fell,
dragged himsdlf to hisfeet, took astep, then fell
again. Thistime, he did not get up.

Heraised araw, blackened travesty of aface. His
blistered, leaking lipswrithed and he croaked, "I sur-
render. Help me.”

Savo fired from the hip, ashort burst from the
subgun dung over his shoulder. The man's burned
features dissolved in awet, red spray. The bullets
knocked him backward into atread-dug ditch.
Savo chuckled. "So the rebellion endswith a
whinefor mercy, not abang." Hethrew agrin at
Kane. "A little anticlimactic, isn't it, Brother? Move
in*

"Those aren't Field Marsha Thrush's orders,”
Kanereplied. "Hetold usto set up a perimeter



around the Rushmore zone, to keep the Roamers
from escaping-"

Savo cut him off with asharp, savage gesture.
"Doit. I'min command here. Y ou take point.”

Kane moved forward, using hand signdsto tell the
troopersto fal in behind him. He glanced up once,
asthe gigantic stone facesloomed above him, and a
trick of the light made them appear asif they were
dlently and grimly judging him-al except for the
Hitler effigy. Beneeth the square one mustache, his
huge lips seemed be curved in asmile of satanic an-
ticipation.

Kane went quickly over the rocky ground, and it
wasn't until he had crossed ten yards that he noticed
the soldiers had hung back. He turned, opening his
mouth to shout an order. He didn't. The sensation
that he had been here before, executing the exact
same maneuver overwhemed him. The pressurein
his skull built, not yet apain but only awhisker's
breadth fromiit.

Whesdling, he saw asmall round object arcing
overheed, dropping between him and the troopers.
Without hesitation, Kane dived forward. He hit the
ground, going into ashoulder roll. Hewas till rolling
when the grenade detonated with a hot orange flash,
afirebal balooning outward. Clods of dirt and shrap-
nel rattled againgt the OGRE's hull.

The shock of the concussion dammed into Kane,
bowled him over. As he somersaulted. hefelt the
brief wave of searing heat againgt his back.

When his head-over-hedls tumble ended, one
thought dominated his mind-it wasamilitary gre-
nade, exactly like the ones attached to the combat
belts of the Battle Class troopers.

Elbowing himsalf onto his back, his stunned ear-
drums regigtering little but a surftike throb, Kane
peered through the ragged scraps of smoke and set-
tling dust. He knew in hismarrow Salvo had ordered
the grenade to be thrown a him. He drew hisSin
Eater, thumbing the selector switch to fire 3-round
burgts.

A soldier did through the drifting, gray pdl. With-
out hesitation, hefired a him, negtly grouping the
shotsright over the heart. The trooper looked down
at the watery red messthe AP rounds had produced
on hisflak vest, then raised his big eyes and stared
dispassionately at Kane. Then hisbody went into a
series of srange, dmaost mannered convulsions.
With each motion, the Battle Class solider

changed, asif hewere shedding alarval cocoon at
an inhuman speed. Hisfingerslengthened, spurs of



bone thrusting from the tips of hisfingersamid little
squirts of blood. The curving clawslooked like twigs
that had been used to stir thin red paint.

The trooper's helmeted head sank between his
shoulders, while thick ropes of muscle and humps of
snew writhed on his upper back and swelled histri-
ceps. Hislower jaw extended, popping out like a cab-
inet drawer, and dark membranes suddenly veiled his
eyes.

His mouth hung wide, reveding double rows of
sarrated teeth, pushing up through the gumslike
ivory-colored nails.

The entire transformation occurred between one
heartbeat and the next. Kane's belly shrank with ter-
ror as he struggled to comprehend what was happen-
ing. Then he understood how the Purity Control
Foundation had scored a stunning victory with the
Battle Class breed.

Thetrooper launched himsdlf forward, kicking off

the ground in abroad jump. Flame wreathed the muz-
Zle of his Sturmgewher. Fountains of dirt sprang up
al around Kane as be franticaly returned the fireand
tried to dodge at the sametime.

One of hisrounds. struck aspark from the frame

of the autorifle, rippmg It from the soldier's hands
and sending it spinning end over end.

Kane managed to achieve ahaf crouch and

ducked as the trooper sailed over his head. He stood
and garted to pivot, leading with hispistol. A living
weight landed on his back, and arms whipped up and
around histhroat, cinching tight.

Kaneput al of hisstrength into awild, adrendine-
fueled surge to break the chokehold.

It did not bresk.

Chapter 22

Lakesh wheded his chair away from the trestle table
loaded with a complicated network of glasstubes,
besakers, retorts and Bunsen burners. The rubber tires
sgueaked on the polished floor, and he regarded
Grant and Brigid with apolite curiosity.

"Two vistsintwo days," herasped. "Should |

fee honored or afraid?’

Brigid fielded the question smoothly. "Were only
following up on yesterday's unfortunate incident.”
"Redly? Since when isacryptographer dis-

patched to follow up on unfortunate incidents?"

"If afaled intruson wasal it was, then our in-



vestigation would be over,” Grant said gruffly.
Blinking up a himinannoyingly familiar fashion,
Lakesh remarked, "Thefiedld marshd said nothing
about you two coming out here today to annoy me
and wagemy time."

"Does hetdl you everything that's going on?'

Brigid asked tetily.

Lakesh laughed and rolled himsdlf to a control
console that spanned the length of thefar wall. He
glanced at the glass-encased readouts and gauges be-
fore saying, "Asapoint of fact, he does. He devotes
an andly retentive attention to thisfacility. Almost
obsessive. Thisishisplace, you know, his sanctum
sanctorum. | just work here.”

"Regardless,” Brigid said with abreezy officious-
ness, "we are here, and you will answer our ques-
tions”

L akesh cackled wearily. "My dear young woman,
dearest Brigid, | don't have to answer questions put
to me by anyone other than Field Marsha Thrush.
Don't you understand that with one word from me, |
can have you and your overbearing companion

g ected? At another word from me, | can have you
ganding before adisciplinary tribund.”

Lakesh dirred in hischair. "Which bringsme
around to another point-why don't you know that?"
Both Grant and Brigid sifted through their mem-
ories. Lakesh wasin there, but aghostlike, indistinct
figure, aman of mystery linked in someindefinable
fashion with another mystery man, Fidld Marshd
Thrush.

"Y ou're not so powerful that you're exempt from
being questioned in matters of national security,”
Grant growled.

The patronizing smile on Lakedh's face became

one of pity. "Young man, | am nationa security.
Thisfacility representsthe future of the Reich. Not
virtudly, not figuratively, but literaly. It isthe citadd
of that destiny.”

Bitter sarcasm undercut the old man's tone.

"When you dare to question me, you are questioning
the foundation of the Reich itsdf and why we fought
30 long, why so many warriorsfell in battle so we
could reach thispoint in our mutua evolution.”

The speech was obvioudy dogma, delivered by
rote, and Lakesh voiced it with adightly mocking
edge. "We have the stepping-stone in place to reach
further than even Hitler'sambitions, and we are dl
unified to achieve that god.”

Brigid pretended to flick a speck of dust from her
uniform deeve. Casudly, sounding amost bored, she



inquired, "This stepping-stone-isit by chance

black, in the shape of atrapezohedron with Sanskrit
charactersinscribed aong one sde?’

Grant kept hissurprise at Brigid's offhand inquiry
from showing on hisface. At the sametime, he scru-
tinized Lakesh, expecting him to ether react in utter
confusion or asif he'd been gut shot.

Neither occurred, and Grant was alittle disap-
pointed. The old man sat perfectly motionlessin his
chair. Only hiseyes moved, thefleshy lidsfluttering
like the wings of abutterfly desperate to take pan-
icked flight. Brigid and Grant stood and watched and
waited.

Even though he couldn't seeit, Grant was pretty
certain the laboratory was equipped with a spy-eye
sec cam and more than likely a sound pickup.

When Lakesh findly spoke, it wasin anormd tone
of voice, stronger, not asreedy or raspy. "Thisarea
isablind zone. | saw to that. The video systemis
focused on that section over there.”

His head gave a backward jerk. Grant and Brigtd
looked in that direction. On thefar side of the room,
they saw atrestle table holding equipment identical
to that on the table they stood near. The control con-
sole on thewall was an exact duplicate aswell. The
ubterfugewasdmog artigticinitssimplicity. Even
the most suspicious mindswouldn't notice thetwin
effect.

"You'reamagter of diversion even here," Grant
remarked. "We should have guessed.”

L akesh acknowledged the observation with agra-
cious nod. "Through long experience and necessity.
Would | be correct in assuming that athough you
appear to be Mgor Grant and Captain Baptiste, | am
actudly addressng slent invadersfrom apardld
casement?”

The question, posed so mildly and phlegmaticdly,
stunned Brigid and Grant into along period of
gpeechlessness.

Lakesh chuckled. "Y ou are eéther what | assume
you to be, or I am very, very wrong and you'll report
my dementiato the hedth authority. If the latter is
the case, please don't waste your energy or my lim-
ited time humoring me. Just go, make your report
and I'll wait here to be whedled off to the assessment
room.

"On the other hand, if I'm right, then please con-
firm it and stop gaping a me. Asl said, no one can
see or hear usin this spot.”

Tentatively, Brigid said, "For the sake of argu-

ment. let's agree your assumption is dead-on. Which



of courseleads meto avery pertinent question.”
"How could | possibly know enough about such
afantastic concept as paralle worldsso | could even
hazard such awild guess?'

"That'sabout it."

Sighing, Lakesh tugged absently at hislong nose,
agedurethat was dl too familiar. "Asis apparent,

| am very old, but I am far older than you might
guess”

"Let metry," Grant put in. "Around 250 years?'
Lakesh smiled a him appreciatively. "The Mgor
Grant of thisworld would not have known that, snce
it'sone of the deepest secrets of the Reich. Only
Thrush knows. | take it the Lakesh you know is of
the same age and with asimilar background?"

"The Lakesh we know isaphysicigt,” Brigid

dtated, "not a geneticist, though he dabbled in that
fidd. But theageisthe same.”

"He'sin alittle better shape than you are,

though,” Grant said.

L akesh shrugged his knobby shoulders. "For a
man with no ssomach to speeak of, an artificid heart,
replacement eyes, one lung, no kidneys, legsthat
haven't moved in over thirty years and who subsists
primarily on intravenoudy introduced liquid protein,
I'min the best shagpe of my life"

"Our Lakesh had the benefit of cryogenics and
advancesin prosthetic surgery,” Brigid said kindly.
"Tel me about him, about your casement of ori-
gn”

"Tdl us" Grant rumbled, "how you even know
about such thingsand why you called us'slent in-
vaders™

"I asked youfird," the old man snapped with

some asperity. "Neither of you would have come
hereif you didn't need mefor something. Therefore
it'sto your benefit to get on my good side.”

Grant's brow knitted in aferocious scowl. "And
we can just wak out of here, tell .1hrush you've tusea
out and have you placed in room with nice soft
wals"

L akesh cackled, coughed, put the oxygen mask
over hisface and breathed deeply for along moment.
Removing it hesaid, ™Y our naiveté astonishesme,
Maor, or whatever you are. If it wasn't for Thrush,
I'd know nothing abut the multiverse or the lost
Earths or the danger of slent invaders. That's what
he cdlsvistorsfrom paralel casements.”

"Have you had many of them?" Brigid asked, .1
terest glinted in her green eyes.

"Asfar as| know, you two are the first. However,



al I'd haveto do isreport to the field marshd that
you two-and probably Mgor Kane-are not de-
voted servants of the Reich but silent invadersfrom
the hyperdimensions. If he didn't torture you for in-
formation, he'd have you executed.”

