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"Oh, no," Brigid breathed

Kane and the others weren't certain of the cause of Brisid's asitation, but she telegraphed it
to them by her tense posture.

Bel-Tier's image dissolved into a glittering swarm of pixels which leaped across the room
and resolved into Tara. In a clear voice, she announced, "Implementing maximum defense
measure Z for Zulu, D for Doomstar. Activation code zero-zero-doomstar-zero."

Tara extended her arms outward from her body, keeping her palms flat and perpendicular
with the floor, forming a T. She arched her back, thrust out her firm breasts, and a
diamond-shaped slit opened between them. A swirling splash of multicolored light spilled
out.

Calmly she said, "Doomstar program now on-line."
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The moist star upon whose influence

Neptune's empire stands was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse. —Act |, Hamlet William Shakespeare
The Road to Outlands— From Secret Government Files to the Future

Almost two hundred years after the slobal holocaust, Kane, a former Magistrate of Cobaltville, often thought
the world had been lucky to survive at all after a nuclear 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 Deathlands— poisoned by radiation, home to chaos and mutated
life forms. Feudal rule reappeared in the form of baronies, while remote outposts clung to a brutish existence.

What eventually helped shape this wasteland were the redoubts, the secret preholocaust military
installations with stores of weapons, and the home of gateways, the locational matter-transfer facilities.
Some of the redoubts hid clues that had once fed wild theories of government cover-ups and alien visitations.

Rearmed from redoubt stockpiles, the barons consolidated their power and reclaimed technology for the
villes. Their power, supported by some invisible authority, extended beyond their fortified walls to what was
now called the Outlands. It was here that the rootstock of humanity survived, living with hellzones and



chemical storms, hounded by Magistrates.

In the 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, along with friend and fellow Magistrate Grant, had upheld that claim until a fateful Outlands expedition.
A displaced piece of technology...a question to a keeper of the archives...a vague clue about alien
masters—and their world shifted radically. Suddenly, Brigid Baptiste, the archivist, faced summary
execution, and

Grant a quick termination. For Kane there was forgiveness if he pledged his unquestioning allegiance to
Baron Cobalt and his unknown masters and abandoned his friends.

But that allegiance would make him support a mysterious and alien power and deny loyalty and friends.
Then what else was there?

Kane had been brought up solely to serve the ville. Brigid's only link with her family was her mother's red-gold
hair, green eyes and supple form. Grant's clues to his lineage were his ebony skin and powerful physique.
But Domi, she of the white hair, was an Outlander pressed into sexual servitude in Cobaltville. She at least
knew her roots and was a reminder to the exiles that the outcasts belonged in the human family.

Parents, friends, community—the very rootedness of humanity was denied. With no continuity, there was no
forward momentum to the future. And that was the crux—when Kane began to wonder if there was a future.

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, a scientist,
Cobaltville's head archivist, and secret opponent of the barons.

With their past turned into a lie, their future threatened, only one thing was left to give meaning to the
outcasts. The hunger for freedom, the will to resist the hostile influences. And perhaps, by opposing, end
them.

Chapter 1

South central Alaska

The lights of the aurora boredlis surged in the northern sky. The glitter of the first stars of the evening was
swallowed by the grest iridescent bands of green and blue and purple. The ethereal colors shimmered on
the blanket of white that draped the land near the top of the world. The atmospheric display of
pyrotechnics, bresthtaking in magnitude, held no interest for the twin figures making their way steadily
across the frozen landscape.

Both of their bodies were conceded by heavily padded, quilted therma coveralls. Thick woolen scarves
wound around their faces, and their eyes were protected by frost-rimed goggles.

Barch clenched histeeth to keep them from chattering and for the hundredth timein the past ix hours
regretted he'd ever dlowed himself to seduce Ber-rier. He'd read of other men and what they had done
to obtain fortune and glory, to achieve their dreams of possessing pieces of raw, naked power. In
ancient legend, such power was aways harnessed and con-
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JAMES AXLER
tained in such fragile vessals as chalices, boxes, amulets and even crude wooden and stone spears.

Barch knew most of the stories were indeed only that—fictions dreamed up when mankind till
possessed the spirit to dream and the leisure time to put such fantastic stories down on paper. He wasn't
abdiever in magic or the mystica, but he had been aplayer in the Intel loop long enough to know that
things were never asthey appeared to be.

Barch liked being one of those lucky ones alowed access behind the stage dressing. It delighted him to
have the keysto the back door and to know al thelocks to the hidden doors of influence of Ragnarville.
But even his knowledge and position as the Magigtrate Division administrator went only so far.

Even aMagidrate, a high-ranking member of the Ragnarville Trugt, could freezeto degth in
forty-below-zero temperatures. Ultimately the subzero Alaskan air would take itstoll, the predark tech
and weapons caches of Redoubt Zulu be damned. There were still some places on Earth where the
nuclear winter, the skydark of two centuries ago, had never relinquished itsicy grip. Alaskawas one of
them.

Under the protective helmet and woolen cap, Barch's skull was clean shaved, without so much as atuft
of hair to act as additiona insulation against the cold. His dark, sharp-boned face possessed only a
sngle obsidian black eye, hisleft one. The right was covered by aleather patch. But hisone eye was
capable of boring ahole of fear through even the
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most fearless of people, as Berrier had reason to know.

The woman stopped at the lip of aledge and from a case hanging from her shoulder, she removed a
compact set of binoculars. Lifting her goggles, she raised them to her eyes. For afew long, slent
seconds, she peered into them, making adjustments now and then. Barch waited, not giving into the
impulse to stamp hisbooted feet. A stiff breeze stirred up loose snow, setting into amotion abrief flurry
around them. He saw nothing in the snow-swept valley below but black spruce thickets protruding
above the snow line. Here and there, in the low country, snow had blown away from the round knobs of
small outcroppings. Barch had never seen such avigtaof desolation, not evenin hellzones.

"There" Berrier said hoarsdly, extending agloved finger to point to the snow waste. Her voice was
muffled by the layers of wool. "Werefar enough away from the redoubt now to get afull view. If you
give your eyestime to focus when using the binoculars, you can spot the tops of the antennaarray.”

She held out the binoculars. Barch took them, raising his goggles, blinking at the exquisite sting of the
dry, cold air againgt the moisture of his eye. He peered into the eyepiece, across the snowscape to the
coordinates Berrier had indicated. The vision enhancers were of predark manufacture, possessing
ultra-low-dispersion dementsin the lensesto dlow sta
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ble, digortion-free long-distance viewing eveninlow light.

Squinting, Barch held back hisimpatience and gave his eyetimeto adjust, asthe archivist had ingtructed.
After afew seconds, the dark meta frameworks of the antennae came into sharp relief againgt the white
blanket of snow, sticking up like skeleta, long-dead trees. He silently approximated the distance,
redlizing the diameter of the half-buried rims of the transmission dishes had to be immense in order to be
Seen at dl fromamile away.

"Y ou seethem?' Berrier asked, interrupting Barch's thoughts.

"| seethem,” answered Barch. "How the hell could you have spotted that array out there? Y ou told me
your eyeswere bad." Hefdt the sdivain his mouth dry up from the brittle cold, even in the short time his

mouth was open to speak.

"My vison s pretty piss poor,” Berrier admitted. "I'm just well-informed.”
"Knowing whereto look, that's the secret isn't it, Berrier?”

"Y ou know damn good and well it is, Barch.”

"Since you're S0 well-informed, explain to me why anyonein their right minds would build amilitary
ingalation up in this part of theworld."

"Privacy, for one," she said, adopting a detached, lecturing tone. "And don't forget, when thisingtalation
was congtructed, the weather here was much different. This part of Alaskawasn't frozen over. The
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ar was cold, yes, but there waslittle snowfal and it wasn't in a permanent deep freeze. Wesather
patternswent al screwy during the skydark. Besides, if thisisthe spot | think it is, the builders could
have designed their own weather systems and kept their own climate as snug and warm as atropical
idand within afive-mile radius had they chosen to do s0."

"Y et another gpplication of the system?”
Berrier nodded. "Weather control would have been just the beginning.”

Barch waited for her to say more, refusing to ask "Likewhat?" for € aboration, even though the cold had
penetrated the fleece lining of his boots and made his toes ache. He had to maintain his dominance over
the archivist, and that couldn't be doneif he allowed himself to be tested like achild.

At length, Berrier said, "There were rumors of mind-control technologies, of using accurately timed,
artificiadly excited dectromagnetic strokes to induce a pattern of oscillations over certain regions of the
Earth. The brain performance of large populations could be impaired and channeled to adhere to certain
behaviors™

Barch shifted hisfeet in the crusty snow, looking first at the nearly buried antenna array, then back to
Berrier. "Sounds like more predark techno-bullshit.”



The archivig stiffened and replied sharply, "Before the nukecaust, before the skydark, humanity had
added a substantial amount of electromagnetic energy to Earth's environment. There wasn't one spot
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on the planet that didn't have some form of e ectro-magnetism zapping it, from radio wavesto
microwaves.”

"So?"

" S0, thefirgt attempt to coordinate al that radiation was made here, the first attempt to convince six
billion human beingsto be obedient, unquestioning daves."

Berrier gestured to the vista of white dl around them. "That was the ultimate aim of the High-frequency
Active Aurora Research Program. There were other HAARP ingtdlations on the planet, but this one
was the nexus point, the hub of thewhed."

Sheturned her head to Stare a Barch, and even through her goggles, he felt the heat of her stare. "Now
do you understand why thisredoubt is so important, why | chose this one out of al the others?'

Barch didn't repond. He visudized the staggering population of Earth before the nuclear megacull of
2001. Whole nations of people ran out of control, demanding rights, rioting and warring to grab their
piece of fagt-vanishing natura resources. A program, adevice like HAARP would have solved an
inestimable number of globa problems without asingle mushroom cloud or aspeck of fallout.

Histeeth began to chatter, but he managed to grin nevertheless. He couldn't repress a shiver, but it
wasn't dueto the cold. It was anticipation. He whedled around. "L et's get back insde.”

The entrance to Redoubt Zulu was recessed into
Doomstar Relic
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the side of amountain. Anice-encrusted and rutted, crumbling blacktop road led up from the mouth of
the shdlow valey. Barch and Berrier trudged up it, heads bowed againgt the strong gusts of wind so
cold they fdt asif it blew from the gulfs of deep space. Berrier panted and struggled, feet seeking
purchase on the frozen asphdt, but she didn't complain. Barch couldn't help but fed atwinge of
admiration for the woman. An academic shewas, akey tapper and paper pusher who had never left
Ragnarville, but she wastough of spirit.

Barch remembered how confident Berrier had seemed when the historian approached him over amonth
ago regarding some information she had found in the archives computer database. Barch had planted the
seed in Berrier's brain nearly ayear before, during an investigation of certain members of Ragnarville's
Higtoricd Divison. The archivists were plentiful—intelligent men and women chosen for their memory
skills, their innate abilities with acomputer keyboard and, best of dl, their ability to processinformation
and comprehend. However, no matter how bright members of the Historica Divison might be, they
were only human, and as such, were vulnerableto frallties, likelondiness.



Barch did hisresearch on the existing pool of mid-level archivigtsin an attempt to seek out the right man
or woman, and had settled on Roberta J. Berrier, who fit the profile that he had assembled. Berrier was
young, under the age of thirty. Single, apparently ed-
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ibate, with some old family connections stretching downward into the Tartarus Pits, the lowest levels of
ville society. Shewas very intelligent, with atested 1Q and Rothman ratings that were both at the top of
their respective scales. Y et her psychologica profile—a profile Barch had access to as adminigtrator of
the Magidtrate Division—a so damned the young woman as being too trusting, with a strong streek of
romanticism.

Not that Berrier was adoormat. She was a so quite arrogant and self-confident to the point of being
reckless.

Barch didn't mind. He believed in using arrogant people, bending them to hiswill, snce they were usudly
too proud to create problems and too embarrassed to risk exposure of their own foibles. Berrier had
plenty of them.

Theinvestigation of the Historical Divison wasfairly routine, astandard feint to ferret out potential
seditionists and Preservationist sympathizers. According to ville dogma, the Preservationists were
archivists scattered throughout the nine-ville network. They were devoted to secretly preserving past
knowledge, to piecing together the unrevised history of not only the predark, but aso the postholocaust
world.

Therefore, Barch arranged to have Berrier accused of being a Preservationist sympathizer. Theterrified
young woman was dragged away from her workstation in the middle of her shift, stripped naked and
thrown into the cell blocks.
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In most instances, 99.9 percent of them, in fact, any type of accusation made by aMagistrate resulted in
atermination warrant. Berrier knew this, and Barch let her think it over for twenty-four hours, naked and
shivering in the bare, Sx-by-five cell.

At the end of those twenty-four hours, Barch personally released her, apologized profusdly for the
grievous error made by one of his overzea ous subordinates and promised she was now under his
protection. Berrier was so grateful, so weak with rdlief and hunger, al she could do was hug his knees
and sob.

Thus began their relationship, and Barch was careful to keep it platonic at first. The physical aspects of it
would come later, after he discovered how devoted she was to him. One afternoon, during aroutine tour
of the Historicd Divison, he said to her casudly, "'If you happen to uncover anything about the redoubts,
I'd be very grateful.”

Berrier managed to kegp most of the shock shefelt from showing on her face, but not dl of it. Barch



repressed a sdlf-congratulatory grin. Over the course of postskydark generations, Strange stories,
rumors, legends had circulated about bizarre places buried deep in what was formerly known asthe
Degthlands. The tales had these subterranean enclaves stuffed with breathtaking scientific marvels,
fabulous technological treasure troves.

The enigmas of the redoubts, especialy those connected to the Totaity Concept, were one of the most
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ruthlesdy guarded secrets of the baronies. During the Program of Unification, some eighty-five years
before, the locations of the redoubts within the territories of the villes were sought out and secured.
Anyone who spoke of having knowledge of them, even based on hearsay, was hunted down and
exterminated. Taes of the redoubts were suppressed to such an extent that they became baseless
folktales, dismissed as sheer legend.

Only amember of the Trust like Barch, or an arrogantly curious archivist like Berrier, would know
otherwise.

"I thought the Magitrate Division had their own dronesto do this sort of covert information dig,” Berrier
had retorted, but kept her arrogance in check due to her gratitude toward the Mag.

"Can' trust my own, Berrier. | trust you as | hope you trust me."

He lowered hishead to close to Berrier'sleft ear, so close he could see the fine poresin the historian's
smooth skin. "1'm looking for something to hel p both of us. So we can aways be together. A Mag and
an archivist can't be legally matched, you know. To be together, we need to find a place for ourselves,
far from the power of the baron."

That whispered suggestion of living without the hedl of abaron on her neck was dl the motivation Berrier
needed. However, searching the Historical Division's database required time, patience and stedth. The
files containing direct referencesto the
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redoubts were restricted to archivists holding Xeno clearances. Berrier had no choice but to sneak in
through digita back doors. If she hadn't been so confident in her abilities to manipulate the computer
system, she wouldn't have made even the first attempt. But she found very little following such adow,
painstaking procedure. Only her wellspring of arrogance and the romantic dream Barch had implanted in
her imagination kept her going.

When her motivation flagged, diluted by doubts and fear of discovery, Barch decided it wastimeto
move their relationship into the physical realm. One night, he made love to Berrie—actually, he fucked
her, but he did his utmost to convince her that he was making love to her. Hewas only alittle surprised
to learn shewas avirgin. After that night, any doubts she might have harbored evaporated. Still, the data
search was excruciatingly time-consuming.

Then, amonth ago, after acouncil of the nine barons, the path to the secretsin the database was



cleared. All of the baroniesin the ville network united in a cooperative miss on—to recce the redoubts
and ther individud territoriesfor any recent Sgnsof use or entrance. The misson was, of course, covert
and the reasons behind it murky.

Even asadivison administrator and amember of the Ragnarville Trust, Barch still wasn't certain of the
purpose of the effort. According to fragments of Intel, just over Sx months ago a couple of Magistrates
in Cobdtville had gone renegade and disap-
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peared. And more recently, they had returned to the ville and kidnapped a high-ranking archivig,
alegedly right under the nose of Baron Cobalt.

Another, current piece bit of Intel, thisone originating in Sharpeville, indicated that one of the turncoat
Mags had been sighted in Redoubt Papa and serioudly injured Baron Sharpe, perhaps even chilled him.
A report on whether the baron had survived the encounter was still pending. The man, Kane by name,
sounded like Barch's kind of Magidtrate.

At any rate, it was patently obvious the fused-out Mags knew about the mat-trans gatewaysin the
redoubts and used them to elude gpprehension.

None of that particularly interested Barch. All that the project meant to him was the opening of hitherto
locked doors of information and opportunity. He inveighed heavily upon Ragnarvilles senior archivist to
upgrade Berrier's clearance to Xeno in order to adequately fulfill the lord baron's command. Shortly
thereafter, she found the specs and data regarding Redoubt Zulu.

Barch's treaded boot soles dipped on a patch of ice and he nearly fdll, jerking his thoughts back to the
present. Berrier wasin the lead, so she didn't notice. He swore under his breath as he regained his
balance. Before they came here to Alaska, to Redoubt Zulu, the woman would have dogged his hedls,
never daring to walk in front of him.

The massve sec door had been left up, and snow had drifted over the threshold. Once beyond it, in the
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corridor, Berrier punched in the code on agreen liquid-crystal display pad. With ahissing, squesking
rumble of buried hydraulics, the multiton door did down, seamlesdy joining with the floor with adull
thud. The knife-edged wind ceased to dash at them.

Sighing in relief, Berrier removed her head coverings, letting the goggles dangle around her neck by the
elagtic strap. She was not very tall, barely five foot five. Her hair was pae yelow and asfineasa
newborn's, cropped so closeto the scalp it should have been a severe, military-style bristle cut, but due
to its softness the hair had afeathered look. Her hair was the only thing soft about Berrier. Intelligence
showed in the high arch of her brows. Her lipswere dark and full. The potentia for coldness, even
cruelty, was evident in her aguamarine blue eyes.

Barch liked that potentid. It was the only thing he found truly attractive about the woman. Tugging down



his scarf, he scratched at the flakes of frost in his goatee. He rested his goggles on hisforehead and
asked, "So, what have we stumbled onto here, Berrier?”

Berrier smiled bleakly. "Thelegacy of Nikola Teda. What was built here stretches al the way back to
him"

"Who isNikolaTeda?"

"A predark genius, atheoretician, an engineer. Hiswork goes back into the early 1900s by the old
cdendar." Berrier'ssmile stretched into agrin. "He was the archetype of the mad scientit...mysterious,
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misunderstood and exploited by those who followed him. Guys like Edison and Steinmetz were one
thing, but Teda...hewasatruevisonary."

Barch only vaguely recognized the name of Edison, and Steinmetz meant nothing at al to him. "You
sound impressed.”

The higtorian shrugged. "1 am. The man wastruly ahead of histime. In fact, some of hisideaswere s0
advanced, they were looked upon as black magic, or sorcery mixed with science. Mankind was only
beginning to catch up with him by the late twentieth century, but of course, the human race took a giant
step backward and such things as the discoveries of along-dead scientist and inventor took alow
priority to daily surviva.”

"Spare methe history lesson, Berrier. What's Tedagot to do with HAARP?!

Berrier'seyes narrowed inirritation. "Simple. He invented the goddamn thing. At least, he invented the
core of theidea. See, back in histime, his more advanced theories were viewed as strictly speculative.
For example, the notorious Teda Death Ray might have redlly been a particle-beam ideathat Tedatried
to sl the old-style U.S. military as an antiaircraft wegpon.”

Barch sghed impatiently. "There's got to be an op center for the redoubt for HAARP somewherein
here"

Berrier pursed her lips and did a hand inside a pouch pocket of her therma garment. She withdrew
Doomstar Relic
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afolded map and opened it up. Sincetheir arriva in the ingtalation viathe mat-trans gateway six hours
earlier, the two people had made an attempt to explore the layout of the immense, multilayered
ingtdlation. According to Berrier, Redoubt Zulu was possibly the largest complex of itskind in the
Totaity Concept network, housing at one time a thousand people and the last one constructed before
the end of the twentieth century. It wasvirtudly asmdl city buried within amountain.

During the Program of Unification, Redoubt Zulu had been ceded to the territory of Baron Ragnar. It
made sense only because Ragnarville was the northernmost ville in what once was the continental United



States.

Poring over the map, Berrier murmured, "When Zulu was secured, atremendous storehouse of pre-dark
relicswere found. They were removed to the Historical Divison.”

"What about personnel ?'

Didractedly, finger tracing aline on the map, she answered, " According to the records | found, there
was evidence squatters had occupied the place atime or two in the past. But we're the first people to
enter Redoubt Zulu in over eighty years. We won't bump into anybody, so don't worry."

" wont," Barch retorted dryly. "Not aslong asthisplaceisdl youveclamedit is. If it isn't, yourethe
onewho'll beworrying."

Berrier didn't react to the undertone of menacein
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hisvoice. She tapped the map triumphantly. "There. A sedled-off section near the bottom of the redoulbt.
It has no reference key or 1D number.”

She moved down the broad corridor excitedly. Barch glared after her, then fdll into step behind her,
discreetly unzipping the sed on theright wrist of his coveral o, if need be, his Sin Eater could spring
smoothly into his hand.

Berrier turned to the left down a side passageway. After adozen yards, it ended at the landing of aspird
staircase. The stairs went up and down. Without pause, Berrier stepped out onto the metd risers,
walking down thefirst turning. Barch hesitated, moving only when she said urgently, "Come on.”

The stairswound around and down, but not as deeply as Barch initidly figured. At the base of the
staircase was afoyerlike room with blank, featureless walls. Only adouble set of heavy sted doors
interrupted the smoothness. Berrier touched the square lock mechanism tentatively, then removed the
glovefrom her left hand. Pressing her fingertips againgt the portal, she cast Barch awide-eyed, surprised
glance. "Cald."

"So the fuck what?' he snapped. "Its agoddamn deep freeze for hundreds of square miles. Maybe the
doorslead to the outside.”

Berrier shook her head, pointing to the dark passageway on the far side of the staircase. ' ‘A secondary
exit isdown there, clearly marked on the layout. No, these doorslead to something else.”
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Barch eyed the twin dabs of sted doubtfully. "Take adozen high-ex grensto blow those. Maybe even a
couple of kilosof C-4."

Smiling wryly, alittle patronizingly, Berrier dipped ahand insde of her coverdl. She produced asmal



ovad of molded black plastic. "Not necessary, not when you have akey."

She trained the device on the doors, thumbed a stud on its surface and two e ectronic queeps sounded
from the lock. Solenoids snapped loudly, and with a prolonged pneumatic hiss, the double doors dowly
swvung inward.

Barch squinted suspicioudy at the sonic key in her hand. "Whered you get that?*

She shrugged negligently. "Where e se? The archives. It was part of the Zulu collection of artifacts.”
Barch watched the ponderous doorsinch open, resisting the impulse to unleather his Sin Eater. There
was nothing to shoot at except billows of foglike mist. A wave of overwhelmingly frigid air surged out
between the doors, so bone-numbingly cold both of them recoiled. Asthe warmer air of the foyer met i,
ashroud of vapor formed.

It wasn't the kind of cold they had experienced outside the redoubt. Thiswas different, acold so
unfathomably deep it could freezethe air intheir lungs, turn al the moisturein their bodiestoiice.

Berrier made amove to step forward, but Barch
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restrained her with afirm grip on her shoulder. "Wait," he cautioned.

Bardly vishble through the fog, lights began to glow. The opening of the doors activated alighting system.
In aswift, one-by-one progression, overhead light stripsflickered to life and cast a steady yellow
illumination.

Thethicker clouds of mist dissipated, and Barch stepped closer to the doors. A long, hexagonal shaft
yawned away before him, the sharply angled walls glassy and gray. It was so long, the nether end was
lost in the fog-clouded distance. A low hum seemed to fill the passageway, a subsonic tone that vibrated
gently againgt hiseardrums.

Fanning away the vapor, Berrier shouldered past Barch, over the threshold. Inlaid in thewalls behind
glass panels sretched maddeningly intricate ribbons and patterns of circuitry. Tiny lights flashed and
blinked intermittently, but synchronoudly.

Barch fought againgt a sense of unredlity, of a sudden panicky suspicion that he was halucinating. He
shut hiseye, then opened it, and the hexagond tunnd was till there.

"The nerve center of theredoubt,” Berrier sated, voice quivering with barely leashed excitement. "And



probably the HAARP array, too."

She entered the passageway, taking long-legged, purposeful strides. Barch followed, but he didn't try to
catch up to her as she disappeared into the mist. Thistime, he was glad she took the point. Due to the

influx of warmer air, little droplets of condensation were dready forming on the transparent panels
covering the integrated circuit boards. The glass panes threw back his distorted reflection, transforming
his sharp-featured face into a dark, € ongated smesr.

Somewhere up ahead, he heard Berrier's voicerise in ashort, wordless cry of wonder. Heincreased his
pace, inhaing adeep breath and wincing asthe cold air diced hissinuseslike razors. Hefound Berrier

standing at the edge of a perfectly circular area. It was ringed by a continuous lap-level console, sudded
with regular rows of aternating white and red buttons. Small readout-display screensflickered in tandem.

In the center of the circle, inset in the floor, rose alow square dais of gleaming chrome. Thedais
supported a couch, with curved sides. On the couch, wrapped tightly in amudinlike fabric, lay awoman.

Shelay unmoving on her back, eyes closed. She was dead and had been for avery, very long time,
though her body had not decomposed. The deepfreezing air had maintained afair state of preservation,
but her pale blue flesh was stretched drum tight over her facid bones, her lips were pedled back from
her teeth and her eyes were sunk down into their sockets. Metal glinted on her face, delicate inlays of
circuitry following the contours of cheek and brow.

There was no way to tell the color of her hair or even if she had any. Her skull was concedled by ametal
crown inscribed with microcircuitry. Thread-
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like filaments stretched from the crown like Medusan hair to amultitude of sockets on the console
directly behind her head. On the forepart of the crown gleamed asmall round convex lens crafted of
dark crystal.

Barch looked closer at the headpiece and with ajolt of nausearedized the crown was actually her skull
casing, the scalp peeled away and the naked bone sheathed in aloy and electronics.

Only the woman's emaciated right arm was visible, crooked dightly at the elbow and propped up by a
plastic ding-type contrivance bolted to the Sde of the couch. Tiny fiber-optic filaments extended from
thetipsof four of her stiff fingersto four buttons on aconsole.

Berrier's wide eyes shone with awe as she stared at the recumbent figure. Barch struggled to understand,
to comprehend even ascrap of the sight. In ahushed voice, he asked, "Y ou ever seen anything like this?"

In an equaly hushed tone, touched with fear, Ber-rier answered, "'I've never even heard of anythinglike
this"

Her bright eyes darted back and forth over the console, to the four buttons connected to the woman's
fingertips. They were red, white, red and white.

Stepping into the circle, Berrier reached for the console.



Barch haf shouted, "What the fuck are you do-
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ing?' He was ashamed by the quavery, high note of fear in hisvoice.

Berrier affected not to have heard him. She tapped the buttons in arapid sequence. Barch's ssomach
muscles clenched in an ingtant of blind, irrationd terror that the frozen corpse would suddenly sit up,
revived by nothing more than the pressing of afew buttons.

The ingtant passed and nothing of the sort happened, but Barch didn't relax. Berrier stepped away from
the console, face full of disgppointment. A chime suddenly bonged softly, and her expression changed to

urprise.

Thewarm, liquid female voice came from everywhere and nowhere. The timbre was aflat dto, but it
held an odd, harsh echo, asif metal struck metal at the back of her throat.

"Y ou have accessed the Thermonic Autogenic Robotic Assistance data network out-feed. How may
you be assisted?’

Berrier swiftly skipped away from the couch, her eyes and Barch's fixing on the waxy features of the
dead woman. Her tightly stretched lips hadn't moved.

"Wheat the hd|?' Barch snarled, only distantly aware of the Sin Eater dapping into hispam.

The voice spoke again. "Non sequitur. Y ou have accessed the Thermonic Autogenic Robotic Assistance
data network out-feed. How may you be assisted?'
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Barch looked al around, to the left and right, up and down and behind him, but saw nothing but wisps of
mig, gray dloy and circuitry. "Where are you?' he demanded.

"Non sequitur. Please restate your inquiry.”

Berrier said softly, "Barch, it'samachine. A computer program of some kind. We'reingde of it, soit's
everywhere."

Raising her voice, she announced, "Assst usin learning the primary operationd functions of this
ingdlaion."

"Complying."

Both Barch and Berrier heard the low, ever present hum change dightly in pitch, dropping in register. All
the console readouts flashed brightly. Circuitry clicked. From the lens on the dead woman's skull, atiny
bead of light sorang up, like astar somehow captured and miniaturized.



It hovered over the woman's head, then swiftly expanded, from adiamond-shaped spark to an eruption
of dazzling light. It seemed to fan up and out in asoundless explosion.

Barch shidded hisleft eye with hishand, fighting to see between hisfingers. The hum climbed in volume,
undulating in a one-two-three rhythm. Bright patterns danced and flashed as his vison adjusted to the
gae

The shimmering radiance blended with the mist and twisted into afigure floating above the supine corpse
on the couch. A woman formed, bit by glow-
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ing bit, pixd by pixel. Her outlineswere of glowing fog, but Barch could see the dender, nude body with
taut, tip-tilted breasts and long legs and the beautiful face above the lovely throat line. She wastotdly
hairless, the only exception being the suggestion of aristocraticaly arched eyebrows and lashes. Her eyes
were big, but seemed to have no true color. The naked woman was incredibly beautiful by any man's
gandards, asilent feast of sensudity even if her near tranducent skin exuded afaint, strobing glow, like
quickslver diding to and fro benesth astrong light. Thewoman'slips parted. "1 am the holographic
interactive program of the Thermonic Autogenic Robotic Ass stance data network out-feed. Please be
specific inthe manner inwhich | may assist you in learning the primary operationd functions of this
ingalation. | am hereto serve.”
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Chapter 2

Two hundred miles west of NOrleans Three weeks |later

Kane crouched in the sheltering shadows of the cypresstree and listened to the steps of the swampies
who hunted him.

He knew he was being followed almost as soon as he left the no-name saloon in the pesthol e settlement
of Boontown. The humid, sweltering night breeze carried the drunken laughter of the patrons and the
pungent fumes of the cauldron-brewed pop-skull. Still, he could hear the dgpping of bare feet on moist
ground.

Boontown didn't deep despite the lateness of the hour. Outland settlements never dumbered, for they
existed outside the direct laws of the villes and catered to a never-ending stream of wanderers, farers,
roamers and outlaws—like him.

Populated by anumber of scrawny dogs, only a couple fewer children and a horde of men and women,
Boontown was built around astone building. Stucco walled with aroof of woven reeds, the structure
was of prenuke origin and served asthe settle-

ment's saloon and community center. He had no ideawhat it had been, but Lakesh had told him the



entire region had once been a state park, awildlife refuge.

Boontown was tucked away in a steamy, swampy pocket of what was once L ouisiana, acouple of
hundred miles from Norleans. Thetown, if it could be called that, was little more than a comparatively
high and dry spot in the soggy bayou. Now it was the only flyspeck of freedom on the Gulf Coast,
where the basest human impul ses could be indulged without fear of intervention from the cushioned
tyranny of thevilles.

Technicdly, Boontown fell under the jurisdiction of Baron Samarium, but the settlement was so difficult
to find, much lessreach, its citizens were | ft to their own devices. There were secret trail sthrough the
tangled morass, paths known only to the offspring of the origina colonistswho had spent their lives here.

Kane quietly loosened his fourteen-inch combat knifein its boot sheath, glancing over at the stagnant
black waters of the cana behind him. The till surface reflected the flickering torchesthat served as
Boontown's streetlights. He strained his ears for the sound of stedlthy footfalls. He heard nothing.

The dark men and datternly women in the saloon had paid no attention to him, and that in itself made his
pointman's Sixth sense cometo full dert. Despite his shabby garments, he was obvioudy not one of
them. At six feet one inch of hard muscle, he towered
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over thetallest man in Boontown. He was dirty enough, yes, but the grime wasn't the accumulated
detritus of years spent scavenging in the bayous.

Only Kane's gray-blue eyes, startlingly bright and cold in his mud-encrusted, high-planed face, revealed
atrait the Boomtowners could recognize and relate to. His eyes were those of aman who had killed
many times and had little compunction about doing S0 again. Therefore he knew the swampies gpparent
lack of interest in him was apose.

Now severd people were paying attention to him, just as he had hoped, stalking him with al the cunning
of asnow walf. The thought of snow made him wish he had traded assgnments with Grant and
Bap-tiste. He dabbed at the film of sweat on his forehead with the loosaly woven deeve of histunic.

Kane wondered briefly if Samariumvilles Magistrate Division had planted aspy herejust in case he or
Grant and Baptiste turned up, but he discarded that possibility. Mag spieswould not livelong in
Boon-town, but loca informers were different atogether. He pressed his back to the tree trunk and
made acareful visua recce of the area. At onetime, buildings had stood around the cana. Now they
were empty, rooflessruins. Time and neglect had worn away and blurred whatever festures they might
have possessed. He gazed at the shells, considering hiding himsdlf among them.

As soon asthe notion registered, he heard the footsteps again. They quickened, dowed indecisvely,
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then quickened again. Kane counted the sound of three pairs of feet. Hisfingerstouched the nylex
handle of hisknife. He didn't want to chill al of them. He needed one diveto carry thetde of his



gppearance through the bayou and eventualy to Baron Samarium himself.

Threefigures shifted in the shadows, drew abreast of him, passed and Kane moved in a catlike spring.
Hedidn't draw hisweapons, neither the knife nor the Sin Eater holstered to his right forearm benegth the
loosedeeve of histunic.

Reaching the nearest figure, he did hisleft arm around a squat neck and jerked backward. The small,
wiry body writhed in hisgrip, mewling with fright. The other two figureswhirled, and eveninthedim
light, Kane saw they were grimy men dressed in amismatched conglomeration of rags.

The body in Kane'sarms thrashed, and he tightened his grip, using hisright arm to securea
ham-merlock. As he did so, he felt not the smooth flatness of aman's chest but the budding breasts of a
young woman.

The men stared at him unblinkingly. Kane stared back, noting the small, crude crosshows strapped to
their forearms. They wore long kaiser knives, also known as ding blades, &t their hips.

The stench of the femalein hisarms clogged Kane's nogtrils, and he breathed shdlowly through his
mouth. It was anybody's guessif swampies were true muties or smply inbred holdovers who had in-
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herited avariety of genetic quirks from isolated Ca-jun ancestors.

Dark-skinned, stocky and solid of build, under medium height, they possessed negroid features although
hair and eye color varied widely. Other than exuding an odor that reminded Kane of an open cesspool
ripening in the summer sun, they exhibited no outstanding mutie characteristics. None of the swampies
had fingernails, but that lack could be attributed to their genotype rather than mutation. A network of
scar tissue surrounded the men's eyes, and Kane guessed they were caste marks.

"Who yo' be?' demanded one of the men, glaring ferocioudy from beneath amaop of curly peppercorn
hair falling over his broad forehead. He spoke in asngsong cadence, histone overlaid with thelilting
accents of Boomtown's own peculiar diadect. His English sounded unpracticed.

" think you have a pretty good ideaof who | be" Kane replied coldly. "That's why you're sniffing along
my track.”

Both men blinked a him, not responding to his statement. The other swampie, one wearing aragged
red-and-yellow bandanna over his head, pointed with his crosshow to the girl.

"What yo' do?" he demanded. "Y o' gon' chill Hoggette?"
"Nice name," Kane muttered.

"Yah," the female whigpered. "It be French. Yo' gon' chill me?"



"Not unlessyou force me. | want someinformation.”

Peppercorn’'s eyes narrowed to suspicious dits. "'Bout what?"

"How often do Baron Samarium'’s sec men come thisway?'