"What good would that do?' Grant demanded.
"The bodies would bekilled, but not us, the invad-
as”

L akesh crooked an eyebrow. "Areyou so certain
of that you would want to risk it? At the very leadt,
your mind energy would be driven out of your host
body. Y ou would either return to your home case-
ment and never be ableto return here, or you'd float
around as a disembodied € ectromagnetic pattern.”
Grant found the possibility too horrifying to dwell

on, and he said nothing.

Brigid retorted impatiently, "L et's Sop swapping
threats, shdl we? What do you want to know?'

L akesh stopped short of smirking triumphantly, but
he posed a number of smple questionsthat were Sm-
ply answvered. All he required was asuperficia
knowledge of their world. He asked nothing about
the Archon Directorate or the Trapezohedron, and
Brigid supplied no information. Shetold hill1 of therr
encounterswith Thrush in the past timeline of their
casement.

Lakesh's eyes went watery and vacant when she
mentioned Domi and how she had witnessed Thrush
executing Adolf Hitler.

"What happened to the child?' he asked in afaint
voice.

"Shelsdiveand well at theingtdlation 1 told you
about,” Brigid replied. " She was wounded awhile
back trying to save you-save your doppel ganger,
thatis"

Grant thrust out hisjaw truculently. ™Y ou were
behind Domi's attempted insertion here, weren't
you?'Y ou supplied her with the equipment to breach
the sec system and the virus.”

A tear dowly spilled from Lakesh's|eft eye and
worked itsway down his deeply seamed cheek. "
was. Not persondly, of course, 1 went through sev-
erdlevesof intermediaries. But the plan was mine.
And if youre aware of that, thefild marshd is
aware of it, too."

"Y ou sent that girl to her death,” Grant grated.

"She volunteered. Asafield operative for the
Presarvationidts, it was part of her oath.”

The reply dampened abit of the angry heet in
Grant'seyes. "Thereé's a Preservationist group

here?'



"Yes, and | am one of the cell leaders. | takeit
from your reaction you have something smilar on
your home casement?’

Brigid shook her head. "Similar in concept. There
it'samyth crafted by your other sdf. It'sonly a
diverson.”

"Hereitisvery red. Itsformation stretches back

to the day of the Reich victory. It isan underground
res stlance movement, drawing from the ranks of dis-
enfranchised Americans. Thereare many of us, indl
walks of our society, but | obvioudy don't know the
true number."

"Doesn't ook like the Preservationists have ac-
complished ahdll of alot in two and haf centuries”
Grant sad grimly. "It might aswdll bethe mythiit
isback home."

Lakesh nodded sadly. "1 wish | could argue with
you, but I cannot. The winter of the human raceis
a hand."

Softly, in arustling whisper, he quoted, "'For we
wrestled not againgt flesh and blood but againgt prin-
cipdities, againgt powers, againg the rulers of the
darkness of theworld."

"Ephesans 6:12," Brigid said quietly. "There's

not much futurein being aBiblica scholar on my
world, ether.”

Suddenly, shewinced and her hand flew reflex-
ively to her head.

L akesh observed sagdly, "Thefusion link iswesk-
ening. Soon you'll be driven out or forced to con-
centrate completely on maintaining control "

Brigid lowered her hand "How do you know

thet?'

"l wastold."

"By whom? Thrush?'

L akesh wagged his head from side to side. "No,
hetold me very little about slent invadersfrom the
lost Earths. If he knew | wastaking to you, he would
probably execute me with hisown hand.”

"It wouldn't bethefirst time," Grant remarked
enigmeticaly.

L akesh looked to be on the verge of asking him to
explain, but Brigid pressed, "Then who told you? It's
more than alittle Sgnificant that you usetheterm
lost Earthsto describe pardld casements.™

Lakesh blinked up at her in mild curiosity. "In-
deed?Why isthat?'

Grant made a sharp dismissive hand gesture.
"Enough. It'sour turn to ask questions. Domi's mis-
sion objective was to screw up the so-called Battle
Class breed. Why that breed? From what 1've seen,



you've got hybrids pretty much integrated in this so-
ciety."

"Y ou seem passingly familiar with- hybridiza-

tion."

"Weve had our own problemswithit," Brigid
saddryly.

"| figured as much." Lakesh's gnarled hands
gripped the wheds of hischair. Herotated it and
headed toward the door. "Just like | figured you've
had problems with the Archon Directorate. Come
withme"

BRIGID PUSHED Lakesh' schair into the wire-enclosed
lift cage at the end of the catwalk spanning the mez-
zanine. The eevator was cramped, and Grant had to
suck in his stomach to accommodate the handlesjut-
ting from the chair's back. Sourly, he noted that this
Grant's body was a bit trimmer than the one he had
grown accustomed to.

With an dectric whine, the cage descended. Asit
did, Lakesh said, "I know very little about the so-
caled Archons and their dealings with the Nazls.
However, if there ever was a Directorate, it waslong
Brigid and Grant exchanged surreptitious glances.
Thelift clanked to ahdt, and Brigid rolled Lakesh
out into the vast, cavernous space. He nodded toward
alarge-skulled, big-eyed figure examining a power
cable snaking from the base of the rotating cube gen-
erators. Thefloor transmitted the never-ending drone.
"The hybrids of human and Archon genetic ma-

terial aredl that isleft of aDirectorate.”

"Tdl uswhat you know," Brigid urged.

"l intend to do more than that."

He directed them through the huge chamber, past
large bulky machines. It was dl medica equip-
ment-fluoroscopes, oscilloscopes, centrifuges, elec-
tron microscopes, digtillation tanks and a chromato-
graph.

Asthey approached the interlocking glass cubicles
inwhich the fetuses floated, he began speaking of his
past and of secrets he had learned. Not surprisingly,
his background was very similar to that of the Lakesh
they knew-born in Kashmir, India. in 1952 and ed-
ucated in America. However, his scientific gptitude
and staggeringly high 1Q was not channeled to phys-
ics, but to biology.

"Since the mgjor tenet of the Third Reich wasto
change theimage in which evolution shaped man,

that was the focus of my work. A true master race. |
learned severa yearsinto my career that the expertise



and materia to makethe dream of an invincible mas-
ter race was available...and it derived from the same
source that alowed Germany to develop superior
technology to winitsgloba conquest.”

They reached adoor bearing akeypad instead of
aknob or handle. Lakesh pushed a combination of
buttons, and the door siwvung open silently. Asthey
entered a cool, white corridor, Lakesh said, " Of
course there were blunders along theway, but it is
from those that science learns.”

They turned right at the corridor'sfirst intersection.

It stretched for what seemed like miles, lighted by
suffuse neon tubes.

At regularly paced intervals, recessed into the

walls, ingrument pandls blinked and flashed. Each
one bore asmall monitor screen. Lakesh continued
speaking as they went down the passageway. "The
first thing ageneticist learns when he setsout to re-
design the human animd isjust how gppdlingly frail
we are, the ease with which we can be damaged and
our vulnerability to disease.

"If onewas laying out ablueprint for asuperior
breed of man, onewould first design an epidermis
that would not tear so easily and bonesthat would
not break so readily. Next, one would want to give
him the capacity to recover completdy frominjuries
by regenerating tissues and regrowing limbs and or-
gans”

"Sofar,” Grant muttered blegkly, "thishasafa
Imiliarring."

L akesh did not respond. "In order to make those
modifications, one must do so for the purposes of
war. After dl, natureitself has engineered speciaized
warriors. But nature rarely blunders. Science, unfor-
tunately, hasthat tendency.”

He paused by the second instrument panel. "If you
careto, you may see one of the blunders.”

Grant and Brigid looked a theimage flickering on
the small screen. At firgt glance, what appeared to be
anude, norma human male paced restlessy within
adainless-stedd room. The expression on hisface was
utterly mindless. On a second glance, they noticed
the disproportionate length of hisarms, how the fore-
arms seemed extended. They terminated in stubby
fingered hands, the pams callused an inch thick.
Sprouting from the fingertips were cartilaginous
masses, like dull clawswith spongy surfaces.
"What'swrong with him?" Grant asked.

"Nothing, redly. Observe." Lakesh depressed an
intercom button on the console and said, "How are
we doing today, good fellow?"



The man ignored the question. He continued pac-
ing, not so much asblinking at the sound of this
voice.

"Ishe deaf?" Brigid wanted to know.

"No, just programmed to be obliviousto any aura
gimuli other than this." Lakesh reached over and
tapped a button. A soft eectronic beep sounded.
Theman inthe cdl reacted to theinoffensve

sound by bounding backward, asif he were perform-
ing areverse broad jump. Samming into thewal, he
bounced forward and fdll to his hands and knees.
Throwing back his head, neck tendons arching, he
howled long, loud and hard. AsBrigid and Grant
stared in horror, the man's body shook and shuddered
with aseries of convulsons. With each spasm. sin-
ewsrippled and bulged under hisflesh, the muscle
mass seeming to thicken. The skin over his shoulder
blades stretched up and outward, splitting amid crim-
son sprays to alow spikes of sharp bone to protrude.
The man wailed in soul-deep agony dl through the
transformation: his spur-tipped fingerswildly scrap-
ing thefloor; hisdripping tongue protruding from
between hiswide-hanging jaws, athick, yellow-gray
discharge oozing from both eyes.

Fdling onto hisright sde, he kicked and thrashed.
His bowels evacuated, and he smeared the excrement
al over himsdf and thefloor.

"This particular subject was programmed - to

morph at the sound of a certain tone." Lakesh'svoice
was eerily calm, completely unmoved. "An interest-
ing variation on the glanduler trigger.”

Voice cold with disgust, Grant said, "Not to men-
tion the extreme pain it puts the poor bastard in.”
"We did not dways get results we wanted. In the
instance of thislevel of the breed, work on the ner-
vous system and skeletal system had to be refined.
The glandular response caused too much pain for the
subjectsto be of any usein combat Stuations.”

Brigid looked away from the image of the con-
vulsing man on the screen. "Blunders, you said. That
man was one of your early experimentsto develop
the Battle Class breed.”

"Not early. He represents amidrange stage. Some

of the very early hybrids had upper vertebrae that
would bresk |oose from the body entirely during the
morphing process. Others could not control the re-
lease of testosterone, adrendine and other hormones.
They had the habit of bashing out their brains on the
wallsor ripping out their own eyes. We even had one
who tom off his own genitals and devoured them."
Growling acurse, Grant snatched the handles of



the whed chair and roughly spun Lakesh to face him.
"Enough of the bullshit, old man. What'sthis got to
do with anything? He's like no hybrid we've ever
seen, and we've seen alot of them.”

Lakesh glared at him, clapped the respiration mask
over hisface, inhaled severd times, then spit angrily,
"He represents the progenitor of an entirely new spe-
cies, adifferent method of splicing human and other
genetic materid. It's been the entire point of my work
for over acentury. It'sfinaly been achieved."

L akesh's handstightened on the armrests of his

chair. Hisfurious blue gaze swept over Grant and
Brigid. "Don't you understand? With al the defects
finally removed from the Battle Class, the master race
has at |ast been born, unlike that conceived of by
ether Nietzsche or the Nazis. Humanity isnow ex-
tinct. Literdly!"

"Yes" agreed aslky voice from behind them.

They turned to see Fidd Marshd Thrush sauntering
casudly down the corridor on soundlessfeet. The
overhead lights made him look more like a cadaver
than ever.

"Humanity isnow extinct,” he said quietly.