Bandanna snorted out a scornful laugh. "Rast, man—dey never come to Boontown. Dey no find us.”
"Then you meet them somewhere."

Thetwo men glowered, not answering. Thegirl twisted uncomfortably in hisarms. Tremuloudy, she
said, "Dey cometo edge of bayou. Las night of ever' full moon. Las couple o' times dey ast about
drangersin Boontown. Dey never ast before.”

"Hush yo' hole, dut,”" Peppercorn hissed.

Kane chuckled quietly. "And they asked about three strangersin particular, didn't they?"

Hoggette tried to nod, but could only incline her head afraction of an inch due to Kane's elbow crooked
a her throat. "Give us pix. Say dere blood warrant, say give uslots o' jack, wetell ‘'em we seet'ree
drangers.”

"Who hasthe pix?'

"Medo," Hoggette replied.

"Let'sseethe pix," said Kane. "Move nice and dow, sweetheart.”

Moving her hand with exaggerated care, Hoggette fished around inside her rags and brought out alarge
square of paper, folded in half and frayed on the
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corners. She unfolded it and held it up so Kane could

see.

Three grainy photographs were arranged side by side, all head-and-shoulders shots, reproduced from
ID pix taken in Cobaltville at least three years ago. He looked at his own face, clean shaved with short,

crigp, neatly combed hair. It was hard to understand how the swampies had recognized him from the
black-and-white photo. His hair was longer, not combed, and his face bore three days of beard stubble.

The next pix was of Grant, and if he had strolled into Boontown, there would have been no question that
his appearance matched the picture. He was heavy and wide about the shoulders, his dark face square
jawed and weatherbeaten, his shadowed eyes shrewd and watchful. Though he now wore a
down-sweeping mustache, the new addition wouldn't have disguised hisface much.

Thethird photo was of Brigid Baptiste, and of the three of them she had changed the least. Though there



was no way to tell that her big, danted eyeswere jade green, or that the color of her thick mounds of
hair was the golden red of a sunset, the dusting of freckles over the bridge of her nose and smoothly
rounded cheeks was discernible. Despite the feminine softnessin her features, there was ahint of iron
resolve in them, too. Looking at the poor reproduction awakened a strange pang within Kane, and he
redlized with shamed surprise that he missed her,
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even though less than ten hours had passed since he had last seen her.

No copy complemented the photographs, and Kane wasn't surprised. By and large, dl outlanders were
illiterate, and more than likely, the residents of Boontown were proud of it.

"Did the Mags—the sec men—give you the names of the strangers?' Kane asked.
Bandanna nodded, answering promptly, "Y o' be Kane. T'other black man be Grant. Sut be Baptiste.”

"And why are they looking for us?' Kane had the feding he was coaching agroup of not very bright
children in reasoning out asmple math problem.

Asif by rote, Peppercorn announced, "Y o' free betraitorsto unity. Y o' be big-time criminals. Barons
wan' yo' brought to justice. Sec men pay well iffen we hep dem doiit.”

Kane nodded. "Very good.”

Bandanna shifted hisfeet dowly, and Kane knew he was edging to get into position for aclear shot with
his crossbow. "Y o' make us ded ?' he demanded. "Y o' give us mo' jack not to turn yo' in to sec men?'

Kane grinned, ahumorless baring of histeeth. "By no means. | want you to tell the sec men all about me.
Tdl them you saw me, tell them that me and .my friends will make the bayou our home. Welikeit here"

The pair of swampies goggled at himin dishdief. "Y o' wan' live here?" asked Peppercorn.
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"Why not?'

"Sec men hunt for yo', find yo, chill yo'."
"Let'emtry,” Kanereplied disdainfully.

Hoggette said sourly, "Iffen dey know yo' here, dey wan' know why we don' chill yo', turninyo' bodies.



"Tdl them thetruth. Tell them | got away from you."

"Truth?' Bandanna echoed scornfully. "Truth be yo' no get away from us. Truth be we do chill yo, bring
yo' body to rendezvous, get our jack. Dat betruth!”

Swiftly, Bandannaraised hisright arm, clenched hisfist and triggered the little crossbow. The quarrd
itsdlf was lessthan six incheslong, but Kane glimpsed a brown, tarry substance on the sharp point. He
instantly knew the stuff was poison, and probably so virulent that even a scratch could bring degth.

Ingtinctively, he ducked and the smal shaft buzzed past hisleft ear, close enough so the fletching lightly
whipped his hair. Even as he crouched down behind Hoggette, he reflexively tensed hiswrist. A tiny
electric motor whirred, activated by sengitive actuators on his tendons, and the big-bored Sin Eater did
into hisright hand, the butt unfolding and dapping firmly againgt hiswaiting pam.

The Sin Eater had no trigger guard, so he kept hisindex finger extended in order to keep the blaster
from firing automatically. Hoggette squealed when the arrow zipped over her head, and the squedl be-

came an aspirated, hate-filled shriek when she saw the Sin Eater fill Kane's hand.

"He be fuckin' sec man hissdf!" she ghrilled. "Disbetrick o Magd™

The little sivampie woman seemed to explode in Kane's grasp, savagely struggling to free hersdf from
his loathsome touch. Muscles coiled and bunched beneath her dusky skin like stedl cables. Kanetried to

hold her, redized he couldn', then flung her away, propelling her forward with aknee thrust hard against
her broad backside.

Hoggette's short, squat stature kept her from falling, but she sumbled, dap-footing loudly against the
marshy ground. Peppercorn sidestepped quickly out of her way, aligning his crossbow with Kane's chest.

Kane crooked hisfinger around the trigger, and the Sin Eater thundered, flame blooming from the
muzzle. Hisaim was hasty, and the 9 mm round only tore agouge in the swampie's curly mass of hair.

Peppercorn squalled in pain and rage. The string of his crossbow twanged, and the quarrel drove over
Kane's head. He heard it strike the trunk of the cypresstree behind him.

Bandanna and Peppercorn fumbled to dap new arrowsinto their wegpons, pulling back on the
bowstrings. Swinging the barrel of the Sin Eater in short haf arcsto cover both of them, Kane bellowed,
"Freeze, daggerd”

He used hisMag voice, asharp, commanding tone a avolume that in the past intimidated malefactors
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and broke violent momentum. But the swvampies weren't daggers. They were outlanders, fueled by a
generational hatred of sec men and the barons. They continued loading their crossbows with
single-minded purpose, their discolored teeth bared.

Kane brought Bandanna's torso into target acquisition and squeezed the trigger. The 248-grain round
struck the man with adevagtating punch high in the chest, bowling him off hisfegt, amsflailing. He hit



the ground with a squashing sound, and Kane swung his blaster toward Peppercorn. He fired asingle
shot. The swampie catapulted backward, limbs thrashing. Training the bore of the Sin Eater on
Hoggette, Kane listened with dismay to the echoes of the shots rolling through the night sky. The echoes
were replaced by voices raised in questioning shouts from the vicinity of Boontown.

Hoggette's lips writhed back over her teeth in avicious grin. In ahusky whisper, she said, "Oh, dey
catch yo' now, sec man. Dey ped yo' skin offen yo'. | make 'bacco pouch outten yo' dick. Yo' so
big-time dead.”

Kane sdled around her, toward the shadows of the bayou, blaster aimed at her head. "If they come
after me, they'll end up like your friends here.”

Bandannas and Peppercorn's bodies suddenly twitched. They dragged air into their lungs with raspy
rattles. Kanefelt his nape hairstingle and lift, and cold fingers of disbdlief, then terror caressed the base
of hisspine.
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The two swampies stirred, groaning, and pushed themselvesinto Sitting positions. Then they staggered to
their feet, swaying. For amad instant, Kane thought he might have missed with his shots and that the
swampies had only pretended to be hit. Then, in the next instant, he wondered if his bullets had missed
vital organs. But he saw moonlight glistening wetly on the patterns of blood soaked up by their ragged
dothing.

Inastrained half gasp, Bandanna said, "Y o' got to do better dan dat, sec man."”

The voices from Boontown climbed in volume, and Kane glimpsed figures slhouetted by the guttering
torchlight. Knife blades glinted. Hoggette cupped her hands around her mouth and screeched an
unintelligible torrent of words.

Her screech wasimmediately answered, so Kane put his head back, lifted hislegs and ran. An uproar of
outraged howls erupted behind him. As soon as he reached thetreeline, it was asif he went blind.
Although moonlight shone brightly upon the top of the jungle mat, little of it penetrated to the treacherous
morass of foul water, tangled cypress roots and creepers that formed the bayou floor. Vines dangled
snakelike from tree limbs, entwining with the thick gray Spanish moss to make an dmost impenetrable
barrier.

Groping around ingde histunic, he found and withdrew his dark-vision glasses. Thetreated lenses
alowed him to see clearly in deep shadow aslong
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asthere was some kind of ambient light source. Once he had them on, his sight improved somewhat, but
not as much as he had hoped.

Kane sought the trail he had followed from the underground ingtdlation. 1t had taken him well over an
hour to negotiate it when there was still alate-afternoon sun to light hisway, and that was by walking



cautioudy and pausing every so often to get his bearings. He had taken his precautions. But sprinting
through the bayou at an hour past midnight with ahorde of unkillable swampies on hishedsdidn't permit
precautions.

Cypress, pine and mangrove treesreared their pillared trunks al around him. Huge ferns, their glossy
fronds gleaming metalicaly, curved over thetrail. Insects chirped and buzzed from the deep shadows.
Hedidn't worry overmuch about sucker flies or brain ticks. He couldn't afford the luxury.

Kane dogged through a patch of mud, the stench of marsh gasfilling his nostrils and turning his ssomach.
Stll, the sulfurous stink wasn't much more nauseating than the effluvium exuded by the svampies.
Reaching higher ground, he stopped to caich his breeth and listen. Owls hooted eerily in the upper
branches of the trees. He heard the bawling of the pursuing swampies, undercut by gleeful laughter. He
wet hislips, redizing he was providing the citizenry of Boontown with sport, awelcome diversion from
their monotonous, rudimentary lives. Kane started running again, wishing he could be
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stealthy but knowing he couldn't without sacrificing speed. He sucked in great gulps of the humid air as
he struggled across roiling, muddy creeks, sinking dmost to his kneesin some places. He began to curse
Lakesh, then remembered this was one mission he couldn't blame on the old man. It was al of hisown
devising. If he could have freed one of hisfeet from the insgstent tug of the bog, he would have kicked his
OWn ass.

With the search for Kane, Grant, Baptiste and L akesh extended to encompass the nine villes and their
territories, diverting attention from the Cerberus redoubt was of tantamount urgency. Although the
mountain pass to the ingtalation in Montanas Bit-terroot Range had been blocked in afairly recent
defensve move, eventudly it would be investigated, smply as part of the process of dimination. All
poss ble bolt-holes for the fugitives and their aleged captive would be searched.

Kane had concocted a plan to confuse and decelve the barons by planting false trails and evidence of
their presencein widely separated territories. During his many years asaMagidiratein Cobaltville, he
had read intelligence reports from Samariumville in which Boontown had figured prominently. Criminas
from Baron Samarium'sterritory inevitably struck out for the bayous. The main source of Boomtown's
revenue derived from information provided to Samarium villés Magigirate Division.

Kanefigured thet if he made himsdif visibleinthe
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Boontown vicinity, the focus of the search would concentrate on the tangled green hdll of the swamps.
Simultaneoudy, Grant, Domi and Baptiste were on the other side of the country, in aredoubt in
Minnesota, which fell under Ragnarvill€'s jurisdiction, to spread out Sign and spoor that it had been
recently occupied.

The small ingtallation he made for was code-named Redoubt Delta, part of the Totaity Concept's
bioengineering researches, a subdivision of Overpro-ject Excaibur known asthe Genesis Project. The
Totdity Concept was the umbrella designation for American military supersecret researchesinto many



different arcane and e dritch sciences, which included matter transfer, time travel and anew form of
genetics. The Totaity Concept had been ingtituted at the close of World War 11 and continued until that
end-of-the-world year of 2001. The primary legacy of the Totality Concept's many subdivisonswasthe
network of underground redoubts that housed the mat-trans gateway units.

Suddenly, the hooting of the owls ceased. In the moment of heavy slence, Kane heard the faint
thrumming of abowstring. The smdl bolt buried itsdf in the ground near his|eft boot.

Spinning around, leading with his Sin Eater, he raked the darkness behind him with afull-auto burst. The
staccato hammering reverberated through the bayou, chopping splinters from cypresstrees, tearing bark
from pine. The muzzle-flash momentarily
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limned the shapes of two swampies beneath a canopy of undergrowth. He adjusted hisaim, and the
stream of 9 mm rounds shredded leaves, stems and branches, violently shaking the foliagelikea
gde-force wind. Over the drumming roar of the blaster, he heard bleats of anger and fear.

Rdaxing hisfinger on thetrigger, Kane pivoted and started running again, not expending any time or
effort on gauging the accuracy of hisshots. A mocking voice floated behind him. "Donetol’ you', sec
man—yYo' gotsto do better dan dat!"

Chapter 3

Kane muttered, "Sons of bitches."

Out of the many thingsin hislife he hated, being pursued, forced into therole of prey topped thelis. It
didn't come naturdly to him. Asthe swampie's taunt echoed through the bayou, Kane decided he'd had
hisfill of it. Heleft thetrail, pushing hisway through atangle of overgrowth.

On hisway to Boontown, he had crossed arickety bridge spanning a stream and he made hisway for
that. Asthe mud under hisfeet became softer, he did the Sin Eater back into its holster and reached
down to the nylex handle of the combat knife in its boot scabbard. Pressing the positive-release button,
he drew the long, double-edged, blued blade. He used it to push aside and chop a path through the
heavier thickets of foliagein hisway.

Kane picked hisway over the upthrusting cypressroots, tasting the sdt of his swesat flowing down his
face. He couldn't imagine Magistrates believing that he would seek sanctuary in the bayou, with its
constant oppressive heet, humidity and the vile, strontium-tainted marshlands. No hellzone could be
worsethan this.
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The stream wasn't much more than a shalow channd where brown, brackish water flowed duggishly

between mangrove-lined mudflats. About twenty yardsto hisright, he saw the bridge. A number of the
timbers had broken loose from the rope bindings, and he remembered how it had shaken dangeroudy



when he crossed it.

As he waded out toward the bridge in the hip-deep water, he conjured up images of carnivorous
bullfrogsthe size of dogs, of dragonlike aligators with jaws so huge they could devour amaninasingle
gulp. Mosquitoes began to attack him. He didn't dap at them, fearing the noise, so he slently endured
their sharp bites.

When Kane reached the rotting cross braces, he heard afaint mumble. He quickly squatted down,
lowering himsdlf into the tepid water so only his nose was above the surface. He had figured the
swampies would send out a pointman while the others scoured the trail for him.

He edged beneath the sheltering shadows provided by the sagging timbers, peering up through the wide
spaces between them. Fisting hisknifetightly, Kane focused dl his senses on the source of that faint,
mumbling voice. Something smal burrowed itsway out of the mud benesth hisboots, diding over his
ankles. Heignorediit.

A man Kane recognized as Bandanna appeared out of the tangle of vegetation on the bank and paused
before stepping out on the bridge. He looked thisway
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and that, mumbling to himsdlf. Blood glistened on his chest. He gripped hisding bladein hisleft hand, the
crossbow in hisright.

The swampie moved onto the bridge, placing his feet with care, obvioudy aware of which timberswere
safe and which oneswere not. Kane waited until Bandannawas directly over him, in midstride, before
he surged upward. Using his shoulder asalever, he shoved up against atimber and it ripped loose with
the wet, mushy sound of rotted wood.

In the same motion, he made a sweeping dash with the combat knife, aiming at the back of Bandanna's
left knee. He felt and heard the razored stedl sink deep into flesh, muscle and tendons.

Bandannasleg buckled ingtantly, and his scream of surprised pain rose to agargle before he splashed
into the water like afdlen tree. His armsthrashed the water to froth, but Kane didn't give him the
opportunity to lift his head out of the water and voice awarning cry.

Without hesitation, he clapped a hand over the swampie's mouth, pressed aknee into the small of his
back, then diced the blade's edge across the man's squat neck.

Bandannathrashed the water, rolling, clutching at histhroat, gurgling horribly ashetried to forcea
scream through a severed larynx and windpipe. Blood spewed through hisfingers, forming adarker stain
in the dark water around him. Soowly, it seeped away downstream.
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Bandannas body turned onto its back, his face breaking the surface, eyesrolled up. Reddened water
poured from his slently screaming mouth. Kane watched as the swampie twitched and quivered as his



life pumped out through a severed carotid artery.

Gripping a handful of hisrags, Kane hauled Bandannato the opposite bank and dropped him on his
back in the mud. Hislipsformed a grimacing rictus, and the red-rimmed dash across his throat mimicked
it.

Kane bent over, hands resting on his knees, and breathed deeply. Gazing at Bandanna, it occurred to
him that the flow of blood from the wound seemed to be dowing. Asthe notion registered, Bandanna's
legsjerked. For an instant, Kane assumed the movement was nothing more than a postmortem spasm.

Then the swampiejackknifed up at the waist, ghadtly, liquid burblesissuing from his open, dripping
mouth. Little blood bubbles formed on hislips. He clawed out for Kane's face.

Clamping hislipstight on the cry of horror climbing up histhroat, Kane grasped Bandanna's | eft wrist
and yanked him sharply forward. The swampi€'s head was snapped back by the quick jerk, and Kane
thrust the knife at an upward angle through the underside of hisjaw.

He heard the point grate dong the vertebrae as fourteen inches of titanium-jacketed tungsten steel drove
through the roof of Bandannas mouth and into his brain ssem. Kane held the knife tightly in posi-
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tion, pressing the hilt againg his chin asthe swampie writhed and kicked feebly. He dmost snarled in
satisfaction when the shivers and trembling ceased. The swampi€'s body settled and he yanked hisknife
free, aribbon of crimson trailing from the point. He wiped the blade clean with one of Bandannas rags.

Kane had encountered a variety of genetic perversons over the past few months, and the svampies
were yet another example, disgorged either by the ddliberate biological tinkering of Genesis Project or
asan accidenta result of radiation. Either way, the question of whether swampies were indeed muties
had been answered.

He guessed they had devel oped—or been given— adud circulatory system, with two sets of heartsand
double arteries. His bullet had perforated only one of Bandanna's hearts, and likewise he had cut through
only one of two carotid arteries. However, Kane was sure the swampie didn't have twin brains.

Kane went up the bank and into the foliage paralleling the trail. The root-clotted mudflats gave way to
more solid ground, and he increased his pace, running on the balls of hisfeet. He kept dert for any
sound behind, particularly an angry uproar when Bandanna's body was discovered.

A vine snared hisankle, and he fell to the soft earth, sprawling awkwardly as he tried to keep from
faling on hisknife. He kicked free of the vine and started to push himsdlf erect. The vine, asthick as

hiswrigt, suddenly wrapped itself around his lower leg.

Another vine whipped out of the shadows beneath the undergrowth and fastened itself around his|left



wrigt. It was tipped with a crudlly curved thorn, like acat's claw. The point of the hook pricked the back
of hishand, and dmost immediately a cold numbness crept up hiswrist and down into hisfingertips.
More vines began lashing out of thefoliage, darting like snakes.

Kane struggled asthey began to pull a him, looking in the direction he was being tugged. The vines
ended some twenty feet away in athick, enormous flowering growth in the shape of ashalow, open
bowl a least six feet in diameter. Therim had long furlike hairslining its outer edge and an inner lining of
arich bloodred. It gleamed stickily in the dim light. The bowl opened and closed like a hungry mouth,
making obscene s obbering sounds. About the base of the plant he saw a scattering of old bones, dull
whitein thedim light. They were discolored, and a closer ook showed him that the bones had been
egten way, asif by acid, dissolving the hard surfaces to expose the spongy marrow within.

With amounting fear, Kane understood the moisture gleaming within the bowl of the plant wasa
corrosve secretion, adigestive fluid by which it consumed itsfood. A nerve toxin in the hooked thorns
numbed its prey. Multiple stings doubtlesdy resulted in complete paradyss.
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The vineslocked Kanein avisdike grip, dragging him toward the wet, gaping maw. He clawed & the
ground, dug in hisheds. All of hislife, he had heard taes of the diversity of mutated floraand fauna
spawned by the nukecaust. Radiation and vast ecologica changes had transformed many harmless
speciesinto nightmarish, deadly parodies of their origina forms. He could only guess at what the predark
progenitor of the flesh-eating plant might have been. He redlized its vines were like sensitive antennae,
reacting to ground vibrations. It hadn't stirred until he began to run.

The concept of giant bullfrogs seemed dmost quaint as he grappled with the darting, dithering tentacles.

Thevinestightened like stedl cables around Kanesarms and legs. He didn't draw his Sin Eater. Bullets
would be of no vaue, snce aplant had no vita organs and the shots would only pinpoint his position to
the pursuing svampies.

But even if aplant had no vital organs, it had no bones or musclesin itstentacle vines. He still had one
leg and one arm free, but his haf-numbed knife hand was caught at the wrist and inexorably being
stretched out in the direction of the moist, gaping maw. He reached out with hisfree hand, avoiding a
hooked vine that darted for it, and grabbed hisknife by the blade, nicking one finger on the sharply
honed point.

He closed his hand around the nylex handle and

dashed at the vine around hisright wrist. The fiber was tough, and he had to saw at it to sever it.
Responding to the stimuli, other tendrils snaked across the bayou floor to recapture hisarm. Twisting
over, haf gtting up, he lowered his head between his shoulders as one of the hook-tipped green
tentacles sought to encircle histhroat. He cut through the vine wrapped around his ankle and stood up,



even as two more tendrilslashed at him, one securing agrip around hiswaist, another across his chest,
the curved thornsfouling in his clothes.

Rather than resst the tug, he used dl his strength to rush toward the yawning red mouth of the
carnivorous plant. The vines had evolved to prevent the escape of avictim, moving away from the
bowl-shaped maw, and they had little strength to resist forward direction. They doubled up, looping at
his feet, and Kane dashed them loose from his body.

The plant responded violently, sending other tentacles to recapture him. A huge tree loomed up on his
left, rearing from adightly humped hillock of earth. Kane lunged for it, bounding over asnarl of vines,
reaching the higher ground in one legp. He put the trunk between him and the plant and forced himsdif to
stand motionless.

The vines quested for him, touching the deeply rutted bark, but encountering nothing that moved or
exuded body heat. After aminute, they dowly withdrew, dithering back into the undergrowth.

Kane managed to soften his harsh respiration, hug-
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ging the bole of thetree. His heart thudded in his chest, he trembled alittle, but he told himself the
reaction was due to adrenaline, not fear.

He heard afaint mutter of voices and the rustle of foliage. He pressed againgt the tree trunk and waited.

Within amoment, a quartet of swampies quietly pushed its way through the brush, gazing around dertly,
first at the ground, then at the undergrowth. Peppercorn led the way, and he swept hisloaded crossbow
back and forth in tandem with his scar-ringed eyes.

With asurprising delicacy of tread for such ungainly builds, the swampies moved forward, one step at a
time. They obvioudy knew of the grimmer plant and how its vines responded to vibration.

When the four swampies had passed him by, Kane shifted stedthily away from thetree, avoiding all
loose twigs and dry leaves. Then he began to run furioudy in place, boots thumping afast, violent tattoo
on the ground.

Although the swampies spun around within half aheartbesat of the first drumming footfals, the vineswere
faster. A dozen of them snaked out of the brush, whiplashing over the ground toward Kane'slegs.

A sdewayslunge put him againg the tree again as the vines flicked like serpentsin search of living prey.
They found it on the swampies. The tendrils snapped around the ankles and lower legs of the four men,
who squaled in fright, kicking and samping. Their effortsto free themselves only attracted
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more vines, asthey lashed up and out from all Sdes, coiling around arms and waists, the hooked thorns

securing gripsin rags and the skin beneath. A dender cluster of tentacles surrounded Peppercorn's head.
As he opened his mouth to shriek, ahooked tip entered it and the shriek became a strangulated sob.



Kane watched with a cold sense of detached horror, imagining the vine dithering down the man's
esophagus, into his somach, squirming about, hooking into hisintestind wall, withdrawing and dragging
his guts up histhroat and into the waiting maw of the plant.

The swampies screams were answered from deeper in the bayou. Kane couldn't afford to stay and see
how the plant consumed itsfood. He moved away from the tree, swiftly dodging apair of vinesthat
darted toward him.

He continued through the gloom, cutting back after ahundred yardsto the trail again. Behind him he
heard a cacophony of voiceslifted in angry shock as the swampies discovered the predicament of their
comrades.

Kane kept to the path after that, hoping the swampies would either stop to rescue their companions
before they were devoured or be so discouraged by their fate they would postpone the hunt for the sec
man for another night.

He wolf-trotted for the next severd minutes, dternating a swift walk with along-legged lope. He swatted
irritably at the mosquitoes that made strafing
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dives at his head. Every so often he heard splashesin the bog on either sde of thetrall asif creatures
jumped for cover at his approach. Sensation began to return to his thorn-pricked hand.

Reaching insde histunic, he unzipped the waterproof pouch attached to the waistband of histrousers
and withdrew histrans-comm. The pam-sized radiophone had a clear range of only amile, but he
estimated he was wdl within those limits now. With athumb, he flipped open the protective cover and
keyed in Rouch's frequency.

She responded amost ingtantly, her filtered voice accurately conveying her anxiety. "Isthat you, Kane?
"Itis" hereplied, holding it near hismouth. "I'm on my way back to you."

In atonefull of blended relief and reproach, Rouch said, "Y ou've been gone so long, | got redly scared.
Thisplaceis—"

He cut her off. "Did you spread around the evidence?'

"| did just what you told meto do," shereplied defensively. "Empty ration packs, messed up the beds,
tracked mud around. It looks like people have been living here, dl right.”

"Good. FI be back in afew minutes. Be ready to jump. | don't want to spend any moretime herethan |
haveto. I've dready overstayed my welcome.”

Inadightly puzzled tone, she asked, "What do you mean?”
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"Just stand by." He closed the frequency and returned the trans-comm to his pouch.

The overgrown trail intersected with the crumbling remains of a narrow, two-lane blacktop road. He
followed it for ahundred yards, climbing over aheagp of scrap metd that had been a security gate. The
cyclone fence and the porcelain current conductors that had dectrified it were overgrown with
vegetation.

Creepers and leafy kudzu twined al around the flat-roofed, single-storied concrete building, making it
one with thejungle floor. Unlike most of the redoubts he had visited, this one had asingle, normal-sized
door. Beth-Li Rouch stood at the threshold, eyes bright and watchful. The dender young woman'slovely
Asdan features were tight with worry, but they relaxed when he spoke her name.

She reached for him, then paused, stepping back. Her ddlicate nostrils flared, dark almond-shaped eyes
narrowing. Almost involuntarily, she brought ahand to her nose. "Y ou smel like—"

Kane pushed past her, saying harshly, "I know, Rouch. Get used to alittle stinking redlity when you
make these field trips. Y ou're the one who volunteered, you know."

She glanced a him alittle reproachfully, but said nothing, casting her eyes down. Rouch was the newest
arrival among the exilesin Cerberus, only a couple of months out of Sharpeville. Her mouth waswide
and sensuous, her ears and nose tiny and deli-
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cate. Shiny, raven'swing black hair fell nearly to her waist.

Lakesh had arranged for her exileto fulfill aspecific function among the men in Cerberus, but he had
made it quite clear that Kane was the primary focus of his—and Rouch's—project to expand thelittle
colony.

Her function had yet to be fulfilled, and Kane couldn't help but suspect that Rouch's eagernessto
accompany him to Redoubt Deltawasn't to participate in the misson, but to be done with him, far from
the Cerberus personndl in genera and Brigid Baptiste in particular. Regardless, judging by theway she
recoiled from him, even if he suddenly decided to cooperate with Lakesh's project, she would run,
gagging, into the bayou.

Her body tensed, eyesfixing on the gleam of blood on the knife blade in Kaneshand. In aquavery
whisper, she asked, "Isthat—?"

Rouch had told him the sight of blood made her queasy, so he swiftly resheathed the weapon in his boot.
"Did you chill someone?'

He hesitated amoment before answering. But if Rouch wanted to be part of an away team's mission, she
had to accept death as aninevitable. "Yes. | had no choice.”



Rouch's reaction surprised and disturbed him. Instead of looking stricken or uncomfortable, her eyes
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widened, her mouth parted and her tongue touched her lower lip. "How did you do it?"
Kanefdt his eyebrowsknitting. "What do you mean?"

"Did you stab somebody or cut athroat?" She seemed thrilled by either notion.

Kane gazed at her silently for a second, then grunted, "It's not important. Let'sgo.”

The smdl door opened onto a broad stretch of corridor nearly ahundred feet long. It ended at adouble
st of sec doors. The vanadium-aloy portals were open, spanning a doorway forty feet wide. On the
right-hand wall, near the frame, the word Goodbye had been nesatly stenciled, at least two hundred years
before.

The sec doors opened and closed at the prompting of an interrupted photoel ectric beam, unlike thosein
other redoubts which responded only to a certain numerical code punched into akeypad. Asthey
passed through the doorway, the huge meta dabs did ponderoudy together, joining in the center with
only thefaintest of visble seams.

The corridorswere apae creamin color, curving dightly to theleft, lit by dim light stripsin the celling.
Every s0 often, they strode benesth deactivated vid spy-eyes bolted in the angle of the wall and the roof.

The corridor kept curving in an ever narrowing spird fashion. Rouch trailed afew paces behind Kane,
saying nothing, but he was sure she would
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have rather been upwind of him. Glancing behind him, he saw his boots were making appropriately
muddy tracks on thefloor.

The passageway led to another open sec door. On the other side of it, Kane pushed the green lever set
inthe frame, and the massive portd did shut with afaint hissof hydraulics.

The control room for the mat-trans system wasfilled with cheeping, blinking banks of computers and
electronic consoles. Powered by the nearly eterna energy of nuclear generators, the control systems il
worked in most of the redoubts. The mat-trans units required a maddeningly intricate number of
electronic procedures, so the actual conversion process of matter to energy was automated, overseen
and sequenced by computers.



Strangely, Redoubt Deltadidn't have a small antechamber to serve as aready or recovery room. The
control center opened directly onto the smoked blue armaglasswalls of the gateway. However, it did
have the customary sign above the keypad control box beside the door. It read Entry Absolutely
Forbidden To All But B12 Cleared Personnel. Mat-Trans.

The only other place Kane had seen that notice was on the jump chamber at Cerberus, and not for the
firgt time he wondered what had become of personnel who held Bl or below clearances.

He tapped in the Cerberus destination code, adding the two-digit encrypted ID number. Rouch did her
best to hide her nervousness when shefollowed Kane
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into the jump chamber. By the meta handle affixed to the armaglass, he sedled the door. The lock
clicked, circuitry engaged and the automatic transit process began.

Asthe hexagonal disks above and below them exuded asilvery glow, Kane wondered briefly if the stink
of the swamp would make the quantum jump with him. Again he wished he had exchanged destinations
with Grant and Brigid. Though he couldn't be certain, he serioudy doubted they would return from their
mission in Minnesotasmelling and fedling like an outhouse,

The energy forms resembling white, early-morning mist began wafting from the emitter array above and
below. Kane closed his eyes, waiting to be swept up in the nanosecond of comfortable nonexistence.

Instead, he felt a sickening, wrenching moment of didocation.
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Chapter 4

Centered atop ahigh, cold hill, theimposing mass of man-made structuresthat carried Baron Ragnar's
name rose monolithically above the packed powder of dirty snow and ice. Each of thevilleéswalls stood
high in adefiant thrust of chisdled stone and forged stedl. Sheer fifty-foot walls offered flat buttresses of
impregnable protection, and were regularly raked at night by the beams of powerful spotlights mounted
both on top and at the bottom of the imposing edifices.

Frowning down from each corner of the outer shell that kept the inner maze of Ragnarville secure could
be found manned V ulcan-Phaanx gun towers, the heavy-cdiber weapons ready and waiting to fend off
any sort of attack. One of the reasonsfor fortifying the villeswas afear of an invasion from foreign,
nuke-blasted nations. Another reason was protection from clans of mutants, like the vicious stickies.



After nearly acentury, neither fear proved to have any foundation.

Within the impregnable walls were the Enclaves, the four multileveled towers of the dlite, and dl of these
towersin turn were connected by a series of

walkways and outcroppings to the massive cylinder of white stone looming three hundred feet into the air
over dl other Structures, the Adminigtrative Monoalith.

The bottom level of the monolith, Epsilon, served as amanufacturing facility. In turn, DeltaLeve was
home to the necessary and vita service of food growth, preservation and distribution.

Abovethat, C Level waswhere the laws of Ragnarville were duly housed and enforced viathe
Magistrate Division—ablack-armored men of unyielding moraity and justice, men with the reputations of
being totaly ruthlessin the stone-cold performance of their duties as judges, juries and executioners.
However, even the Mags were answerable to their own, and the lawgivers were policed by
adminigtrators, men who had earned those positions by being the most ruthlessin a caste system where
ruthlessness was rewarded.

In layout and design, Ragnarvillewasidentical in form and function to the other eight baronies
consolidated by the Program of Unification, but the frontier ville so had enough differencesto stake out
itsown pocket of individudity.

Ragnarville was the only spot of true civilization to be found on North Americas side of the Arctic
Circle—athough the mass of towers and walls and buildings that made up Ragnarville was far from
being a center for anything which passed as culture.

The chem storms and geologica catastrophesthat
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had rocked the central United States and the western and eastern seaboards had transformed those
sections of the country into a patchwork of hellzones. The upper reaches of the continent suffered, too,
but the number of nukesthat fell was smdler, and the ecologica damage less.

In the treasure trove of archives of each of the nine baronies, stacks of crudely printed posters were filed
away, unadorned by decoration or frame. A grateful populace had made up these posters during the
time when civilization was reclaimed, and the posters now kept like al artifacts as reminders, bits of
yesterday to be cataloged and filed by the archivistsin case of future need.

Although each of the nine villes shared superficia smilaritiesin gpopearance and government, they were
very different from each other, depending upon the whims of the individud ruling baron. The onelink
they al shared were the Unity Through Action posters stored away like holy texts within the records of
dl villes. Theilludtrations were very smple—line drawings of two hands clasping each other, joined at
thewrigt by achain.



Over eighty years before, "Unity Through Action™ wastheralying cry that had spread acrossthe
Deathlands by word of mouth and proof of deed. The long-forgotten trust in any form of government
had been reawakened, generations after the survivors of the nuclear war had lived through the deadly

legacy
of politicsand the suicida decisons made by elected officids.

The leaders of these powerful baronies, the hidden ones, offered a solution to the constant state of worry
and fear—join the unification program and never worry or fear or think again. Humanity was responsible
for thearrival of Judgment Day, and it must accept that responsbility before atruly Utopian age could
be ushered in.

All humankind had to do to earn this Utopiawas to follow the rules, be obedient and be fed and clothed.
And accept the new order without question. For most of the men and women who lived in the villes and
the surrounding territories, this was enough, more than enough. Long-sought-after dreams of peace and
safety had at least been transformed into redlity. Of course, fleeting dreams of persond freedom were
logt in the exchange, but such abstract aspirations were nothing but childishillusions.

At least that was the dogma put forth by the barons, and no one knew wheat the barons dreamed of, or
evenif they dept.

The barons did indeed deep and dream, but not as humans understood the concept. The isolated lords
of the villes dept because they needed a certain amount of dreaming not just to maintain apsychologica
balance, but to review and sift through the data stored in the conscious mind and discard that which was
not necessary to the performance of their
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duties. Thetissue of their hybridized brainswas of the same visceral matter as the human brain, but the
fifteen million neuronsthat formed the basic wiring operated a bit differently in the processing of
information. The deep of the barons was more like a state of meditation, and the narrative structure of
their dreams very linear. Therefore, they rarely confused their dreamswith redlity.

When Baron Ragnar saw the nude woman standing at the foot of his bed in his private quarters, he
experienced not even amoment of confusion regarding her redity—even if her near-tranducent skin

shed ashimmering glow in the darkness.

Still, Baron Ragnar's double-lidded, danted eyeswidened a the beautiful form facing him.

"Who areyou?' he demanded in the musical voice dl of hiskind possessed.

"I have been desgnated as Tara," the woman replied in aflat dto.

He sat up straight. "How did you get in here?' His question came out as awhispered hiss. Hedidn't raise
his voice. He knew that within the center complex of AlphalLeve he was safe, and that one of the dite
Baroniad Guards stood just outside hisivory-and-gold-inlaid door. He did not reach for the array of
alarm buttons or the wegpon next to his bed.

The woman didn't respond to his question. She stared at him camly, contemplatively. He stared back,



running his gaze dong her deek, long-limbed body, over the firm, hard-nippled breasts. He found
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her lack of body hair extremely arousing, though he couldn't quite seem to focus on the juncture of her
smoothly molded thighs.

Baron Ragar sat up Straighter, leaning against the headboard. "1 said, how did you get into my
chambers? Don't you know who | am?* The question was so ludicrous, and the answer so obvious, that
the baron felt aflush of anger heating hisface at having to ask the second of histwo questions. Thefirst
enquiry was the true mystery. Without his knowledge no one, absolutely no one, was dlowed access
into the top spire of the Adminigrative Monalith.

"You are Baron Ragnar,” shereplied. Thefirst question remained unaddressed. Oddly, her lipsdidnt
seem to be in synch with any of her words, like the timing was off on an unspooling red of projected
film, but the baron didn't comment onit.

"Yes, yes," the baron replied, rapidly growing impatient with the game.
"Then you have been presdlected for us."

Baron Ragnar cocked his high-domed head at the sight of the naked woman, and dowly asmile creased
his lipless mouth. Unlike most of his hybrid brethren, Ragnar had developed anear insatiable lust for
human females. He wasn't quite sure why, but when he allowed himsdif to think about it dl, he
speculated that his human genes must have derived from exceptiondly highly sexed individuds.

Asfar as he had been able to determine, he was an anomay among the baronid olgiarchy. Since the
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barons didn't reproduce, their sexua organs were vestigid, tiny reminders of the human biologica
material that composed perhaps atenth of their metabolisms.

Baron Ragnar hadn't allowed hisphysica shortcomingsto deter him from glutting hisdesirefor the
physica sex act. His persond staff had provided him with prosthetic enhancements, archived artifacts
from coitdly fixated predark days. With theaid of histrusted inner circle, the baron had indulged his
carnd lusts with some of the most succulent women Rag-narville and the surrounding Outlands had to
offer. Sex with the baron was an experience none of the selected women had been alowed to report
after the fact, even the oneswho had not gone dightly mad from the meshing of physica and menta
intercourse. There would be no bragging of "fucking the baron.” Besides, his true form was the most
closaly guarded of secrets, and as such no one outside of a precious few was alowed accessto his
hidden quarters.

"l usudly do the presdection,” Ragnar said, each word faling from hisdit of amouth like notes of music.

"So we have been informed,” Tarasaid, and aghost of smile crossed her exquisite features.



"By whom?'

Thefaintest hint of afrown drew her delicately arched eyebrows toward the bridge of her nose. "That
dataisclassfied."

Baron Ragnar decided hisfemale visitor was
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dightly deranged, but the hot lust building within him melted his suspicion. He was certain the woman had
been brought to him by one of his staff, chosen because of her exotic looks. Such gifts were not
unheard-of, nor unwelcome.

"Comeand join me," the baron said smoothly, patting the Sde of the bed. He smiled at her invitingly.
"No. We cannot.” Taras expression became dightly troubled.

"Then why are you here?' demanded Baron Ragnar. "Y ou said you were presdlected for me."

"That istrue. You are our preselected target.”

"Target?" echoed the baron, confusion driving away desire. "Meaning what?'

"Y our termination.” The woman'sfacial expresson didn't change, nor had the inflection in her voice; the
declaration was made dl the more chilling by the lack of emotion.

Baron Ragnar continued to wear his open and inviting smile, but he was no longer even remotely
aroused by the woman, who had just delivered a capital crimethreat againgt hislife. "Y ou are hereto
nate me?'

Tarainclined her hairless head in anod. "We will accept that as dternate reference to my mission.”

The baron narrowed his eyes, compressing his mouth so it looked like the edges of araw wound. "l
command you to tell me who sent you here.”

"Y our command cannot countermand our prese-
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lection. We have confirmed your identity and must proceed.”

Ragnar snarled, hisright hand darting to the bedside table. It gripped a blaster that was at |east two
timestoo large for his dlicate fingers and hand. The gun was amodified Spectre automatic, Smilar to



the big-bored autoblasters known as Sin Eaters carried by al Magistrates as standard-issue sde arms,
but minus the customized features. The gun had been the baron's weapon of choice for over adecade,
and he dways used it when he engaged in the pastime of target shooting—another practice that reveded
his differencesfrom hiseight hybrid brothers.

Ragnar thumbed thefiring-rate selector to full auto and squeezed the trigger. Six 9 mm hollowpoint
rounds tore into the woman's face, neck and upper torso. The baron experienced amillisecond of regret
over the mutilation of her splendid breasts. Other matters were far more pressing, including discovering
which spoke of thewhed of hisincredibly stupid trusted inner circle had sent this madwoman to him. His
thoughts were aready jumping ahead to an emergency meeting of the Trugt.

All thoughts of terrorizing his staff vanished when Baron Ragnar redlized the woman had not staggered,
falen or shed so much asadrop of blood. The thunderous echoes of the shots still reverberated when
he saw how each of the six bullets had impacted haphazardly at full velocity against thewall behind her.

The baron gaped in surprise, then shock, at Tarals beautiful, uninjured body still standing before him.
His mind wheded with wild conjecture. He heard himsalf whisper, "I do not miss."
"You did not,” shereplied.

Taraextended her arms outward from her body, keeping her pamsflat and pardld to the carpeted
floor, forming a T-shape. She arched her back, thrusting out her taut breasts. Baron Ragnar continued to
gape, and his mouth fell open when a diamond-shaped dit appeared to open between her breasts. A
swirling solash of multicolored light spilled out.

A heavy fist pounded on the other side of the door. Baron Ragnar opened his mouth wider and began to
shriek, but the woman alowed him no timeto put words in his scream. She glided to the bedside, and
swung her arms and hands around, dapping them together, catching the baron's head between them.

Baron Ragnar's eardrums thundered deafeningly, and he convulsed as aknife of ice seemed to thrugt its
way through his body from hisbrain to histoes. Hisarms and legsinstantly numbed, nervous system
refusing to respond. His sight was dimmed by afrost that seemed to rim hiseyes. Then hefelt avast
wave of heat suffusng him, likeinvisble flame scorching through his body, bringing explosions of burning
agony to hismuscles.

With the scream dying on hislips, Baron Ragnar's head became amass of flickering blue flames, jetting
up from the pores of his skin. His narrow festures
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pedled, blackened and disintegrated, and histhin
blond hair smoldered, turning to gray ash. The blood
in hisveinsszzled, the moisturein his mouth boiled

away and evaporated, issuing between hislipsina



small puff of sleam. Hishig dark eyesmelted like
tallow candles within their deep sockets. Bligters
popped out on hisfingertips and burst with fine
sorays of flame, immediatdly igniting the pillow and
the quilted headboard. Acrid smoke plumed upin
corkscrew swirls. The stench of burned flesh flooded
the bedchamber.

Tarareleased the baron's head and stepped away from him, turning as the door swung open violently,
shouldered aside by aBaronia Guardsman. Hiswhite uniform jacket and tight red trousers accentuated
his Herculean physique.

Without amicroingtant of hesitation, he lunged for the nude, hairless woman standing at his baron's
bedside. He towered ahead and a haf over her, the enormous breadth of his shoulders making her
appear fral in comparison. His blue eyes caught glints of red from the firelight.

His conditioning to protect the baron ssemmed from a degper source than physiological conditioning—it
was encoded in his genes, an ingtinct, not alearned behavior. He and his brother guardsmen were bred
to perform only one function, and cerebration had little to do with his actions.

Taradidn't try to evade hislunge or the hands sweeping to clutch her deek, dim form. Eyesdrawn
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to it, thefingers of the guardsman's right hand plunged into the diamond-shaped aperture between her
breasts, asif he were seeking to tear out her heart.

Hefroze, his muscles saizing, jointslocking, body twisting in spasms. Taracamly laid both hands againgt
hisflat, hard-muscled belly. A gray haze shimmered around them. With aripping of cloth, awet rending
of flesh and muscle, hisbdly stretched toward her hands like metal legping toward a magnet. It swelled
and burst open.

The guardsman shot away from her. In ascreaming, thrashing haf spin, the man soared the length of the
room. Hisintestinestrailed out like a blue-sheened banner from the cavity splitting historso from pelvis
to sternum. The guardsman landed on hisface and sorawled with hisarms flung wide, his entrails strung
out to Taras hands.

She dropped them and stepped over them as she walked to the door. The guardsman jerked once and
died.
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Chapter 5

The trans-comm on Royce's desk shrilled with arising and faling warble. Snorting awake from the half
doze, he blinked at the black comm box and stabbed a clumsy finger to the Receive button. A harsh,
babbling voice burst out of the speaker grid, but he recognized it as Hoffman's.

"Commander Royce? Do you copy? Oh, for fuck's sake, sr—"
"Wheat the hdll isgoing on?' Royce demanded.

Hoffman continued to yammer about triple-red aerts and section security breaches, calling out over and
over for the watch commander.

Royce, the watch commander, repeated his question in ahaf shout. "What the hdll's going on?"

Then he redized he hadn't thumbed the Transmit button on the intercom and angrily mashed histhumb
down on thetiny key. "Dammit, Hoffman, what the hell isgoing on?"

"Sec breach, upper level, Alpha." Hoffman's voice sounded less frantic now that he was speaking to his
Superior officer.

"Alpha?" Roycesvoice hit ahigh note of incredulity. Ragnarville security problemsamost dways

occurred in the Pitsand very rarely on theresdentiad Enclaves. In hisrecollection, therewasn't even a
rumor of a sec breach ever hgppening in the Administrative Monolith, much lesson AlphaLeve.

"Yes, gr," Hoffman responded. "The spire. The baron's quarters, Sir.”

"Thebaron...!I" Roycefdt hisfacial musclestwist into amask of shocked disbelief. Swest sprang from
his receding hairline and amost immediately trickled down his bulldog-jowled cheeks. "What about the
guardsmen?’

"I don't know. The dert came from Wa sh, one of the baron's taff." Hoffman's voice trembled, asif he
were on the verge of panic.

"Current satus?"
"Dixon isresponding and should be on scene now.”
"Good, get him abackup squad infull armor. I'll be up, stat.”

Royce lunged up from his desk, making sure his Sin Eater was snugly strapped to hisforearm and his
portable trans-comm clipped to hisbelt. He didn't bother snatching his black Kevlar-weave coat from a
wall hook before running out into the corridor. Dixon and the backup squad would bein full armor, as
per officia divison policy. Every duty shift had to have at |east three hard-contact Magsin readiness,
though three of his best were on arecce assignment in the hinterlands. Royce's high-collared, pearl gray
uni-
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form would have to suffice to get him through the sec checkpointsto AlphaLeve.

As he sprinted for thelift, he couldn't hel p but curse Barch benegth his breath. The man had appointed
him divison commander less than amonth ago, right before he embarked on his mission for the baron. A
sec breach of this magnitude had never happened before, and he cursed both Barch and fate that it was
happening on hiswatch.

THE NAKED WOMAN seemed serendly oblivious to the stares directed at her as she strode down the
corridor. Men in bodysuits pressed their backs against the wall as she passed by, eyes and faces
registering wonder and fear.

"Freeze, you daggin' bitch," acommanding voice roared from behind her.

Tarapaused, appearing to spin on the bal of her left foot, and turned enough to see and identify who
had shouted the order. A man, encased in black body armor, stood approximately fifteen feet avay,
inside an open stairwell door. He trained the hollow bore of aSin Eater at her head.

"Facethewall, hands and legs spread. Now!"

Taracontinued to stand there, having frozen as directed. Brilliant light from the aperture on her chest cast
shifting prismetic reflections on the Magigtrate's polycarbonate armor.

The Magistrate advanced on her, his eyes protected by the red-tinted visor attached to his helmet.

Theonly vishble part of the man'sface was atiny lower section of mouth and chin. A tiny pin microphone
extended out from the helmet'sjaw guard near hisright cheek.

"Centrd, thisis Dixon. | havetheintruder on Alphaa MagentalLeve Two."

"Copy that, Dixon. Backup is on the way," Hoffman said. "What's the story?*

"I think shewasin the baron's chambers," Dixon replied. "I'll investigate when backup gets here.”
"Stand by. Royceison hisway up, too. What's the bitch look like?!

Dixon haf smirked. "Grest, if you like 'em as bad and as naked as anewborn."”

"Naked and bald?'

"Totaly. Looks like the baron has fused out another one.”



The woman continued to gaze at him steedlily, un-blinkingly, and he felt aquiver of dread in the pit of his
somach. Whether it was atrick of the muted lighting, he redized he couldn't make out the color of her
eyes, but hefet her levd sare.

Lowering hisvoice, Dixon said into the pin mike, "There's something triple strange about her.
Recommend you advise Barch if he hasturned up.”

"He han't," Hoffman replied. "Royceisdill filling infor him."

A new voicefiltered into his helmet's comm-link. "Dixon, thisis Royce. I'm on the way with your
backup.”
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"Copy that, sr. | recommend sending amember of the team to the baron's quarters. I've gotten
conflicting reports about afire, gunshots and a dead guardsman.”

The woman shifted position, and Dixon bellowed, "Bitch, | told you to face the wall and spread 'em. Do
it!"

Taraturned toward the opposite wall and took along step.

"Not that one," shouted Dixon. "The other one." Taraignored him, continuing to stride forward. "Fuck
this" Dixon muttered. He decided he wasn't going to waste any more time yelling orders a one of the
baron's stray, fused-out pieces of ass. The Sin Eater in his hands spit flame once as he touched the
crooked index finger of hisright hand to the trigger, and the sound of the gunshot rebounded from the
walls of the corridor. Not being atotd idiot, nor wanting to have to explain why he had blown away one
of the baron'swhores, he amed his shot high for one of her shapely shoulders.

Tara continued walking, apparently untouched by the heavy-cdiber round. It struck the wall behind her
in an explosion of plaster dust. Dixon felt hot blood rush to hisfacein prickles of shame. Asaveteran
Magigtrate, hetook quiet pridein hisability to aim, fire and shoot with amore than average successrate.
He sgueezed the trigger a second time, and this shot went low, aiming for an equally shapely upper

thigh. His second shot dug afist-szed crater in the wall, and the woman kept walking.

Spitting a curse, Dixon bounded toward her, Sin Eater held high to deliver a clubbing blow to her round,
perfectly shaped skull. As he brought the barrel of the blaster down against the crown of her head,
Royce and apair of armored Magistrates pounded around the corner.

The metd of the blaster touched the woman's head, and a popping, pinpoint white flash at the contact
point sent Dixon flying acrossthe corridor, arms and legsflailing. He crashed loudly into thewadll, a



network of fine cracks crisscrossing the plaster. Hefdll face-first to the floor, limbs flopping bonelesdly.

The Magigtrates rocked to unsteady, ssumbling halts. They watched the iridescent woman step into the
oppositewdll. It seemed to absorb her, like a pebble dropped into the still surface of a pond, except
there were no ripples, no sound of a gplash. One ingtant she was there, and in the next she wasn't.

All three of them continued to stare at the blank wall, none of them truly believing what they had just
witnessed or willing to admit, even to themselves, that it had even happened.

Royce shook himsdlf, asif coming out of adream. He glanced from the wal to Dixon dumped on the
floor and back to the wall again. "What's on the other side of that?'

Neither of the Mags answered him, nor had he actualy expected them to. The layout of the baron's
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quarterswas atota unknown, except to the baron himself and ahandful of trusted advisers. Rumors
described it as alabyrinth, amaze of secret passageways and hidden chambers.

Striding to Dixon, Royce knedled beside him and wrestled him onto his back. The man uttered no sound
or moved at dl, not even when Royce pushed up hisvisor. Dixon's eyes were open, staring fixedly at the
ceiling. Bloody froth flecked hislips. He till lived, but he didn't respond when Royce spoke his name or

dapped his cheeks.

His belt comm chirped, and Royce undipped it, opening the channel. Gage's voicefiltered out of it,
quavering and faltering. "Sir, I'm in the baron's bedroom...." Hetrailed hiswords off helplesdy. " Speak
up, Gage," snapped Royce. The comm transmitted an unsteady exhalation of breath. "He's dead, burned
to death lookslike."

The corridor seemed to stagger and tilt around Royce. He planted a pam flat against the floor to keep
from kedling over. He nearly dropped the comm. Gage continued, "Hetried to defend himsdf—there
are bullet holesin thewall. One of hisguardsmenis here, too...with his guts hanging out.” Behind Gage's
voice, Royce heard hysterical shrieksand cries. "A couple of the baron's S&ff arein here, sir. Fused-out
big-time."

Royce dowly climbed to hisfeet, fighting to free hismind from its horrified paralyss. ' 'Send the least
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fused-out of them to me, Gage. Stay there, don't let anybody elsein.”

Royce returned the comm to hisbelt and surveyed the haf-hidden faces of his Magistrates, sanding
there uncertainly, wielding blasters with nothing to shoot a. He redized bitterly he had no idea of what to
do next, where his authority began and ended. Under any other circumstances, in any other place, he

would have ordered an airtight lockdown. But Alpha Level waslike a separate sovereign state within the
monoalith, within Ragnarville



Asthe Mag Divison administrator, Barch would most certainly know what stepsto take, whom to order
around. But amere commander like himsalf could only stand dumbly like adray anima waiting to pull a
plow.

A manin afinely tailored, pale orange bodysuit appeared at the far end of the corridor. Hisgraying hair
wasin disarray, his stepsredling, face wet with tears and mucus. He shied avay from Dixon's body as
he approached.

Royce snapped, "Who are you?"

Voicethickly blurred by barely repressed sobs, hereplied, "I'm Walsh. | madethe call.”

Wadsh wasin avery obvious state of shock, and Royce wryly noted that if Gage had chosen him asthe
least fused of the staff, the others had to be curled up in puddies of their own urine.

Royce jerked athumb toward the wall. "What's on the other side of that?'
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Walsh gaped at him in teary-eyed bewilderment. "What? What's that got to do with anything? Baron
Ragnar is dead, murdered in his bed—"

Grabbing a handful of the man's bodysuit, Royce shook him and snarled, "I know that, supe. Hiskiller
went through that wall."

Walsh blinked repeatedly, trying to comprehend the Magistrate'swords. "Went through thewdl?' he
snuffled. "How did she go through the wdl | ?!

Royce bared histeeth. "How the fuck do | know how she did it? Isthere aroom or stairs or alift back
there?'

Walsh shook hishead. "I can't tell you that. It's classified information.”

Royce released the man, growling wordlesdy in disgust. He had half expected Wash's response.
"Whatever is behind that wal, that's where well find the baron's n."

Dabbing at hiswet nose with adeeve, Walsh said nothing for along moment. Royce studied the play of

conflicting emotionsin the man's eyes. At length, he husked out, "WEéll check it out. Only you are
permitted to come with me."

Turning to the pair of Mags, Royce said, "Get amedic up herefor Dixon. Contact Intel section and have
them recall the recce squad out in the field. Update them on the situation. | want the division back up to
full muster as soon as possible.”

Hefdl into step beside Walsh, accompanying him down the corridor. The man mumbled, "Nothing like
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this has ever—I mean, | can't believe it happened. It's unthinkable."

Royce didn't respond to Walsh'slitany of denid. He experienced agreet ded of difficulty acknowledging
abaron's mortdity himself. The concept had never occurred to him before. He was forty-two years old,
and Baron Ragnar had ruled the ville hisentirelife, and that of hisfather'sfather, aswell.

Baron Ragnar was like the sun, always there, immutable, unchanging and, asfar as he knew, immortal.

Walsh clutched at the tear-and-mucus dampened front of his bodysuit, squeezing the fabric tightly. He
keened, "What will we do now?What will the Directorate do now?"

Royce sivung his head toward him. "Thewhat?'

Wash'slips clamped shut, he shook his head furioudy, aflood of sudden fear washing away the
shocked grief in hiseyes. Faintly, he said, "Y ou didn't hear thet. | didn't say the name.”

"Y ou definitely said something,” Royce grated. "Y ou said, ‘what will the?"

Walsh cried out beseechingly, desperately, "I didn't say the name! It's so very important that / didn't say
the name!"

Royce recognized the symptoms of hysteria. Walsh tottered on the brink of it, and if hefell over, he
would be of no further useto him. "All right, al right," hetold the man quietly. "1 didn't hear anything.
Y ou didn't say the name."
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Wash whispered gratefully, "Thank you." They entered adimly lit branching passageway. It ended
abruptly after twenty paces at aflat expanse of wall. Royce saw only ablank wall, then his eyes picked
out atiny keypad, the LED on it glowing green.

Walsh'strembling fingers hovered over the buttons. "'Y ou're not authorized to even know about this
place, much less enter it."

"Neither was the bitch who chilled Baron Rag-nar,” Royce retorted angrily. "And she's maybe in there,
and were standing out here on our dicks."

Walsh il hesitated. "Only Barch knows about this.”

"Heleft mein command.” Hefting his Sin Eater threateningly, Royce said, "Key usin, or I'll blow it open.
Doit."



A shudder racked Wa sh's shoulders, and he punched in athree-digit code. An electronic chime rang,
and ahairline crack gppeared in thewadll. It quickly became aseam, running vertically from apoint just
below the ceiling to thefloor. Thewal split in haf, turning into adouble set of doors.

Beyond them, Royce saw asmall room, filled with chattering computer consoles and purposefully
flickering light pands. On thefar Sde of it was another room, smaler and sparsely furnished with only a
table.

Beyond that, atop araised platform, Royce saw a six-sided chamber made of upstanding dabs of

smoked, sted gray armaglass. He stepped into the room full of eectronics, sweeping the barrel of his
blaster back and forth. Wa sh followed uncertainly as he went through the small anteroom and then
faced the armaglass chamber. He saw awedge-shaped handle and another keypad on the door.

"What'sin there?' he demanded.
Wash sad, "Nothing."

"Openit.”

Swalowing very hard, asif trying to dredge up ashred of resolve from his shocked spirit, Walsh sad, "'If
the woman went in there, sheislong gone.”

Royce whirled on him, bardly able to keep himsalf from barrel-stroking the man's face. "What do you
mean?'

A low whine suddenly sprang from the platform benesth the armaglass chamber. In the eectronicsroom,
indicator lights on the consoles flashed, and circuit switching stations clicked. The whine climbed in pitch,
swelled in volumeto a hurricane howl. FHares of light burst on the other side of the armaglass portal.

Walsh took a stumbling backward step, crying out, “The gateway is cycling, transmitting someone
through!"

Royce wasn't quite sure what the man meant, but the screechy, terrified timbre of his voice motivated
him to assume acombat stance, holding his Sin Eater in atwo-fisted grip, aming a the amaglass. He
had heard the legends of the gateways, of course. Anyone
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who had served long in the Magistrate Division was bound to hear some scrap of rumor about the
esoteric predark researches involving matter transfer through a device known as agateway. He had
aways dismissed the stories asfolklore.

The wailing wind noise faded to awhine again, which dowly dwindled. Theflashes of light on the other
Sde of the armaglass disappeared. After amoment, the door handle moved.



The dab of armaglassdowly, slently swung outward, pushed from within by atal figure that definitely
wasn't femaein form. On second glance, Royce wasn't even certain it was human.

Clad in athickly padded coveradl, the face concedled by scarves and goggles, the figure responded
ingtantly to Royce's bellowed "Freeze, dagged”

A familiar, muffled voice demanded, "Whét the fuck are you doing in here? Wash—are you ajolt-brain
or what?'

Royce dmost gasped in reief at the sound of the voice, but he kept his blaster up and trained. He didn't
relax enough to lower it until the figure in the chamber raised its goggles and pulled away the scarves.
Barch'ssingle eye was piercing and his dark face etched in lines of anger.

Royce's shoulders sagged, and he dlowed hisSin

Eater to dangle from the end of one arm. Hiswords

cameout in an aspirated rush. ' 'Oh, fucking fireblast,

ar. Sorry. You're back. Thank you for being back.”

Barch stepped down from the platform, glancing

from Walsh to Royce. "Yes, | know I'm back. Walsh, you stupe bastard, did you bring him in here?!
Walsh ducked hishead. "I had to."

"Had to?' echoed Barch dangeroudly.

Wash'stone held far more reief than gpprehension. " Circumstances arose, and since Royce here was
next in the chain of command—"

Barch interrupted. " Circumstances which forced you to violate our protocols?'
Royce had no idea of the protocols to which his superior referred, and at the moment, he wasn't
interested in learning about them. Flatly, he declared, " Sir, Baron Ragnar has been murdered. By a

woman."

Both Royce and Walsh waited for Barch's reaction of stunned, helpless disbdlief. But hisface remained
asimmobile asatesk carving. His one visible eyebrow raised dightly.

Musingly, he murmured, "Murdered by awoman. It appears| returned from the baron'smisson alittle
too late. But I'm here now."

Royce was no less shaken by Barch's phlegmatic restraint than by the initial report of the baron's
murder. All he could think of to say wasahushed "Yes, sir. Y ou're here now."

Chapter 6



There was nothing so disorienting as enduring a matter-transfer jump. During her days of research asa
historian in Gobaltville, Brigid Baptiste had read the accounts written by Dr. Mildred Wyeth, who
described the symptoms of jump sickness, the pain and nightmares she and her comrades had suffered
while traversing the Deathlands via the mat-trans conduits. Wyeth and the others who had followed the
legendary Ryan Cawdor had been forced to jump blind, without the knowledge of how to program
specific destination points. As aresult, they were subjected to physica and mentd torturesthat would
have tormented the damned.

Even now, with al of the hyperdimensiona pathways routed and the destination codes preprogrammed,
jumping was gill ahell of away to travel. Brigid opened her eyes, struggling againgt a spasm of nausea
and vison-clouding vertigo. She blinked, and saw the silvery shimmer fading from the hexagond meta
disks on thefloor.

She pushed hersdf up, leaning againgt the wall, seeing her companions stirring dazedly on either Side of
her. Grant groaned, and Domi made a dry-heave
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retching sound, but she didn't throw up. A few strings of bile dangled from her lips.
She covered her mouth with her hand and said in afaraway whisper, "Fed sick. Big-time sick.”

Grant achieved a haf-gtting position and glowered at the girl. "Thought you knew better than to et right
before climbing into one of these things."

The white-haired, white-skinned girl wiped away the spittle and reached down to use her pant leg to
clean her hand. "Didn't eat," shereplied defensvdy. "Still kind of week, | guess. Sorry."

Grant said nothing more. He levered himself to hisfeet, swaying on unsteady |egs before straightening up
to hisfull six feet four inches. He was broad shouldered and deep chested, and his high forehead was
topped by short gray-sprinkled hair. A down-sweeping mustache showed black against the dark brown
of hisface.

He reached down with agloved hand to help Domi to her feet. She took it and stood beside him, smiling
up abashedly into his scowl. The two people were a study in complete contrasts, not just physicaly but
emationdly.

Domi barely topped five feet in height, and she couldn't have weighed more than a hundred pounds. Her
dender build wasinsolently curved, with generous hips, long dim legs and perky bressts.

A mop of ragged, close-cropped bone white hair framed her pearly, hollow-cheeked face. Depite her
abinism and burning red eyes, she was very pretty.
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Raised in the Outlands, she displayed the free style and outspoken, rough manner acquired in the
scramble for existence far from the cushioned serfdom of the villes.

Domi held her right arm at agtiff, unnatural angle. A little less than amonth before, she had suffered a
gunshot wound to the shoulder. DeFore, the Cerberus redoubt's resident medic, had performed major
recongtructive surgery, fitting her with an artificial ball-and-socket joint. Only two days before, DeFore
had alowed her to shed the ding.

Brigid lithely arose, tossing her loose tumbles of thick, wavy, red-gold hair out of her face. Her big,
dightly danted emerald eyeslooked around the chamber. The armaglasswalls were tinted adull red, not
the rich brown earth tones of the chamber in Cerberus. In many ways, the color of the armaglass
matched that of Domi's eyes. Grant scanned the LCD readout of the motion detector strapped to his|eft
wrig.

"Clear," he announced in his degp, rumbling tones.

Stepping to the door, he heaved up on the handle and pushed it open on its counterbalanced hinges.
Beyond lay, the antechamber, a combination of ready and recovery room. Beyond it, through the open
door, they saw the control room.

Chill air flooded into the gateway unit. Grant buttoned hislong, Kevlar-weave black coat. "Cold," he
sad smply.
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Brigid nodded, picking up the canvas sack from the floor. "Northern Minnesota has that reputation,
especidly at thistime of year. During the skydark, it was a deep freeze covering a hundred thousand
square miles™

Asan ingrained precaution, she checked the small rad counter on thelapel of her coat. The needle
wavered at midrange green.

Warily entering the antechamber, Grant asked, "What do you know about this place?"

Brigid assumed he addressed her. Not only was she aformer archivist, but she was aso the possessor
of an eidetic, or "photographic’ memory. Sheingantly and totaly recaled in detail everything she had
ever seen or read. Given atwenty-digit number, she could repest it in exact sequence days later. Dueto
her years as ahistorian, her mental stockpile of predark knowledge was profound.

In her precise, clipped tone, she answered, "It's about thirty miles southwest of where Duluth used to be,
where Ragnarvilleis now. According to the database, Tango was amedical redoubt where research and
experimentsin cryonics were conducted. Its main sgnificanceis primarily historica.”

"How s0?'

"Thisiswhere Dr. Mildred Wyeth was found in cryogenic stasis and revived by Ryan Cawdor."

Grant nodded distractedly, crossing the antechamber to the doorway. He held Mildred Wyeth in no
gpecia regard or esteem. To him, shewasjust an-
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other name from the dark past. Brigid Bapdste viewed her differently. In many ways, for good or for ill,
the doctor's memoirs were responsible for Bri-gid's exile from Cobdtville.

Somethirty yearsbefore, ajunior archivist in Rag-narville had found an old computer disk containing the
journd of Mildred WinonaWyeth, a speciaist in cryogenics. She had entered a hospital in late 2000 for
minor surgery, but an idiosyncratic reaction to the anesthetic Ieft her in acoma, with her vital sgns
gnking fast. To save her life, the predark whitecoats had cryonically frozen her.

After her revival nearly acentury later, she joined Cawdor and his band of warriors. At one point during
her wanderings, she found aworking computer and recorded her thoughts, observations and
speculations regarding the postnukecaust world, the redoubts and the wonders they contained.

Although the Wyeth Codex—as it came to be called—contained recollections of adventures and
wanderings, it dedlt in the main with her observations, speculations and theories about the environmenta
conditions of postnukecaust America.

She a0 delved deeply into the Totality Concept and its many different yet interconnected subdivisons.
The many spin-off experiments were gpplied to an eclectic combination of disciplines, most of them
theoreticd—artificid intelligence, hyperdimen-siona physics, genetics and new energy sources. In her
journd, Wyeth maintained that the technology
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smply didn't exist to have created dl of the Totdity Concept's many wonders—unlessit had originated
from somewhere and someone else.

Despite her exceptiond intelligence and education, Wyeth had no inkling of the true nature of the
redoubts, the Totality Concept or even of the involvement of the Archon Directorate, but anumber of
her extrapolations came very closeto the truth.

In the decades following its discovery, the Wyeth Codex had been downloaded, copied and
disseminated like a virus through the Historical Divisons of the entire ville network.

That particular virus had infected Brigid one morning nearly two years ago, when she found adisk
containing the Codex at her workstation in the archives. After reading and committing it to memory, she
had never been the same woman again. She still wasn't sureif that wasablessing or acurse.

Domi and Brigid followed Grant into the control room. He surveyed the banks and consol es of
electronics and computers for amoment, then strode over to an instrument pand bearing the blank
screens of aclosed-circuit vid system. He thumbed arow of toggle switches, and pae black-and-white



images gppeared, most of them displaying interior views of the redoubt. They showed nothing but
empty, dimly lit corridors. One screen lit up with an exterior view, awooded, snow-covered landscape
Slvered by the moon. It looked quiet and amost hauntingly peaceful.
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At the sec door, Brigid punched 3-5-2 into the eectronic keypad. The dab of vanadium aloy rumbled
aside, and shelooked down the main corridor. Light strips on the ceiling provided awesk, wavery
illumination. The temperature was even colder in the corridor, and she drew her fleece-lined jacket close
around her, adjusting the .32-cdiber Mauser in its dide-draw holster at the smdl of her back.

The three people walked into the halway, checking the rooms on either side of it. They saw pretty much
what they expected to see—Ilaboratories, bunks and wardrooms and bathing facilities. A large chamber
held cylindrical cryonic-stasis canisters. They were obvioudy empty, but Brigid had to resist theimpulse
to seeif one of them might have Mildred Wyeth'sname oniit.

In one of the bunk rooms, Grant and Domi crumpled up sheets, moved furniture around and generally
put it in agate of disarray. From her sack, Brigid took dried particles of mud and tossed them liberaly
over thefloor.

In awardroom, they scraped chairs back and forth repestedly, making sure they scored the linoleum.
They scattered wadded-up self-heat ration packs, paper plates encrusted with old food, turned on the
faucets and splashed water over the countertops.

Grant wore his habitual scowl, but he hummed as he worked, obvioudy taking acertain pride, if not
pleasure, in littering. Brigid's neat, dmost compulsvely tidy nature prevented her from performing an

exemplary job of pigging up the place, but Domi and Grant more than made up for her deficiencies.
Grant and Domi went into a bathroom, where they repeatedly flushed three of the toiletsin tandem until
the pipes couldn't take the load and began overflowing. Brigid heard Domi giggling in awickedly
mischievous manner, and she hoped the haf-ferd girl didn't decideto urinate in one of thetoiletsfor that
extrafillip of evidence that Redoubt Tango had been recently occupied.

Brigid cdled out, "We want the barons to believe that criminals hid out here, not afugitive herd of pigs.”

Chuckling, Grant called back, "If you put in the years of regimentation | did, you'd find it refreshing to be
adob.”

Brigid suppressed an exasperated sigh. "We can show alittle restraint.”
"A little," caled Domi between giggles. "Only alittle

Meeting back out in the corridor, Grant gestured to the passageway. It led to aflight of gairs, " Should
the fugitive pigs see what kind of messthey can make topside?’



Brigid shrugged. "I supposeit wouldn't hurt."

Redoubt Tango appeared to bein remarkably good condition, but inasmuch asits primary purpose had
been medical, it only made sense. It had little tactical importance, and so was spared even aclose
nuclear strike. Brigid thought back to the shambles of Re-
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doubt Papa, on the outskirts of Washington, D.C.— or, asit had been called for the past two centuries,
Washington Hole. Situated at ground zero, it was awonder it had remained even margindly intact.

Grant took the point, consulting the motion detector every few yards. The stairsled up to another broad

corridor, interchangeable with the one below. They didn't bother to do more than glance into the rooms.
Mogt of the doorswere gar and reveded nothing but emptiness.

Brigid recdled dl of the medica equipment at the subterranean ingtdlation in Dulce and wondered briefly
if much of it had been salvaged from Redoubt Tango.

After saverd turns, the corridor stretched straight ahead for ahundred feet, terminating at the main
entrance sec doors. Grant nodded to them. "Want to take a look-see outside?"

"Let'sdo,” spoke up Domi. "Want some fresh

ar-"

"That fresh ar isliableto be below freezing,” Brigid commented wryly.