"They just don't know it yet."

He touched a gloved finger to the brim of his cap.
"Miss Baptiste, | trust you and Mr. Kane enjoyed
yourself on New Year'sEve. If not, that is unfortu-
nate. | can assure you that you havelittle to celebrate

Chapter 23

Kane gagged asthe sted-thewed arms around his
neck compressed hiswindpipe. He heard a husky
snarl, even though his hearing was till impaired.

A gtabbing pain suddenly lanced through the back

of hisneck. Hewould have screamed, but he didn't
havetheair for it. Struggling madly, hewhirled, util-
izing every trick he had been taught or even heard
about to didodge the demon on his back.

The soldier's pointed teeth sank into the thick mus-
clesand tendons running up his shoulders, tearing at
the flesh, gnawing down to the bone.

Kanetwisted, trying to plant the bore of the Sin

Eater againgt the trooper's lower, unarmored body. A
booted foot lashed up, the stedl-reinforced toe catch-
ing hiswrigt. The pigtal fel from his suddenly nerve-
lessfingers.

Clawing backward with both hands, he strove to



fit hisfingers between the jaws of the Battle Class
soldier, to pry them apart by sheer strength. The
trooper only tightened the inexorable grip of hisarms
and clamped down harder with histeeth.

Hooking hisfingers, hejammed them into the sol-
dier'seyes, but they only dipped across the surface
of the tough protective membrane. Kanefdt his
knees buckling, hissght growing dim, hislungson
fire

Hedlowed hiskneesto bend, asif he werelosing
consciousness, and the trooper shifted position to
keep his body upright. Kane straightened hislegs,
springing up, hurling himsdlf and the thing attached
to him forward.

With awhiplash motion of hisbody, Kane turned
inmidair, and when they hit the ground, the trooper
was underneath him. Theimpact jarred the chokehold
and the teeth loosened their grip. Not much, but
enough for Kaneto fight loose in aflailing frenzy of
kicks and elbow punches.

The soldier was up quicker than hewas. He rushed
a Kane, dashing with hisclaws. Gasping loudly, un-
steady on hisfeet, Kane did not completely avoid the
spurs of bone. Two of them raked twin bloody fur-
rows across hisface.

Ingtinctively, helashed out with the edge of his

right hand, striking his adversary across the back of
the neck. The vertebrae should have snapped, but
cushioned by the dense lumps of tendon and muscle,
his hand only rebounded.

Still, theforce of the blow sent the trooper stum-
bling afew pacesforward, giving Kane enough time
to unsheathe his combat giletto. The soldier spun
gracefully and bounded a him with lupine speed.
Kane sidestepped, thrusting in and out with the
knife. He fdt the blade sink with a crunch hafway

to the hilt in the soldier's upper thigh. It waslike
stabbing pure gristle. The blade showed no blood
whatsoever, only afaint sticky smear as of sap.

The trooper pivoted on the balls of hisfeet and
surged forward again. They writhed fiercely for a
long, eternd moment, Kane stabbing and hacking,
the claws dashing and raking. Kane struck repeatedly
in amadness borne of terror because nothing he did
had any effect.

He briefly flashed back to Baronid Guards heand
Grant had fought in Cobaltvilleés Adminigtretive
Monolith. In comparison to the Battle Class breed,
the genetically enhanced men were dow, clumsy and
about as dangerous as a bowl of ice cream.

Kane hurled himsdlf back and away, hislimbs



quivering from the violent whirlwind of combat. His
tunic was tom where the bone spurs had grazed him.
blood trickling from the lacerations.

In the smoke-laden twilight, it was asif he fought
with an unkillable monster conjured from one of his
nightmares. He knew the trooper would not stop until
Kanes maimed body. hung limp from histaloned
hands. The ex-Mag had shot him, punched him.
stabbed him and the creature wasn't even breathing
hard.

The trooper bared blood-filmed teeth in ether a
grin or asnarl and charged to the attack again. Toss-
ing up hisstiletto, Kane's thumb and forefinger
closed around thetip. He cocked back hisarm and
hurled the knife at the solider'sface, putting dl of

his upper body stirength into the throw.

The point of the blade struck true, precisely on the
soldier's fathomless | eft eye. The knife bounced
away, scoring afaint scratch on the membrane. The
trooper did not react at al, nor did his swift pace
fdter.

Abruptly, the black-clad figure sumbled and al-
most fell, checking in his headlong rush. He recov-
ered, began to run again, then staggered. Hefdll to
his hands and knees, jaws opening and closing spas-
modicdly, asif hewere dry heaving.

Kane wasted only afraction of a second watching
and wondering. He dived for his Sin Eater, snatched
it up, whirled and triggered a 3-round burst directly
into the trooper'sface a arange dightly under seven
feet.

A wave of amost religious joy splashed over him
when the AP rounds shattered the serrated teeth into
ahandful of flying splinters, smashed aneyeintoa
gelid smear resembling blackberry jam and pounded
the lower jaw into aragged mass of tissue and bone.
The triple dedgehammer impacts knocked the
trooper's body half erect before droppinghimina
limb-twisted heap on his back. Kane went to one
knee, panting heavily, wincing a theflares of pain
igniting from various parts of hisbody. Gingerly, he
explored the mangled flesh at the back of his neck,
and hisfingers came away coated with wet scarlet.
"Thirty-two seconds," Salvo's voice announced.
"Not too bad consdering the three rounds you put
through his pump. But then, modifying the cardio-
vascular system wasthe last hurdle.”

Dully, Kane watched Salvo, flanked by a quartet

of the Battle Class soldiers gpproach him. Although
their eyeswere clear and mild, the muzzles of their
Sturmgewherswere trained on him. Kane fought



back the impulse to am his own weapon, recdling
that such athreat had precipitated the trooper's trans-
formation.

"The master race,”" heintoned colorlesdy.

Savo grinned. "Exactly. And we're the masters of
the master race.”

Moving dowly and carefully, Kane pushed himself
to hisfedt, the Sin Eater dangling &t theend of his
am."Whois'we?'

Salvo tapped his chest. "Me, of course. A consor-
tium, acadrein different parts of the world. Only the
best of the best were recruited.” His grin broadened.
"In case you were wondering, you didn't make the
find cut”

"And of course Thrush isthe magter of it al,"
Kanesad.

"Somebody hasto be. The Reich hasn't had atrue
leader snce Hitler died. " Salvo squinted toward him.
"Since you survived the test with the trooper, maybe
you can tell mewhy thefiedd marshd al of asudden
wants you dead.”

"Hedidnt tel you?

"Hedidn't say and | didn't ask. Y ou know how

it works. Not that I'm upset. mind you-I'm just cu-
rious, seeing asyou've been afavorite of hisever
snceyou were knighted."

"Newstome."

All theforced good humor vanished from Salvo's
face and voice. "Not to me, Brother."

Kane gestured around him with hisleft hand. "He
didn't arrange all of thisjust so | could be eaten dive,
by those pet mongters of his?'

"Of course not. Likel said, this operation has been
in the planning stages for months. But if you got
yoursdlf killed during it, hey, just acasudty of war.
Well have big ahero'sfunerd for you, apyre and
everything."

"Why not just have me arrested and executed?!

"Y ou're aknight, remember?' The bitter empha-
sson theword passed Salvo'slipsasif it werean
insult. "Knights can't be charged with treason. It's
bad for morae.”

"Soyou think I'm atraitor?"

"No, | think you're afull-of-himsdf, arrogant

prick who got lucky once and played it to the hilt.
Luck. like anything else, has atendency to run out.”
Sdvo pulled in along breath through his nogtrils.
"Areyou going to tell me or not?'

A dow smile played over Kanesface, and he
showed an edge of teeth. "Why not, sSince you're
going to kill me anyway? 1'm not redlly the Kane the



you know. I'm from apardld universe. Y ourethere,
too. Or you used to be."

SaAvo stared at him with amocking condescension.
"Redly?Wheream | now?"

"Dead on arooftop. | chilled your dagging ass
mysdf,”

For an ingtant, Salvo looked confused by the ver-
nacular, then angry incredulity glinted in hiseyes,
"Areyou trying to make me believe you're crazy
and so let you of f?!

"l wasjugt giving you the reason why Thrush

wants me dead, since you asked so niceand al. He
knowsthe Kane | am now isn't the Kanewho ishis
favorite.”

"He knows you're from another planet.” Sdvo's
voicewasfla

"Not another planet, the same one. A paralle

Earth. And sois Thrush. A lot of them probably,
snce he gets around. Wherever he goes, he fucksit
up. Likethisplace. In my universe, Germany lost
World War |I. Thrush was so disappointed in Hitler,
he blew your precious Fuehrer's brains out"

Savo gaped in genuine, goggle-eyed shock. The
concept was more than insane, it was blagphemous.
Hislipsworked but no sound came out Findly, he
managed to spit, "Y ou redlly are crazy-and afuck-
ing traitor to unity. No wonder the field marshdl
wants you dead.”

"Thrush want me dead because | know what he
redlly is-or what he's not He's not human. 1'm not
even sureif he'sredly dive. We crossed paths once
before, but he seemed to know we'd meet again at
another time"

Savo wagged his head doggedly. "Y ou're crazy,
you redly are. I'm glad were only half brothers. I'd
hate to think thisisafamily trait”

Gusting out asigh, he took a step backward and
sad loudly, "Standard rules of termination. imple-
ment"

Kanetensed himsdf, wondering if he could drill
Savo before he himsalf was blasted to pieces by the
barrage of high-velocity rounds.

A fusillade of cracks ripped through the darkness,
one coming o fast on the hedls of the other they
sounded like onelong report. Two of the Battle Class
trooperstwirled on their toes, performing grotesque
pirouettes as bullet struck sparks from their helmets.
The other two staggered sideways, hit in the body
and colliding with each other. Salvo dapped at his
right hip, blurting wordlesdy in surpriseand pain.
Divots of dirt and rock exploded from the ground,



and as severa spurted up around Kane's feet, he
raced with furious speed toward the nearest of the
ditches plowed by the OGRE's treads.

He threw himsdlf into it as bullets chewed up the
heaped dirt on either Sde of the depression, one graz-
ing the top of hishelmet. Salvo's voice bellowed, but
he couldn't hear make out the words over the din of
full-autofire.

The Battle Class breed triggered their Sturm-
gewhers, and stuttering roars overlaid the continuous
volley fired from the shadows. Kanedidn't dareraise
his head to see what was going on. Bullets thumped
thear aove him, banged loudly againg the hull of
the OGRE and screamed off.

Hewasfairly certain of what was happening.
Drawing on his doppelganger’ s memories of the Cal-
gary campaign, he figured that a heavily armed con-
tingent of Roamers had hung back, waiting to seeiif
the Reich's representatives intended to honor the
truce. Now they were paying back the betrayal with
interest.

It was abig group, judging by the popping qudity

of the massed single shotsinterwoven with the bull-
fiddleroar of full-auto bursts. Roamers were gener-
dly frugd with their ammo, but now they intended

to make alast bloody stand.

Thefield of fire shifted. concentrating on the Béttle
Class troopers who shot back. Using his elbows and
the sdes of hisfeet, Kane began crawling forward,
toward the rear of the OGRE. Mortar rounds burst
from the launch tubes of the vehicle. and the deto-
nations smeared the night with distant orange flashes.
Velled by smoke and dust. the explosions were dim.
like digtant heat lightning within heavy cloud cover.
Over the cacophony. Salvo's maddened voice
screeched. "Advance! Terminate! Advance!”