"Don' care. Liketo see new places.” They approached the massive, multiton vanadium-stedl portas.
When they were within two yards of them, aclanking rumble filled the corridor. All three of them rocked
to abrupt, smultaneous hats. Hydraulics squedled, pneumatics hissed, gears and cables groaned. The
sec door shivered and ponderoudy
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rose, like afoot-thick curtain. Dim moonlight spilled in, outlining three pairs of legs on the other side.

Instantly, Grant saw and recognized the standard-issue thick-treaded boots and black polycarbonate
shin guards. The Sin Eater blurred into hishand. " Shit!" he hissed in awhisper. "Back to the gateway."

They whedled around and retraced their route in a sprint. Grant brought up the rear, not only so he could
have afreefield of fire, but aso so his Kevlar-sheathed back might provide amodicum of protection for
Brigid and Domi. He cast backward glances as he ran, desperately hoping they could reach the first
bend in the corridor before the sec door fully rose.

The women reached the turn in the wall. Before Grant followed them, he looked over his shoulder. He
saw three armored figures silhouetted at the threshold. One of them stabbed an arm out toward him,



voicing ashout of alarm. Between clenched teeth, Grant muttered, " Fucking fireblast.”

He assumed the Mags were dispatched from Rag-narville on arecce tour. Sheer rotten timing
intersected their respective visits. Dourly, he thought that at least there would be no question about
Redoubt Tango's recent occupation.

Brigid, Domi and Grant pelted down the Stairs, taking three seps a atime. Domi, as graceful asan
abino gazelle, reached thefoot of the stairwell first
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and paused long enough to ask breathlesdy, "How many?*

"Looksto bethree," Grant barked, catching her by the elbow and hustling her forward. "Maybe more
outsde.

Brigid had drawn her blaster as she ran and she muttered, "It'sal go on thisjob.”
"Yeah," Grant replied. "Isnt it just.”

They reached the control room, and Brigid punched in the 2-5-3 code to close and automatically lock
the door. Asit rumbled shut, Grant moved to the vid console. On one of the screens, he saw the
shadowy figures standing at the corner of the first turn in the corridor. The center Magistrate |ooked
agitated, windmilling hisarms, gesturing to his comrades. He tapped the side of his helmet, where the
comm-link was placed. The vid's sound pickup didn't work, but something was obvioudy upsetting
them. He doubted catching aglimpse of him was the reason, since they hadn't pursued him to the lower
level. On the screen digplaying the exterior view of the redoubt, Grant saw moonlight glinting dully from
the blunt, armored chassis of a Sandcat, parked just outside of a stand of trees.

Domi entered the jump chamber while Brigid entered the detination code into the keypad control. Once
the code was entered, the transit cycle would begin automatically with the closing of the door.

A little confused, but more relieved by the lack of action from the Mags, Grant | eft the console and
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joined the two women in the gateway unit. He pulled the door shut, the jump-initiator circuitry on the
edge of the door and the frame making full contact.

Almost immediately, the disksin the calling and floor exuded ashimmery glow. A low hum arose, risng
swiftly in pitch. A faint, fine mist wafted up and down from the hexagona plates above their heeds and
benegth their feet. The hum suddenly stopped climbing, dropping down to inaudibility. The floor and
ceiling plateslogt their shimmer.

Thethree of them stood motionlessin the arma-glass enclosure and exchanged baffled looks with each
other.



Grant swiftly opened the door again, pulling it closed with such force the disks trembled dightly under
their feet. Once again, the celling and floor emitter array glowed, the interphase trangtion coils hummed.
And once more, both the shimmer and the sound faded away.

Grant whirled on Brigid, haf snarling, "What's hgppening?'

In astrained voice, jade eyes bright with abuilding fear, she said, "I don't know. Something seemsto be
interfering with the matter-stream transmission cycle. We can't achieve atarget lock with the Cerberus
unit."

"Magsdoit?' Domi demanded.
Brigid shook her head. "'l don't know. | doubt it."

Grant opened the chamber door again. He rumbled, "I guess we can dways ask them. They'll be herein
aminute.”

Chapter 7

The asphalt ribbon of aroad leading to Cerberus skirted yawning, hell-deep chasms and dark ravines.
The twisted and cracked blacktop stretched up from the foothills of Montanas Bitterroot Range,
wending itsway around acres of mountainsde that collgpsed during the nuke-triggered earthquakes of
nearly two centuries ago.

The mountains hadn't been known as the Bitter-root Range since before the nukecaust. Succeeding
generations ascribed a sinister mythology to them due to their mysterioudy shadowed forests and
cloud-wreathed peaks. For close to two hundred years, the range had been called the Darks.

The split, furrowed tarmac curved and looped for mile after dangerous mile, finaly broadening at ahuge
plateau at the base of agreat, gray peak. The scraps of achain-link fence bordered the plateau. It was
amost impossible for anyone to reach the plateau by foot or by vehicle, and if anyone dared the near
impossible and managed to accomplish it, he couldn't do so undetected. Although an intruder couldn't be
seen from the road, an e aborate system of heat-sensing warning devices, night-vison vid
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cameras and motion-trigger darms surrounded the plateaul.

Planted within rocky clefts of the mountain pesk and concealed by camouflage netting were the uplinks
with an orbiting Vel a-class reconnai ssance satellite, and a Comsat.

At the base of the peak, recessed into the rock face, was amassive, vanadium-aloy gate. Operated by
apunched-in code and a hidden lever control, the gate opened like an accordion, one section folding
over another.

Onthewall just ingde the massive door, rendered in garish primary colors, wasalargeillustration of a
froth-mouthed black hound. Three snarling heads grew out of asingle, exaggeratedly muscled neck, their
jaws spewing flame and blood between great fangs. Three pairs of crimson eyes blazed malevolently.



Underneath the image, in an ornate Gothic script, was written the single word: Cerberus.

The mythologica guardian of the gateway to Hades was an gppropriate totem for the ingtallation that, for
ahandful of years, housed the primary subdivision of the Totality Concept's Overproject Whisper,
Project Cerberus.

The researches to which Project Cerberus and its personnel had been devoted were locating and
traveling hyperdimensional pathway's through the quantum stream. Once that had been accomplished, the
redoubt became, from the end of one millennium to the beginning of ancther, amanufacturing facility.
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The quantum-interphase mat-transinducers, known colloquidly as"gateways," were built in modular
form and shipped to other redoubts.

Most of the related projects had their own hidden bases, like that of Overproject Excalibur, which was
in asubterranean complex in New Mexico. The official designations of the redoubts had been based on
the old phonetic aphabet used in military radio communications. On the few exigting records, the
Cerberusingallation was listed as Redoubt Bravo, but the dozen people who made thetrilevd,
thirty-acrefacility their home never referred to it as such.

A masterpiece of impenetrability, the Cerberus redoubt had weathered the nukecaust and skydark and
al the earth changes that came after. Itsradiation shielding was dtill intact, and its nuclear generators il
provided an dmost eternal source of power.

The main corridors, twenty feet wide, were made of softly gleaming vanadium aloy. The redoubt had
been congtructed to provide acomfortable home for well over ahundred people. Now, most of it was
full of shadowed passageways, empty rooms and sepulchra silences.

The redoubt possessed awell-equipped armory and two dozen self-contained gpartments. There was
also amat-trans gateway unit, aforma theaterlike briefing room, which wastoo large to be used, a
cafeteria, adecontamination center, amedica dispensary, gymnasium with apool and holding cellson
the bottom levdl.
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The nerve center of the ingtalation was the central control complex. A long room with high, vaulted
cellings, it waslined by consoles of dials, switches and computer stations. A huge Mercator relief map of
the world spanned the width of one wall. Pinpoints of light shone steadily in dmost every country,
connected by athin pattern of glowing lines. They represented the Cerberus network, the locations of all
indexed functioning gateway units across the plandt.

For the fifth time in as many hours, Mohandas L akesh Singh studied the webwork of linesand their
glowing termination points. A cadaverous gpparition of aman, he ran an impatient hand through his
garse, ashlike hair and sighed in hisreedy voice.

From his gation at the enviro-op station, Bry said testily, "Sir, I'll let you know if theré's any activity on
the network."



L akesh turned toward the small, round-shoul dered tech with coppery curls. The man aways seemed to
bein the control center, monitoring, adjusting, tinkering. Over the past few months, Bry had reached the
stage where he viewed the center as his persona domain and looked at anyone who entered unbidden
as an interloper—even Lakesh, who had been instrumental not only in the construction of the center, but
the redoubt itsdlf.

L akesh peered over the rims of his thick-lensed glasses with the hearing aid attached to the right
earpiece and frowned, though heredlly fdt like smiling.

"Aslong asI'min here—again—you might as
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well give me adatusreport.” His patronizing tone was ddiberate.

Bry bristled abit, but said, "Kane and Rouch made a clean trangit to Redoubt Delta. No activity from
the unit there yet. Grant, Baptiste and Domi's jump to Redoubt Tango in Minnesota registered fine, too.
Like| dready told you."

"And their vitds? The trangponders are fill tranamitting?’

With weary impatience, Bry answered, "I would

haveinformed you if they werent."

The Comsat kept track of Cerberus personnel when they were away from the redoubt through
tele-metric sgnas relayed by subcutaneous transponders. The trangponder was a nonharmful radioactive
chemicd that bound itsdlf to the glucose in the blood and amiddle layer of epidermis. Based on organic
nan-otechnology, it transmitted heart rate, brain-wave patterns, respiration and blood count.

The other satdllite to which the redoubt was up-linked, the Vela, carried narrow-band multispectral
scannersthat detected the e ectromagnetic radiation reflected by every object on Earth, including
subsurface geomagnetism. The scanners weretied into a high-resolution photograph-relay system.

L akesh grunted in response to Bry's statement and turned back to the map.

Peevishly, Bry continued, "No indexed gateways have been activated in nearly three weeks—not snce
that little spot registering amateridization in Redoubt Zulu."

L akesh nodded, tried to put his handsin his pockets, remembered his white bodysuit didn't have
pockets, just flapped pouches, and settled for drumming hisfingers atop anearby computer termind.

The activity on the Zulu trangt linewas unusud, but not redly anomaous. The united baronid search for
him and the renegades from Cobaltville had resulted in the opening of long-seded redoubts. But the



gateways had not been utilized. The mat-trans units were till one of the most jeadloudy guarded secrets
of the baronid oligarchy.

When the unit in the Alaskan ingtdlation had been activated, the matter-stream carrier wave couldn't be
traced. It had originated from an unindexed unit. At first, Lakesh had suspected—feared, actualy—that
the madly ambitious Sindri was making another incursion from his base on the space Sation Parallax
Red.

A little over amonth before, the ingenious dwarf had sent them, via the Cerberus mat-trans unit, a
taunting message that he was till dive and could overcome their security locks. Sindri'stheetrica gesture
had consegquences. The Cereberus computers analyzed and committed to their memory matrixesthe
modulation frequency of Sindri's carrier and set up adigita block.

Whoever had jumped into Redoubt Zulu hadn't journeyed from the dark side of the Moon. Inasmuch
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asZululay within the territorid jurisdiction of Rag-narville, the transmitting unit was probably the one
reserved for Baron Ragnar and his persond staff and therefore was one of the unindexed,
mass-produced, modular units.

Anindexed Totality Concept-related redoubt did exist in Minnesota, and the gateway's sensor feed
showed no activity. Therefore, Brigid, Grant and Domi had been dispatched to it astheir part of Kane's

plan.

If the barons of the nine villes could be kept scrambling and confused long enough, trying to follow up on
contradictory reports, then Baron Cobalt might forget all about Redoubt Bravo, the former Project
Cerberusingalation.

Y ears ago, Lakesh had used Baron Cobalt's trust in him to covertly reactivate the Cerberus redoubt and
turnit into asanctuary for exiles. He had seento it that the facility waslisted asirretrievably
un-salvageable on dl ville records. He aso had dtered the modulations of the mat-trans gateway there
S0 the transmissions were untraceable, at least by conventional means. Sindri had proved there were
ways of circumventing those precautions, although Lakesh still had no idea.of how he managed to doit.

L akesh turned back toward Bry, opening his mouth to voice a question. He never had the opportunity.
When he saw Bry's eyeswiden and fix on apoint over his head, he spun toward the Mercator
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map, his gaze seeking out indications of activity aong the quantum-interphase conduits.
When he saw thetelltae yelow glowing, he said, "Redoubt Zulu again. Mr. Bry...?"

"Onit." Thetech's handsrattled over the keyboard as he put the autosequence initiator sensor online. "A
demateridization. Someone jumped from Zulu. Still can't lock on to the detination target code.”



Lakesh fdt hisface creasing in afrown. Haf to himsalf, he murmured, " That means whoever jumped
there three weeks ago remained until now. Why?'

Bry didn't answer, nor did Lakesh expect him to. Hedling around to face him, he demanded, "The
database was searched for dl information pertaining to Zulu, wasn't it?'

Bry nodded. "As per your order. Baptiste did it hersdlf, remember?”

L akesh scowled, not gppreciating the inference— no matter how unintentional—that his memory was
faulty. "I may be 250 yearsold, but I'm not senile yet."

Swallowing hard, Bry stated, "Except for its size, Zulu wasn't exceptiond. It gppeared to have been built
primarily as ashelter and stockpile, like asecondary Anthill complex.”

Centuries-old memories dowly trickled back into Lakesh's mind. The Anthill ingtalation in South Dakota
was constructed as part of the predark Conti-
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nuity of Government program, only one of anumber of subterranean command posts. The Anthill was
the most ambitious COG facility, so named because of its resemblancein layout to an ant colony.

"From what Baptiste found in the records,”" continued Bry, "Zulu wasn't connected to any Totdity
Concept projects—at least officialy.”

Lakesh grunted softly, glancing over to the far wall concealing the mainframe computer, and commented,
"What the records don't say is probably far more pertinent and troublesome.” Bry cocked hishead at a
quizzicad angle. "Sir?" Taking aquick, deep bregth, Lakesh said, " Perform another data search. Expand
it to include these keywords—Angel, lonosphere, and..." He paused as he dredged up aname from his
memory. "Teda" "Teda?' echoed Bry.

"T-e-s-l-a," Lakesh spelled out. "Get it done.” Bry's eyebrows rose, then lowered. He started to speak,
but another voice echoed in the vault-walled room. "Sir! | need you!"

L akesh turned and looked into the frightened face of Banks. The thin black man was as agjitated as
Lakesh had ever seen him, and seemed almost on the verge of afaint, using the frame of the control
center's open door for support. His face glistened with beads of swest.

"Banks, what isit?" Lakesh swiftly gpproached the young man. The distressin the man's voice worried
him, athough he maintained a poker faceand a
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cam tone. He couldn't recall seeing him so worked up in the four years he had known him.
Try ashe might, Lakesh couldn't keep anote of darm from hisvoice. "What's wrong with Balam?"
Banks struggled to catch his breath. ™Y ou need to see for yoursdlf.”

L akesh redlized the man had raced al the way from the holding facility to this part of the complex. "l
didn't want to use the intercom...you have to see and experienceit in person.”

"Very wel, lead the way, then," Lakesh said easily. He patted Banks on the shoulder and donned his
most friendly codger's smile to soothe the other man's obvioudy scrambled nerves. "Let'steke alook at
thelittle gray bastard together, shal we?'

Banks nodded and walked dightly ahead of Lakesh, turning back and speaking as he retraced his path
back to the holding area. "It was the damnedest thing. Businessasusud, just likeit's been for the last
three and ahalf years. I'd just fed him...." Banks did a poor job of repressing a shudder. "Well, you
know what it'slike."

"l do indeed, friend Banks," Lakesh replied. Balam didn't eet so much as absorb nutrients through the
pores of hisskin by a process of osmosswhilelying in aliquid mixture of cattle blood and peroxide. It
was a sckening Sght despite the fact that once aweek Banks synthesized the mixture himsdlf.

"He hadn't been in the dip more than aminute," continued Banks, "when he Sarted rgjecting it."
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Lakesh blinked in surprise. "Rgecting it? How s0? By regurgitation?”

Banks nibbled his underlip. "Sort of. Vomiting and—" He broke off. "Like| said, you'll haveto seeit for
yoursdlf. And theré's something e se”

L akesh suppressed asigh. "l was afraid there would be."

"Y ou know how | can tune out histelepathic pressure, resst his mind games?”

L akesh nodded. Banks was one of two Cerberus personnel adept at tuning out Balam's telepathic touch.
L akesh was the only other one who had successfully learned the trick of focusing past Balam's constant

mental urgings, SO it was abarely noticesble stimulus on the fringes of his awareness.

Bankswent on, "But this...I've never felt him give off vibeslike this. What metabolic sgnsour
insruments are able to monitor went off the scale, everything higher than the norm.”

The two men stopped at the door |eading into the facility housing Balam. Banks reached down and
punched in asix-digit number rapidly with hisforefinger on the keypad. An eectronic buzz sounded, and
thelock clicked open.



Banks and L akesh stepped through the door, closing it swiftly behind them. Lakesh immediately winced
at the sensation of queasiness awakening in his belly and the sudden twinge of pain stabbing between his
eyes. He shivered, his skin prickling asif

ants crawled over it, marching up and down his spine.
Banks asked quietly, " See what | mean?"

Lakesh only nodded, ditting his eyes as hetried to ded with the physica manifestation of psionically
trangmitted pain. The large, low-cellinged room looked the same asit had when he had last vidited it:
computer keyboards and monitors lined up on their own individua desks, aong with a control console
that ran the length of the right-hand wall. The multitude of telltales and readouts on the console glowed
green and amber indicating that the environmental and life-sign controls functioned smoothly. The
medica monitor displayed a pair of flashing icons, but since they had been adjusted to gpproximately
read Baam'svitds, their meaning was unreliable.

Lakesh's ddlicate olfactory senses recoiled from the astringent smell of the peroxide and blood Banks
had prepared. The room aways smelled vaguely of antiseptic and hot copper as aresult of thetrestle
tables |oaded down with glass beakers, Bunsen burners and chemicd filtration systems.

The left wall of the room was constructed of heavy panes of clear glass, and beyond that wall in the near
darknesswas Baam'slair. Lakesh stepped closer to the glass and squinted, trying to seeinto the
crimson-tinged gloom. Theindirect lighting provided by asingle overhead light strip provided little
illumination for human eyes, but Lakesh believed he could dis-
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cern the shape of Baam's sustenance trough, aswell as the head and shoulders of the entity himsdlf.
There was no movement.

"Bring up thelightsinsde, Banks," Lakesh said. "Well have to forego Baam's comfort for the moment
until we can figure out what brought on this condition.”

L akesh spoke tightly, between clenched teeth. Although the sensation of nausea and the head pain hadn't
increased, he was starting to fed very ill. Perspiration broke out on his deeply lined forehead, trickling
down his seamed cheeks.

Banks stepped over to the master console panel and gently turned aknob in order to boost the lighting
system indgde the glass-enclosed room. The red illumination brightened and intengfied, giving the scene
within aproperly hdlish arr.

Baam was seated in a sarcophagudike tub made of atransparent polymer. Two flexible hoses were
connected to it at opposing midway points. The hoses, in turn, were connected to ameta tank with two
vave whed s projecting from the top. His dender body was Submerged up to the shouldersin dark
liquid, the red light making it look rust brown. A string of the thick fluid drooled from the toothless it of
his mouth, and his high, pale gray cranium was covered by a congtelation of tiny blood dots, like



thousands of pinpricks. The stench of wet cardboard Balam normaly gave off seemed unusually
pronounced.

Doomstar Relic
115

L akesh saw that the bloody mixture was spattered on the floor and walls, trickling down the glass, giving
the cell thelook of ahigh-tech abattoir. He was able to catch only aglimpse of the entity's fathomless,
tip-tilted eyes and narrow features before Balam erected his hypnotic screen, ateepathic defense that
clouded human perceptions and concealed his appearance from the ape kin who held him captive. A
shapel ess mass of red-hued shadows thickened and seemed to swallow him. The psionic gesture
reminded L akesh of abather indignantly yanking a shower curtain closed to disappoint voyeurs.

Almogt at the same time, L akesh's nausea and headache abated.

Consulting the medical monitors, Banks announced, "Hisvitas are returning to norma levels. The
high-gressindicator isflattening out.”

Lakesh turned away from the glass. "So is my own discomfort. What about yours?*

A little startled, Banks said, "Y ou'reright. | fed better.” In an uncertain tone, he added, "Maybe we
should gointhere.

Lakesh didn't reply immediately. The concept of unlocking and entering Balam's cdll had never occurred
to him in the three years the entity had been at Cerberus. When he thought about Banks's suggestion,
fear seemed to parayze the reasoning centers of hisbrain.

He had dways conscientioudy and conscioudy tried not to view Balam asamongter. An enemy,
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yes, but not an inhuman, soulless demon, despite the fact the creature patently was not part of
humanity— at least humanity as he defined theterm. "Sir?" Banks gazed at him expectantly. Lakesh
shook his head, stepping away from the transparent wall. "l see no immediate need. Whatever crisis
Balam underwent, it appearsto have passed.”

Banks shook his head, frowned. "'I've never seen him react to anything like that before. | mean, the synth
was literdly jumping out of hisbody, through the pores of his skin. He was puking it up, too. To be on
the safe side, maybe DefFore should take alook at him."

L akesh forced a amile, gesturing behind him to the red-tinged murk. "Take alook at what? She wouldn't
be able to see him to examine him. Besides, | think pan-terrestria biology isabit outsde of the good
doctor'sfield of expertise.”

He moved to the door, and Banks called after him, "What do you think happened? Is he dying?"

L akesh shrugged. "Perhaps. Heis exceptiondlly old, at least on the order of three hundred years. Or
perhaps you smply mixed up abatch of synth that disagreed with him." He cast akeen sare at Banks.



"Either way, why do you care?"

Bankswet hislips nervoudy. He answered fater-ingly, "It'snot that | care, exactly... I'vejust gotten
used to him. Sort of "
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Lakesh chuckled. "I understand. Sort of. Continue to monitor him. Let me know if thereisany change.”

As soon he stepped out into the corridor, the smile fled Lakesh'slips. He didn't want to think about
Bdam or the Archon Directorate, but he couldn't [eash his memories or even histheories.

Hundreds of years ago, when humanity dreamed of reaching the stars, speculation about the
extraterrestrid life-formsthey might encounter inevitably followed. Theissue of interaction, of
communication with aiens, had consumed anumber of government think tanks for many decades.

As L akesh discovered in the waning years of the twentieth century, al of that hypothesizing was nothing
but adiversion, asmoke screen to hide the truth. Humankind's interaction with a nonhuman species had
begun at the dawn of Earth's history. That relationship and communication had continued unbroken for
thousands of years, cloaked by ritud, religion and mysticd traditions.

For that matter, it was still an open question if the Archons weretruly adiens, a pecies gpart from
humanity, or smply different. No one knew for certain if they had their origins on another planet, another
dimension or even another time plane.

Wherever they came from, they didn't refer to themsalves as Archons. The term derived from ancient
gnodtic texts referring to a parahuman force devoted to imprisoning the spark of the divinein the human
soul.
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Though the existence of the Archon Directorate was a secret known only to afew, it'sagendawasn't a
matter of conjecture, and hadn't been in nearly two centuries. Higtorically, the Archons made aliances
with certain individuas or governments, who in turn regped the benefits of power and weslth.

Following this pattern, the Archons made their advanced technology available to the American military in
order to fully develop the Totality Concept. It was the use of that technology, without afull
understanding of it, that brought on the nuclear holocaust of 2001.

The apocaypsefit with Archon strategy. After acentury, with the destruction of socia structuresand
severe depopulation, the Archons alied themsalves with the nine most powerful barons. They distributed
predark technology to them and helped to establish theville political system, al to consolidate their
power over Earth and its disenfranchised, spiritualy beaten human inhabitants.

Thegod of unifying theworld, with al nonessen-tia and nonproductive humans eliminated or hybridized,
was S0 close to completion that a counterargument wasn't even an argument; it was hair-splitting.



He easly recalled the tel epathic message Baam imparted severa weeks ago when Kane had tried to
provoke himinto adialogue.

Humanity must have a purpose, and only a single vision can give it purpose...your race was dying
of
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despair. Your race had lost its passion to live and to create. We unified you.

Even after two centuries, Lakesh till felt anear suicidal despair a the memories of the part he had
played in that unification. In the late 1980s, after his promotion to Project Cerberus overseer, he was
initiated into the covert pact between eements of the military and the Archon Directive, asit was caled
at that time. Prior to January, 2001, Lakesh moved to the Anthill ingtallation, where he cryonically dept
through the nukecaust and skydark.

Revived fifty years ago, he received organ transplants and prosthetic replacementsin order for him to
best help the Program of Unification go forward. He was not the only predark scientist to be resurrected
to ad thefind shaping of ville governments.

When hefinaly understood the full magnitude of the horrors the Archons had wrought on humanity, he
determined to fight them secretly. For decades he served as chief archivit in the Cobdtville Higtorical
Divison aswdl asahigh-ranking member of the Trug.

He aso engaged in highly unethical genetic tampering, hoping to creaste warriorsfor his cause, and
created a straw adversary called the Preservationists, afictitious group of scholars and seditionists, to
draw attention away from hisrea work a Cerberus.

Lakesh hitterly turned over thewordsin hismind. His"real work™ was more than likely only ared
delusion. AsKane had pointed out numerous times,
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awar that was dready lost couldn't be fought. A new one had to be waged.

Cottaand Farrell passed him in the corridor, but he was only dimly aware of exchanging greetings with
them. He was engrossed in reviewing a secret hypothesis he harbored about the Archons and their
agenda. He had never spoken of it, or written it down. It usualy cameto him in the wee, black hours of
early morning, the midnight of the soul.

He pondered if the Archons might not be pawns themsel ves—puppets of vast, dark intelligences toying
at will with humanity, wreaking havoc with perceptions and belief systems. He couldn't come up with a
why. Perhapsit had Ssmple entertainment vaue. And perhaps—just perhaps—Baam was only a puppet.

L akesh had seen hisfird representative of the Archonsin the Dulce ingtdlation. In the company of an Air



Force generd, he peered through an observation port and glimpsed the small, compact creature with
huge black eyes set in an equally oversize cranium.

Although he watched the entity for less than aminute, the scene was burned indlibly into his memory for
al time. He could easlly recdl histerror, hisincredulity, hisdenidl.

Now hewondered if that Archon might not have been Balam. On amission to Russia, acolone inthe
Internal Security Network had related to Brigid, Kane and Grant how a cresture called Balam had been
found in acryogenic-suspension canister at the
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ste of the Tunguska disaster. He had lain buried for over three decades, until the end of World War n.
Hewasrevived, spending severd years as aguest of the Soviets before being traded to the West.

During the Cerberus team's op to the British Ides, the salf-proclaimed Lord Strongbow informed them
that as part of hisduties asaliaison officer between the Totaity Concept's Mission Snowbird and
Project Sigma, he dedlt directly with arepresentative of the Archons, a creature called Baam.

It seemed obvious that Balam had acted as something of aliaison officer himself, an ambassador of the
Archon Directive throughout the latter haf of the twentieth century. In light of the information gathered in
Russaand Britain, Lakesh suspected Balam might be something e se—the only and perhapslast Archon
on Earth.

He knew twentieth-century exobiologists had postulated that al Archonswere anchored to one another
through hyperspatid filaments of psionic energy, much like the hive mind of certain insect species. He
had aways assumed the mind link was passive, and therefore Balam couldn't clearly communicateto his
brethren of his captivity.

L akesh contemplated the possibility that Balam no longer had brethren with which to communicate. I
such werethetrue Stuation, it would explain agreat dedl, particularly the hybridization program. And if
Badam wasindeed the last of hiskind, then there was
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no Archon Directorate, just like there was no rea group called the Preservationists.

The Oz Effect, Lakesh mused, wherein asingle, vulnerable entity created theilluson, the myth of an
al-powerful force as ameans of manipulation and self-protection.

L akesh returned to the control center. As soon as he stepped through the door, console lights flashed,
power-gauge needles wavered. A humming tone vibrated from the gateway chamber, but it sounded
different, with a strange screechy note underlying it. He threw aquick glance at the map and saw two
lights glowing smultaneoudy, thousands of miles gpart. The mat-trans unitsin Redoubts Deltaand Tango
were both trying to achieve a destination lock on the Cerberus gateway.

Both Bry and L akesh rushed across the control center and through the anteroom. Facing the



deep-brown-hued armaglass door of the jump chamber, they saw swirls of light fluttering on the other
sde. The droning hum climbed, fatered, then tried to climb again.

"Two conflicting matter-stream carriers,” Bry cried. "They're trying to cycle through the materidization
process a the sametime!"

Lakesh gtared, utterly bewildered. A fail-safe device normally came on-line when smultaneous tranamits
from two different units were attempted, shutting down both gateways for atwenty-minute
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interval. Through the armaglass shielding, he saw blurred shapes appear, outlines fluttering.

Bry moaned, asound of disbdief and horror. "The emergency shutdown isn't working. We'relosing their
molecular resolution.”

Whirling on him, Lakesh shouted, " Stop gawking and get to the pattern-enhancement boosters! Move,
or wemay losedl of them!"

Chapter 8

Kane braced himsdlf on the tabletop, leaning over it, * hanging his head and doing his best not to throw
up. The few shots of pop-skull he had downed in Boon-town percolated in his ssomach like lava,
threatening to erupt up histhroat.

Through the kettle-drum pounding in his ears, he dimly heard Lakesh say, "Damn fortunate the
auto-sequence receptors registered your patterns amillisecond before the others.™

Kanelifted hishead, blinking back the swest flowing from his hairline and cutting runndsin the layer of
mud caked on hisface. Foul water dripped dowly from his clothing, beading on the varnished tabletop.
Rouch lay in afetd position on the table, moaning and gagging.

"What do you mean?" he managed to rasp.

Inavoice equa partsrelief and anxiety, Lakesh replied, "Brigid, Grant and Domi tried to return here at
the same time you and Beth-L.i initiated the trangit cycle. Thetwo carrier waves intersected and
overlapped for amicroingtant. Thetiming wasin your favor.”

Raising atrembling hand to his perspiration-
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pebbled brow, Kane muttered, "Y eah, | surefed favored.”

Defore and her aide Auerbach, entered the anteroom. Auerbach rolled a gurney behind him. De-Fore's
dark brown eyesflicked over Kane and Rouch, then settled on Rouch as the person requiring immediate



atention.

Bending over her, DeFore timed her pulse at throat and wrist, pedled back an eyelid, listened to her
respiration. Kane pushed himsdlf back from the table. His headache and nausea ebbed a bit, although he
dtill felt rubbery kneed.

"What about Brigid and the others?' he asked.

From the doorway |leading to the control center, Bry said, "Their trangponders till show strong readings,
but their heart rates and blood pressure are alittle elevated.”

Lakesh glanced to Kane. "They'redl right," he said reassuringly, glancing at hiswrist chron. "They'll try
again. Their unit will automatically reset itself in about ten minutes.™

Deforelooked up, her full lips compressed in amoue of disgpprova. "Rouch isin amild state of shock.
Mild cardiac arrhythmia. How about you, Kane? How are you feding?' :

"Lousy, but I'll get by."

"Y ou probably look—and smell—worse than you fed." The buxom, bronze-skinned medic turned to
Auerbach. "Put her on the gurney and take her to
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the dispensary. We need to get her heart rate under control.”

Kanedidn't fed up to responding to the woman's acerbic observation regarding his appearance and
odor. She didn't disguise her didike of him—or rather, what he represented to her. In her eyes, asa
former Magidtrate, he embodied the strutting arrogance of ville law enforcement, glorying in his
baron-sanctioned power to ded death indiscriminately.

She dso believed that because of his Magitrate 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,
Kane couldn't be trusted.

Defore had presented her diagnosis and prognosis to Lakesh, who had refused to act on it, so she
waan't particularly happy with him, ether.

Auerbach gently lifted Rouch onto the gurney and wheeled her out of the room. DeFore regarded Kane
with acold, critica eye. "'l know you could care less, but you need to visit decam and get out of those
wet rags.”

Kane only nodded. He had dready figured that out for himself. Though the bayou held no dangerous

resdud radiation, the water he had waded through was probably contaminated with al sorts of chemica
toxins.

He began to ask her to keegp him apprised of Rouch's condition, but DeFore spun smartly on her
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heel, presenting him with the intricate French braid at the back of her ash-blond
head. She marched away. Kane glared at the braid a moment before turning to
L akesh.

"If they're not back here in afew minutes, I'm going after them."

L akesh nodded reluctantly. "Let's give them alittle while. For now, you should
follow the doctor's orders. | think she may appreciate it."

"Yeah," Kane replied with bleak humor. "If | don't, she'll probably use barbed wire
the next time she hasto stitch me up. But I'll wait abit longer."

Our IN THE CORRIDOR, Grant and Brigid listened to the stealthy footfalls of the
pointman approaching from around the corner. Both held their blasters ready,
though Grant felt Brigid's choice of armsto be so ineffectual against polycarbonate
body armor she might as well have brandished a slingshot.

Not only would the .32-caliber rounds not penetrate the Magistrates exoskeletons,
but the targets wouldn't even feel the impacts. As aformer Mag, Grant knew all of
the armor's weak points, and they were exceptionally difficult to penetrate. After a
recent encounter with Cobaltville enforcers, he took painsto load his Sin Eater's
clip with armor-piercing rounds taken from the Cerberus arsenal.

They were of predark manufacture, since AP rounds had been outlawed during the
unification. For that matter, any kind of blaster, even home-forged
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muzzle loaders, in the hands of anyone other than Magistrates was a capita offense.

Grant didn't want to engage in afirefight. Although the Mags didn't outnumber the Cerberus team, they

definitely outgunned them. Aside from their Sin Eaters, they carried Copperheads, wicked,
stripped-down autoblasters capable of firing al of their fifteen 4.85 mm roundsin seconds.

Dorni wasn't armed at al. Grant had prevailed on her not to carry her preferred weapon, a .45-caliber
Detonics Combat Master. Still recovering from her shoulder injury and subsequent surgery, her dight
frame didn't have the strength to handle its recoil. Besides, he hadn't envisioned a Situation where she
would need it.

He should've know better, Grant sourly told himself. None of the missions he had undertaken since
joining the Cerberus exiles had adhered to plan, no matter how intricately they had been constructed.

Straining his ears, he heard the faint squeak of polycarbonate joints and the dight scuff of treaded boot
soles on the floor. He heard something else, as well—unsteady respiration, the exhaaions and



inhalations of air high and irregular. The pointman sounded as if he was more than nervous. He bresthed
asthough he were frightened or dreadfully upset

Grant didn't hazard a peek around the corner. He kept his eyes on the motion detector, watching the
green dot that represented the Mag diding over the smdl LCD screen toward the center position.
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He tensed, waiting and listening. When he estimated the pointman was less than six feet away from the
bend in the corridor wall, he made his move, swiftly and smoothly.

Leaning out around the corner, Grant led with his Sin Eater. The Magistrate was closer than he
caculated, barely four feet away. The exposed lower portion of hisface showed his mouth twisting in
shock. Hisvoice alow boom, Grant said, "Boo," and squeezed the trigger.

The round penetrated the red duty badge affixed to the molded Ieft pectoral, punching a hole through the
hub of the nine-spoked-whed insgnia

The thunderous crash of the Single shot seemed to shake the walls and ceiling. The reverberationsrolled
and surged down the corridor like awave.

The Magidrate flailed backward, asif he had been jerked by an invisible cable attached to hisbelt. The
rear of hishelmet struck the dick floor first and skidded aong it for afew feet before hisbody collapsed.
Hiswespons clattered loudly. A geyser of bright arterid blood squirted up from the perforationin his
badge, splashing the nearest wall with a crimson stresk.

Grant ducked back around the corner, consulting the motion detector. The LCD showed blank. The
other two Mags remained out of the instrument's sensor range. He hoped if the pointman’s comrades
were as distressed as he had been, they'd continue to hang back.
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A second later, the detector uttered a soft beep and apair of pulsing dots appeared at the far edge of
the LCD.