Savo had lost whatever cool he might have had,
ordering his soldiersto charge into the teeth full-auto
fire. The wisest tactic would have been to order a
retrest, back to the OGRE. Onceinsde, al of itson-
board weapons systems could be brought to bear
while everyone sat in sefety.

A body thudded into the ditch in front of Kane.

The trooper thrashed around and kicked up clods of
loose dirt, trying to force his bullet-riddled body to
obey Sdvo's command. His pointed teeth champed
impotently at the air; his dlawed fingerstore up the
soil.

Kane watched his mad struggles. the swest of fear
bresking out dl over hisface. flowing into the
scratches on hisface and making them sting. The



ripped, gnawed flesh at the back of hisneck hurt with
abone-deep ache.

The more human features of the trooper were sub-
sumed by their bestid aspect, increasing the overall
horror of his degth throes. The soldier fought to stay

diveonly so he could kill. He turned his obsidian
eyestoward Kane, staring at him without seeing him.
With aquiver of loathing, Kaneredlized the

trooper symbolized how ancient man viewed Bdam
and hisfolk, as demonic, utterly inhuman monstros-
ities. The Battle Class breed was millennia-old su-
perdgition made aterrifying redlity.

The soldier's struggles ceased abruptly, hislimbs
locking gtiffly in unnatura angles, mouth agape, face
turned toward the sky. Although it made his heart
pound, Kane forced himsdlf to crawl over the corpse,
thinking the trooper was dmost as ghastly dead as
dive. He noted the multitude of bullet holesin his
body, too many to count. However, there was very
little blood, only awatery gruel mixed with the sticky
ichor.

AsKane lifted himsdf over the corpse, he risked
aswift glance over the heaped dirt rimming the fur-
row. He saw aconfusing turmoil of running shapes
and smears of orange flame from wegpons. From out
of the shifting planes of dust and smoke plunged a
howling mob of crazed Roamers, shrieking blood-
thirsty cries. They fired their blasters as they came.
Thetrooper swarmed to meet them like dinking
black shadowswith unblinking soullesseyesand
misshapen, vulpine jaws open. They moved with a
blurring speed, in great legps and bounds.

The two forces crashed headlong into each other.
Wherever aclawed hand found a hold on ahuman,
it began to tear him gpart. The Roamers shot, battered
and clubbed them in maniacal fury, but where one
trooper fdl, three of their own number went down.
Kane didn't spy Salvo anywherein the screaming
mass, S0 heincreased the speed of his crawl to the
OGRE, resisting the insistent urge to leap up and par-
ticipate in the battle. The problem was, hisdesireto
join one side or the other seesawed. Kane, the
knighted warrior of the Reich, had hisdevotion to
duty to adhereto. Kane, the exile, the invader, had
the fierce urge to help the humans wipe the geneti-
caly engineered abominations off the face of the .
Earth.

Morethan likely if he surrendered to either im-

pulse he would ingtantly be killed by whatever sde
he choseto join.



Reaching the rearward tread assembly, Kane wrig-
gled out of the ditch it had dug in the ground and
crept to itsfar sde. He paused to catch his breath.
No more bullets struck the OGRE's heavy metd
hide, and no more mortar rounds belched from the
machine'slaunch tubes. The two battling factions
were locked too closely together for even the most
precise targeting to do more than blow up both man
and nonman.

Rising to hisfeet, Kaneran in acrouch. benesth

the underbdlly of the OGRE, the cloying smdll of
grease and fud filling his nogtrils. He reached the
ramp and clambered over itsSide, sprinting up into
the personnel compartment. He used the jump seats
as stepping-stones to reach the cockpit.

The door was down, and he hammered on it with
the butt of his Sin Eater, shouting, "Open up, damn
you! It'sMgor Kane! Open up!

He gambled the pilot and copilot hadn't beenin-
formed of thekill orderson him. Evenif they wit-
nessed the fight with the trooper and his confronta
tion with Salvo, they wouldn't ask any questions. As
highly trained soldiers, they should, by dl rights, im-
mediately obey the commands of a superior officer
and aknight.

Theinch-thick metd porta did up into dots, and
Kane bulled hisway into the cockpit. The two men
gave him tense, bright-eyed stares as he stood behind
their chairs. Savo'stinny, stressed voice shouted
from the comm-link channdl.

A glance at one of the monitor screens showed him
black-clad figures pursuing the Roamersinto the
smoke-shrouded shadows, pulling down man after
man. He saw nothing of Savo inthe milling, running
confusion. He palmed the door button on the bulk-
head and the portal did down, closing off the cockpit.
"Raisetheramp,” Kane ordered.

Both men looked a him in disbelief. Covered with
dirt, smeared with blood, histunic ripped and tom,
they ingtantly suspected held lost hisgrip, givingin
to panic.

"Sir," ventured Dent, the pilot, "our forcesare
driving them off, o there's no need-"

"Doit, " Kanebrokein harshly.

The copilot swallowed hard. "With al due respect,
Maor, | cannot see why-"

Kane used the Sin Eater as a bludgeon, rapping the
barrdl sharply on the copilot's head. Meta collided
againg bone with an ugly crunching thud. The man
sagged in hischair, blood rivering from hislaid-open
scalp.



Half risng from hischair, Dent shouted, "Sir!"

Kane covered him, histeeth bared in asnarl. "Sit
down, stupe, or I'll turn your head into a canoe.”
The pilot dowly relaxed into his seat, fear warring
with anger on hisface. Keeping Dent's head framed
in ,the sights of hisweapon, Kane reached over and
tapped the appropriate buttons on the console. With
ahum and ahiss, theramp raised to join with the
floor of the personne compartment. It sealed witha
dull dank.

Inafaint voice, Dent said, "The Lieutenant Colo-

nd isdill out there"

Kane jammed the bore of his Sin Eater againgt the
sdeof Dent's head. "I'm in command now. Y oull
follow my orders, or your brainswill bein your lap."
The skin around the man's eyes and lips turned the
color of old ashes. "Yes, gr."

Kane reached behind him to the fire-control board,
relieved he recognized the buttons and what wegpons
they controlled. Glancing through the ob port he saw
agroup of black-clad Battle Class troopers savaging
the Roamer deed, flaying the skin off their faces. His
belly dipped sdeways when he saw them shoving
the ripped and bloody flesh into their mouths, using
their long prehensile tonguesto lick their claws clean
of blood.

With atouch of two keys, he adjusted the position
of theminigun turret. "What are you doing?' Dent
demanded.

Kane gave him an ingenuous smile, then with his
forefinger bent at afey angle, tapped the key once.
Rotating spear points of flame flickered from the
multiple barrels of the machine gun. The 7.62 mm
rounds punched a cross-gtitch pattern in the dirt, the
lines of impact scampering and intersecting with a
pair of thetroopers. They were flung around in mists
of blood. The jackhammer roar was muted by the hull
of the OGRE, but the results of itsfull-auto burst
were not At that range, nothing could survive the
withering leed hail.

Kane tapped the key again and silenced the mini-
gun. "Get us moving. Drive us closer to the monu-
ment”

Dent hesitated only an ingtant before shifting le-
versand pressing the gas pedd. The armored vehicle
groaned and bounced dong in first gear until the en-
gine hit ahigh, straining note, then Dent upshifted.
Peering through the port, Kane saw three of the
Battle Class breed run into the path of the OGRE,
waving their riflesover their heads, trying to flag the
vehicleto astop. The pilot eased the pressure of his



foot from the gas pedd.

"Run them down," Kane snapped.

"They're our own men!”

"They arent men at dl. Run them down, | said.”
Dent paled but did as he was ordered. He dammed
hisfoot againg the accderator, flooring it The
OGRE surged forward.

The troopers turned to run. One of them managed
to legp out of the vehicl€'s path, but the prow of the
OGRE dammed into the other two, knocking them
down, crushing them benesth the ponderous, clatter-
ing treads.

The OGRE chugged itsway up adope, through a
stand of sagebrush and down into an arroyo. Asthe
deeply fissured and creviced base of Mount Rush-
morefilled the ob port, the pilot asked, "Where are
wegoing?”

"Not much farther," Kanereplied. "Just until
wereinrange.” I'll you know."

Dent cast him aworried glance, but said nothing.
After another minute of steady forward rumbling,
Kane said, "Stop us here.”

The pilot stamped on the brakes hard, and the
OGRE lurched to asquedling hat. Kane kept the
blagter trained on the man, smiling aknowing smile.
He had expected Dent to try to throw him off balance
and so had braced himsalf against the copilot's sest.
"Now what?' Dent was starting to show some
attitude.

Kanes|eft hand deftly played over the keys of the
fire-control board, redigning the mortar launchers,
configuring the targeting scanner. The graven image
of Adolf Hitler swelled within the scope, and Kane
centered the crosshairs on his granite mustache. Then
he brought hisfinger down hard on the key in asav-
age, stabbing motion.

The mortar tubes erupted with flame, smoke and
noise. He launched them dl, more or lesssmulta-
neoudy. Dent shrieked, hiseyesbulging in hysteria.
The huge visage of Hitler disappeared benesth
tongues of yelow flame and billowing puffballs of
smoke. Chunks of rock erupted, rattling down on the
OGRE'shull, beating like outraged fists. The pilot
screamed with each detonation, clawing at hisface,
his gaze glued to the targeting scope. After the last
warhead exploded, Kane waited slently for the
smoketo clear.

Hitler's likeness was completely unrecognizable as
either the leader of the Reich or asaman. Huge
smoking craters dotted the massive face, completely
obliterating hisfestures. A pattern of cracks was



riven deeply through the sculpture, and Kane figured
the next half-decent storm would cause what was | eft
of it to collapse.

"Do you think that's enough?' Kane asked. "Or
should we give him alight once over with the Blitz
cannon?’

Dent buried hisfacein his shaking hands. He made
retching noises. "Y ou bastard...you bastard...”

Kane rapped him smartly on the back of the head
with the barrel of the Sin Eater. "Shut up. Get it
together and get us moving back to the base."
Groaning between clenched teeth, Dent threw the
machineinto gear and steered away from the mon-
ument in aninety-degree turn. Kane yanked the
power cablesfrom the radio set and put themina
pocket

"Keegp following my orders,” he said, "and youll
livethrough this. Disobey asingle one, and I'll leave
you herefor what'sleft of the Roamersto find."

He pointed to the unconscious, bloodied copilot
"The samething goesfor him when-or if-he
comesaround.”

He pushed the button to raise the door and stepped
down into the personnd compartment Salvo chose
that ingtant to hammer the butt of a Sturmgewher into
hisgroin.

Chapter 24

Grant and Brigid went for their Sde arms at the same
time. Before either one had their weapons more than
halfway out of the holsters, Thrush wasaiming his
own pigtol directly at them. Grant froze, saring
dumbfounded. He had only the briefest of impres-
sonsof ablur of movement before the Sin Eater
gprouted magically from the end of Thrush'sarm.
"Oh, yes" Thrush said quietly. "l am that fast.

Surely your compeatriots must have informed you of
that.”

Shoving his pistol back into the holster, Grant said,

"l saw it for mysdf.”

Thrush cocked his head questioningly. "Indeed?
When or where was that?"

"Nearly two hundred years ago, in the basement

of the Russian embassy in Washington. | watched
you murder aman with anerve poison.”

Thrush moved his head fractiondly. "Oh, yes, Fe-
lix. So that was you | sensed. I'm able to detect
anomal ous el ectromagnetic signatures, but I'm not al-



ways able to identify them.”

"So you're not perfect,” Brigid commented.