At once afull-auto fusillade of blasterfire burst down the corridor. The Copperheads stuttered, sending a
hailstorm of |ead spattering against the walls, striking sparks from the vanadium sheathing, ricocheting
with wild, keening wails.

Grant turned his back, hunching his head between his shoulders so the wide collar of his coat would
offer some protection for the back of his head. Brigid crouched down, grimacing at the racket and the
adtringent, swestish odor of cordite.

A ricocheting bullet plucked at Grant's coat deeve. The Mags seemed determined to empty their
subguns, but Grant didn't sense they did so out of fear. Rage drove them.

The dry snapping of firing pins striking empty chambers replaced the double trip-hammering and the



ghriek of ricochets. Empty shell casings clanked againgt the floor. A few secondslater camethe
mechanica clicking sounds of spent clips being gected and fresh onesjammed into place.

A voice hoarse with fury bellowed down the corridor, echoing hollowly. ™Y ou fuckin' traitor, you fuckin'
daggin’ assassin, you an't wakin' awvay from thigl”

Another voice, degper but no less quivering with outrage, roared, " Think you can chill abaron and
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live to laugh about it? It won't happen, you bastard. Y ou hear me? It won't happen!”

Grant's and Brigid's eyes met, widening in confused astonishment. She straightened up and, before Grant
could stop her, she shouted, "Wheat are you stupes talking about?

Growling acurse, Grant gestured sharply for her to keep quiet. He had wanted the Mags to think they
had cornered only one man. Brigid and her Mauser weren't much in the way of backup, but they were
better than nothing.

The sound of the female voice seemed to surprise the Magidtrates, then galvanize them to even greater
heights of anger. The first man who had spoken shrieked, ™Y ou got the woman with you? The fuckin’
bitch who chilled Baron Ragnar hersd ?

A tremor of fear undercut the man'stone, but fury overwhelmed it.

Grant cdled, "Y ou stupes are fused out. We don't know anything about your baron.”

As hisvoice rebounded from the walls, he waited for the Mags reaction to hiswords of denid. He
didn't have to wait long. With howls of homicidd lust, the Magistrates charged down the corridor, both
of them firing their Sin Eaters and Copperheadsin asmultaneous frenzy.

The reports blended, mixed, creating a deafening cacophony. Rounds struck the walls, gouging them
with shiny smear's, chipping out fragments from the corner. Grant snarled in wordless frustration and
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pushed Brigid ahead of him toward the open door of the mat-trans control room.

He wasn't about to stand his ground and exchange fire with apair of berserk Mags, AP rounds or not.
Chances were he might get one of them, but chanceswere far greater that one of them would get him.

They reached the doorway, and Brigid hastily keyed in the close code. Asthe portd did shut, &t least a
dozen bullets struck it, sounding like awork gang pounding on it with dedgehammers.

Fearfully, Domi peered around the open door of the jump chamber. "We're safein here, right?”

"I'm sure they've been briefed on the entry codes,” Brigid replied. "They can get in hereif they want to."



Another, heavier sorm of dugs clanged against the door.

"And they redly want to," remarked Grant darkly.

"Evenif we cant make ajump,” stated Brigid, trying to suppressthe quaver of fear lurking in her voice, '
‘we can hold them off in the chamber. They probably don't know about the gateways at al, certainly not
about the security lock code. And they can't shoot through the armaglass.”

"No, but they can starve usout,” Grant retorted. "Or cdl in reinforcements with high explosivesand
blow our asses out of there."

"I can dways enter the destination code for an
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dternate unit,” Brigid said, eyeing the keypad. " Jump luck."

The blasterfire stopped. Grant glanced to the vanadium door. The Mags had leashed their emotions and
were probably discussing strategy on the other sde of it.

"I doubt well have more than one chanceto get out of here," he said grimly. "Once the Mags get in, welll
be stuck in the chamber.”

Curtly, Domi declared, "Whatever we're going to do, let'sdo it."

Brigid sank her teeth into her lower lip. " Cerberus, then."

The three people entered the gateway, Brigid pausing momentarily to punch in thelock code. As Grant
sedled it, he heard the pneumatic hissing of the sec door at the control room wall. He stayed where he
was, head pressed againgt wall, listening.

The humming drone arose as circuitry engaged. The hexagons shimmered and danced with silver.
Outside the chamber, the blagterfire began anew. Bullets smashed themsalvesinto shapeless blabs,

black againgt thered of the armaglasswalls. Grant stepped back, wondering briefly if thisstuation
qudified as a one-percenter.

Chapter 9

Bry cdled from the control center, "Activity on the unit in Redoubt Tango. A demateridization.”

Kane glanced toward the brown-tinted armaglass enclosing the jump chamber and waited for it to do
something. When it didn't, he cast an impatient, questioning glance toward L akesh.

Striving for atone of reassurance, Lakesh said, ™Y ou know traversing the quantum pathways isn't
necessarily ingtantaneous. Sometimesit is, sometimesitisn't.”

Kanedidn't reply, but he knew from experience that mat-trans jumping occasionally resulted in minor



tempora anomaies—like arriving at adestination three seconds before the origin jump-initiator had
actualy engaged. Lakesh had stated more than once that the nature of time couldn't be measured or
accurately perceived in the quantum stream. That brief tempora dilation was the primary reason
Overproject Whisper's Operation Chronos had used reconfigured gateway unitsin their time-traveling
experiments.

From the jump chamber, a sound like a fierce rushing wind grew, rising louder and louder. Bright light
flashed behind the armaglass, swdling inintensity
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and in tandem with the hurricane noise. Within seconds, both the light and sound faded.

Kane grabbed the door handle, ignoring the wesk jolt of static ectricity shooting through hisfingers,
and wrenched up on it. Through the curling fingers of disspating white mist, he saw two blaster bores
pointing up at hishead. Thetense, grim faces of Grant and Brigid appeared behind them. Their tight
expressons dmost immediately went dack with relief, and they lowered their wegpons.

"What's with the guns?' Kane demanded.

"Sorry," Brigid replied, pushing herself to her feet. "Couldn't see the color of the armaglass for acouple
of seconds. Thought the demat cycle might've failed and we were il back in Tango.”

The unholstered Sin Eater in Grant's hand was a definite violation of basic security precautions. The Sin
Eatersweren't equipped with safety switches, so areflexive jerk of the finger while reviving from the
trangit process could result in fatal consequencesfor therest of the jump team. But he knew Grant
wouldn't have disobeyed the protocol s unless the circumstances were extreme.

He stepped aside, dlowing Brigid, Grant and Domi to exit. If any of them found his odor disagreesble,
they were too polite to comment on it. In Grant's case, his sense of smell was too impaired, inasmuch as
his nose had been broken three timesin the past and never properly reset.
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"Thank God," Lakesh said fervently. "Thank God you made it back."

Grant glared at him as he pushed his blaster back into its holster under his coat deeve. His distrust of the
mat-trans unitswas only alittle weeker than his suspicion that Lakesh didn't know as much about them
asheclamed.

"We damn near didn't,” he rumbled. "The piece of shit in Minnesota malfunctioned on us.”

"It didn't malfunction,” Lakesh retorted, abit peeved by having one his creations compared to
excrement. "It functioned according to design.”

Brigid quirked achdlenging eyebrow at him. "How so?'



He curtly explained about the fail-safe devicesingtdled in the gateway operationd systems. "It'sa
standard safety feature, devel oped with the proto-type.”

"Wasn't safe for us," piped up Domi. Now that the danger was past, she wasin acheery humor. "Nearly
got uschilled by Mags."

"Mags?' Kane echoed.
Grant nodded grimly. "A three-man recce squad. Lousy timing al around.”
Brigid unbuttoned her jacket. "Something else, too. They accused us of assassinating Baron Rag-nar.”

Grant frowned toward her. "It was more like they accused you." Brigid's announcement put expressions
of incre-
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dulity on the faces of Lakesh and Kane. It required both men several moments to speak.
"Assassinated?" Lakesh'sreedy voice held astrident, skeptical note.

"Evidently by awoman,” Brigid replied stolidly. "They didn't supply details. They werefused out, dmost
hystericd."

Grant pursed hislips contemplatively. "Now that | think about it, | get the impression they'd just learned
about it...right after they entered the redoubt.”

"You'reright,” Brigid agreed. "They spotted us, but didn't seem inclined to chase usfor afew minutes.
Maybe the information was relayed to them right after they saw us."

Impatiently, Kane said, "Just what went on in there?"

Grant nodded to Brigid, who supplied afull report.

Afterward, Lakesh shook his head, dumbfounded. " A baron hasn't been murdered snce—well, never.
Not since the advent of the unification program when the oligarchy was established. For that metter, |
don't think abaron has even died of natural causes."

No one commented on Lakesh'swords. If the nine barons weren't immortal, they were ascloseasa
flesh-and-blood creature could cometo it. Due to their hybrid metabolisms, their longevitiesfar
exceeded those of humans. Barring accidents, illnesses—or assassnations—the barons life spans
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could conceivably be measured by centuries. Even Lakesh wasn't certain how long they lived.

But the price paid by the barons for their extended life spans wasn't cheap. They were fragile physicaly,



proneto lethargy. Their vitdity had to be sustained during annuad visitsto the Dulceingdlation. There
they underwent medical trestmentsto reverse deterioration of their mingled genetic materid. The entire
scope of the procedures and treatments was unknown even to Lakesh.

Squinting at Brigid, heinquired, "Y ou say awoman killed him?"

"That'swhat one of the Mags said—or rather, screamed.”

"Could an insurrection be brewing?' Kane asked. Lakesh's furrowed brow acquired new and deeper
grooves. "Anything is possible. But for abaron to be murdered within his own ville—presumably insde
the Adminigtrative Monolith—it just doesn't seem likely."

All of them understood what he meant. One of the reasons the barons were such mysterious,
awe-inspiring figureswas that they rarely |eft their impregnable aeries. Only amonth before, the
deranged Baron Sharpe had accompanied a Magistrate squad on an incursion to Redoubt Papa.

Although he had been tricked into it by a vengeance-minded councilor, circumstances put him under
Kanesgun. Asof yet, no Intel had filtered in
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from Sharpeville indicating whether the baron had survived the encounter.

Grant declared, "Every defense dwayshasaholein it. Somebody found it, that'sdl. The questioniis
who."

L akesh shook hishead in disgust. " The other baronswon't ask that question. They dready have their
answer. No doubt you, Kane and Brigid will be named as the cul prits.”

He gusted out his breath in asigh. "And thus your legend grows. From turncoat seditioniststo
baron-blasters.”

Kane shrugged, and drops of foul-smelling water dripped from hisclothing. "1 don't mind taking credit
for blagting abaron.”

Domi asked, "What will hgppen in ville now, with baron chilled?"

Lakesh imitated Kane's shrug. "Asfar as| know, thereis no proviso for dealing with a power vacuumin
the ville chain of command. Presumably, the highest ranking member of the Trust might assume the post
temporarily. But—"

He shook hishead again, hisvoicetrailing off.

"Y ou don't know?' Grant asked, ataunting notein hisvoice.

A bit resentfully, Lakesh admitted, "No, | don't. | suppose since genetic samples of dl the baronsarein

storage at Dulce, aduplicate of Baron Ragnar might be devel oped through aform of cloning. But thet is
only supposition.”
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"Or," Brigid ventured, "the Archon Directorate might actudly take an active hand.”

Lakesh's usudly dumped posture straightened, his rheumy blue eyes glinting behind the lenses of his
gpectacles. He swiftly consulted hiswrist chron.1 "The timing seems about right. It can't bea
coincidence.”

"What can't?' demanded Kane.

"About forty minutes ago, Banks reported highly unusua behavior in Baam. Asbest as| can describeit,
Baam underwent ashort period of traumatic shock."

"S0?" Grant asked.

"Asyou know, the standard theory isthat Archon minds are linked in a psionic community.”

Brigid frowned dightly. "A passvelink, an dmost sublimina awareness of one another, right? You sad
they would sense the absence of another mind filament. Are you suggesting that Balam reacted to the
death of Baron Ragnar? But he's not an Archon, not redlly.”

"It'sonly one solution that fitsthe provisond facts" Lakesh replied. "And it makes perfect sense that
such apsi-link would be bred into the barons— more of a puppet string leading directly to the puppet
magters than achannd of communication.”

"Thisisdl very fascinating,” said Kane dryly, "but | think the next course of action undertaken by the
barons should concern usthe most.”
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"They may have to consult with the Directorate itsdf before they do anything,” Brigid argued.

Lakesh muttered, "I thereindeed truly issuch athing.”

AH eyesfixed on him with intense, questioning gaze. L akesh cleared histhroat uncomfortably. " Strike
that last. Y et another of my endless theories. Friend Kane, you need to visit decam. Dearest Brigid,
therésamatter | want to discusswith you."

He gestured dismissively to Domi and Grant. "'Be about your business. Welcome back, and dl of that."
Taking Brigid by the elbow, Lakesh led her out of the anteroom.

Kane commented snidely, "He's given us our marching ordersfor the rest of the day—or night.”

If Lakesh overheard, he gave no indication.

They strode through the sweeping expanse of the control complex. Brigid, Bry and Lakesh were aready



huddled around a computer termind at the far end of it, paying no attention as they passed by. Kane
tried not to fed irritated. Unlessrisk taking or bloodletting was pending, Lakesh often behaved asif he
had no use for any of them but Baptiste. The woman could do no wrong in the old man's eyes, even
though Kane knew the two had argued bitterly over matters of Cerberus policy in the recent past.

Mogt of thetime, Kane attributed Lakesh's marked favoritism for Baptiste to their long relationship in
Cobaltvilles Historica Division. Lakesh had held senior status there, and Baptiste was one of his sub-
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ordinates. He had selected her to join the resistance group in the redoubt.

But on occasion, thelir relationship seemed far deeper than that of amentor and sudent. Certainly it was
not sexua in nature—it veered very closeto the paternal, and was markedly different from the fondness

L akesh displayed toward Domi.

Kane shrugged mentally as he, Domi and Grant exited into the corridor. "Defore ordered meto
de-cam,” hetold them. "What about you two?"

Grant shook his head. "We're clean, which can't be said for you."
"That for sure," Domi said vehemently. "Way you smell, make me homesick.”

Home for Domi had been asqualid Outland settlement on the banks of the Snake River in Hell's
Canyon, ldaho.

Kanetook a dirip of hanging cloth and squeezed it, wringing out aflow of rancid water. Grant and Domi
made an exaggerated show of stepping around it and continuing on their way.

The abino girl's unabashed devotion to Grant was the source of whispered jokes and rumors among the
redoubt's personnd. She was enamored of Grant and very jedlousif she perceived he paid attention to
another woman—or if she suspected another woman paid attention to him.

Even Kane, who had been partnered with Grant for over adozen years, wasn't sure of the true extent
and nature of their relationship. He sourly reflected
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that he wasn't sure of the true nature of anybody's relationship, including hisand Baptigte's.

The dispensary was adjacent to decam, so he entered to check on Rouch's condition. Only Auerbach
was there, adjusting the height of one of the three examination beds. To Kane's question, the burly,
red-haired man replied sullenly, "DeFore checked her out afew minutes ago.”

"Shefét better, then?'

Auerbach grunted, not deigning to look in hisdirection. " Suppose 0."



Kanefdt aflash of annoyance at the man's disinterested tone and manner, asif he begrudged every
word he spoke to him. He had heard that Auerbach had an unrequited crush on Baptiste, but dueto his
fear of Kane he never acted onit. And since Rouch wasfairly up-front about her mission to bear Kane's
child, the opportunitiesfor the other men in Cerberus were limited.

Auerbach probably felt—and justifiably—that Kane didn't deserve such an embarrassment of carna
treasures, regardless of whether he took advantage of them.

Decam was awide, white-tiled shower room with four partitioned cubicles. Wegmann was pulling
attendant duty and he held his nose as Kane stripped off his muddy garments and dropped themina
receptacle. Standard procedure was to decontaminate clothing, too, but the balding man eyed the rags
with
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loathing. " Surely you don't want to keep those nasty-ass things."

Kane thought about the likelihood of impersonating aswamp-dweller again in the near future and shook
his head. "Take them down to maintenance and use them to wipe the machines.”

"Like hdl," Wegmann retorted. "It's dready filthy enough down there. I'll burn ‘em instead.”

In the shower gtal, awarm mixture of liquid disinfectant and erilizing fluid sprayed from the faucet. The
needle of the rad counter affixed to the tiled wall registered only low-yelow readings. Kane massaged
the decam stream into his body and made a shampoo out of it for his hair.

Dark puddlesformed at hisfeet, swirling down into the floor drain. He stayed beneath the shower longer
than was necessary, even after the rad counter's needle flicked over into the green band. Hefelt more
than dirty; he felt defiled and he wanted to scrub every microscopic bit of the bayou from his pores.

When hisfingertips wrinkled and turned pink, he decided he was as decontaminated as he was likely to
be. Herinsed himsdlf with jets of cold, clear water.

He felt much better when he stepped out of the cubicle and put on arobe. He walked to his private
quarters, afour-room suite substantialy larger and better gppointed than hisold flat in the residentia
Enclaves of Cobdtville.

In the bathroom, Kane shaved away the three-day
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growth of beard stubble. Patting hisface dry with atowel, he walked into his bedroom. He didn't
immediately see Rouch there.



She sat on the edge of the bed, dressed in aform-fitting white bodysuit. In Rouch's case, it seemed to fit
her form tighter than usud.

"I knocked," she said, "but when no one answered, | let mysdlf in."

Although the door to Kane'sliving quarters had alock, hisflat in Cobatville didn't. He had never
acquired the habit of locking hisdoor.

"I checked onyou," he said, discreetly making sure his robe was closed. "Auerbach said you were
feding better."

Rouch chuckled warmly. "A lot better. Tell me something—did you redly knife adagger in the swamp?'
Kane favored her with asudden dit-eyed stare. "Why do you ask?'

Shetossed her fall of jet-black hair behind her shoulders. "Think about it—you end alife, and herel am
SO you can gart anew one."

Kane didn't respond, but it required dl of his self-control not to roll hiseyesruddy ceilingward. He bore
no persond grudge against Rouch, but Lakesh'sinterest in improving the breed and turning Cerberus
into acolony was adifferent matter. To Kane, it was a continuation of sinister elementsthat had brought
about the nukecaust and the tyranny of the villes. The Totality Concept's Overproject Excalibur dedlt
with

146

JAMES AXLER

biocengineering and one of its subdivisons, Scenario Joshua, had sprung from the twentieth century's
Genome Project. The god of this undertaking was to map human genomes to specific chromosoma
functions and 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 was a descendant of the Genome Project. Sometimesa
particular gene carrying adesirable trait 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 variations. Lakesh had admitted that Kane was one such success, one that he himsdlf had covertly
been involved with.

Some forty years ago, when Lakesh determined to build a resistance movement against the baronies, he
riffled Scenario Joshua's genetic records to find the qualifications he deemed the most desirable. He used
the Archon Directorate's own fixation with purity control against them. By his own confesson, hewasa
physicist cast intherole of an archivist, pretending to be a geneticist, manipulating a political system that
wasdill in agate of flux.

From adtrictly clinical point of view, what Lakesh wanted to do now made sense. To ensure that Kane's
superior qualities were passed on, mating him with another woman who met the sandards of purity
control wasthe most logical course of action. Without
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access to the ectogenesis techniques of fetal development outside the womb, the conventiona means of
procreation was the only option.,

However, Kane couldn't view the situation as clinicaly as Lakesh or as expectantly as Rouch. Far too
many emotional factorswere at work.

"Ligten, Rouch—" he began gently.
She brokein, "Cal me Beth-Li, please.”

Kane nodded and continued, "What Lakesh wantsiswhat Lakesh wants. Neither one of ushasto go
dongwithit."

She uttered alow laugh and stood up, languoroudy unzipping the front of her bodysuit. "It'swhat | want,
too."

Rouch wore no underclothes, and Kane wasn't surprised. She stepped out of the one-piece garment and
gpproached him with afeline grace, smiling in such away that showed she knew he found her beautiful.

Kane couldn't help but find her dender, compact body beautiful. He flicked his gaze over her firm,
pear-shaped breasts with their hard, dark nipples, her flaring hips and flat-muscled belly. The dark tuft at
the juncture of her thighs was a perfect triangle.

She stared a him boldly. "It's been along time since | had aman, Kane. And you haven't touched a
woman since you came here.”

He ruefully thought back to his brief dalliance with Morrigan aboard the Cromwell, and hiseven briefer
encounter with the mad Fand in Ireland. So, techni-

148
JAMES AXLER
cdly, Rouch waswrong, but he didn't fedl inclined to correct her.

The swest of tenson formed on his body, and he felt the physica tirring her naked proximity and
sensud voiceinvoked in him. "What makes you so sure of that?" he asked gruffly.

She laughed again, fingersing nuating themsaves under hisrobe and lightly caressing hischest. "I can see
itinyour eyes. Youre suffering. Let meeaseit.”

Kanefelt alonging come upon him, alonging he had put aside every day, every night for months. But it
waan't alonging for Rouch.

"Isit me?' he asked, "or thefact that | spilled a poor mutie bastard's blood that's making you hot?"

"Both do," shereplied, cupping hisface with her hands. She stared up at him levdly. "I know men like
you want afuck-dessert after ablood feast.”



Despite himsdlf, Kane felt hisbody responding to her, to the musky scent and heet radiating from her
body. He hardened and rose and he had difficulty breathing.

As hishands reached for her, he thought again of Morrigan, of Fand and of Baptiste. What he did next
was not easy, but it was the only thing he could do. He thrust Rouch away from him, but not without a
pang of regret that was dmost painful.

Matter-of-factly, he said, "I don't need this complication.”

Her dark eyesflared in anger. "What's compli-
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cated about it? Plant your seed in me, let me carry it We can have fun doing it. No other woman hereis
suited for you. Baptiste can't bear your offspring even if she wanted to.”

He was so occupied trying to get his body's reactions under control, the oddity of Rouch's comment
didn't penetrate for amoment. When it did, hisfingerstightened on her bare shoulders. She winced, but
made no attempt to twist out of hisgrasp.

"What do you mean?' he demanded.

Rouch started to speak, but the warbling from the trans-comm unit on thewall cut her off.

Brigid Baptiste's voice floated out of it. "Kane, are you there?'

The Cerberus trans-comm channal s were voice activated, and Rouch knew it. She turned her head
toward it and called, "He'sbusy. Leave usaone.”

Kane growled, "Y ou little bitch," and stepped to the unit. "What isit?’

The response was S0 long in coming Kane almost repeated the question. When Brigid spoke again, her
tone was ice-cold. "Weve found something that might have bearing on Baron Ragnar's assassination. It
keep until you're not busy.”

"I'll be therein acouple of minutes.”

"Take your time. | want to change clothes and have abiteto eat.”

She closed the channd with a preemptive click.

Rouch put her hands on her hips and threw him asmugly triumphant smile. "Now that she's given you
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her permission, can we get on with it? We can take as much or aslittle time as you want.”



Kane glared at her. Under theicy intengity of hiseyes, the smilefatered, then left her lips. ' 'Get out,” he
grated.

A stricken look crossed her face. "But—"

Bending down, he snatched up her bodysuit and flung it at her. "Get dressed and go. Or don't get
dressed. Either way, go."

Anger flared in her dark eyes, twisted her features. "Y ou'll regret this, Kane."

He bestowed ahard, cold smile on her. "Be careful what you say, Beth-Li. Almost everyone esewho
directed that lousy cliche at me boarded the last train West."

For an ingtant, Rouch appeared confused, not understanding the old Deathlands jargon. When she
grasped the context, she hugged her clothing tightly and took abackward step. Her sudden fear seemed
alittle exaggerated.

"Areyou threatening me? I'll tell Lakesh."

"I'm not threatening you. And theres no need to tell Lakesh. I'll speak to him mysdf. And I'll tell him this,
too—if he wants Cerberus to become a colony, that's his business. But participation isvoluntary. I'll be
the oneto decideif | want my seed spread and who carriesit. Not him or you.”

Rouch whirled away, hissing over her bare shoulder, "There are other men here, Kane. I'll visit one of
them.”
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She stalked out of the bedroom with an arrogant twitch of her backside. Kane wondered if shewould
get dressed before leaving his quarters, but when he heard the door open and click shut, he knew she
hadn't bothered. Domi had been known to stroll nude through the redoubt, so if Rouch wanted to do the
same, it wasn't without precedent. He thought it probable she hoped to bump into Baptiste on her way
to her own quarters.

Swallowing aweary sigh, Kane went to the closet and removed a bodysuit from ahanger, a bit
surprised he fdlt so little genuine anger toward Rouch and even lesstoward Lakesh.

The cooperation among the Cerberus exiles was only a spoken agreement; there were no formal oaths
or vows like the ones he and Grant had taken upon admission into the Magistrate Divison. Therewas
no system of penatiesor punishmentsif cooperation was not given.

There were security protocols to be observed, certain assigned duties that had to be performed, but
anything other than those was a matter of persuasion and volunteerism.

Kane had certainly not volunteered to take part in Lakesh's breeding plan. Still, he couldn't help but
wonder why hefdt atwinge of jealousy at Rouch's statement about other men.

Chapter 10



Shortly after thelifting of afrosty dawn, the sorm moved into Ragnarville. That initself wasn't unusud.
| ce storms with 250-mile-per-hour winds once roared out of Canada, and toxic, acidic rains used to
lash the landscape with a seasond frequency. The aftereffects of skydark il lingered in some regions.

Though weather patterns could only be counted on to be capricious, this storm was different. A
mountai nous thunderhead skimmed out of the north on adirect course with the ville, blotting out the sky
abovethe spire of the Adminigtrative Monolith. The floating, billowing mass thickened rapidly, casting
deep shadow over the entire perimeter of Ragnarville, bringing a sudden and oppressive gloom. The
amospheric pressure seemed to increase, pressing against eardrums, making respiration labored.

Down in the Tartarus Pits, eyes ill blurred from deep turned upward from the muddy streetsto watch
the sormy blackness dowly lowering and spreading like a blanket. Strange luminescence flashed within
itsroiling center, like arcs of heat lightning. A hollowly booming thunderclap made the ramshackle
buildingstremble.
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The underside of the cloud surged out, belling downward. From this sparkled glowing motes, showering
down like aglittering snow flurry. Asthe motesfdl, tiny whistling noises cut through the chill air.
Black-rimmed holes appeared in the white rockcrete facade of the monoalith, little curls of smokerising
fromthem.

A Pit dweller, face upturned, suddenly screamed in agony. He dropped to his knees on the
dudge-covered lane, clawing at hisface, smoke wisping from the black, empty socket of hisright eye.

People echoed his scream, slampeding for shelter, jerking with the impact of the tiny, glowing drops. As
the dropsfell, they became globules, hissing and sending up clouds of steam asthey struck the wet
streets. Flames exploded on the dry-rotted roofs of some of the older squats. Crowds herded to any
cover they could find, the panicky crush anear riot. Children were bowled off their feet, trampled and
kicked asthe air fogged with thefdling, fiery globules.

A thread of writhing white fury emerged from the boiling center of the cloud and caressed the exterior of
the Adminigtrative Monolith, between Levels A and B. Severa square yards of rockcrete erupted from
its columnar surface, the glass panesin two of the dit-shaped windows bursting inward. Thunder
boomed and echoed.

The storm dowly began to drift away from Rag-narville, nudged by thewind. On Leve C of the
monolith, awide, square section of the facade rose.
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Asit ascended, giant groaning gears and squealing pulleys extended along flat dab like ametal-riveted,
squared-off tongue. Three Deathbirds rested upon it, secured by cables attached to eyebolts sunk deep
inthe dab. All three of the helicopters were deek, compact and streamlined, painted a matte-finish,
nonre-flective black. The curving forward ports were tinted in smoky hues. The metal-sheathed stub
wings carried thirty-two 57 mm unguided missiles, two full podsto awing. Multibarreled .50-caliber



miniguns protruded from chin turrets beneath the cockpits.

Mechs scurried out of the cavernous opening on the side of the tower, unhooking the cables from the
landing skids on the center Deathbird. Two black-armored Magistrates, apilot and his gunner, climbed
into the cockpit and keyed the engineto life. Therotor blades whirled, inscribing ahazy circle.

The arcraft lifted from the pad, turned and streaked over the wallsin pursuit of the cloud. It reached the
trailing edge of the dark mass and cut a circling course around it.

The chopper suddenly swerved asif caught in ablast of wind sweeping out of the thunderhead. Bucking
up and down, wobbling to and fro, the pilot fought the controls, attempting to level off the Degth-bird
and move away from the cloud at the sametime.

For along span of seconds, the aircraft seemed to hang, floating suspended in the sky. Then, with a
whine of overstressed engines, it managed to bank swiftly awvay. Ascending at asharp angle, it leveled
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off ahundred feet above the cloud and assumed a hovering position.

Crooked flares of white lightning erupted out of the top layer of the cloud formation. They whip-lashed
around the belly of the Deethbird, and for an instant a skein of eectricity danced over thefusdagelikea
crackling web.

The helicopter hedled over and plunged straight down, tumbling into the thunderhead itself. It vanished,
swalowed up by the billowing darkness.

When the Degthbird regppeared, it was tearing through the bottom layer of the cloud formation, spilling
downward in awild, gyrating spin. The port-side stub wing buckled back asit plummeted.

The Deathbird spirded down, tail assembly grotesquely pointing at the underside of the cloud, fore-port
on adirect vertical linewith the ground. It plunged to the horizon. A farawvay concussion shook the air.
A burst of smoke, atongue of orange flame and flying dust mushroomed up in aplume.

TERRIFIED CRIES TORE from the lips of the onlookers assembled at the open hangar door. Royce
muttered breathlesdy, "What could have done that? Lightning that strikes up? It's like the cloud—"

He broke off as Barch turned and looked at him. He asked, " The cloud was like what?"
Royce tried to meet Barch's one-eyed stare, but he couldn't. "Like nothing, sir."
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"Go ahead," Barch urged in asurprisingly soft voice. " Speak."

Hoarsdly, Royce sad, "Like the sorm wasintelligent—or controlled.”



A hard, humorless hdf smile quirked the corner of Barch's mouth. Do you think that's possible?*

Royce shook hishead. "I don't know. | didn't think it was possible for the baron to be fried in his bed,
dther.”

Bleakly, he added, "Maybe there's a connection. Maybe thevilleis cursed—"

He broke off, redlizing he was voicing private fears and how foolish they sounded. He waited for astern
rebuke from Barch, but it didn't come. Instead, his superior barked ordersto the milling Magistrate
Division personnel to retract the pad, close the hangar bay doors and dispatch a squad to the crash site.

Royce watched him and listened to his commanding tone and he wondered, just for amoment, why
Barch had ordered the Bird flyover of the ssorm and why he didn't appear more distraught about the loss
of one of the rare aircraft—not to mention apair of highly trained Bird jockeys. Neither the Deathbirds
nor the men who knew how to fly them were commonplace.

But, snce now Barch claimed to bein command of Ragnarville, no one questioned him. Certainly none
of the other divison adminigtrators had lodged objections to his assumption of authority. They were
relieved someone had.
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Asthe huge hangar door rumbled down, Barch imperioudy gestured for Royce to follow him ashe
walked through the cavernous bay. They passed the two Desthbirds remaining in Ragnarvilleésfleet, and
exited into the main corridor. Roycetrailed Barch past the office suites, training rooms and the Intel
section.

When they entered Royce's small, oval-shaped office, Barch took the chair behind the desk. He waved
him to the only other chair and, after Royce seated himsalf, he announced without preamble, "I'm
gppointing you Magistrate Divison administrator.”

Royce's mind froze in stunned disbelief. True, he had reached the age where the mandatory transfer to
an adminidrative position was pending, but to be given the power and responsibility over the entire
divison wasn't apromotion he had ever dreamed could happen. On reflection, he wasn't certain if he
wanted it to happen.

After severd fase starts, he managed to get histongue, voice box and brain working more or lessin
tandem again. "Sir, you're the adminigtrator.”

Barch leaned back in the chair, linking his hands behind his hairless head. "As of today, I'm relinquishing
that post and assuming authority over Ragnarville and itsterritory. Y ou're one of my own, Royce, and |
need one of my own to take over as adminigtrator. | don't trust anyone else.”

Royce coughed self-conscioudy. "Isthis only atemporary arrangement, sir?!
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Barch narrowed hiseye. "Temporary?'

"Until anew baronisnamed.”

A grin gtretched Barch'slips. "For al intents and purposes, | am the new baron. Wouldn't you agree?’
Royce's shocked mind whedled with questions, darm and conjecture. All heredly knew about the
barons was that they were part of an oligarchy, elevated and removed from the common human herd.
For aman he had known for years—& man he respected asintdlligent, resourceful—to proclaim himsdlf
baron smacked of heresy. Barch, for dl of hisgiftsand ahilities, was il only ahuman like himsdif.

The grin disappeared from Barch'sface. In asted-edged voice, he repeated, "Wouldn't you agree?’
Royce nodded. "'l would.”

Barch continued to stare a him, his cyclopean gaze unblinking and menacing.

Royce groped for the right words, then ventured, "My lord baron.”

Barch laughed and leaned forward, propping his elbows on the desk. " Of course, | don't expect you to
address methat way in public—at least not right away. First thingsfirst | want you to select adozen of

the bravest and the brightest from the divison ranks. Are dl of our officers accounted for?"

"All but three. Hadley, Brewer and Arnam. As per our orders, | sent them to recce the redoubt—"
Barch's eyeflickered with afleeting, indefinable emation, but Royce plunged on "—where they en-
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countered two, possibly more intruders. One was awoman.”
Barch'sface locked in atight, grim mask. "Out-landers, probably.”

Royce shook hishead. "No, sir. One of them chilled Arnam. According to the radio report | received,
hewas chilled with aSin Eater.”

Barch's reaction wasn't what Royce expected. The grim mask of hisface didn't dter. "Werethe
intruders apprehended?’

Royce fidgeted in his chair, not knowing how or even wanting to answer the question. "Permission to
speek fredy?'

Barch inclined his head afraction of aninchinanod.

Inhaling adeep breath, and then exhding it, Royce stated as unemotiondly as he could, "According to
Brewer and Hadley, the intruders escaped by ameans they could not understand or even redly describe
inaway that made sense. If | hadn't seen you step out of that armaglass chamber on Leve A, | wouldn't
have known what they were talking about.”

Barch steepled hisfingers under hischin. Very quietly, he said, "A gateway unit. Y ou and your recce



squad saw something not meant to be seen by uninitiated eyes.”

Royce uneasily recdled Barch's recriminations to Walsh only afew hours ago about the violation of
protocoal. At thetime, he didn't know what he meant, but now afearful understanding crept into his mind.
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"Fortunately for you," Barch continued smoothly, "as adminigtrator of the division, you will beinitiated.”

Royce didn't fed relief. Not responding to the comment, he said, "The intruders had something to do
with the baron's death, or they werethe nsthemsealves. | ordered Hadley and Brewer to remain
there until further notice. They have two days worth of rationsin the wag."

"Under the circumstances, you made the correct decision,” Barch replied. "However, | don't think the
intrudersin the redoubt need concern us overmuch. If they are part of alarger conspiracy to overthrow
Ragnarville, they are only pawns.”

"Conspiracy?' Royce echoed.

Barch spread hishands wide. "What e se could it be? The baron and one his guardsmen murdered, a
bizarre ssorm. None of these events can be coincidental. That'swhy | want the formation of atask force
so we can not only ferret out the conspirators that may bein our midst, but also to act immediately if and
when another assault comes our way.

"They don't have to be blooded hard-contact Mags, but | prefer that they are. | dso need a half-dozen
tech-heads, the higher the seniority the better. After you've made your choices, send their psych profiles
to mefor review."

"Y ou suspect traitorsin Ragnarville?' Royce tried to smother the skepticism in histone, but he knew he
only haf managed it
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"Aningdejobisthe only explanation. A smdl handful of seditionistswithin theville are colluding with the
Preservationigs”

Every Mag in every ville knew about the Preservationists. They had served as aculprit for avariety of
crimes for decades, a shadowy menace drifting in and out of the baronies like smoke.

Royce nodded. "I understand. How soon do you need the profiles?!

Barch heaved himsdlf out of the chair with a screech of springs. "1 needed them about three weeks ago.
I'll settlefor two hoursfrom now."

Royce stood up as Barch moved around the desk. Barch clapped him on the shoulder as he walked to
the door. "The next few dayswill be tough, but if you believein me, | promise you the rewards will be
morethan worth it."



Royce waited until Barch strode into the corridor before murmuring, "That'swhat the fuck I'm afraid of "
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Chapter 11

From hischair in front of the VGA monitor screen, Lakesh said, "We've discovered...something.” Hefdll
glent.

Kane waited. He looked over to Bry, who was hunched over acomputer terminal on the far side of the
control complex, then cast his eyes over to Grant. He saw the mental shrug in his otherwise
expressonless eyes. Apparently, Grant was going to remain quiet and let Lakesh move forward with his
discovery when the old man was good and ready.

Kane was not so patient. He prompted, " Discovered what? Baptiste said you'd come across something
that might connect to Baron Ragnar's death.”

"I'll explainin amoment, friend Kane. As soon as Brigid arrives, well hold afull briefing.”

As Lakesh spoke the last word of the sentence, Brigid strode in with her characteristic mannish stride. A
few wisps of her red-gold hair peeking out of the severe bun at the back of her skull were the only
evidence shed been hurrying. She had changed into a bodysuit that clung in dl the right placesto her tall,
willowy body. She wore the badge of her

former office asan archivigt, apair of wire-rimmed, rectangular-lensed spectacles.

"Yourelate," Kane groused.

Brigid didn't respond, keeping her attention on the seated Lakesh. "Sorry."

"Nonsense, you'reright ontime," Lakesh said with abroad smile. "For achange, friends Kane and
Grant were early."

Brigid cast acool glancetoward Kane. "1 told you to take your time. | figured you and Rouen would be
busy for awhile"

Kane scowled at her and opened his mouth to say something profane. Lakesh interjected hadtily, "Yes,
well, perhaps later you and Brigid can discuss your differing interpretations of 'busy.’ At the moment,
thereis something else to consider.”

Kane closed his mouth. Rather than argue, he waited for the cadaverous man to reved the reason the
three of them had been summoned to the control center.

"So, what'swrong up there?' Brigid asked the room.

"Where?' Kane growled.



"There," shereplied, pointing afinger a the upper corner of the Mercator map. "In Alaska."

Kanefdt as though he and Grant were both unruly students trapped in some godawful geography class,
with Baptiste standing tall and proud as the teacher's pet.

"Therésaproblem in Redoubt Zulu?* Grant
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asked, taking note of the winking light that was aternating between the colors of amber and green.

"Of asort," Lakesh told him. "In some ways, more of amystery, but it could have a promising, perhaps
even beneficid solution.”

"How s0?'
"Aswe know, someone visited the redoubt some three weeks ago. Only a couple of hours ago,
coinciding with the alleged murder of Baron Ragnar and Balam's outburst, the sensorsregistered new

activity on the mat-transjump lines. A demat and amat.”

"Seems like more and more people are becoming aware of what was once a secret method of getting
around,” Kane remarked.

"All of the barons are aware of the units, and in order to carry out searches, others must be informed.
Such isthe way. And someone perhaps abusing those secretsis dso theway."

Grant turned to Lakesh. "Isthere anything in that redoubt worth abusing? According to the Intel you
pulled from the database, it was built to be astockpile...and it was cleaned out during unification.”

L akesh consulted a sheaf of printout. "We performed a degper, more comprehensive search, using other
keywords. From the classified information we've been able to access from the database, Redoubt Zulu
a0 served asaprimary HAARP ingdlation.”

Kane and Grant tiffened at the mention of the word harp.

"Harp?' Kane demanded. "Did | hear you right?"

Theword held unpleasant connotations for them, ingtantly bringing to mind their painful encounterswith
infrasound wegpons in the shape of the musical insgruments.

"Obvioudy, HAARP s an acronym, Kane," Bri-gid stated with only the dightest dash of dry sarcasm.
"It's got nothing to do with the Danaan. Or Martian trolls.”

"That's good to know, Baptiste," Kane retorted curtly. "'l was afraid we might have to hang up our
blasters and go out into the field armed with tubas." He hated himsalf for being baited, and hated himsalf



even more for alowing hisvoiceto risein timbre when he snapped back at her.

Before Brigid could select from the half-dozen or more rgjoinders that appeared on the date of her
fertilemind, Lakesh brokein quickly, "HAARP isindeed an acronym. It stood for 'High-frequency
Active Aurord Research Program.™

"Which il tdllsmenothing,” said Kane.

"That makestwo of us," Grant agreed.

"Allow meto enlighten the pair of you, friend Grant. After al, that isthe reason for abriefing session, isit
not?'

Grant nodded affirmative and kept silent, his heavy-jawed black face set in afrown. Lakesh took the
slence asacueto continue, using hisfree hand to reach over and click asmall switch on the table-
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top, which caused the four-foot-square VGA monitor screen to flareinto life. On it appeared a predark
map of the most northward addition to the United States, the landmass of Alaska

"During the early part of the nineties," he said, "a decade or s0 before the nuclear conflagration, the

HAARP facility was assembled on amilitary basein Alaska. Thiswas ajoint project between the Air
Force and the Navy, at least, ajoint project for cover-story purposes. In actudity, the United States
was working closdy with a Russian team, who had their own version of HAARP, known as SURA.."

"Once apissing contest, dways a pissng contest,” Kane said sourly.

"Quite the vulgar smile, friend Kane. But dso quite true. HAARP had severa parts, most interesting
being the IRI, or lonospheric Research Instrument. At the time of its congtruction, the IRl wasthe
largest high-frequency radio transmitter ever built." "Purpose being communications?' asked Grant. "Not
exactly. It was designed to concentrate several thousand megawattsinto an intense beam of almost
unimaginable strength, transmitted through miles of planar antennaarrays on the shortwave band.”

"And then?'

"HAARP was able to facilitate enormous changes to the upper atmosphere with afocused and steerable
€lectromagnetic beam, generating enormoudy high degrees of hest. In fact, according to the documen-
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tation of the time, HAARP was better known and described as being an ionospheric hester.”
"A heater." Grant repeated. He cast an incredulous ook at Kane.

L akesh caught the eye exchange and said impatiently, " Of theionosphere, yes. Almost areversal of what
aradio telescope is—the HAARP antennaes send out signalsinstead of receiving, and their destination is



very closeto home."

"So the ionosphereiswhat, part of the atmosphere?’ Kane asked. Both he and Grant were far from
being dense, but parts of Lakesh's dissertation fell on dead zonesin their limited educations. "What's this
thing good for? Heeting up cold spots or something?'

"Closg, friend Kane. Theionosphereisthe dectricaly charged sphere surrounding Earth's upper
atmosphere. Understand, the ionosphereis an active dectrica shield protecting our planet from the
constant bombardment of high-energy particles from space. Working in conjunction with the Earth's
magnetic fidd, al sortsof harmful types of cosmic radiation are prevented from coming down below.

"Usudly, theionosphere is gpproximatdly forty to sSixty miles above the surface of the planet, keeping the
danger away. However, full activation of the HAARP project would have brought this much closer to
home. And as such, was considered fair game for the military. The former Department of Defense
believed that the HAARP project would give them in-
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credible means of communication far beyond their current capabilities.”

"All of thistalk reminds me of abanned book | once read during adow moment in the Cobdtville
archives," Brigid said thoughtfully. "A man named Gordon J. F. MacDona d wrote and published abook
entitled Unless Peace Comes."1

"Ah, Professor MacDonald. | met him once," Lakesh said. "Back in the 1960s, he was associate
director of the Indtitute of Geophysics and Planetary Physics at the University of Cdifornia He was quite
keen on the use of environmental-control technologies for military purposes. Hadn't thought about the
felow inyears, but now you've jogged my memory."

"There was a chapter in his book called 'How to Wreck the Environment," she stated. "He described
something Smilar to HAARP in order to affect and control the westher, climate modification, polar
icecgp mdlting or destabilization, ozone-depletion techniques, earthquake engineering, ocean-wave
control and even brain-wave manipulation usng the earth'senergy fields.”

"Thereyou go." Lakesh leaned back in his chair and folded hisarms over his chest.
"Well, if thisHAARP thing can do al of that,” Kane demanded, "why wasn't it ever used?'

"Who'sto say it wasn't?" the old man said. "'l imagine it was buried under the usua reams of paperwork
and misinformation. Unlikethe Totdity
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Concept projects, which none but politicians and military personnel with the highest classificationswere
aware of, HAARP was an open book, at least, superficialy. The more informed public minds knew it
wasthere, and it scared the hell out of them, but since the military had taken great painsto hide the
secret in plain Sght, not much was ever accomplished.”



"The'Purloined Letter' principle,”" Brigid commented with awan amile.
Neither Grant nor Kane knew what she meant, but L akesh chuckled appreciatively.

"Just s0. My theory isthat while the capabilities of the HAARP ingalation might have been tested in
some degrees, thefull capability of the antennaarray was never fully utilized. There wasn't enough time.
Lack of fundsand lack of time."

"So it wasn't part of the Totality Concept?' asked Kane.

L akesh shook his head. "The scientific background of HAARP predated the Totality Concept by
decades.”

He rapidly typed afew commands on the keyboard of the termind before him. The screen cleared of the
Alaskan map, and a photograph replaced it. It was theimage of a man with amustache and hairstyle that
hadn't been worn in over three hundred years. The man looked bemused, looking off camera at
something only he could see. From the black-and-white tones of the photo, the period dress, and the
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man's appearance, Kane knew he looked at someone dead |ong before the nukecaust.

"NikolaTeda," Lakesh announced. "Arguably, the greatest inventor who ever lived. He shares credit
with his student, Marconi, for the invention of radio and he also discovered dternating current. Back in
1899, Tedabuilt atransmitting tower on top of a Colorado mountain as hisfirst experiment in utilizing
the electromagnetic radiation of Earth to provide afree energy source.

"Hisintent wasto use the Earth as a huge resonant system, hiswritings contain referencesto 'the
terrestria stationary waves,' aresonant excitation of the ground, the magnetosphere or even the 'wave
guide between the two. Tedaboasted that he'd done this on atria scale, using superpowerful
'magnifying transformers like histower in Colorado.

"Around 1901, Teda proposed his'world system.” Specificaly, Tedaanticipated very-low-frequency
global navigation, radar, Morse telegraphy with ships at sea, multiplexing, remote-controlled weapons
and pretty much the rest of the terrestrial postmodern technosphere.”

Grant crossed hisarms over hisbroad chest. "Did any of thisredly work?"

L akesh shrugged. " Twentieth-century conspiracy theorists claimed Tedaswireless power distribution
actually worked too well. 1t's one of those great, un-provable, Frankenstein tales, half antigovernment
paranoia, haf fear of science”
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Kane shifted hisfeet impatiently. "Assuming Redoubt Zulu was part of the HAARP project and
assuming someoneisvigting it, why isthat supposed to concern us? Even if the antennaarray il exists,



sowhat if it's put back on-line?"

Brigid spoke up matter-of-factly. "If the apparatus for HAARP is till operable, it will function likethe
reversal of the old radio telescopes. It focuses a giant gigawatt e ectromagnetic beam on the ionosphere,
which bounces back to Earth and penetrates everything. The reflected beam can travel dong the planet's
magnetic mantle, and theimpulseswill vibrate geomagnetic flux lines. If amed and pulsed with the
proper precision, you'd have an ingtant earthquake.”

"Or," interjected Lakesh, "the lower atmosphere can be disrupted to create weether from hell, of the
likes not seen since skydark."

Grant's eyes narrowed with suspicion. "Weether control ?*

"Weather warfare," Lakesh replied. "For decades, the Department of Defense devel oped methods to
manipulate stormsin Projects Skyfire and Stormfury. In 1994, they announced a master weather-control
program called Spacecast 2020. Is it acoincidence this program dovetailed with the completion of the
HAARPingdlation?' He shook hishead. "I don't think s0."

"Therésmoreto it than that,” declared Brigid.
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Kane didn't bother to suppress an exaggerated sigh. "lan't there dways?

Affecting not to have heard the comment, she continued, " Pul sed-radio-frequency radiation, the very
stuff HAARP is based on, can disturb and manipulate human menta processes. In other words, mind
control. Electromagnetic waves can produce mild to severe physiologica disruption or perceptual
digortion.”

Grant shook his head. "All right, you've convinced me that HAARP could be put to destructive uses.
Could be. I'm ill waiting to be convinced that this somehow connects to Baron Ragnar's death and the
activity at Redoubt Zulu's mat-trans unit.”

L akesh regarded him stonily. "I don't believe in coincidence, friend Grant. Baron Ragnar's apparent
assassination at the hands of parties unknown coming on the hedls of trangt-path traffic to and from
Zulu— aredoubt under Ragnarvill€'s jurisdiction—points to something other than mere happenstance. It
demandsinvedtigation.”

Grant thrugt hisjaw out truculently. "The last time we investigated activity in aredoubt, we ended up on
Mars"

Both Kane and Brigid couldn't help but smile, and after amoment, Lakesh did, too. "I can't offer
absolute assurance that you won't visit another celestial body, but | can assure you that the implications
of an operational HAARP are worsethan dire.”



f

"Hell," snapped Kane, "you say that about every op you plan for us."

"Haven't they been?' Lakesh challenged. "Or rather, once you've undertaken them, they proveto be
worsethan | initidly outlined?"

Kane mentaly reviewed all the prior ops he, Brigid and Grant had performed since arriving at Cerberus.
Grudgingly but sllently, he admitted the old man wasright.

"Perhaps we have some recent satdllite pix of Redoubt Zulu'sregion,” Brigid suggested. "That might give
usanideaof anything going on there."

Lakesh gestured in Bry's direction. "Mr. Bry isworking on that now. However, our first sep in the
investigation isn't Alaska. It's Ragnarville. Friend Kane, friend Grant, you need to go there.”

Grant stared at him asif he had suddenly goneinsane. "Oh, no. No way."

"Grant and | are criminals, remember?' Kane said hotly. "Were wanted in dl thevilles. And were
suspected of chilling Baron Ragnar.”

"If we want to know more details about the assassination,” said Lakesh, "what better place to find out
than in thevilleitself, and who better to ask the questions than a pair of Magistrates?'

Grant rumbled, ""'What better place to ssumble around, get made and chilled? ismorelikeit."
"You walk thewak and talk the talk," countered Lakesh. "Go in, be discreet and get out.”
"How do you expect usto get there so we can
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walk the walk and talk the talk?' demanded Grant. "Well have to jump to Redoubt Tango and it's
what—" he glanced toward Brigid "—thirty milesfrom theville?*

Brigid nodded. "A long way to wak thewalk thistime of year thet far north.”

"Morethan likely," Lakesh said, "guards have been posted at the redoubt since your encounter. If so,
they have avehicle you can commandeer.”

"If s0," growled Kane, "the guardswill blow usto itty-bitty pieces as soon aswe step out of the jump
chamber."

Lakesh chuckled. "Not if you step out as Ragnar-ville Magigtrates. They'll chalenge you certainly, but
just say, '‘Barch sent us.™

Recognition flickered in Grant's eyes. "Barch... isn't hether divison administrator?”



Though dl the villes and their respective divisons operated independently of one another, there was till
an exchange of information about personnd between them, particularly soin the Mag Divisons.

Lakesh nodded. "'If nothing ese, invoking his namewill buy you sometimeto either bluff your way
through or...overpower the opposition.”

Kane and Grant tiffened at the euphemism. "No need to pretty it up,” Kane said harshly. "Y ou mean
chill them.”

Although both men were uncomfortably aware that terminate-on-sight warrants had been issued against
them, directing violence against members of their
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former brotherhood till caused them pangs of guilt. They retained vivid memories of the firefight with
Cobaditville Mags when they made their escape. Neither man relished them.

"I meant overpower," Lakesh stated doggedly. "There are afew nonletha weaponsin the armory.”

Grant thought of the Cerberus arsend, with its number of subguns, semiautomatic pistols, explosves,
bazookas, tripod-mounted M-249 machine guns and grenade launchers.

"There are?' Grant asked doubtfully and sardonicaly.
"Admittedly only afew. They would not have been much useto you on your previousfidd trips.”
"What if there are no guards and no means of transportation to Ragnarville?' Kane wanted to know.

L akesh gestured negligently. "In that eventuality, return here. Cerberus can't afford your absence for the
length of time it would take you to hoof it totheville."

Grant angled an eyebrow at him. "But it can afford our absence if we make it there and are captured and
chilled?'

Lakesh amiled, but thistime it held no warmth or humor. "In that case, at least your fateswill beinthe
line of duty. Y ou should find some comfort in that."

PLAY GOLD EAGLE'S
Chapter 12

The eyes of the Ragnarville Trust glittered under the muted lights. Although the seven facesturned
toward Barch held wariness or suspicion or a combination of both, he knew he had their attention. A
mere human daring to sit down in the baron's chair was bound to have that effect.

Barch knew full well the risk he wastaking by planting his buttocksin the over-padded seet of Baron



Ragnar's ornate chair at the head of the long table. Still, he wasn't acting recklessly. He had calculated all
the elements of risk.

Since the baron had been dightly smaller than even the shortest member of the Trust, his place of honor
had been designed to elevate him severa inches above everyone ese when the Trust convened. It was
the cheapest of psychologica ploys, but because Barch was over six feet tdll, hefelt atrifleridiculous
towering over thetable.

Of courseit wasn't just taking the baron's chair that sparked the suspicion. Calling an emergency meeting
in the room exclusively reserved for the Trust's councils and assuming the place of such an
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i organization, if it could be called that, was the only|

face-to-face contact alowed with the barons, and |

barons served as the plenipotentiaries of the Archon’ Directorate.

The Trust acted as the guardians of the Directorate, and its oath revolved around asingle theme— that
the existence of the Directorate must not be revealed to humanity. If their presence became known, if the
truth behind the nukecaust filtered down to the people, then humankind would no doubt retdiate with a
concerted effort to throw off the harness of servitude—and the Directorate would be forced to visit
another holocaust upon the Earth, smply as ameasure of salf-preservation.

S0, to prevent another apocalypse, maintaining the secrecy of the Directorate and their work was a
sacred trugt. It was asworn and solemn duty, offered to very few. The Trust wasthe latestin along line
of secret societies that held and concedl ed the knowledge of the Archon Directorate from the world.
Barch had been told that the Trust had its rootsin ancient Egypt, Babylon, M esopotamia, Greece and
even Sumeria. Throughout humankind's history, secret covenants with the entities known as Archons by
kings, princes and even presidents, were struck.

Exhding adow, ddiberately worried-sounding bresth, Barch said, "Our world isthreatened by
darkness, by the sorms of gtrife. Enemies conspire for our destruction. The winds of chaosbuild in

drength
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to sweep away thereign of order. Thelaws of our society begin to crumble.”



Hisvoice climbing in volume, degpening in timbre, he declared, "We must draw aline in the sand and
proclam, "Thisfar and no farther!™

He dapped one big hand againg the tabletop. "We must al work together to draw the line. There can be
no dissent, no doubt, no individua ambitions. Otherwise, dl of the good accomplished by the Program
of Unification will be undone. The world will return to the madness and anarchy of the Beforetime, of
skydark, of the savagery of the Deathlands.”

Barch paused, dlowing hiswordsto sink in.

Zgprado, the Higtorical Divison's adminigtrator, broke the spell. "Inspiring words," he said dryly. "But
with very little focus on the truly important issue—namely, what progress has your divison madein
apprehending Baron Ragnar's assassin?'

Barch answered sternly, "At this moment, laying our hands on the baron's actual murderer is of
secondary importance.”

Outraged gasps tore from seven throats. Timid little Walsh said hoarsdly, "How can you say that? As
Magidrate Divison adminigrator, it isyour duty to find our lord baron'skiller. Zaprado raised avdid

point”

Barch favored him with a patronizing, amost pitying haf smile. "My duty, first and foremog, isto protect
theville. That iswhy we must keep the news of the tragedy from lesking down into the Fitsor to
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the Outlands. If the poison of insurrection is being brewed, knowledge of the baron's death will causeit
to bail over."

"But," pressed Walsh, "shouldn't the Magistrates devote dl their effortsto capturing Baron Ragnar's
killer? That would nip arevolt in the bud."

Smoothly, Barch replied, "The respongbility for the Magistrate Divison is now in the more than capable
hands of Royce. Direct your questions and suggestionsto him."

The men at the table stirred fitfully, gazing a Royce. He shifted hisfeet uncomfortably and found a spot
on thefloor that seemed to fascinate him.

Thick-bodied Whitney, administrator of the Manufacturing Divison, said bluntly, "He has yet to be
initiated into our order. According to our rules of procedure, initiation must precede such apromotion.”

Batch's voice became slky soft. Barch replied, "That iswhy heis here. To beinducted. I've already
briefed him about the Directorate. All that remainsisthe ceremony itsdlf. | intend to follow our
protocols.”

Hedlitted his one eye toward Wdsh. "Unlike you, who permitted Royce to see the gateway unit. His
initiation began at that second, whether you wanted it to or not."



Wadsh'sface screwed up, asif he were about to burst into tears. Garrick, amember of the baron's staff,
rased him-
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sdf from his chair. "The baron presides over the induction process and the ceremony,” he half
stammered, haf spluttered. "It is he and he a one who makes the choice of who joins us. What you

proposeis—is..."
Hiswordstrailed off as he groped for the proper descriptive adjective.
"Presumptuous?" Zaprado supplied hepfully.

"Exactly!" Garrick snapped. "Presumptuous and high-handed. The Directorate will never recognize your
authority!”

Barch said quietly, "Take your seat, Garrick."

The man tried to meet Barch's obsidian, intimidating gaze, but he blinked, then wilted back downin his
chair.

Barch said, "How do you know the Directorate will not recognize me? To inform me of that, must they
not contact me?'

Exner, adminigtrator of the Food Preservation and Digtribution Divison, said fateringly, "Baron Rag-nar
must have some means of communication with the Directorate."

"Whichis?' chalenged Barch.
Exner passed ahand over hisbading scalp. I don't know. Only the baron knows that.”

"And of course" Barch said, "with him dead, the channdl of communication—if such athing exits—is
only one-way."

Blinking hiseyesrapidly, Walsh asked, "What are
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you saying? That the Directorate is not aware of what has happened? Surely they must bel”
"Why must they?' Barch challenged.

Wash'slipsworked as hetried to find words to put on them. After amoment, he gave up and shook his
head in grieved frudtration.

Zagprado fixed an inquisitive, unblinking stare on Barch'sface. "Y ou were gone from Ragnarville for
severa weeks, ogtengibly on amission for the baron.”



Barch didn't respond. He met the archivigt's direct gaze with hisown.

"Y ou took one of my historianswith you," continued Zaprado, "Berrier, by name. Y et you returned
without her. | find that highly questionable.” Barch till did not spesk.

"Even more questionable is the purpose of the assignment you gave her. Aswas my right as senior
archivist and Berrier's superior, | attempted to review her work on the historical database. | say
‘attempted’ because my efforts were blocked. Someone had authorized the insertion of anew,
nonstandard encryption key into her files. | waslocked out.”

Zaprado paused, dtill staring, waiting for areaction or acomment from Barch. When one wasn't
forthcoming, he demanded, " Did you authorize the encryption?”

Lipsbarely moving, Barch replied dowly, "Of course | did. The baron's misson was classified at
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such ahigh security leve that not even you with your Xeno clearance were dlowed to be privy toit.”

Zaprado nodded, asif in satisfaction. "And now Baron Ragnar is dead, and he cannot speak of the
purpose of your mission. But you can and you shdl.”

Barch shook hishead. "That | will not do. The mission is ongoing, and its successful completion will
determine our victory over the congpiracy. If it iscompromised, the dark forces gathering around us will
swalow uswhole."

Hislipstwitched inasmile. "But you know thet, don't you?"

Zaprado chuckled, aharsh, humorlessrasp. "It's beneath you, Barch, to employ such an old trick. Don't
try to misdirect suspicion onto me."

Heturned in his chair, sweeping hisflinty gaze over the faces of the men at thetable. "I submit that Barch
was somehow involved with the murder of Baron Ragnar. | further submit thet if there isaconspiracy, he
isthe brains behind it. He should be stripped of hisrank and removed from the Trust and held in
detention until his actions can be properly investigated.”

Thearchivigt fixed his gaze on Royce. "Asthe Magistrate Divison commander, | charge you with placing
Barch under immediate arrest.”

Royce'stongue touched hislips. He didn't move or lift his eyesfrom thefloor.
"Roycel" Zaprado raised hisvoicein asharp, im-
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perious command. "Do your duty or share Barch'sfatel” |

Royce cast a Sdewise glance toward Barch. Thei one-eyed man sighed asif inresignation. ' 'Do ashe |
says, Royce. Y our duty, as per your orders.”

No one saw Royce tense the tendons of hisright wrist, but they dl heard the faint drone of atiny eectric
motor and the solid dap of the butt of the Sin Eater diding into his hand.

The atmosphere of the room seemed to shatter at the bellowing roar of the shot. The high-velocity round
took Zaprado in the forehead, punching a nest, blue-edged hole bardly half an inch above hisright
eyebrow. His head snapped back violently asthe rear of his skull exploded, splattering the back of the
char with adurry of blood and grayish pink brain matter.

Theraised arms and high back of his chair kept Zaprado from falling, though his body sagged down
toward the floor. There was a soft thud when his chin struck the edge of the table as he did down.
Cordite stung the eyes and nodtrils.

Barch dowly roseto hisfeet, levering himsalf upright by hands pushing against the tabletop. Hiscam
gaze met the stares of shocked faces. "Does anyone el se care to comment on my duty?"

There was no answer, and at anod from Barch, Royce replaced the Sin Eater in its forearm hol ster.
"Don't fear that Zaprado's sudden vacancy will create avacuum in the Trust. Royce will take his
chair." Barch grinned suddenly, teeth flashing in hisdark face. "After it's cleaned up, of course."

The door to the council chamber swung open. A blond-haired Baronia Guardsman entered. He gazed
a Barch impassively. Barch gestured to Zaprado's body. " Get him out of here. Take him to the
processng binon E Leve."

Barch nodded in Whitney's direction. "With your permission, of course.”

Whitney returned the nod, with awobbly jerk of hisneck. E Level was Whitney's domain. Corpses of
the executed were placed in abin so they might be rendered down into their useful chemica
components. Nothing went to waste in the villes, not even the body of adivison adminigrator.

The guardsman pulled Zaprado's chair back. Asthe corpsefdl, the man fitted his huge hands under its
arms. Effortlesdy, he swung up the corpse and placed it over the wide yoke of his shoulders. Ashe
crossed the room, blood from the archivist's bullet-broken skull drained down, spattering awet crimson

trail to the door.

Nobody spoke or even dared sniff. Barch's soft, even voice broke the silence. "As| said, there can be
no dissent or doubt. | was not making arequest.”

He gestured. "Everyone will rise to induct our newest member into our sacred order, as| administer the
pledge of eternd fedty."

The six men at the table pushed their chairs back and approached Royce, standing in asemicircle



186

JAMES AXLER
Doomstar Relic
187

around him. Barch stepped forward, placed hisright hand on Royce's breast, over his heart. Royce
imitated him, laying his own hand flat againgt Barch's chest.

In adeep voice, Barch announced, ™Y ou are about to take the oath of the Trust. Y ou are expected to
obey its conditions. There are sound reasons behind the oath, and it is easy to seewhy it is necessary,
but not so easy to see how you can live up to it. But live up to it you must and that means you must

make difficult choices. All former loyalties are superseded, swept aside by the oath. Do you understand?”

Royce said, "'l understand.”

"Repest after me." In ringing tones, Barch declaimed, " 'Resolveis our armor, will is our weapon, faithis
our mission. Persona ambition isour scourge.™

Royce repested the words Barch spoke. " "We solemnly vow that we will face degth rather than disclose
the secretswe learn here. We sanctify oursalvesin the service of humanity. We accept our
respongbilitiesin the world as ministers of the Archon Directorate. We promise to discharge our duties
as befits servants of the future and to hold our knowledge sacred and inviolate.™

Once the oath was completed, Barch moved aside and Walsh took his place, repesting the same vow,
and Royce repesated it back.

Stepping aside, Barch leaned againgt the table, folded hisarms over his chest and tried not to ook

as bored as he fdt. He made sure he was out of thefield effect of the miniature microwave oscillator,
what Berrier had described as an updated, state-of-the-art Teda Coil. He let it continue to expose the
men to itsinvisible wavelengths of radiation. He was alittle disappointed that it hadn't worked on
Zaprado as effectively asit had on Royce. Zgprado would have made afar more useful lieutenant than
dull-witted Royce.

He had certainly been an easy mark for the coil's resonant ELF field, but Zaprado had been made of
serner stuff. Regardless, the first step to assuming power was to have people already in power to
acknowledge that assumption.

Forcing the induction ceremony upon the members of the Trust was astrong first step.

Rituas and oaths were only tools to congtruct the kind of political machine he had in mind. The members
of the Trust were only cogs, and as far as he was concerned, they were interchangeable. Aslong asthey

functioned according to his design, he would pretend he il believed in the Archon Directorate.

Soon, they would believe only in him.



l;
Chapter 13

Hadley didn't like the redoubt, not abit. He wished he were outside in the Sandcat, but keeping
company with Arnam's corpse in its body bag spooked him even more than the hollowly echoing
corridors. Besides, it was dangeroudy cold outside, despite the insulation provided by hisarmor and the
Kevlar un-dershesthing.

He could have said he would guard the entrance, but Brewer would accuse him of being afraid of
shadows. Hadley eyed the closed door that sedled off the strange control room. The people—two of
them, maybe more—had disappeared like shadows. They had entered the six-sided booth with its
glossy, bulletproof walls and vanished.

When Brewer trans-commed Royce in Ragnarville to report what had happened, Hadley feared their
superior officer would accuse them of being fused out, juiced up on jolt or worse. He was astonished
when Royce didn't question the story and dismayed when he ordered them to stay put until further
notice. He added he was conveying acommand from Barch himsalf. Brewer never disobeyed an order
or complained
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about one, either—it was Amam who used to grumble about orders, though he was usualy circumspect
about whom he griped to.

He hadn't griped when Brewer instructed him to take the point position. He had been too scared, too
numb with disbelief after the news of Baron Ragnar's murder to balk or argue. He had obeyed, walked
point and was chilled.

Hadley studioudy averted his gaze from the smear of drying blood on the floor and lower section of the
wall. The armor-piercing round had done more than snuff out Arnam'slifein an eye blink—it shook
Hadley to the roots of his soul, made him question the reasons he was a M agistrate, made him fear that
no real reasons existed.

He had had no choice about joining the division when he came of age to do so. Magistrates followed
patrilined traditions, assuming the duties and positions of their fathers before them. They didn't have
given names, each taking the surname of the father, asthough the first Magistrate to bear the name was
the same man asthelast.

Now it appeared the Mags had no choicesin the matter of their lives and deaths. Since the advent of the
Program of Unification and the disarmament of the people, no Magistrates had confronted adversaries
better armed than they were. The mgjority of hard contacts went smoothly due to their reputations, the
fearsome images the Magistrates went to greet effort to maintain.
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It smply hadn't occurred to Hadley, Brewer and certainly not to Amam that they might encounter
opposition from enemies who had the means and the motivesto chill them on the spot.

There were precedentsin history, particularly in predark days. He remembered reading about the
Magidtrate's organizationa antecedents, and about an incident that had happened only afew years
before the nukecaust.

A raid on adaghole had gone terribly wrong because the 'forcers hadn't expected to meet equal
firepower, or come face-to-face with people who weren't impressed with ether their authority or
reputations. The arrogant assumption on the part of the 'forcersthat they were invincible and their
adversaries were incompetent jolt-brains had cost many lives. Waco, he thought the name of the place
had been.

Hadley marched along the corridor, away from the doors and the strange room and mysterious booth
behind them. As he passed abunk room, he heard Brewer's snores. The sound reminded him of how
tired hefdt, but he knew that when histurn cameto deep, histension would probably keep him awake
and garing a the calling.

He could not imagineasinglelogica reason for Royce to station him and Brewer out here, not when the
most monstrous crimein ville history had just been perpetrated. If news of it filtered down to the
Tartarus Pits, disorder and maybe even an uprising
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would erupt. In that instance, every Mag, regardless of experience, needed to be on hand.

Turning the comer, he glanced at al the dents and pocks made by the bullets he and Brewer had
indiscriminately hosed around. He felt atwinge of shame. They had dlowed their emotionsto control
them, their surprise and anger over Arnam's murder and the news about the baron sweeping them away
from reason.

Hadley till couldn't comprehend al the events of the past thirty-eight hours. He had been briefed about
the renegade M agistrates from Cobdtville, of course, how they had abducted Baron Cobalt'sfavorite
adviser and were using the redoubts as bolt-holes. What he didn't grasp was the means employed by the
fugitives to penetrate Ragnarville'simpregnable Administrative Monalith, nate the baron and then

escape.
Replaying the exchange of wordswith the intruders, Hadley experienced aniggling doubt. The man—
who might have been Kane or Grant or someone e se entirel y—definitely expressed surprise a the

accusation he had chilled the baron. The woman, too, who Brewer wastotally convinced was the actual
hands-on n, denied the charge.

If the assassination had been politicaly motivated, then it seemed to him that the murdererswould have
glesfully taken credit for it, not vehemently claimed they knew nothing of it.

The vanadium wallsthrew back his sigh. Whoever
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they were, they were gone, and it seemed resources and time were wasted keeping him and Brewer out
here on the astronomicaly dim chance they might return.

Reaching the foot of the stairwell, Hadley paused to consider going up to check the main entrance,
thought better of it and turned to retrace his steps.

He hadn't gone far when he heard the steady, measured tramp of booted feet echoing around the corner.
He cameto asudden halt, heartbeat speeding up. For a second, he thought—he hoped—it was Brewer,
but the sound was made by two pairs of feet. Into the comm-link of his helmet, he whispered, "Brewer?
Brewer!"

No responsefiltered in through the transceiver. Brewer had removed his helmet when he siretched out
on the bunk and so couldn't hear the comm-call. At least, Hadley prayed that was the reason.

Figting his Sin Eater, clutching the grip of the Copperhead, he sucked in adeep, fortifying bresth and

stepped swiftly around the bend in thewall. He had prepared himself to bellow "Freeze, daggers!™ but
instead he uttered a blest of wonder and relief.

Two Magsin full armor strode down the corridor, and their measured gait didn't falter even when they
caught sight of him. He scanned the jawlines visible under the red-tinted visors, tried to match them with
onesin hismemory and then found that he couldn't. A very distant darm bell rang in the recesses of his
mind, but a the moment he wastoo relieved to
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pay it much heed. One of the Mags asked sternly, "Where's your partner?”
Hadley waked toward them. " Catching some shut-eye. Whered you two come from?”

Thelarger of the pair, ablack man, casudly hooked athumb over his shoulder toward the door leading
to the control room. His companion asked acidly, "Where do you think? Ragnarville."

Hadley's mind redled with fragmented questions and conjectures. Royce hadn't wanted to hear about the

sx-gded chamber that made hurricane noises and lightning flashes and gpparently swallowed up the
intruders.

Although he hadn't sounded incredul ous, Royce had seemed uncomfortable with the topic. Hadley now
demanded, "How did you get here?"

"How do you think, pissant?' growled the white Magidrete.

Hadley didn't like the disrespectful tone, but he noted that neither Mag had drawn aweapon, though the
black man had hisright fist clenched.

Lifting the barrel of the Copperhead, Hadley said, "That's the point. | don't think | know how. Maybe
you'd better tell me."