"| don't recall ever making that claim. But then,

I've made so many claimsin so many placesit's
possible | might have implied something along those
lines"

Thrush's dark-lensed gaze shifted to Lakesh. "And
I've extracted so many troublesome factors. It be-
comeswearying.”

Hewagged the barrdl of hisweapon. "L et us move
aong and continue with the tour. I'll take over from
this point onward.”

L akesh digplayed no fear whatsoever, not even a
mild anxiety. With atouch of disdain, awhiff of
defiance heinquired, " So you're asilent invader, too,
aren't you?"'

"Don't employ my own euphemism againgt me,
Adminigrator,” Thrush retorted. "I've been here
longer than you. Thisismore my world than yours,
since | helped to shapeit.”

"When you warp and corrupt worlds," Grant said,
"they becomeyours, isthat your reasoning?"

Thrush smiled. "Rather more melodramatic than |
might have phrased it, but you're essentialy on
track.”

With Thrush behind them, they moved down the
corridor. Brigid said conversationdly, "I did a bit of
research on the phenomenon you're associated with,
FedMarshd."

"And what phenomenon isthat, Miss Baptiste?"
"The Men In Black. MIBs, to use the old vernac-
ular. It'sassumed that MIB reports dated back only
to the twentieth century and were linked to UFO
sghtings. | learned that history isreplete with leg-
ends about Men In Black whose origin is uncertain.
Many timesthey wereinvolved in pivota points of
human devel opment.”

"Isthat 307" Thrush inquired in athoroughly

bored tone.

"It'sso," Brigid answered. "Men In Black figured
peripheradly in many of the greatest inventions, from
the printing pressto the steam engine. And of course,
they figured abit more prominently in political
events, like nations, wars and religious up-
heavals. According to testimony, aMan In Black was
theingigator of the Sdem witch triads”

"A very long time ago," Thrush commented.

"In more recent history, Lakesh-our Lakesh-

saw you at the Overproject Whisper facility. Not cO-
incidentally, it waslocated under the ArchuletaMesa.
He claimed you were dways around when Operation



Chronos experiments were scheduled.”

"What are you trying to make me out to be, Miss
Baptiste?' Thrush asked blandly. "Chaosincarnate?
Shivathe Degtroyer? The devil ?*

After asecond's contemplation, Brigid retorted,
"Why not?If it looks like aduck and walkslikea
duck, then it probably isaduck."

Field Marshd Thrush only laughed.

They continued traveling down the corridor, which
seaemed to stretch on endlessly. "Where are you tak-
ing us?' Grant demanded.

"To aplace whereyour curiogity issatisfied, Sir.

| am nothing if not accommodating.”

After afew moreyards, Thrush ordered ahdlt,
ingtructing them to face the left-hand wall. It wasa
blank white expanse, broken only by arecessed tog-
gle switch nestled within asmdl round collar. He
pointed toit. "Miss Baptiste, be so kind as to throw
the switch."

She hesitated, then did as shewastold. A section

of thewadll split in two and parted, like rectangular,
floor-to-ceiling curtains. It revealed atransparent bar-
rier, and on the other Side of it stood afigure.
Benesth the pitiless glare of neon tubes overhead,

it might have been a statue crafted from smooth,
whitish stone. But they saw the steedy riseand fall

of itschest and theflicking of itslong tongue. They
dared in horrified fascination, then revulsion.

The creature regarded them with no expression on
itsface, though it was difficult to tell. It stood perhaps
fivefeet eight inchestal and was of human config-
uration. The hairless head |ooked strangely swollen
inthe rear. Strips of muscle tissue ran up from the
jaw hinge and joined at the back of the skull to make
asagittal crest.

The lower portion of its head was snouted and
fanged, and along black tongue writhed restlesdy
between the open jaws. The eyeswerelike little pools
of onyx, with no visible pupils, irises or whites.

The armswere very long, the hands dender, the
fingersterminating in curved claws. The digitson the
bare feet were smilarly tipped.

Its entire body looked to be al muscle, from the
washboard-ridged belly, to the well-devel oped biceps
and triceps, to the thick ropes of tendon and sinew
enwrapping its shoulders and upper back, forming an
unnatural hump. It possessed no genitals, only
smooth paeflesh a the juncture of itsthighs.

Both Grant and Brigid had seen any number of
hybridized creatures, but not one likethis. It looked
like predatory death stripped down to its bare essen-



tids. It occurred to her that it faintly resembled a
cross between Balam and the body they had seen of
Enlil, thelast Annunnka.

"The magter race to inherit the Earth,” Thrushin-
toned pridefully. "Free of carnal appetites, with no
hunger for affection or ambition. The ultimate war-
rior, history's darling and humankind's despair. He
and his brothers are pure predator, created and exist-
ing only tokill."

"Kill whom?' Brigid wanted to know.

"Whomever they'retold,” Thrushreplied. "In
thisingtance, human beings.”

"Certain human beings," Grant ventured, "or hu-
man beingsin generd?"

"Not in generd, specificdly,” Lakesh said qui-

ely. "All human beings”

"Why bother breeding awarrior race?' Grant de-
manded. "The Reich rulesthe world and owns all
the blasters. Even where we'refrom, if the blaster is
big enough, it makes the soldiers who use them pretty
unimportant.”

"Very true," Thrush said agreesbly. "Tanksand
automatic rifles make any advantagesthat can be
gained from breeding superior physical properties
into soldiersmargina.”

Brigid looked at the creature again. It stood stock-
dill, asif it were adeep. "Then why goto dl the
trouble?'

Thrush glanced at Lakesh. "Why don't you tell
them? The same question plagued you for many
years until you eventualy reasoned out the answer."
Lakesh cleared histhroat. "The term Battle Class
issomething of amisnomer, deliberately so. They
would be more accurately named the Genocide Class.
They were bred to view humankind astheir natural
prey, asawolf viewsarabbit or akiller whaea
Grant'slipstwigted. "If the am isto make hu-
manity extinct, turning loose a bunch of dickless,
bioengineered muties doesn't seem the way to go
about it."

"Redly?" Thrush asked. "Presented with the

same problem, how would you solveit? A long, de-
dtructive and chaotic war in which natural resources
are asin asmuch danger of extermination asthe en-
emy?

"Nuclear wegpons that render much of the Earth
completely uninhabitable for many years? There-
lease of biologica and chemica wegpons that befoul
the atmosphere and toxify ecosystemsfor genera-
tions? No, my plan is much better, much nester and



fitsinwith natureinstead of opposing it. Surviva of
thefittest.”

Brigid scrutinized the creature again. "Y ou redly
think thingslike that can removedl of humanity,
conduct a globicide? No matter how depopulated the
world isright now, the introduction of anew pred-
atory species dtill seemsinefficient. They might be
tough, but they're ftill mortal. Y ou'll have losses, and
it doesn't appear they can reproduce in the conven-
tiond fashion."

L akesh spoke up. "The Battle Class breed has sen-
sory organs reduced and shielded. Their minds are
controlled by means of communicationsfilaments
grown by the electromagnetic energy of the brain it-
sdf. Ther skinisvery tough, and the pores can be
closed autonomically to prevent the introduction of
bacteriaor toxins. Almost dl of their orifices can be
seded a will. Thelr eyes are equipped with a pro-
tective outer lenswith adjustable transparency that
keepsthe eyebal moist. The skeleton is streamlined,
and dl of theinternd organs smplified. In the stage
of the metamorphosis you observe in this subject, the
lower abdomen and pelvic girdle have been modified
S0 that the genitals are withdrawn into the body for
protection. So, yes, they can reproduce convention-
dly."

Feld Marsha Thrush chuckled. "Once we get
around to breeding females, of course.”

"For vicious predators,” Grant sad, "thisone
seemsfairly well-behaved.”

"That's because his organic trigger is switched

off," Lakesh replied.

"What happenswhen it'son?"

"Thelr systems are flooded with vast amounts of
adrendine, testosterone and other hormones. They
undergo aferd ‘flight or fight' reflex, which is shifted
toward aggresson and hodtility."

Brigid studied the creaturés fang-filled jaws.

"Y ou've obvioudy designed it to be acarnivore.”
Thrush nodded. "Aren't dl predators? And don't

al predators eat what they kill?"

Grant and Brigid svung their headstoward him
sharply, faces registering repugnance. "They're can-
nibals?* Grant demanded.

"Cannibas devour their own kind. Humanity is

not their own kind, though of coursethey have hu-
man genes. That iswhere the viciouskiller-ingincts
comefrom.”

"How do you plan to introduce your predatorsinto
human environments?' Brigid asked. "Just turn

them loose in awild, disorganized horde on com-



munities? ,

"Wild, perhaps. Disorganized, not & all. Have you
ever heard of the Wild Hunt?'

Brigid started, eyesgoing wide. "A pagan ritud,
probably dating back to prehistoric times. Cerunnos,
the Homed God, represented the hunt, the killing of
prey and the winter months. The Wild Hunt was per-
formed every year in hishonor and ranged far and
wide. People who were criminas or unproductive
were the designated prey. They were hunted down,
killed and dlegedly estenin aceremony.
"Cernunnos himsdlf often led the hunt. Some texts
describe him as hdf animal, but most of thetime he
manifested himself asaMan In Black.”

She eyed him speculatively. ™Y ou're not claming
you're Cernunnos, a pagan deity, are you?"

"Asl sad, I've made so many claimsin so many
facesthey tend to dip my mind. Have you seen
enough here?'

Not waiting for aresponse, Thrush flicked the tog-
gle switch to the down position, and the wall porta
closed again. Brigid wasn't done with the topic. "I
suppose it's conceivable you're the basis of Cernun-
nos, since you can travel through the hyperdimen-
sonsaseadly wewalk through aroom. It'sequaly
possible you formed the foundation of many myths
and legends as control mechanismsfor the human
race. The Battle Class breed isthelatest in along
line of control mechanisms, it it?'
"Anythingispossble, MissBaptiste.” Thrush
motioned to them with the blaster. "If not in one
universe, then certainly in another.”

Grant stood his ground, eyes seething with hatred.
"Maybe s0," he grated, "but you seem to have the
same agendain every one of them.”

"Theway | approach that agenda varies asto cir-
cumstance.”

"Who givesyou your marching orders?' Grant
demanded. "The Archon Directorate?'

"As| indicated, everything is variable depending

on the circumstance.”

"Let'stalk about these circumstances,” Brigid
chdlenged. "The Archons definitely figured into
World War n on this casement as on our own. How
did that involvement with the Nazis come about?'
"Start moving, please,” Thrush said politely.

"And I'll explain abit of it to you."

Reuctantly, they obeyed his order, Grant pushing
Lakesh'swheelchair ahead of him. Thrush walked
behind them and spoke in acam, uninflected voice.
"Ason your casement-on al of them that | have



vigted-the Nazi Party in and of itself was nothing
more than ared herring, apublic-relaionsfront to
hide the workings of an ancient secret society with
linksto Asia, whose symbol wasthe reversed swas-
tika. Even the most fanaticaly patriotic German
would not have been able to somach what the Thule
and Vril societies were up to, or what deeds Hitler
performed in their service,

"Hitler, aswdl asthe men who became hisinner
circle of advisers, wereinitiated into this secret lodge.
Rituas were common, and some of them revolved
around afragment of amystica black stone. They
used it to affect and ater outcomes of events.”
"Alternate event horizons," Brigid murmured.

"Just s0. Asyou have no doubt learned about the
stone, the Trapezohedron is a discrete quanta packet
that interacts and interfaces with the basic units of
redity.”

Grant threw a scowl over his shoulder. "What the
hell are basic units of redity?'

"Essentidly,” Thrush replied, "any action that
triggersaresction. In essence, ther ritualswith the
facet of the Trapezohedron opened a door and some-
thing camein."

"The Archons,” Grant said matter-of-factly.

"No," Thrush replied, "not on this casement or

your own. An emissary arrived first, one that easily
moved among the decision makers, observing and as-
amilating knowledge, extrapolating and recommend-
ing whether an dliance would prove profitable.”
"Who was the emissary?" Brigid asked suspi-
coudy.

"The emissary was capable of independent

thought and movement, could make va ue judgments,
but was bound within strictly circumscribed para
meters of duty."

"Y ou sound like you're describing a computer
program,” Brigid said, "not an individud .

"A program, yes. But not necessarily a com-

puter's.”

They turned acomer and Grant said, "She asked
who was the emissary, not what."
"Thereislittledifferencein thiscase" came

Thrush's unruffled response. 'Y es, 1 wasthe emis-
sary, atraveling diplomat without a portfolio, amo-
bile embassy if you will. Whét you refer to asthe
Archon Directorate wanted to make sure 1 could ar-
range the best dedl in exchange for their involvement
inagloba conflict. But Archon priorities had to take
precedence.”

"What the Third Reich got out of the dedl isob-



vious," Brigid commented. "What were the Archon
priorities?'

"A world without chaos, humanity depopulated,
unified and made productive. Asyou know, thisis
their planet, too, and they were willing to make sac-
rificesin order for it to be secure.”

They reached aT junction, and Thrush pointed
them to the left. "However," he went on, "after the
Reich victory and unification, 1 cameto redizethat
the true gift the Archons offered thisworld lay not

in the superior technology they gave to Germany, but
it lay within themselves."

Grant shook hishead. "'l don't get You."

"l do," Lakesh murmured.”

"Draw on your own experiences from your home
casement,” Thrush suggested. "Think of the hybrid-
ization programs indtituted by the baronies, the fixa
tion with Purity Control, on improving the breed by
thejudicious mixing of Archon geneswith human.”
"Yes" Brigid said impatiently, "welearned from
Baam that it was done in order for their race to sur-
vivein somefashion."

"Ashere. But consder-why adwaysthe genetic
materia provided from the Archons? What makesit
S0 unique?' Without waiting for an answer, he de-
clared, "Their DNA isinfinitely adaptable, malea
ble, its segments able to achieve anear seamless se-
guencing pettern with whatever biologica materid is
spliced to it In someways, it actslike avirus, over-
writing other genetic codes, picking and choosing the
best human quditiesto enhance. Their DNA can be
tinkered with to creste endless variations, it can be
adjusted and fine-tuned. It isthe human genes that
cause blunders, not the Archon.”

Brigid recollected what Kane had learned about
Bdam'srace during his. telepathic communication
with him. After an ancient globd catastrophe, in or-
der to survive, hisrace transformed itsdlf to adapt to
the new environment. Muscle tissue becameless
dense, motor reflexes sharpened, optic capacities
broadened. A new range of abilities was developed
that allowed them to live on aplanet whose magnetic
fields had changed, whose weather was drastically
unpredictable.

They reached adoor at the end of the corridor.
Thrush punched in athree-digit number on akeypad
intheframe, and it swung slently inward. Brigid and
Grant hesitated on the threshold, staring.

"l only vidited here once, many yearsago,” La

kesh murmured. "I never cared to come again.”
They looked into alarge chamber with adomed



ceiling from which dim blue light shone down. The
walswere of adull green, the floor white. There
were only three objectsin the room. A stone pillar
rose somefour feet in height from the center of the
floor. Atop of it rested abox of hammered silver, its
hinged lid thrown back.

Beyond that was a pae gray man-shape seated on
araised dais. They stared aghadt, first in surprise,
then in recognition. The naked figure was very short,
barely four feet tal and excessively dender. Hishigh,
domed cranium narrowed to an e ongated chin. His
skin bore afaint grayish-pink cast, stretched drum-
tight over astructure of facia bonesthat seemed all
cheek and brow, with little in between avedtigia
nose and asmal compressed dit of amouth. Six
long, spidery fingers, dl nearly the same length rested
on his crossed knees. .The two huge up-danting eyes
were closed asif in deep.

"Baam," Grant sad hoarsdly.

The blue-veined lids parted and the big obsidian
dared at him, then a dl of them, findly focusing on
Feld Marshd Thrush.

Voice purring with amusement, Thrush nudged
Brigid in the small of the back with the bore of his
pistal. "Go on in and meet the true father of the
madter race.”

Chapter 25

Kane flopped onto hisside, swalowing the bilerising
up histhroat in an acidic column. Painradiated in
throbbing waves from hisgroin as he lay doubled up
on thefloor.

Savo kicked him on thethigh. "Areyou just go-

ing to lie there, you traitorous bastard? Get up.”
Blinking back the tear-haze swvimming in his eyes,
Kane saw his Sin Eater lying on the deck ten feet
away, where Salvo had kicked it.

"Get up!" Sdvo roared, kicking him again.

Kane looked up at him. Blood soaked Salvo'sright
trouser leg. A crimson stresk painted hisleft hand
and knuckles from another wound tom in his bicep.
"Fucking Roamers nearly beat us," he hissed be-
tween clenched teeth, hisvoice so thick with outrage
it was nearly incomprehensible. " Us, the dlite of the
Reich. Sixteen of the Battle Class dead! Over haf
the squad!™

He stamped hard on Kane'sthigh. "You did it!

How can | face thefield marsha now?'



Kane waited until he was certain he wasn't going

to throw up before saying, "Y ou don't haveto face
him."

"What the fuck do you mean?' Salvo'seyes

blazed with awild, crazed light.

"Do what asolider and aknight would do. Put a
blaster to your head and pull thetrigger.”

Savo hawked up from deep in histhroat and spit
on him. "That'swhat you'd do, right?" he asked
scornfully.

"Yes, if | falled asmiserably asyou. And against
Roamers and outlanders no less. It'sthe only hon-
orablethingto do."

Kane paused and forced ataunting smile onto his
face, though it caused the claw-inflicted gougesto
ging. "But | keep forgetting, you're not honorable.
That'swhy I'm the knight and get dl the perks, and
you get the rank but haveto livein my shadow.”

He watched and waited for Salvo'sreaction. It was
not long in coming. Hisfacid musclestwitchedina
nervoustic, hisentire body trembled asif hewerein
asaizure and his hands clenched so tightly around
the Sturmgewher the metal creaked.

Then, with afull-throated bellow of insanerage
erupting from histhroat, from the roots of hissoul,
SAvo lifted therifle over hishead, preparing to batter
him to desth.

Kane had gambled if he struck enough nerves,
SAvo'sego-fueed fury would blind him to the

ead est and most reasonabl e option-ssmply shoot
him dead while he lay on the deck.

But Salvo was too consumed with the mindless,
savage desireto beat him until he died or begged for
it.

As Salvo whipped up therifle, Kane's upper body
catapulted from the floor, driving the crown of his
head between Savo'slegs. Hefdt thetesticle sac
grind againg the pelvic bone and he dmost muttered,
"Quid pro quo."

The butt of the rifle crashed againgt his back, be-
tween the shoulder blades, but it felt lesslike ablow
than if Salvo had merdly dropped the weapon on him.
A choked, keening wail burst from Salvo'slipsas
he jackknifed a the waist. Kane lunged up again,
using the back of hishead as a battering ram. Savo
fel down against ajump seet, lower lip split and
spurting blood. Hetried to kick him, but Kane made
adivefor Savo's neck and got both hands around
it.

For a second, their bloody, sweat-sheened faces
were only inches apart. Through gritted teeth, Kane



hissed, "Thisiswhat | should have doneto you that
night in MesaVerde Canyon.”

He squeezed and pressed down with histhumbs
with dl thisstrength. Savo clawed at him madly, his
nallstearing a hisface, trying to gouge out his eyes.
He struggled and thrashed, his tongue protruding.

A shudder ran the length of the compartment, then
the deck dropped out from underneath them. Kane
had only the briefest impression of Dent gazing over
the back of his chair; one hand resting on the ramp
controls.

The OGRE wastraveing at afairly good clip, and
the pilot didn't dow it He obvioudy felt Salvo was
an acceptablelossif it meant getting rid of the mur-
derous, treasonous Major Kane.

Both men began diding down the metal chute, but
as the steps rose beneath their bodies, Kane was able
to jam afoot againgt one and hold him and Salvoin
place.

The end of the ramp banged loudly againgt arock,
sending up aflurry of sparks. The violent jounce
nearly threw Kane over theraised lip of the sde. He
released his stranglehold on Salvo and dapped both
hands on the edges. Theroar of the engines best at
his earslike thunder, and the fud fumes stung his
eyes and seared histhroat.

Salvo, hisface atwisted, blood-spattered mask, at-
tempted to drag enough air into hislungsto take
action, but he succumbed to a coughing fit.

The ramp struck another rock, amost bouncing
Kane draight into the personnel compartment. Salvo
did down, bumping againgt therisers, flailing to se-
cure agrip on anything. His hands closed over the
toe of Kane's left boot. Kane, hands braced against
the raised sides of the ramp, Strained to keep from
being dragged down. Salvo's feet were only inches
from the ground.

Grave sprayed up, rattling against the metd,
pluming dust contrails blinded them both.

"Help me!" Sdvo screamed.

Kanetried to pull hisfoot free. The ramp began a
back-and-forth fishtail swing, evoking ablest of ter-
ror from Salvo.

"Help me!" he shrilled again. "For God's sake,
you're my brother!"

"l thought 1 was afull-of-himsdlf, arrogant

prick!" Kane shouted back, but he doubted that
Savo heard him over the roar of the engine and the
incessant, near-deafening clatter of the treadsand re-
turnrollers.

Savo lunged desperately, shifting hisgrip from



Kanesfoot to hisankle. He pulled, intending to
climb Kanesleg likearope. Armstrembling with
the effort of kegping himself braced in position, Kane
ydled, "Get your feet up on the steps! Do something
to save yoursdf!”

Savo's boots kicked futilely for purchase, but the
ramp crashed violently into an irregularity in the
ground. His near panic gave way to aburst of anger.
"Fuck you!" he shrieked, fingersdigging into
Kanesleg.

Kaneraised hisleft leg, bent it at the knee and
straightened it, driving the treaded sole of hisboot
full into the middle of Salvo'sface. The man'snose
collapsed under the blow, blood sheeting out from
both nostrils. He croaked' 'Fuck you" again.

Kane kicked Salvo in the head a second time, then
athird. He drew up hisleg for afourth, but it wasn't
necessary. Salvo'sfingerslost ther strength and as
the ramp bounced, he pitched headlong over itsside
and out of sight.

Kanewasn't sureif held been caught by one of

the treads or had his bones broken against the rocky
earth. At the moment, he didn't give adamn one way
or the other.

Carefully, with agonizing downess, heinched his
way back up the ramp, pausing every few moments
to brace himsdlf. Turning his head on histhrobbing
neck, he looked toward the OGRE's cockpit. The
door was still open, and Dent dternated his attention
between piloting the vehicle and glancing back every
few seconds.

When he caught sght of Kane, hismouth fell open
and he hdf rose from his chair, swatting awkwardly
for the door's push button control.

Twigting over onto dl fours, Kane st himsdlf and

ran up therisers of therocking ramp, nearly faling
over the sde. Dent's hand dapped at the button. and
the portal began diding down. Kane dived under it,
the edge clipping the hedl of one boot.