The Mags kept coming. "Need-to-know basis. Barch sent us because we're on his need-to-know ligt.
Y ou and your partner aren't.”

At the mention of the adminigtrator's name, abit of the suspicion flooding through him ebbed away.
Hadley knew that some Mags were attached to secret

194

JAMES AXLER

Intel section duties, but that till didn't explain why he didn't recognize these men or how they had arrived.
"What are your names?' Hadley snapped.

"I'm Howard." The Mag pointed to the black man. "ThisisFine."

They kept coming, and Hadley realized the two men intended to march right past him.

"Understand you have a casualty?* Howard inquired.

Hadley nodded. "Y eah, an AP round dropped him dead. Right through the badge."

As he spoke, his eyesflicked automaticaly to the red badge affixed to Howard's molded pectora,
flicked away, then returned. The Mag's disk-shaped badge with its stylized scales of justice
superimposed over anine-spoked whed! didn't look quite right. It would pass asuperficia visua
ingpection, but on a second, closer [ook, it had an odd, unfinished qudity toit, aimost a crudity. It
looked more like aplastic imitation instead of being manufactured out of metd. Hadley suddenly redlized
he had stared at the badge too long and he started to speak. Fine's right arm whipped up, ashort, thick
metal cylinder extending from hisfist. Hadley tried to lunge backward, but astream of white liquid jetted
out of therod and into hisface, up under hisvisor.

Hadley tried to trigger his Sin Eater, but for amoment helost dl coordination, avare of nothing but

Doomstar Relic

195
the burn of thefluid on hisskin, blinding hiseyes, filling his nodtrils.

Hefdt himsalf being pressed tightly between the two Magidrates, hisarms pinned in hammerlocks, his
index finger crudly bent away from thetrigger of his Sin Eater.

A cold blaster muzzle touched his chin. "Don't move, stupe,” said arumbling, familiar voice. "I don't need
AProundsthistime.

Hadley recognized the voice and he fdlt his strength seep out through the soles of hisfeet. He stood
motionless as he was swiftly and efficiently disarmed. Muscular control returned to hislimbs, but hiseyes
and mucus membranes till burned.

The men released him and he swayed. Blinking back tears, he asked, "What was that stuff?'



"Some kind of mild nerve gas, I'mtold,” Howard replied casualy. "It's absorbed through the skin,
disruptsthe nervous system for awhile. Y ou'l recover.”

He reached over and unsnapped the under-jaw locking guard of Hadley's hdlmet. As he tugged it off, he
asked. "What tipped you off? The badge?

Hadley replied quietly. "Yes."

"Knew it," Howard said with atouch of bitter triumph, placing the helmet on the floor and drop-kicking
it down the corridor.

Hadley swallowed the hard, bile-tasting lump creegping up his throat, brushing away tears. He managed
to husk out, "Y ou're them, aren't you?"
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"Them?" echoed Fine.

"Kane and Grant. The renegades from Cobdt-ville."

Neither of the armored men responded with a confirmation or adenid. The black man used hisfree
hand to remove apair of nylon wrist binders from a compartment on hisweb belt. The other Mag
twirled Hadley around and pushed him againgt thewall, jerking his arms back and affixing the cuffsto his
wrigts. Ashedid so, he said softly, "Y eah, were them. I'm Kane."

Hadley fdt hisheart begin to thud with apainful surge of fright.

"But we don't want to chill you or your partner,” Kane continued. ™Y ou're just doing your duty."
"Why areyou here?'

Kane pulled him away from thewadll. "Weredoing our duty. What's your name?"

"Hadley."

"And your partner's?’

"Brewer. Guess he's till adeep.”

Grant declared, "L et's go wake him up. Don't yell or try anything brave. We may not want to chill you,
but wewill if you forcetheissue. Believeit."

Hadley believed it and didn't resst as Grant prodded him forward with the barrel of his Sin Eater. They
entered the dimly lit bunk room. Brewer ill lay on acot, helmet on the floor beside it, mouth opened as
he snored. His hands were folded over his chest.
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Grant glided acrossthe floor on the balls of hisfeet. He placed the hed of one hand over the man's
mouth and squirted the fluid onto hisface. Brewer cameto athrashing, convulsing, choking
consciousness. His Sin Eater'stiny eectric motor droned, and the blaster sprang into hispalm. He
couldn't crook hisfinger around the trigger, and Grant took afirm, painful grip onit.

Brewer's struggles subsided dowly. Maintaining afirm grip on hisindex finger, Grant said coldly. "I'm
going to unbuckle your holster. Don't try anything or I'll give you another dose. Y ou'll die quick but youll
dill die”

Brewer didn't move, hiseyesreflecting histerror of the black-clad man looming over him. Grant
loosened the buckles and yanked the holster and blaster over the man'swrist and hand.

He stepped backward. " Stand up. Hands behind your back. Face the wall.”

Brewer unsteadily obeyed, and Grant bound hiswrists with another set of cuffs. Kane pushed Hadley
down on the bunk and Grant directed Brewer to sit down beside him.

"Where are the keysto the Cat?' Kane demanded.

Brewer nodded to apile of ration packs and bottles of water on a countertop. "Over there."
Grant searched briefly and found them. "What'd you do with your casudty?"

Hadley coughed nervoudy. "Arnam. Hesin the
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Sandcat. Figured held keep better out there in the cold until we got him back.”

"What's your schedule of comm checks?' Kane asked. "Hourly, three times aday, what?'
The men exchanged fearful, surreptitious glances.

"Answer me," ordered Kane.

"No set schedule," muttered Hadley. "Our orders are to remain here until further notice.”
Grant rasped, "Bullshit. That's not procedure.”

Brewer nodded. "We know. But that was Barch's order. It's amost like he wants to keep us out of the
villefor awhile"

Kanesad, "Tell uswhat you know about Baron Ragnar's death.”
Brewer'slips compressed in atight line. "Youtdl us. You did it."

Grant said softly, menacingly, "Tell us”



Brewer tried to shrug. "All we know isthat awoman chilled him in his bed. She escaped somehow.”
"Chilled him how?"
Brewer stared hard at Grant. "Why don't you ask that gaudy dut who was with you how she did it?*

Nether Kane nor Grant wasted time or effort on voicing adenid. The Ragnarville Magswouldn't
believe anything they said, no matter how convincing.

Kane uttered a soft, thoughtful grunt. "All right, here's how well play it. We don't want to chill you, but
wewill if you give usreason. Any reason at al. Well lock you in here. Y ou've got food and water.
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If you behave, well let you loose when we get back.”
Hadley shifted hisfeet. "When will that be?*

Grant showed the edges of histeeth in acold grin. "That al depends. Look for us when you see us
coming.”

Brewer lifted his head. Defiance and hodtility glinted in his eyes. "We could starve before then.”

"Not if you ration your food,” Grant argued. " Standard surviva techniques as per your training. That is, if
you haven't gotten so soft and flabby you've forgotten it.”

Brewer muttered, "Fuck you, traitor.”

Hadley stiffened in fear. Kane gazed at Brewer dispassionatdly for amoment, then reached down for the
handle of his combat knifein its boot scabbard. He drew it with the dow rasp of sted againgt leather. He
took a measured step toward Brewer.

The man leaned back, cringing away, eyesfixed on the razored, double-edged point. He cried, "I'm
sorry! Forget | said anything. | gpologize!”

Kane bent over him, pressing his knee against the man's somach. He brought the knife up. Flatly, he
sad, "Dont move.”

Inserting the point of the blade between the edge of the badge and the pectoral, he worked it around
and up and down. He pried the disk of metal from the armor and stepped away from Brewer, who was
too relieved to voice his confusion.

Turning his attention to Hadley, Kane repeated the
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process, removing the man's duty badge. He handed it to Grant and picked up Brewer's helmet from the
floor. Helooked slently from Hadley to Brewer and then asked, "IsKlaw still the boss of the
Ragnaville Pits?'

Both men looked startled. Hadley fdtered, "l guess s0. Haven't heard otherwise.™
Kane and Grant picked up the weapons and backed out of the bunk room.
"Remember what we said,” Grant declared. "Behave and you'll liveto lie about this episode.”

Before they stepped out into the corridor, Kane punched in the close and locking codes on the keypad
next to the frame. Asthe door did shut and the solenoids clicked into position, Grant commented
morosely, "If they're determined enough, they could figure out how to get the door open with their noses
or tongues."

Kane shrugged. "And do what and go where? They have no comms and no wheels. And | don't think
they havethe balsto try the gateway."

Asthey walked dong the passageway toward the stairwell, Kane pulled off his badge and affixed
Had-ley'sinits place by itsflexible metd tabs.

"Knew thisfake piece of shit wouldn't pass muster,” he stated, putting it in acompartment of hisbelt.

Grant said nothing. A short while ago, Kane had lost his badge, and though Grant had offered to retrieve
it for him, his partner had refused, viewing the
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loss as symboalic of his permanent break with hisold life,

That impulsive decision had dangerous consequences, since aman in aMag's armor without a badge
drew ingtant suspicion. Wegmann and Farrell had crafted a duplicate using Grant'semblem asa
template, but without the proper tools, they had produced only avery clumsy imitation.

Aside from their appearance, active-duty badges were keyed to photoelectric field sensors, which
permitted Magistrates accessto dl levels of the Adminigirative Monolith. Although neither man
envisoned entering Ragnarvillés monalith, they would sill be forced to pass through severa checkpoints
to enter the villeitsdlf. Thefrequency of Grant's badge, evenif it was dill active, was attuned to
Cobaltville sensors. He swapped out his badge with Hadley's as they climbed the stairs to the upper
floor.

At the entrance, Kane manipulated the lever to lift the sec door. Asit rose, ashaft of milky sunlight
danted in over the threshold. The midmorning sunlight was veiled by cirrocumulus clouds, and it sparkled
only dully on the sweep of snow.

Two parale grooves cut through the white-blanketed landscape, twisting around a copse of trees and
disappearing into the distance. Kane gestured toward them. "Guess we can just follow thetrail dl the
way to Ragnarville. Don't need amap.”



They went out to ingpect the Sandcat, Grant pausing long enough to close the sec door. A pair of flat,
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retractable tracks supported the Sandcat's low-dung, blunt-lined chassis. An armored topside gun turret
concealed apair of USMG-73 heavy machine guns. The wag's armor was composed of a
ceramic-armaglass bond, shielded against both intense and ambient radiation. The interior comfortably
held four people, but it held only one now.

Kane reached into the rear cargo compartment and tugged out the body bag. Rigor mortis had settled in
Arnam'slimbs, and hisweight was unwieldy and cumbersome.

"Least you can doisgivemeahand,” he caled to Grant. "Y ou chilled the bastard.”

Grant came around and helped him lift out the corpse and place it on the ground. They gazed at it Slently
for afew moments.

"Do we bury him?' Kane asked "I mean, he was aMag."

Grant coughed sdf-conscioudy. "Ground isfrozen solid. Even with thetoolsin the Cat, it'll take more
time than we should spare. | expect that's why his partners just bagged him. Temperature'slow enough
50 helll keep till they got back to the ville."

Kane said, "Weleave him lying here, hell be dl torn to pieces by the time we come back.” He
intentiondly refrained from saying if. "God only knows the kinds of animas roaming around here."

Grant glanced around, then nodded in the direction of afairly deep snowbank near thetreeline. "We
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can plant him there and cover him up. Might hide his scent from predators.”

They dragged the body bag over to the trees, kicked and dug out a hollow within the snowbank and
collapsed it atop the corpse. With hands and feet, they smoothed and packed down the snow.

"Not much of afinal resting place," Grant commented.

"Better than some Magswe knew," replied Kane grimly. "Maybe better than ourswill be. The op is il
young.”

Grant gusted out a heavy, weary sigh. "It's such a pleasure to go out into the field with you, Kane. You
aways know just the right words to keep up morae."

He wheded around and stalked back to the Sand-cat, wrenching open the gull-wing door and diding
into the pilot's chair. By the time Kane climbed into the seat beside him, he had aready keyed the
750-horsepower engineto roaring life. Helet it idle for a minute to warm up.



"It seemsto me," said Kane, "that Hadley and Brewer were stuck out here to keep them from asking
questions about Baron Ragnar's nation."

"Seemsthat way to me, too. By the time they get back, the cover story will be too strong to tear apart.”
Kane asked, "Y ou redly think this Boss Klaw will

know anything important about the baron's death?”"

"Old Guana Teague back in Cobatville knew just
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about everything that went down," retorted Grant " That'sthe way of Pit bosses. Besides, I'd rather stay
out of themonalithif | can help it.”

"Yeah," Kane agreed gloomily, thinking of their penetration into Cobdtvilleés Administrative Monolith
only ashort time before to rescue Lakesh. "Easy to get in, hard as hell to leave.”

Grant snorted and put the Sandcat in gear.

Chapter 14

L akesh frowned at the black blob, murmuring, "I don't believe I've ever seen anything like that before.”

Brigid scooted her chair closer to the VGA screen, squinting through the lenses of her eyeglasses. The
big monitor displayed dark, irregular humps, some of them shot through with variegated stresks of
unearthly color. Taken over Alaskaa couple of weeks before, the images had been relayed by the Vela
reconnaissance satellite. The computer system's thermal line-scan filtersturned the aerid photosinto
smears of colors and shapes.

"What do you think it is?* she asked.

"Wesgther systlems” replied Lakesh. "Different types, different intensities, al occurring over aperiod of a
few days.

She assumed the phenomenon was unusual or Lakesh wouldn't have commented on it. They were
fortunate to view any imagery at al, sncethe Veasflyovers couldn't be controlled from Cerberus. The
pictures of whatever part of Earth the satellite transmitted were on a strictly random basis. Though it
continuoudy sent imagesto the uplink, to find any
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of one particular region required atime-consuming process of trial and error.

Sometimes the images were fairly recent, as these were; more often than not, they could be months,



even yearsold. It frustrated Lakesh that Cerberus couldn't establish direct telemetric control of the
satdllite, because the codes had long since been logt. Still, since the few satdlites till in Earth orbit were
husks of dead circuitry, Cerberuswas lucky to have even alimited interface with the Vela.

L akesh tapped the screen with agnarled forefinger. "'I'm not ameteorologist, but | estimate we're seeing
thunderstorms, blizzards and tornadoes, dl coming on the hedl's of one another, crowding one front out
and another taking its place.” "Like skydark," remarked Brigid. Lakesh acknowledged her observation
with ashort nod. "Thisis apocket of skydark, confined to afew hundred square miles. Hell westher
with avengeance.”

He leaned back in his chair. "This confirms my fesr—someone resctivated the HAARP operationa
systemsin Redoubt Zulu. What we see hereis evidence of their experimentation.”

"If that'strue,” Brigid said, "it doesn't necessarily follow theré's a connection to Baron Ragnar's death
just because the redoubt iswithin hisvill€sjurisdiction.”

"True," admitted Lakesh rductantly. "But one

Doomstar Relic

207

doesn't necessarily have to be linked with the other to imply avery dangerous situation.”

She cocked her head a him quizzicaly. ™Y ou mean the mind-control usesto which HAARP could be
put?" "That—and something e se."

Brigid waited for the old man to clarify his cryptic statement. His eyes acquired avague, faraway sheen,
asif heweretrying to pierce the clouds of timeinto the distant past. She was familiar with that ook, so
she waited patiently. Given his age and experience, Lakesh had a substantial set of memoriestorriffle

through.

Findly, hislipsformed one word, and it came out asawhisper. "Doomstar.”

A chill of fear touched her spine and she straightened up in her chair. "Explain.”

He rubbed his deeply seamed forehead asif trying to simulate his brain into bringing long-buried
memoriesto thefore. "Did you ever wonder why so many of the Totality Concept redoubts remained

intact after the nukecaust?'

The question startled her into silence for amoment. She thought about it, then ventured, "I presumed
because they were so protected, so difficult to enter.”

Lakesh nodded. "True, asfar asit goes. But a contingency plan was drafted, in the off chance Russian
troops were landed to occupy the ingtdlations.”

Brigid knew that for atimein the late twentieth
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century some aspects of Totality Concept researches and technology had been shared with the Soviet
Union. It was part of an internationa deep-cover cooperdtive effort, even though the Russians had their
own verson, caled Szvezda.

She had only recently learned that the fina bresk in cordid relations came when the U.S. and the
Russians entered a covert competition to colonize Mars, in the late 1980s.

"| take it that occupation never happened,” she said wryly.

Lakesh'slips quirked in asour smile. "'l doubt more than three thousand combat-ready Russian troops
remained in theimmediate aftermath of the conflagration. And they had their own problemsto contend
with."

Helifted ashoulder inashrug. "Still and dl, certain kinds of Totality Concept technology fdling into
enemy handswas avery red fear. So afail-safe plan code-named Doomstar was crafted to be
programmed into the computer systems of aselect few redoubts. It was designed asthe ultimate
insurance, asdlf-destruct device."

"Even here?’ Brigid asked. "In Cerberus?’

"I circumvented the ingtalation of the program here. | found it to be adifficult undertaking and more than
alitleinhuman.”

"How s0?'

"It had to do with recent advances made in thefield of self-changing Al."
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"Al?" echoed Brigid. Y ou mean Artificid Inteligence?"

Lakesh sighed deeply. "Exactly. Intelligent software agents, interfaced with the human brain, exigting in
an eectronic web matrix. In the vernacular of thetime, it was called ‘wet-wiring.' That was the core idea

of the Doomstar program.”

Brigid struggled to comprehend the concept. "Why would a human brain be linked with a salf-destruct
device?'

"Because pure machineinteligencesarenot a dl inteligent. They merely cdculate a maddeningly high
speeds. They don't generalize, they don't understand eye contact, voca timbre or body language. That's
the primary reason experimentsin constructing security droids were discontinued.”

Brigid recaled Lakesh mentioning those experiments. After afew prototypes were built, the researches
were abandoned because the man-shaped machines couldn't make generd distinctions between friend
and foe,

L akesh went on, " The drive to produce computer intelligences to perfectly imitate that of humans went
only so far before the scientists involved decided it was Smpler to create biointerfaces between organic



and inorganic synaptic structures. From what | recall, that is the basic mechanism of the Doomstar
program.”

Not able to keep an edge of impatience out of her voice, she asked, "What isit, exactly?'
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L akesh gave her an abashed, dightly embarrassed smile. "To be frank, I'm not certain. | was so busy
with building the Cerberus mat-trans network, | confess| paid little attention beyond the superficid
aspectsof it. All | know isthat Doomstar was both a program and a device to safeguard Totality
Concept technology, by ether destroying it or those who had no business tampering with it. Or both.”
"Nukes?' sheinquired alittlefearfully. "Possibly. Perhaps even worse." Shetried to picture what could
be worse, but Lakesh continued, "I remember something else, too. | overheard part of abriefing. The
Doomgtar program could, dueto its biointerface, be represented and interact with the 'red world."

L akesh gestured with hisfingers, putting invisible quotation marks around the last two words.

Brigid frowned. "What isthat supposed to mean?"

Lakesh laughed. "I haven't thefaintest idea. I'm doing my damnedest to dredge up
two-hundred-year-old memories, but so far I'm coming up with more st than nuggets of truth.”

"Isthere anything in the database relating to it?"

"Possible, but not very likely. Doomstar was created at thetail end of the twentieth century, during the
chaos of preparations for the nukecaust. To be honest, I'm not even certain if it progressed beyond the

planning Sages.”

Brigid whedled her chair over to acomputer con-
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sole. "I'll take alook. What subdivision of the Totality Concept did Al researchesfall under?
"Eurydice, | imagine, but hold off on that task for abit."

She glanced over at him quizzicaly. The old man suddenly looked grave, even sad. " There's something
esel want to discuss with you."

Brigid tried to ignore the sinking sensation in the pit of her somach. During her yearsasan archivig, she
had perfected a poker face and managed to keep her sudden apprehension from showing. "What isit?"

Lakesh cleared histhroat and shifted in hischair in adigtinctly discomfited manner. She half expected
what he said next. "Beth-Li spokewith me earlier today."

"Beth-Li?" sheinquired coolly. ™Y ou mean Rouch.”



L akesh nodded.

"Was she providing areport on her and Kane's efforts to turn Cerberusinto a colony?' Though she
srovefor aflat, disinterested tone, she knew Lakesh detected the tinge of bitternessin her voice.

Only recently she had learned she was infertile, due to exposure to an unknown wavelength of radiation
inthe Black Gobi. She had suffered chromosoma damage but the extent and degree of permanency was
still undetermined. DeFore was hesitant to offer an extended prognosis. She had yet to speak of it to
Kane.
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"Indeed,” Lakesh answered, "that was what she was doing.”

"And did Kane perform according to her—and your—projections?’

Lakesh'slipsfinned. "Asapoint of fact, no. He threw her out. She said he even threatened her.”

Brigid couldn't helpit. A smiletugged a the corners of her mouth. One could never tell what Kane
would say or do.

"I don't find this particularly amusing, Brigid,” said Lakesh severdly. "Beth-Li opinesthat you arethe sole
obstacle standing in the way of fulfilling her mission here. It saddens meto say that I'm inclined to agree
with her."

"Me?' Brigid demanded, despising the strident note of anger in her voice. "Kane goes hisown way, like
aways"

L akesh made a spitting sound of derision. "I may wear glasses, but I'm not blind. The bond between you
two isadmirable, but it hasits price."

Brigid did not want to be baited, forced into denying or trying to explain the bond between her and
Kane. Logicaly, there was no explanation. On amat-trans jump to Russ g, the gateway had
malfunctioned. Both she and Kane had suffered a bout of jump-sickness, but added to the nausea and
nightmares were visions that sesemed to be of past lives.

They had shared the same visions, the same delirious redlization that Kane and she were bound by
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spiritua chains, linked to each other and the same destiny.

More than once, he had displayed areckless disregard for his own life when hers was threatened. For
that matter, during the mission in the Black Gobi, she had risked her own lifeto save his; acting on purely
ingtinctive, dmogt primal impulses. She had been tortured, incapacitated, in astate of shock. Y et when

she saw the Tushe Gun's saber at the helpless Kane's throat, only one emotion motivated her—she
would not watch him die again. In the vision she had experienced during the mat-trans jump to Russa,



then again in the subterranean chamber beneath Kharo-K hoto, an image floated through her mind, but it
was more than avison. She knew on adeep, viscerd leve it wasamemory.

She was lashed to the stirrup of asaddle, lying in the muddy track of aroad. Men in chain-mail armor
laughed and jeered above her, and long black tongues of whipslicked out with hisses and cracks.
Callused hands fondled her breasts, forced themsel ves between her legs.

Then she saw aman rushing from a hedgerow lining the road. He was thin and hollow cheeked, perhaps
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....

She knew the young man was Kane.

Astheformer overseer of Project Cerberus, Lakesh presumably was familiar with dl the sde ef-
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fects of mat-trans jumping. Brigid had never told him about her vison of apast life, just as she had never
discussed it with Kane.

Hestantly, shesaid, "1 don't know what you mean about me and Kane. Half thetime, | don't even like
him."

Lakesh waved adismissive hand. "Friend Grant has made the same statement on more than one
occasion, too. But that isnot what I'm asking."

"Then get to the point,” she snapped.

"I need to know the depth and level of your involvement with him. | know thisisafrightfully persona
thing to ask, but you've left me no other choice.”

Brigid tried to fix him with ahaughty stare, hoping held avert his eyes, but Lakesh only blinked at her in
owlishinterest. In alow voice, sheintoned, "Kane has never touched me—at least not in the way you

That wasn't technicdly true, since he had kissed her during the misson to the twentieth century. Of
course, it had been New Year'sEve.

"We do not have asexua relaionship. Satisfied?!

L akesh fingered his chin contemplatively. "By no means. Whether you and he engage in sexud activities
isfar lessimportant to my question than the emotiona hold you apparently have over him."

Brigid ran her hands through her hair in weary frugtration. ' 'l never examined it, if thereissuch athing.”
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"Perhapsit's past time you did s0." Lakesh softened his voice, trying to sound sympathetic. "Dearest
Brigid, Kanethrew hisentire life away, hisfuture as one of the ville dite. Without a second thought, he
sacrificed dl of that for you. And he barely knew you."

A bit defensively, shereminded him, "Grant was in jeopardy, too. That wasjust asimportant afactor in
hisdecision.” Even to her own ears, her objection sounded lame.

"Regardless, if the plan to expand our numbersisto move toward fruition, Kane must modify hisfedlings
toward you."

"I don't know what his fedings are—haven't you been listening?’ she said in aragged burst. "I don't
know what mine are.”

Lakesh regarded her speculatively over therimsof hisglasses. "It's Beth-Li's strong impress on—and
mine, as well—that Kane's reluctance to engage in the project is caused by hisloyalty to you."

"How can | be held responsiblefor that?"

"Perhapsit's your comportment, your attitude toward the plan and Beth-Li hersdlf. Kaneisn't afool.”
Coldly, Brigid said, "Thisisvo«rplan. You didn't consult any of us about it, except for Rouch.”

"You refuseto refer to her by her first name, | notice.”

Brigid ignored the observation. "Kane isn't astud animal, despite the qudity of the genesyou bred into
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him. Whatever prevents him from participating in your procregtion program are hisreasons aone.”
"But," Lakesh said with ady half smile, "his reasons, whatever they are, don't exactly disappoint you.”
Leaning back in her chair, Brigid folded her asams over her chest. "What isit you want meto do?"
"For onething, curtail your persond contact with him.”

Shelifted an eyebrow. "We work together, remember? Y ou're the one who always partners us up.”
"For which I hold mysdlf accountable. Y ou do work well together—that | cannot deny. | doubt either
one of you would have returned from your previous missonsif you'd been dispatched separatdy.” "Is

that why you sent Rouch with Kaneto Louisanainstead of me?'

"Partly," he admitted. "Beth-Li volunteered, and | didn't oppose her. | had hoped that with the two of
them aone, without the mitigating influence of you and Grant, nature might teke its course.”

"It didn't, and so Rouch blames me? | think it was more in the nature of the way Kane smelled.” Lakesh
askedicily, "Youre smply determined to Sdestep thisissue, aren't you?”

Brigid stood up so suddenly her chair rolled backward on squesking casters. Her voice trembled with



barely suppressed fury. "'l don't see an issue that involves me except in the most margina way. Y ou
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look at Kane as something of your cregtion because you successfully tinkered with his genes—the only
success out of God knows how much tinkering with God knows how many people.

"Toyou, hesyour masterpiece, but he'saso needed in thefidd. You're afraid if he's chilled without
passing aong those superior qualities you bred into him, then your work of art, your claim of
im-mortality-by-proxy, will never be appreciated by future generations.”

Lakesh sat cdmly listening, not interrupting or interjecting.

"Y ou have no right to ascribe that kind of value to Kane or anyone else here," she snapped. "I used to
defend your actions to him when he accused you of arrogance. I'm starting to wonder now why | ever
bothered.”

L akesh nodded in resignation, in acceptance. Quietly, he stated, "I do what | do for the greater good,
dearest Brigid. The common good of us al and those who follow us. | hoped you could see that.”

Shedrew in along breath through her nogtrils. "I'm withholding judgment, &t leest for alittlewhile. If
you'd rather Kane and | spent lesstime together, I'll abide by your wishes. But whatever he does or
doesn't do with Rouch—Beth-Li—isup to him."

Lakesh smiled dightly. "Agreed, on both counts. In which case, thereis no reason to wait for him and
Grant to return from Minnesota before engaging in our own line of investigation.”
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"Into whet?'

"Redoubt Zulu." Lakesh gestured to the Mercator map. "No mat-trans activity has registered in nearly
elghteen hours, but that could change. I'd prefer to have some of our own peoplein place, waiting for
whoever comes through the door next.”

He angled an eyebrow at her. "Would you be interested?’

"What about the search for Doomstar data?'

"I'll take care of it. Hopefully, the memory bankswill yield some results before you're ready to make the
jump.” He paused and added, "Y ou may choose whoever you like to accompany you."

"If thisisarecce,” Brigid replied, "just an Intel-gathering probe, it calsfor aminimum of personnd. Il
ask Domi."

Lakesh'sface creased in adoubtful frown. "She's still not a hundred percent, you know."



"I know. But I'll take her ninety percent over just about everyone eses110."

L akesh chuckled, but it sounded forced and uneasy. "As you wish. Can you depart in...say, two hours?'
Brigid waked toward the door. "That should be enough time.”

She found Domi in the dispensary, completing a session of physical therapy under DeFores clinica eye
and clipped ingtructions. Teeth sunk into her lower lip, hair damp with sweat, Domi hauled aweighted
pulley arrangement up and down with her
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right arm. She wore adeeveless undershirt, and the new scar tissue radiating out from her shoulder
showed stark and inflamed againgt the whiteness of her skin.

"A few morereps," DefFore said to her. "Y ou're making excellent progress.”

Domi didn't respond, and Brigid guessed it wasn't just because she was concentrating on lifting the
weights. According to Grant, Domi cared very little for the "fat-assed doctor lady" as she called her. She
harbored suspicions that DeFore had designs on Grant.

"How isshe doing?' Brigid asked.

"Far better than my initid prognoss,” Defore answered. " She's recovered muscle control sincethere
wasn't an advanced degree of atrophy. The artificia ball-and-socket joint seemsto be working
smoothly.”

Domi, ill pulling and lowering the pulley, grunted, "Hurts."

DefFore smiled patronizingly. "l imagineit's exceedingly painful. Good thing you have ahigh tolerance for
it, or your recovery time would have been extended by at least amonth.”

"How soon will she reach maximum medica improvement? '

Defore glanced toward her, seemingly abit irritated by her casua use of medica jargon. "Why dl the
guestions, Baptiste?"
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"I'm going on arecce to aredoubt in Alaska. I'd like Domi to go with me, if shesuptoit.”
Domi released the pulley, and the weights clanged loudly on thefloor. "Ask me."

"Areyou uptoit?'

She pretended to ponder the query. ' 'Depends. Do | get to carry my blaster thistime?”



Brigid grinned. "Y ou get to carry your blaster.”

Domi returned the grin. "Then I'm up to it. We leave when Grant and Kane get back?"
"No, thisisan dl-girl revue. Just you and methistime.”

Defore eyed both of them dourly. "Just you two?"

"Jugt us," Brigid replied, "unlessyou'reinterested in volunteering.”

DeFore grimaced, shaking her head. Asone of thefirst of the Cerberus exiles, she had |eft the mountain
plateau only oncein the past three years, and that was as member of Lakesh's rescue team.

"I'll 9t thisone out. | need to be herein case abullet has to be dug out of your anatomy thistime.” She
didn't smilewhen she said it, and Brigid knew why. Before she, Kane, Domi and Grant arrived at
Cerberus, her doctoring duties consisted of little more than tresting scratches and scrapes or dispensing
medication. Over the past Six months, she had sewn up knife wounds, set broken bones and performed
magjor recongtructive surgery.
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To Domi, Brigid said, "Grab your gear and meet mein the ready room in two hours."
Domi bobbed her head, working the stiffness out of her shoulder. "Gotcha."

Brigid waked toward the corridor. "1 have just enough timefor aswim.”

Defore called after her, "Have you seen Auer-bach?’

"No. Why?'

"He was supposed to be on duty ten minutes ago. If you see him, tell him his shift started without him
and the doctor isn't happy about it."

Brigid waked a ong the passageway to the elevator and took it to the second level. The smal swimming
pool had only recently been made functional again, and she used it whenever she had the opportunity.

She passed through an open areafilled with weights, stationary exercise cycles and workout mats. The
pool and exercise rooms had been built to provide the origind inhabitants of Cerberus with a means of
sweating off the stress of being confined for twenty-four hours aday in theingalation. After the
nukecaust, just staying alive was probably more exercise than they actually needed.

She reached the set of double doors leading to the pool room. As she put her hand on one of them, her
ears caught the unmistakable sounds of lovemaking. She was glad her hearing was so acute and so
saved her from barging right in, but shefdt aflash of an-
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noyance, too. The pool was acommunity area, and everyone in the redoubt had private quarters.

Brigid began to step back when she heard afema€svoice, high with passion, giving ingtructions. Since
she had just |eft the other two women of the redoubt, only Rouch was unaccounted for. And so was
Auerbach.

Fedling like six different varieties of voyeur, Brigid inched the door open and peered into the dimly lit,
bowl-shaped room. Auerbach lay on hisback at poolside. Rouch sat astraddle him, riding him roughly,
face amask of determination. Grunting, Auerbach writhed benegth her.

Brigid backed away, |etting the door close quietly. Inthat brief half second, Rouch looked up and stared
directly into her face. Her dark eyes dlittered not with lust, but defiance, and the smile crossing her
sensua mouth was one of pure malice,

Chapter 15

Asindl thefortresscities, anarrow roadbed of crushed gravel led up to Ragnarvilleés main gate. The
first checkpoint station was asmall concrete-block cupola, manned only by asingle guard in the pearl
gray duty uniform of the Magistrates, but without a badge. He was young, perhaps fourteen, which both
Grant and Kane knew hewould be.

Traditiondly, the guards posted at the outer perimeter were the most recent, unbadged recruits. It was
scut work, delegated to the greenest of the green. Grant didn't brake the Sandcat asit rumbled toward
the striped wooden barrier; he only let up hisfoot's pressure on the gas peda, dowing it just enough to
givethe guard timeto get out of the cupola

He peered through the wag's fore ob port, saw the pair of armored, helmeted men and hagtily raised the
barricade before the nose of the Cat rammed it. Kane gave the young man acold nod as they passed by
him, and the guard returned it with a deferentia nod of hisown.

Kane wasn't comforted by the ease of their passage. Neither was Grant. He tightened his hands on
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the horseshoe-shaped steering whed and said darkly, "The next one won't be as easy, | hope you
know."

Kane knew and so didn't respond. They had been waved through three frontier checkpoints without
being questioned, but that wouldn't happen at the main gate a quarter of amile up the road.

Massive, pyramid-shaped "dragon's teeth” obstacles made of reinforced concrete lined both sides of the
path. Five feet high, each one weighed in the vicinity of athousand pounds and was designed to bresk
the tracks or whedls of any assault vehicle trying to gain access.

A dozen yards before the gate, stone blockhouses bracketed either side of the road. Within them were
eectricaly controlled GEC Miniguns, capable of firing 6000 rounds of 5.56 mm shredders per minute. If
the blasters opened up, the Sandcat would be caught in the middle of a crossfire, with no way to turn.



Grant would have to throw the wag into reverse and back up blind.

Beyond the blockhouses, stretching the width of the road, rose atriple row of sted girders deeply sunk
in aconcrete pad.

Lifting his gaze, Kane eyed the VV ul can-Phalanx gun emplacement on the wall overlooking the
checkpoint. Beyond it and above loomed the edifice of the Adminigtrative Monolith. His eyes narrowed.

"Look at that," he said.
"Look a what?' Grant said tensdly, not wanting the distraction.
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"Damageto the monalith.”

Grant glanced up, but he gave only a cursory inspection of the structure's white facade. He could just
make out the black-edged holes and shallow cavities marring its smooth surface between B and A
Leves

"Lookslikeit'sbeen shelled,” he noted absently.
Kanetook a second, closer look. "Yeah," he agreed. "But by who and what?"
"Something dsefor usto find out,” Grant retorted. "If we livelong enough.”

Asthe Sandcat approached the checkpoint, aguard stepped out of the right-hand blockhouse and
stood in the middle of the road. He was a badged Mag, in full armor. In hisright hand, he held aremote
sensor pad. He watched their approach, his body stance not communicating any emotion in particular.
Kane only hoped he wasn't one of the guards on duty when Brewer, Hadley and Arnam had departed
two days before.

The badges Grant and Kane had appropriated would get them through the sensitive sensors at the
checkpoint, would identify them as Ragnarville Magitrates, but the guard might insst on avisud
confirmation of their identitiesin lieu of an eectronic one.

The Cat rumbled through the invisible photoel ectric field between the blockhouses. The guard didn't

move from his position, but he raised alanguid left arm, gesturing for them to stop. Grant applied the
brake but kept the engine running as the guard
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1

moved to the passenger's Side, peering through the ob port at Kane. He consulted the information
transmitted from the sensorsto the remote unit in his hand.