Hefetched up in ahaf-prone position beneath the
control console and fended off the clumsy, one-
legged kicks asqueding Dent launched a him. Fight-
ing hisway to hisfeet, Kane lashed out with the edge
of hisright hand, catching the man full acrossthe
neck. There was amushy crunch, as of astick of wet
wood breaking, and Dent dropped dead into his set.
Hisfoot fell from the accelerator, and the OGRE in-
gtantly dowed. ,

Kane dragged the pilot's body from the chair and

sat down. He applied a steady pressure to the brakes
and worked the gearshift lever, clumsly at first, then



with more skill. The vehicle cameto afull sop and
st iding.

He activated the ramp and raised it, although the
meta frame did not perfectly join with thetooled
dots,

After pulling Dent's body into the personnd com-
partment, he quickly examined the copilot The man
was dead, apparently from afractured skull. He let
him stay where he was. Removing the power cables
from his pocket, he plugged them into the radio, and
after afew moments managed to raise the air base.
Heidentified himsdif.

"I need air evac immediady. Weve got many
casudties." Hedid not haveto try to very hard to
sound weary and racked with pain.

"From Roamers?' came the astonished reply.
"Roamers and the Battle Class troopers. They
turned on us, went completely blood smple. I'll give
thefield marshd afull report. Haveamedic and air
trangport back to Dulce ready for me."

He read off the coordinates from the instrument
panel and cut the contact. He sat back in the chair to
wait. What concerned him the most was not hisvar-
ious wounds, but the fact the pressurein his skull
had built to a steedy, insstent throb.

Chapter 26

Balam spoke, in aharsh, strained ssammering whis-
per that did not changein key or timbre. "What isit
you wish from me now?"

Grant'sand Brigid's eyes strayed to Baam's
skinny, e ongated limbs. Both of them saw the marks
of hypodermics, IV shunts and the scoop-shapes
where innumerable skin samples were taken.
"Thisisasocid cdl," Thrush said with amock-

ing, deferential smile. "The project iscomplete. The
breeding cycleis successful. Y ou have fathered a
new speciesthat will make thisworld secure.”

The huge black eyes shifted to Brigid, Grant and
Lakesh. They fet sad, asif they werelooking upon
atragicfigure. not aparticipant in aconspiracy.
"The new specieswill hunt the old into extinc-
tion." Bdamsad.

"That isthe plan. " Thrush replied. ' 'Y ou knew it
fromthe dart.”

He gestured to Grant and Brigid. "They are my
guestsfrom far away. They arrived by the path laid
down by your forebears."



He shifted position to stand beside the silver box
onthepillar. They followed his hand wave, and their
stomach muscles clenched and their heartbests sped
up. They stared at the shape within the box. It wasa
black Trapezohedron with many flat, surfaces, like
the facets of acrystd. It did not touch the bottom of
the box, but hung suspended by eight ddlicate silver
wires extending from the container'sinner walls. A
radiance seemed to shimmer from it, an unearthly
phosphorescence that was very nearly invisible.
Thrush met Brigid's questioning gaze. "The com-
plete stone, the entirety of the Shining Trapezohe-
dron. The fragments were scattered on thisworld,
too. Here they were all recovered some two centuries
ago, afeat that euded the Third Reich on your case-
Brigid started to speak, cleared her throat and
asked, "And isthat why the Nazisfailed there?'
"Onereason,” Thrush admitted. "Only one

Badam's strange, strained voice spoke lowly.

"There are dways reasons, dways different paths.
Thisisonly oneamong many aswell."

Lakesh wheded himsdlf closer to Balam, scruti-
nizing him keenly asif he were aspecimen under a
microscope. Y ou've been the source of dl the ge-
netic materid for the Reich's breeding program for
nearly 250 years, haven't you?"

"l should think that is patently obvious, Admin-
igrator,” Thrush dated. "Heisthelast of hiskind
and therefore the bridge between the human race and
the master race.”

Bdam'shead dowly swiveled on his short, dender
neck. He addressed Thrush dispassionately. "Y ou
corrupted a program that was meant to creste anew
race, the mixing of the best of two to create one so
both would become greater than the sum of their
parts. Y ou have pent me up in here to do your bid-
ding. Now it isover. Set mefree."

"Y ou should be grateful | kept you here, Balam.”
"Like ahost body should be grateful to its para
Ste?' Brigid snapped in sudden anger, eyes hot with
green flames. "I'vefindly figured you out, Thrush-
you're not an agent of destiny or the Archons. You're
atick, suganingitsdf onthelifefluid of any living
creature who alows you to get close enough toit.

Y ou grew s0 bloated with ambition you decided you
could control the hogts.”

Grant looked at Balam again, and instead of an
xenophobic cringing, hefdt ashame, asif the guilt

of the human race werelaid on his shoulders.



"Why haveyou kept Bdam dive al these years?'
Brigid continued. " Surely you have enough DNA
samplesin storage. Y ou claimed the most unique as-
pect of his genetic structure wasiits ability to adapt,
toreplicate. | think you need hismind to interface
widt the Trapezohedron, to keep dl the pathways
open to the pardld casements.”

For thefirst time, Thrush's blank countenance reg-
istered varied emotions, none of which could be iden-
tified. In alow tone, hesaid. "I've seen oceansrise
and engulf entire civilizations. I've watched empires
go down into ruin. humanity climb from aoysmd
savagery, and always locked in bloody war after war.
Do you think you're truly in any position to pass
judgment on me?"'

"Yes," Grant said vehemently. "We are. Humans
might war with humans, we might hunt each other
down, but that savagery bonds ustogether. It's some-
thing we recognize in oursaves, no matter how sick-
ening it is. But you're from outside humanity. What
areyou? A cyborg, ahybrid?'

Thrush'slips twitched in amacabre caricature of
agmile. "l believe Miss Baptige said it ear-

lier... chaosincarnate, Shivathe Destroyer, the
devil "

Brigid snorted. "I don't believe you're any of

those things, though you've worked very hard to de-
lude othersinto fearing that you might be. Maybe
you've even deluded yoursdlf.

" think without the Trapezohedron and Balam as
your basic redity unit anchor, you'd waste away until
there's nothing left of you but a Cheshire-cat smile.”
An emotion very closeto uncertainty Bickered

over Thrush's high-planed face. "Desperate specu-
lation, MissBaptigte."

"| think you're the one who is desperate, Thrush.

| don't think you know yourself what you are. In
Newyork you said there was no point in killing your
body because Colond Thrush was not an individua
but a program. A few minutes ago, you said the pro-
gram didn't originate with acomputer. That leaves
only one dternative-the Shining Trapezohedron.

"In conjunction with Balam's mind energy, it pro-
vides you with addicate ba ance, an equilibrium of
redities. Baam and the Trapezohedron created you
and without them you're nothing.”

Thrush shook hishead in pity. "Aninteresting
conjecture, Miss Baptiste. However, thereis no way
it can be proved empiricaly.”

"I think yourewrong, Fidd Marshd," Lakesh
rasped.



Balam met Lakesh's gaze. The creature nodded al-
most imperceptibly, asif giving hisassent. Hinging
back thefolds of his blanket, Lakesh raised aWalther
PPK, gripping it tightly within hisgnarled, arthritic
fingers

Thrush blurted acry and swung hispistol inLa
kesh's direction. He squeezed the trigger, but a
shaved diver of asecond too late. The Walther made
ahand-clapping bang asthe bullet from Thrush'sSin
Eater crashed through the back of Lakesh' s head.
His body lunged violently forward asthe front of

his skull opened in awdtering fountain of blood and
brain matter. Only the various tubes and shunts at-
tached to his body kept him in the chair.

A speckled pattern of crimson sprayed across
Baam's chest, mixing with that pumping from the
blue-rimmed holein hisheart. Only Grant was alittle
surprised to note that the color of Baam' s blood was
the same asLakedh's.

Bdam trembled convulsively, hiseyesboringin

on Thrush. In awhigper so scratchy and faint it was
bardly audible, hesad, "I giveyou afina redity
Then he toppled backward, digning hisarms,
drawingin and closing hislegs. His eydids drooped
over hiseyes.

At the sameingtant, the dim halo of radiance shim-
mering from the Trapezohedron faded completely,
and the box held only a curioudy shaped chunk of
black rock.

Field Marsha Thrush frozein place asashiver
shook hisbody. The shiver didn't pass. Instead it
spread, becoming more of avibration and aloud,
high-tenson wire buzz cut through the chamber,
from asource they couldn't ocate.

Grant whipped out his Sin Eater and without hes-
itation fired it a point-blank rangeinto Thrush, the
thundering reports resonating and reverberating be-
neeth the domed celling.

As Thrush staggered and doubled over, Brigid

drew her own Walther TPM and triggered three
rounds. Hands going to hismiddle, Thrush twisted
about to face them. He brought up his pistal to return
thefire

Grant kept hisfinger's pressure tight on the trigger

of his Sin Eater and watched as three rounds struck
Thrush in the side of the head, sending both his uni-
form cap and sunglasses flying from hisface.

Thefull force of the impacts hurled him backward.
AsThrush fdl, Grant absently noted alack of blood.
Rivoting on hished, Grant aimed & the Slver box



and fired off the remainder of the clip. The Black
Stone cracked and split into fragments. A ricochet
whined around the room.

Then the only sound wasthe dry clicking of afir-
ing pin striking an empty chamber. Flat planes of
cordite smoke drifted through the chamber. Brigid let
out ashaky breeth, eyeing the shattered chunks of
rock. "All of theking's horses."

The world staggered around them. They were buf-
feted by zigzag images of memories and experiences,
which were-were not their own.

And with the wrenching didocation came pain, a
furnace of agony intheir heads, their brains, their
minds.

Thewild tilting stopped as suddenly asit began.
Grant and Brigid gasped, faces damp with perspira
tion.

"Thefusonisweekening," Brigid sad tightly.
"Bresking the Trapezohedron might have had some-
thingto dowith it."

Grant forced himsdlf toward the door in reding
walk. "What about Kane? We can't leave until we
know what happened to him."

Brigid joined him the corridor, and they drew on
wellsprings of strength and started running, each
footfall causing little flares of torture to scorch the
inner walls of their skulls.

"He could have been forced out aready,” Brigid
panted.

"Or chilled. Will he be dead hereand divein
Cerberus?

"Theresno way to know." An undercurrent of
anguish cut through her voice, but it could have been
an effort to control the pain.

They retraced their route through the white, sterile,
slent corridors. Even the sounds of their running feet
was muted. Asthey reached the T junction, they saw
afigure standing in the center of the intersection.

It wasthe Béttle Class soldier, freed fromits cell,
and it swayed dmogt hypnoticaly. Brigid wasirre-
sgtibly reminded of the snuous movements of aking
cobra, lulling its prey. The creature gazed a them,
faced stretched in a permanent grin, opening wide its
armsin the repulsive mockery of ahuman embrace.
Hefting his Sin Eater, Grant muttered, "1'm out of
ammo. What about you?"

By way of an answer, Brigid extended her arm and
the Walther spit flame and twiglike snaps. The pred-
ator was struck threetimesin the hip and torso. The
impactsturned it thisway and that, but it remained
on itsfeet. Then thefiring pin clicked.



"No choice but to backtrack,” Grant stated, care-
fully sdling away.

They were astounded to see the creature move to
cut off their retreat. Its jaws opened and closed,
flecked with bubbles of saliva

A voice spoke from behind them. " Standard rules
of termination.”

They snatched quick glances over their shoulders.
Thrush moved staggeringly down the corridor, lean-
ing heavily againg the right-hand wall. He presented
amore horrific Sght than the Battle Class demon.
Both sides of hisface were horribly distorted,
punched out of shape, the flesh ripped and hanging
down in scraps. Metd gleamed dully benegth the
skin. He dragged adead leg behind him.

Helooked like a corpse that had refused to accept
thefact of itsdemise, choosing ahdf-life over both
acompletelife or atota death. His huge eyes glit-
tered with afera maevolence far degper than that of
the creature scuttling toward them.

Thrush spoke one more word: "Implement.”

The predator's scuttle instantly became a bound.
Grant thrust Brigid behind him and rushed forward,
reversang hisgrip onthe Sin Eater.

A long, talon-tipped arm swung high and swept
down at hisneck. Grant hurled hisempty pistal, and
the creature avoided it with an unbelievably swift
movement of hisnarrow head. Then it wason him.
One clawed arm knocked his cap from his head
and ripped deep furrowsin his scap. Blood instantly
blinded him but he bored in, trying to get insde the
lashing arms.

The razored spurs raked his back, shredding the
cloth and flesh beneeth it, flaying it to the bone. He
heard Brigid scream. He snarled with savage joy as
he locked both hands around the predator's neck.
"Master race, my ass," he snarled.

Chapter 27

Kane prowled the streets of Dulce in the deep, dark
hours before dawn. Grant was not in hisflat, nor
Brigid in hers. Checking with the Chancellery, he
learned they had gone out to the Purity Control Foun-
dation the afternoon before, but they had yet to re-
turn.

A security dert, acomplete lock down, wasin ef-
fect a thefacility, no one dlowedin or out & the
order of Fiedld Marshd Thrush. Even Mgor Kane



with avitaly important and disturbing report for the
field marsha was not to be admitted.

By the time he had been airlifted back to the Da-
kota base, Kane had concocted a cover story that
would withstand aninitid, cursory investigetion.

The horde of Roamers and outlanders had sus-
pected atrap and laid one of their own. Inthetension
of the conflict, the Battle Class troopers had reverted
to utter bestidity, driven mad by the blood and vio-
lence. They had turned on their own and even at-
tempted to take over the OGRE.

Only Mgor Kane, the hero of the Calgary cam-
paign, the knight of the Reich, had turned thetide.
He couched histae with enough colorful adjectives
and exaggerationsthat suspicion had quickly turned
to awed admiration.

He had been back in Dulce for over three hours,
hisinjuries treated and bandaged, wearing acrisp
new uniform, al dressed up with no placeto go.

But he knew the fierce painin his head, growing
more intense by the minute would force himto go
somewhere, whether he wanted to or not.

Hetried towalk it off, appearing to pace purpose-
fully but with no red purpose dong the dimly lighted
streets, not caring if he was seen by the Zone Troop-
ersor not. He waited for dawn to color and brighten
the sky, then he intended to bully or shoot hisway
into the facility beneath the ArchuletaMesa

A deet sorm of blinding agony scorched through

his head, and he ssumbled against alamppost, leaning
agang it, gripping the metd poletightly ashisan-
chor.

Finaly after what seemed an interlocking chain of
eternities, it blew itsdlf out. Hislimbs shook and his
breeth came in |abored wheezes.

"Mgor Kane," Fidd Marsha Thrush said flatly,
peremptorily.

Kane looked up. At first, he saw no one, thena
figure shifted in the mouth of an dley, a thefar limit
of the puddle of illumination shed by the streetlight.

It was dark shape, blacker than the shadows.

Kane groped for something to say, wondering if
there was any point in furthering the masquerade.
Thrush made the decison for him. "Y ou il live.

Not that I'm particularly interested in the details at
the moment. | applaud your resourcefulness. It'svery
intriguing."

There was something in Thrush's voice, some odd
tone or note that made Kane's skin prickle. His hand
strayed toward the butt of his Sin Eater.

"Istha acompliment, Field Marshd ?'



"l did not mean it as such. However, you are free

to interpret it anyway you wish. Kane, why did you
come here?'

The question surprised Kane so much he examined
it for ahidden meaning before replying dowly, "You
more or lessinsured 1 would."

"Did 1?7 How?'

"Y ou threw down the gauntlet to me, you cha-
lenged me. Remember?’

"|-" Thrush broke off. He remained sllent for so

long Kane was on the verge of caling out to him.
Finaly, inalow, rustling voice, likethe beat of
distant wings, he said, "Gapsin the memories 1 draw
upon. 1 don't have complete access any longer.”

"I have aquestion for you. Why did you come
here?'

"A unified world...my priority. Bring the unpro-
ductive membersto hed... dl marching in unity."
Thrush spoke distractedly, asif he were confused,
logt, searching for afamiliar frame of reference.

"It istheend of it now... my Battle Class breed
defested by human inferiors... word will get out. . . the
possihility that humanity can fight back and win will
gporead...rebdlions and revolutions...unity will be
broken."

"Where are Baptiste and Grant?' Kane de-

manded.

The disoriented note in Thrush's voice vanished.
"They are here. 1 brought them with me."

Kane's eyes narrowed, searching the murk beyond
Thrush'sdim figure. He saw nothing but shadows.
Hedrew his Sin Eater. "Where?

Propelled by kicks from Thrush's feet, two objects
rolled like awkward bals from the wedge of dark-
ness, stopping at the circle of light cast by the street
lamp.

A sheathing of utter, soul-freezing horror covered
Kane. He could only stare at the heads of Brigid and
Grant. Beneath the crusting of blood on their faces,
he saw how their features were slamped with defiant
determination, asif they had died fighting and died
hard. He saw the ragged, chewed flesh at the sheared
off sumps of their necks.

He barely heard the gunshot and was nearly obliv-
iousto the muzzle-flash briefly flaring in the mouth

of the dark dley. The bullet took him low inthe
chest, itsve ocity bursting hisinterna organs, driving
the air from hislungs, hydrostatic shock stopping his
heart.

All the strength drained out of hislimbs, and he

felt the hot blood beat out of him with the last spasms



of his heart. He knew he was crumpling toward the
gutter, hispigtal faling from hishand, uniform cap
diding from hishead. Hed seen himsdlf dieinthis
same place before.

The painin hishead gave agreet, last heaving

surge, then Kane floated over his body, watching as
Thrush nudged it with abooted foot before holstering
hisown Sin Eater.

The dying man with hisface looked up at Thrush,
and hiswrithing lips formed one word before blood
vomited out of hismouth. "Why?'

Thrush's head sivung up, and his cast his gaze

about like afoxhound sniffing out ascent. Then,
tonelesdy he said. "Another time, Kane. And most
certainly another place.”

Kanefdt himsdf drawn with the suddenness of
thought into extreme cold and utter darkness.

Epilogue

Lakesh looked into the three faces around the table
and uncomfortably cleared histhroat. Kane's clothes
were rumpled; Brigid's hair hung askew; Grant's
eyeswere red with fatigue and something more than
fatigue. Horror seemed to crawl acrossdl of their
faceslike something dive.

"Isthat dl you remember?' he asked.

None of the three people answered in words. They
restricted their responses to short. grim nods. Lakesh
reached over to turn off the tape recorder.

Trying to sound busnesdike, he said, "Best we

get afull account of .your experiences before the
memories begin to fadein your minds."

"l don't think I'm liable to forget watching ahell
spawn egting one of my eyebalslikeit wasagrape,”
Grant muttered.

Thethree of them had rematerialized an hour ear-
lier, right on schedule. They had dedlt with the period
of disorientation and confusion better than Lakesh
had projected, and after having them examined by
Defore, they had joined him in the cafeteriafor the
debriefing.

"Thememorieswill fade," Lakesh assured them.
"Asyour own identities and life experiencesriseto
the fore over the passage of time. In less than aweek,
I'd judge you'll conscioudy recdl only fragments.”
"Even me?' Brigid asked, lifting the coffee cup

to her lips. It trembled ever so dightly.

L akesh didn't know how to answer the question,



s0 he evaded it altogether. Throwing her ajittery
amile, hesaid, "Despiteit dl, you're back here safe
and sound and my theory has been proved. The mat-
trans can be adjusted to pierce not just linear space
but Sdered.”

"Wonderful," Kane said with cold sarcasm. "An
infinite number of places you can send usto sowe
can get oursalves chilled, over and over. | know I'm
thrilled by the prospect.”

Grant shifted in hischair, stretching out to scratch
benesath the edges of the cast on his propped up leg.
"I'm so thrilled I'm never goingto doit again.”

"We might have no choicein the matter, you

know," Lakesh said quietly.

Kane's eyes blazed with asudden revulsion. "To
hell with that, old man. We don't know if we did any
good on that casement, if we changed things. And if
we did change things, we don't know they were for
good or bad. The choiceisours, not yours.”

L akesh kept calm and composed in the face of the
outburgt. "I never meant to imply that it was, friend
Kane. Whatever changes your actions might have
wrought, you did exactly what you claimed Bdam-
our Balam-said for you to do. Remember?”’

Brigid intoned, ""Hisvigil iscomplete. Y ours be-
gins...to find away for your peopleto survive, as
minedid."

"He was talking about overthrowing the barons,”
Kane snapped.

"Thenwhy did he give you the prime facet of the
Trapezohedron?' Lakesh asked.

"Youtdl me"

"Whatever the entity known as Thrushiisor isnt,

it's obvious he exists in some kind of interdependent
rel ationship with both the Trapezohedron and the Ar-
chons. | submitit'shighly likely that Thrush might

be responsible for the most of the acts we attribute-
or blame-on the so-called Archon Directorate.”
"What the hell ishe, then?' Grant demanded
heatedly. "Is he their agent, their ambassador, their
policy maker, their enemy-what?'

"That probably depends on the casement,” Brigid
dated. "Heimplied as much.”

Kane blew out adow, disgusted breath, crossing
hisarms over his chest. "He's dready done his deeds
on this casement. Theworldisunified.” Thelast
passed hislipsin acontemptuous whisper.

"Yes," Lakesh agreed. "But now you've brought
yoursdf into direct conflict with him and hisideas of
unity.”

"Y ou think he might want revenge?’ Grant asked



doubtfully.

"To employ one of hisown euphemisms” Brigid
said with awan amile, "'the extraction of trouble-
somefactors.' We were certainly that."

With agroan, Grant heaved himsdlf out of the
chair. "I've got to deep on this. For aweek or two."
He limped toward the exit. Domi waited for him
there, and neither Kane nor Brigid were overly sur-
prised to see him dide an arm around her shoulders.
L akesh pushed hisown chair back and picked up
the recorder. "Both of you should get somerest. Let
your minds dow down in order to process dl this
new informetion.”

Hewalked out of the cafeteria, leaving Kane and
Brigid done at the table. Kane covered his sudden
unease by gingerly probing at the padded bandage on
his hip. Thewound twinged.

Casudly, hesad, "I noticed you didn't mention

the method by which you and | achieved fuson with
our andogues.”

Brigid shot him anirritated glance. "I noticed you
meade that very same omission.”

"Were you embarrassed or ashamed?’

"I might ask you the same question.”

"Y ou might," he pointed out, "but | asked firs."

She stood up swiftly, the chair legs screeching on
the linoleum. She gtarted alittle guiltily until shere-
membered they were done in the cafeteria. Before
turning away, she said quietly, "I'm not ashamed,
Kane"

Just before she reached the door, Kane called out,
"Beptige?’

She paused, glancing back, but not meeting his

eye. "Yes?'

He grinned at her. "And I'm not embarrassed.”
With atoss of her red-gold mane she was through
the door and gone.