"Hadley, Brewer," he said in amonotone. " Supposed to be three of you. Wheres Arnam?"

"Left him to stand watch,” replied Kane, matching the monotone. "Barch caled us back. Some sort of

The Mag nodded in grim accord. His voice took on an animated inflection. "That's the fuckin'
understatement of the century. Y ou two heard?' Kane said smply, "We heard." "Morethan | have, |
bet." The guard paused, obvioudy hoping Kane would respond to the overture and say more. Evidently,
though the news of the baron's death was common knowledge in the Magistrate Divison, actua details
had been soft-pedaled. Kane said nothing more.

The guard waited, then asked, "Y ou two get caught in that bastard ssorm?"
Kane hesitated before answering noncommittally, "It was abastard one, al right.”

"No shit, no shit!" The Mag seemed eeger to talk about the westher since he had been rebuffed in his
attempt to get more information about the murder of Baron Ragnar. "Lightning, burnin’ hall—if it hadn't
been so wet, half of Tartaruswould have gone up in smoke. Never saw anything likeit. Hell, never even
heard of anything likeit"

Although he would have liked to know more, Kane said matter-of-factly, "Pass us through. We're
overdueasitis”

The Magistrate's mouth twisted in disappointment, and he stepped away from the Cat, gesturing to the
blockhouse behind him.

The concrete pad holding the barrier of steel girders began sinking into the roadbed, lowered by
hydraulics controlled from the bunker. Asit sank beneath the surface, athick dab of rust-streaked metal
did from adot and spanned the aperture.

Grant took hisfoot off the brake and steered the Cat over it with aloud clanking of the metal tracks.
Neither man spoke as they headed for the gate.

Fifteen feet high by twenty wide, with atwo foot thickness of rockcrete sheathed by cross-braced iron,
the portal groaned aside, pulled by huge gears and cables the thickness of Grant'swrids.

The Sandcat entered awalled compound topped by coils of razor wire. Parked beneath an overhang
were anumber of vehicles, Land Rovers, personnel-carrying AMACs, and two other Sandcats. Grant
pulled the wag into an open space between the other Cats and keyed off the engine.

An attendant hurried up, hisleather belt weighted down by various hand tools. Despite the grease and
grime smearing hisface, both Grant and Kane saw his expression of surprise when he looked through
the ob ports. They were not the Mags he expected to
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return the Cat to the vehicle depot, but he was intelligent enough not to bring it to their attention.

Grant |eft the keysin the ignition as he opened the gull-wing door. Tersdly, he said to the attendant, " Fuel
her up and give her aonce-over, but leave the keysinsde. We may need her againin ahurry and | don't
want to have to hunt your oily ass down.” The man nodded. "Y es, Sr." They crossed the compound to
the door on the far side. Kane tapped in the control numbers on the keypad and pulled up on the control
lever. The door squeaked to one side, and he stepped out into the outskirts of Ragnarville's Tartarus
Aits. Grant joined him and stood silently for amoment, trying not to recoil from the overpowering stench.

The air was redolent with the mixed odors of cookfires, rotting meat, open cesspits, unwashed bodies,
urine, human and anima droppings. Both of them experienced amomentary pang of nostalgia, but when
adank breeze wafted asingularly repulsive stink over them, they struggled to hold their gorges down.

"Did the Fitsin Cobdtville smell like this?' Grant asked.

"They dl smdl the same," replied Kane. "Remember the old saying.”

"Yeah," Grant muttered. "L eopards can't change their spots, and the Pits can't change their phew."”
They headed for the inner sanctums of the ville, assuming that the procedures for Magistrates return-
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ing from thefield would bethe samein all the villes. A narrow footpath, more like achannd, wended its
way around the outer limits of Tartarus proper, leading to the impregnable base of the monalith. The
pathway was strictly forbidden to anyone but Magistrates. Vid spy-eyes affixed to posts made sure no
Pit denizen planted amuddy foot onit.

Nothing could be done to avoid the surveillance, so they ignored it. When the walkway jogged to the
left, near the broad shadow cast by awarehouse, Kane and Grant dipped smoothly into it.

They marched through the muddy, squalid aleys between ramshackle buildings and hovels, following
them into the deepest parts of the Pits, where they weren't spy-wired. Only the main avenues were
under video survelllance. Although the population of the Pits of any ville was ruthlesdy controlled, they
usually roared with lusty life, but these streets seemed |ess crowded than they expected. A pdl of gloom
hung over the shacks and squats.

The planned ghettos of the villes were named after Tartarus, alower section of Hades where Zeus had
confined his enemies. Kane aways thought they were well named.

The Pits were melting-pots, swarming with dag-gers and chegp labor. Movement between the Enclaves
and Pitswastightly controlled—only aMagistrate on officid business could enter the Fits, and only a Pit
dweller with alegitimate work order could even approach the cellar of an Enclave tower.
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The barons had decreed that the villes could support no more than five thousand residents, and the
number of Pit dwellerswasn't alowed to exceed one thousand. Both Grant and Kane retained vivid
memories of making Pit sweeps, seeking out outlanders, infants and even pregnant women. They didn't
relish those memories.

Despite the ruthless treetment of the Pit dwellers, the one congtant, in any version of any ville, was a Pit
boss. By no means an officid title or position, Pit bosses nevertheless served a purpose of varying
degrees of importance, depending on theville.

Part crimelords, part information conduits and part procurers of luxuries, the Pit bosses were tolerated
in mogt villes aslong asthey knew and kept their place. If the bosses maintained a certain order among
the seething masses, Magidtrates were inclined to look the other way if they engaged in limited
black-marketing or the dimination of troublesome e ements.

According to the Intel they remembered from their Mag days, Boss Klaw had been the overlord of the
Ragnarville pits longer than anyone ese, but that was dl they knew. Presumably, Klaw had proved
useful to the ville dite on more than one occasion or he wouldn't have enjoyed such alengthy reign.

Asthey walked the dushy back aleys, they encountered only afew people, most of them rooting
through hegps of garbage. When they caught sight of the black-armored figures, they froze, hunkering
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down like rabhits, trying not to draw any notice. Kane and Grant paid no attention to them, though
inwardly they were dert to every nuance of their surroundings. It wastactically unwise to become too
relaxed in the Pits, regardless of how cowed the citizenry appeared to be. Both kept awary eye out for
other Mags.

Magidratesin full battle armor weren't commonplace Sightsin Tartarus, and their presence portended
any number of awful events. As both men strode aong, they unconscioudy reverted to their Mag
per-sonas, swaggering in step, heads held at prideful angles, mouths drawn in grim, dightly superior
smiles asthe lesser breeds scrambled out of their path.

Old habits and customs died hard with Magigtrates, particularly because of the rigorous disciplineto
which they had submitted themsalves. Cagting aside their identities as Mags and accepting new roles as
outlanders and exiles hadn't been easy for either Kane or Grant. Although they never admitted it to each
other, sometimes they yearned to return to their former lives. If nothing else, the world had made more
sense back then.

Some of the more flimsy buildings showed recent signs of fire damage, the smell of charred, scorched
wood dtill fairly strong. Remembering the checkpoint guard's words, Kane said, "Burning hail. Think
that'swhet did it?"

Grant shrugged. "Who the hell knows. All Rits are tinderboxes.”
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At rustling sounds from a pile of maggot-infested meat scraps behind a butcher's shop, Kane and Grant
stopped. The scavenger was amiddle-aged man with amilky cataract over hisleft eye. Leathery warts
sprouted around his bewhiskered chin and cheeks. Because their approach had been on hisblind side,
the man hadn't noticed them, the sound of his pawing through the bones and sirips of reeking fat masking
their footfdls.

"You! Sagger!" Kane barked, employing the command voice.

The scavenger's head came up and around so swiftly, it was awonder he didn't didocate his neck
vertebrae. When he glimpsed the pair of black, red-visored figures |ooming not more than six feet away,
he uttered a strained squed of pure, undiluted terror. Staggering half-erect, toothless mouth gaping open,
hefdl againgt thewall. A stream of urine gushed down hisright leg.

"Puhleeese," he croaked. "It's garbage, they threw it out, I'm hungry, my family's starving, puh-leeese!”
Kane glanced down at the stinking meet crawling with flies and squirming white larvae and went frosty
with disgust. "I only want to ask you one question. Answer it and you can go on your way, back to your
darving family.”

The man said nothing. He seemed parayzed, oblivious to anything other than the Magidtrates.

"Where can wefind Boss Klaw today?"
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The scavenger blinked asif he hadn't understood the question, or if it held a hidden meaning he was
expected to ferret out.

"Areyou half-deaf aswell ashdf-blind?' demanded Grant. "Answer the officer's question. If you don't
know, say s0."

The man tried severd timesto speek, lipsworking, Adam'’s gpple bobbing. Finaly, he haf gasped, haf
sffled, "Grifter's Grisle”

Kane cocked hishead at him. His"What?' sounded very impatient.
The scavenger gestured feebly. "Tavern, next dley over."

"You sure he'sthere?' pressed Grant.



The man nodded desperately. " Saw L gacque, his strong-arm, outside. He's there, | swear, puhleese.”

Kane and Grant walked past him. They glanced back once to see the man dap-footing it away in the
opposte direction, aamsfull of meat scraps. A cloud of fliesfollowed him.

"Poor stupe bastard,” Grant muttered. "Thought we were going to chill him because he was stedling
garbage.”

Kane didn't bother to remind him that in the past they had chilled Pit dwellersfor less serious offenses.
Hefigured if Grant didn't recdl it, he wasn't going to jog his memory.

From the open door of aclapboard building floated the murmur of voices and the squalling of apoorly
played concertina. The flat-roofed structure had the
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shreds of paper windows flapping in the splintery frames.

It dso had a strong-arm standing in front of the door, ablack man dightly taler and agood dedl heavier
than Grant. A shirt of bilious green was stretched tight over his huge biceps and bulging pectoras. His
thighslooked ponderous.

Leacque didn't appear to be armed, but then, he probably didn't need to be. None of hisweight looked
likefat, and if he meddled with Grant and Kane, the outcome would have to be decided by abullet.

But he wasn't inclined to tusde with apair of armored Magistrates. Although he looked asif he had an
IQ wdll into the double digits, he stepped respectfully aside at their approach.

The Grifter's Grigtle tavern was haf-filled with around twenty or thirty people, mostly men standing at the
bar or seated around the tables. The reek of home-brewed liquor cut sharply into their nogtrils.

The tavern was longer than it was wide, and both men noted there were no rear or side doors. At the
end of the room, half a dozen shabby men sat hunched around atable.

The murmur of the conversation and the cacophony made by the concertinadied away indantly, asif a
giant bell jar had been dropped over the building. Kane and Grant stood just inside the doorway, grimly
surveying the faces, looking for one that would meet their gaze. None did.
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Kane announced flatly, "Klaw, Boss Klaw."

The people at the far table shifted their feet, and chair legs scraped againgt the floorboards.

"I'm Klaw," spoke aclear, melodic and atogether cultured voice.

Grant and Kane staked toward the table. Both men had difficulty keeping the astonishment from



showing on their faces. The woman staring up at them was short, not more than four feet five, but her
hands, resting on the table, were huge and blunt.

Meta thimbles cgpped four fingers of her right hand, and light glinted from the crudlly curved sted spurs
tipping them. A massive head, the size and shape of a pumpkin and matted with fiery red hair, squatted
between her broad shoulders. The skin of her cheeks bore amaplike pattern of broken blood vessals.

Her large, yellow eyesrested on them asthey walked forward. In aremarkably modulated and
undeniably feminine voice, BossKlaw said, "I've been waiting for you.”

Chapter 16

Before going to the control center, Brigid stopped by the armory to select anew handblaster. Grant's
admonitions about her Mauser, as much as she resented them, had foundation.

For awhile she had carried an H& K VP-70, then a Beretta, but she found the weight and recoil of both
gunsalittle uncomfortable. On the misson to Parallax Red, she had opted for an Uzi, but never had the
chance to useit, though she had test-fired it on the range Grant had set up on the plateau.

Removing one of the lightweight Uz autoblasters from the glass-fronted case, she ingpected it briefly,
going through the motions of acting asif she knew what she was doing. Grant had explained to her its
semiauto blow-back and floating firing pin. It weighed less than three and a half pounds, even with its
20-round magazine of 9 mm parabd lum ammo.

In principle, Brigid detested guns, but she wasn't so blinkered that she couldn't accept their necessity,
especidly if an adversary didn't share those qualms. So far, none she had encountered did.

From afoam-cushioned crate, she salected four grens, ahigh-ex, anincend and apair of Alsatex
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stunners. After attaching the grensto the meta rings of acombat harness, she dipped it on, then donned
her long coat over it. She dung the Uzi over ashoulder by aleather stirap, dipped two extramagazines
into her pocket and |eft the armory.

Domi was dready in the control center, obviousy eager to be off. She wore smilar garb of dark
whipcord and high-laced combat boots. Brigid saw the .45-caliber Detonics Combat Master snugged in
shoulder leather beneath her coat. She chattered gaily to Lakesh, who nodded and smiled at her
absently.

Theamileleft hislipswhen he caught sght of Brigid. Despite the thick lenses of hisglasses, she saw the
worry in hisrheumy blue eyes.

"Y ou found something about the Doomstar program,” Brigid declared flatly.

Domi fell glent asLakesh said, "Not nearly enough, but what | did find out is sufficient cause to make
me incontinent for aweek."



Though Lakesh was prone to melodrama, Brigid heard the genuine edge of anxiety in histone.
"What wasit?"' she asked.

Lakesh gestured to thewall concealing the mainframe computers. "Whét little data the memory banks
have indicates that the energy principle of Doomdtar is antimatter.”

Brigid's eyes narrowed as she reviewed her menta index file. "Antimatter is opposite of ordinary matter.
It has positively charged e ectrons and nuclel with anegative charge.”
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Lakesh nodded. "Simplistic, but close enough. Experiments were conducted with antimatter, and it was
manufactured, abeit dowly and in microscopic amounts, in laboratory settings. It was put to limited use.
For example, when Cerberus was built, aforce screen, energized by particles of antimatter, surrounded
the plateau.”

He sngpped hisfingers. "As matter touches antimatter, they annihilate each other.”

Brigid recaled him speaking of the force field and how it had been deectivated sometime over the past
century.

"The old term for antimatter,” Lakesh continued, "was CT, meaning 'contraterrene.’ That term figured
prominently in the very incomplete data | found pertaining to Doomgtar.”

"Arewe taking abomb or what?" asked Brigid. Lakesh shrugged. "l wish | knew. If Doomdtar isa
bomb, it iswell named. The destructive energy would be ghastly beyond imagination. For example, the
output of aconventiona nuclear warhead is about one percent of itstotal radioactive payload. Thefigure
for an antimatter bomb could approach one hundred percent. One kilogram of antimatter would explode
with theforce of up to forty-three million tons of TNT—as though severd thousand bombs of the kind
which obliterated Washington were detonated at once and the sametime.”

Brigid couldn't help but wince. "That sounds like overkill to an infinite factor."
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"Infinity plusone," Lakesh said unsmilingly. "However, | doubt the Doomstar program was designed to
be abomb. But contraterrene, antimetter, is most definitely involved.”

"Y ou said you remembered that Doomstar could be represented in an interface with the real world. Y ou
found nothing that expanded on that?"

L akesh shook his head dolefully. "Not even the most oblique reference. Regardless, whatever the
dynamics at work here, theimplications are terrifying.”

Domi, though she comprehended little of the discussion, said uneasily, "Mebbe should wait for Grant and
Kane to come back."



Brigid felt aflash of annoyance. "That could be days from now. They've been gonefor nearly eight
hours, the Comsat is tracking their transponders and they're definitely on the move. They obvioudy
found trangportetion to Ragnarville.”

Lakesh nodded in reluctant agreement. "' concur. Whoever istampering with Redoubt Zulu must be
identified as soon as possible. Though thislatest information adds an dement of danger | hadn't foreseen,
it o indicates urgency.”

Brigid moved swiftly toward the jJump chamber's ready room, walking down the aide between the rows
of computer consoles. "Let'sget to it, then.”

A flat equipment case lay on the tablefilled with salf-hest ration packs, bottles of water and first-aid
items. A Mnemaosyne rested within it, part of their standard field equipment. The Syne, asit was com-
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monly called, wasasmall eectronic lock decrypter. Two trans-comm units and apair of Nighthawk
mi-crolights had been placed atop the case, as well as the motion detector. A copy of the redoubt's
layout, acquired from the database, was aso there.

L akesh followed themin. "It's very cold up there, sub zero temperatures aimost the whole yesr. |
recommend you don't go outside the ingtalation for more than afew minutes. Y ou could easily freezeto
desth.”

Brigid frowned a him. "I thought you wanted usto get alook at the HAARP array.”

"It's some distance from the redoubt proper,” hereplied. "If it's functioning, you should be able to
confirm it with the insrumentsing de the complex.”

Domi dung the equipment case over a shoulder. Pocketing the map of the layout, Brigid made sure the
frequencies of the trans-comms were in synch and that the pair of microlights worked. She dipped the
motion sensor around her left wrigt.

"Primed," she announced, unconscioudy imitating Kane's way of saying hewas ready for an op to
commence.

Lakesh smiled at her choice of her words. "Be exceptiondly careful, dearest and darlingest ones. Don't
hesitate to usethe LD option if the Stuation warrants.”

The Last Destination setting was astandard feature of al gateway unitsin the Cerberus network. If ac-
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tivated within thirty minutes of amateridization, it trangported the jumpers back to their origin point.

Brigid and Domi stepped into the mat-trans chamber. As Lakesh closed the armaglass door behind



them, they exchanged jittery, reassuring smiles. Brigid couldn't deny it felt strange to make ajump
without Kane or Grant. Actudly, it felt more than strange. It felt decidedly wrong.

The fresh memory of Rouen's maicious smile popped unbidden into her mind, and she wondered if she
shouldn't have mentioned the incident to Lakesh. The circuitry on the door engaged, automatically
initiating the jump process. She deliberatdly divorced her thoughts from her emotions.

Sivery light, like adistant heet shimmer, sprang up from the hexagona floor plates. The droning hum

climbed in scae to ahowl, and the plasmawave forms, which resembled vapor, floated from above and
below.

Domi grinned and intoned softly, "I hate these fucking things."

Her impression of Grant's prefump mantrawas so dead-on, Brigid couldn't help but laugh. Her
apprehension faded away, and then so did she as she was plunged into a black nanosecond of
nonexistence.

BRIGID BLINKED and the glowing patterned metd in the calling swam fuzzily back into focus. The
whining of theinterphase-trangition coils beneath the platform wound down into inaudibility. Thelast
tendrils
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1
of vapor, a phenomenon associated with the mat-trans quincunx effect, vanished.

Carefully, she pushed hersdlf into astting position, waiting for the familiar touch of vertigo and nauseato
abate. The tranducent armaglass walls were pae blue stresked with gray.

Domi stirred on the floor plates, murmuring something inaudible.
"Areyou dl right?" Brigid asked.

Domi levered hersdlf up, fiercdly staring around, lips pedled back from her teeth in aslent snarl. When
she saw Brigid, sheforced the snarl into agrin.

"Had dream,” she said smply. "Back with Guana. Got to chill him al over again.”

Brigid didn't reply. Even the cleanest jumps sometimes resulted in terrifyingly vivid dresmsand ddiriums.
Climbing unsteedily to her feet, she consulted the motion detector. The LCD showed clear.

Domi stood up, wincing alittle as she worked her right shoulder. Brigid noticed, but didn't comment on
it. "Ready?" she asked.

Domi nodded, drawing her Combat Master and expertly cycling around into the chamber. Brigid lifted
the wedge-shaped handle, and the armaglass door swung outward. She stepped out into the adjoining
room, seeing pretty much what she expected to see. Rectangular and roughly ten feet long, the anteroom
was dightly smaler than those shed seen in other redoubts.



Thefar door was open, and beyond it lay themain
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meat-trans control site. Consoles and instrument panel s flashed with green, blue and red lights. Computer
bankswhirred and chittered softly in machine language.

Brigid led the way, glancing at the eectronics, seeing nothing unusud. Theinstrumentsin Cerberus were

more advanced, the control center twice aslarge, but that was to be expected in an ingtallation that had
served asthe seat of the gateway project.

Domi said suddenly, "L ook."
Brigid turned quickly. Thewhitewraith of agirl pointed to the floor tiles. "Tracks."

Brigid followed her finger and could bardly discern severa faint markings, made by thickly treaded boot
oles.

"Had wet feet," Domi stated. Bending, she touched aitrack with forefinger. "Couple of daysold. Big
man. Walked back and forth, like he was pacing, waiting for somebody."

Brigid envied Domi's keen eyesight, honed to near preternaturd acuity in the Outlands.
Domi gestured in the direction of the jump chamber. "Then went to gateway. Not come back.”

Brigid glanced over an €ectronics console, trying to locate the molecular-imaging scanners. Every
record of every gateway trangt was stored in the scanners memory banks. They could be downloaded
and reviewed, but they had to be physically removed, which took time and tools they didn't have.

She made another motion-detector sweep, but
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nothing registered. The control room's sec door was open, revealing a blank, cream-colored corridor
running to the left and the right, curving gently out of Sght in either direction.

Domi sniffed the air, wet aforefinger and waved it back and forth. "Nothing."

Brigid removed the map of the redoubt from her coat pocket. As she unfolded it, Domi remarked* "Not
cold."

Brigid, trying to fix their position in relation to the gateway unit, didn't understand what she meant for a
moment. Then she realized what the girl remarked upon. Lakesh'swarning to the contrary, the
temperature was very comfortable; in fact, the room felt alittle too warm for the clothes they were
wearing.



Of course, that could be only atribute to the origind engineers of Redoubt Zulu that the heating system
gill functioned a pesk efficiency, but Brigid found that explanation unsatisfactory.

When the redoubts and stockpiles were secured during unification, nonessentia systems were shut
down. Nuke generators till powered the gateways because the tie-in was direct, but keeping an
ingalation the size of Zulu toasty warm required an enormous and wasteful output of energy.

Brigid found an exit marked on the layout and she turned to the left. Their boots scraped noisily on the
concrete floor. They passed no rooms opening off the corridor. It was just along, wide passage with a
high, haf-domed ceiling. Glowing light fixtureswerere-
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cessed into it, covered by panes of smoked glass. Thin stalks of flexible metal tipped by tiny glass beads
protruded from the celling at regular intervals. She recognized the vid spy-eyes and didn't like the way
they swiveled on their semsto follow their movements.

Shewasn't sureif they were actudly transmitting their images somewhere, or if she and Domi were only
activating their motion detectors. She only knew the dectronic ears and eyes made her uneasy.

The farther they progressed down the passageway, the warmer it seemed to become. Brigid serioudy
consdered shedding her topcoat. She decided to keep it on when they reached the T junction. The
transverse arms stretched in both directions, and according to the map, the right-hand path led to an exit.

Domi drew her atention to anarrow dot running the width of the celling at the junction. Glancing up,
Brigid saw the double frame and the retractable sec bulkhead within it. Though she looked for them, she
saw no controls on thewalls. The sedling-off procedure had to be controlled from elsewherein the
redoubt.

She and Domi strode swiftly aong the right-hand corridor. The outlander girl gazed up and down and
around aertly, but she didn't seem gpprehensive. Brigid wasn't sure if she should be comforted or
disconcerted by that.

Tengon coiled like alength of heavy ropein the pit of her somach. She had the overwheming sen-
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sation their every move was watched by dispassionate eyes.

They had waked, by Domi's caculation, nearly amile since leaving the gateway. Even the map couldn't
accurately convey theimmense size of the redoubt.

Findly, they reached acircular foyer area, with three passages branching off from the centrd axis. One
stretch of corridor was barely ten yards long and blocked by avanadium-steel barrier. Brigid searched
for and saw the keypad controls and green lever on the wall and breathed asilent sigh of relief.

Domi held her blaster in atwo-fisted grip, barrel pointing to the celling as Brigid stepped to the keypad.



Before she punched in the code, she said, " Get ready. No telling what the weather islike out there, but
it's bound to be bastard cold."

Nodding in acknowledgment, Domi lowered her head between her shoulders, lifting the padded collar of
her coat. Brigid tapped in 3-5-2 and threw up the lever. With a hissing, squesaking rumble, the massive
door began to rise. She stepped back, ditting her eyesto protect them from aroaring blast of Arctic
wind.

When the door reached the hafway point, she squinted even more, but not againgt awintry gust. Brilliant
sunshine flooded over the threshold like a stream of molten gold. A warm breeze caressed her face.

Stunned into immobility, into sllence, Brigid could only stand and Sare at the valey spread out below
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her. New green growth pushed itsway up out of the ground, and sunlight gleamed wetly on the smooth
surfaces of rocks. Lazy white clouds hung in asky of deepest, purest azure.

Alaskawas aswarm as a summer's dream.

The soft feminine voice spoke from everywhere and nowhere. " Quite breathtaking, isn't it?"

Chapter 17

Royce pivoted on hished, spinning to face Hoffman. "Who did you say is back?'

Hoffman gazed at his superior officer in momentary confuson, wondering if he might have made an
error. He glanced again at the hourly Intel report. "Hadley and Brewer, sir. They arrived around noon.”

"Bullshit!" Royce crossed his office in one stride and savagely snatched the sheet of paper from his
subordinate's hand. He ran hisindex finger across the columns of closely set type until he cameto the
routine log-in. He read Hadley's and Brewer's names and the serial number of the Sandcat.

Eyes boring into Hoffman's, Royce demanded, "Did they report to the watch commander?”

Hoffman groped for areply, nonplussed by Royce's extreme reaction to an offhand remark. "I don't
know, Sr. | mean, I'm surethey did. 1t's SOP, right?"

Royce ssomped over to his desk and pressed akey on histrans-comm. "Fitz!"
A moment later, abored voicefiltered out of the spesker. "Fitz here"
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"Did Hadley and Brewer report back to you today?!

"No, gr," camethe response. "I thought they were out in thefield, on an away assgnment.”
"Try raisng them on their comm-links," Royce snapped.

Fitz coughed to cover hisbewilderment. "I'll haveto patch into the long-range transmitter, sncethey're
out of theville. That'll take a couple of minutes.”

"I'll giveyou one. Try theloca channels, too." Royce released the key and glared at Hoffman asif he
held him responsible for some offense too heinous to be named. Stabbing afinger at him, he snarled, "I
want you to get to Intel. Pull al the exterior vid tapes made around noon. Have them ready for meto
review."

Hoffman backed out of the office and into the corridor without aword, relieved to be out of the range of
his superior'sfurious eyes, if even for afew minutes.

Royce looked again at the log, noting the name of the guard who had checked Hadley and Brewer in.
Pedling back the cuff of hisdeeve, helooked at hiswrist chron. The time was close to 1330 hours. That
meant Hadley and Brewer had been back in Ragnar-ville for nearly an hour and half.

The trans-comm warbled. Royce dapped at the key. "Royce here.”

Uneadlly, Fitzsad, "Sir, | tried it both ways. Sev-
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era times. No response on either long-range or local ."

"'Something wrong with the equipment?’

"Absolutely not, sir. Thesignd carriesfine. They'rejust not answering.”

Royce released the key and stood at his desk, trying to control the cold flip-flops his scomach was
performing. He wasn't surewhy hefelt so afraid. All he knew wasthat hislord would be monstroudy
displeased by thismystery. Asthe new divison adminisirator, even if his promotion had yet to be
formdly or officialy announced, Barch would till hold him responsible for inefficiently deding with this
Stuation. Also, the very notion of disappointing Barch upset him deeply.

Barch wasin private conference with the new personnel he had requested. Royce didn't want to divert
hislord's atention from far greater matters with something as superficialy minor as two Mags disobeying
orders. Still, Barch himsdlf had specifically stated he wanted Brewer and Hadley to remain isolated in the
redoubt, away from Ragnarville.

Since the emotionaly draining ceremony of Roycesinduction into the Trust, Barch had talked at length



about the future, about how important it was to prepare themselves for the new world to come.

Unity Through Action had been aserviceable ralying cry nearly acentury ago, he explained, but its
usefulness had come to an end. It was now a con-
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graint to progress, an empty dogan synonymous with stagnation.

Barch had told Royce al about the Archon Directorate and the hybrid barons, but aso pointed out that
he didn't necessarily subscribe to the dogma as the unvarnished truth. If entities such as the Archons had
ever existed and interacted with humanity, it was so long ago it no longer mattered. It was past time for
humanity to seizeits own destiny and determine the future for itself.

They shouldn't expend any more time or energy on mourning Baron Ragnar. In thelong run, everyonein
the ville could benefit from his desth.

Royce found Barch'swords disquieting, confusing and thrilling dl at the sametime. Despite his
bewilderment, his reservations, he knew he wanted to be part of the new world Barch intended to build.

Swiftly, Royce strode out of his office down the corridor, then turned to the big room housing the Intel
section. The room was spacious, with vaulted walls—more than a dozen people sat before banks of
computers with flashing readouts and indicators. Vid monitor screens displayed black-and-white images,
from residentia Enclaves, the promenades, the Pits. The cool semidarkness of the whole place hummed
with the subdued beeping of machines and the quiet murmur of techs communicating with other villesand
Magidrates.

Hejoined Hoffman at avid console, leaning over him. "What have you found?'
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"A couple of things, gir,” answered Hoffman, anervous catch in hisvoice. On the screen flickered an
image of the vehicle depot. Even though the resolution was grainy and the view partidly blocked by the
rear of an AMAC, Royce knew the two armored Magistrates walking across the compound were not
Hadley and Brewer.

Hoffman punched a button on the console. "Another one, sir.”

The scene shifted, the perspective tightened, showing the pair of Mags striding along the wakway, the
direct route to the monoalith.

"After they |eft the range of thiseye," Hoffman said, "they don't show up again. They Ieft the path
sometime after this™

"Freezeit," ordered Royce.

Obediently, Hoffman froze the frame so Royce could study the image of the two men. Half to himsdlf he



sad, "Left thewdk. Into the Pits.”

"Evidently, Sr. But theré's no vid record of them there, either. They must have stuck to the side lanes and
dleyswhereit'snot wired."

Royceturned to an Intdl officer. "Do you have any of those posters sent here from Cobdtville?!
The officer rummaged through the contents of adrawer and brought over asquare of tiff paper. Royce
took it, comparing the likenesses of the two men to that displayed on the vid screen. Though only a

portion of their faceswas visble, the jawlines matched and so did the complexion of one of them.
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Roycefdt awild surge of an unidentifiable mixture of emotions. Fright, jubilation and satisfaction dl
warred for dominance within him. The hand holding the poster acquired atremor.

"Sir?" Hoffman peered up a him curioudy.

Royce said quietly, "Come with me. Get Gage and armor up.”

Hoffman's eyebrowsrose. "Sir?"

"Werehitting the Fits."

Hoffman swalowed very hard. Though it was hard to tell in the dim light, his face seemed to have turned
ashade paler. Royce turned to leave, saying over his shoulder to the Intel officer, "Weve got astuation.
When Barch isfree, tel him that the assassins of Baron Ragnar arein Tartarus.”

"Hadley and Brewer?' Hoffman's voice hit ahigh, shaky note of incredulity.

"They're not Hadley and Brewer. They're Grant and Kane, the Cobaltville renegades. And | think |
know just where we can corner them.”

"EXPECTING us? WHY ?' Kane asked, pretending not to notice the proffered chair.

BossKlaw idly dragged her hook-tipped fingers over the surface of the table, shalowly scoring the
wood. "Why ese? Information. I'm surprised it took you so long to get here. | suppose you exhausted
al your other avenues."

Grant eyed the plug-uglies at the table impassively. These men were her lieutenants, thugs she
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could rely on, but they steadfastly avoided making eye contact with the Magistrates.

Klaw wasfar more bold. Her eyes apprai sed both of them, one after the other. Pleasantly, she said, "l
don't know either one of you. Usualy it'sjust Dixon, sometimes Royce and they never gave methe



pleasure of their company dressed up like you two. Poor Dixon."

Shelifted ashoulder in ashrug. "Heard his nervous system wasfried. A sweet fellow redly, beneath his
posturing. Hope he makes some kind of recovery.”

Neither Kane nor Grant knew whom she referred to, but they didn't let on. Gruffly, Grant asked, "Just
what do you know?"'

Boss Klaw laughed, alovely sound made grotesque because of the stunted creature who voiced it. "The
termsfirst, big man. What do | get in return?”

"Information first," bit out Kane.

Klaw tsked-tsked in disapprova. "My, you are new, aren't you? Royce should have told you how it's
played.”

Kane's Sin Eater dapped into his hand. He didn't point it, but he growled, "Got no time to dicker with
you, bitch. Thisian't astreet market.”

Boss Klaw'sfinger spurs dug into the tabletop. Her eyes flared with sudden yellow anger, then dismay.
She said softly, "Yes, | suppose the circumstances are abnormal, so | should be flexible in my approach.
What do you want to know?"
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"Everything you've heard about the baron's death,” Grant said.

"Surely you have more detailsthan 1."

"Humor us," said Kane curtly. "Pretend were strangersto the villewho just arrived.”

She glanced a him sharply, even suspicioudy, but Boss Klaw did asthey asked. Asthey hoped, she
knew far more than Brewer and Hadley. The depth of her information was disquietingly profound.

Traditiondly, Pit bosses had intdlligence pipdinesinto al levels of ville society. Klaw apparently
operated a very efficient and widespread network of informants and spies. What she told them bordered
on the unbelievable, but Kane and Grant refrained from saying so.

However, when she mentioned how Barch had assumed therole of grand ville
adminigtrator-in-residence, Grant couldn't suppress agrunt of disbdlief. "What the hell isagrand
adminigtrator-in-residence?"

A dow smile spread over Boss Klaw's unlovely features. "Ah, abit of the light of understanding begins
to shine on my benighted brain. Y ou weren't being facetious when you said you were strangers. You're
not from Ragnarville at dl. Y ou're Mags from some other ville, sent to investigate the nation. No
wonder no one cameto question me. Barch dready has the answers he needs and wasn't interested in

any | might supply.”

Grant and Kane made no comment, not disputing



)
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her assertion. Klaw accepted the old axiom of silence giving assent and nodded. "Then you aren't
empowered to exchange anything in return for theinformation | just gave you. | should closethis
interview."
"Werre dill Mags," Kanewarned, suggestively raising his Sin Eater.

Smoothly, Klaw said, ' 'But | won't. All | wanted was a half-hour period of spy-eye blindnessin the
marketplace quadrant so one of my associates could take receipt of a shipment of jolt. It wasasmal
thing, anyway. Since you're not from the Ragnarvilledivison, I'd like to spesk more fredy with you.
However, asyou reminded me, you're still Mags.”

In an undertone Grant said, "But we're not Barch's Mags.”
"How do | know you won't repesat to him what | tell you?”'
"You don't," said Kane. "And you wouldn't believe usif we promised otherwise, would you?'
"No, | wouldn't." She sighed. "I've been useful to the Mags here over the years and I've acquired a
certain degree of immunity. I'd hate to forfeit that, snce my lifewould probably be forfeit a the same
time"

Grant and Kane said nothing. They stared down at Boss Klaw. She met their visored gazes unflinchingly.
A dagger shewas, but she possessed a dignity and courage that they found impressive. The usud
intimidation ployswould have little effect on her.
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Kane made addiberate show of bolstering his Sin Eater. "We have our own mission, which Barch
knows nothing about. What we learn from you isnot for hisears.

Boss Klaw drummed her spurred fingers on the table. "Do you know why | wear these?"
"A Ragnarvillefashion satement?’ Grant asked flatly.

She smiled appreciatively. "Y oureright, to an extent. They are fashion satements, symbols of my name
and power. To get where| am, I've blinded, scarred and flayed my enemies.”

Pushing back her chair, Boss Klaw touched the belt girding her waist. Kane and Grant looked at the
intertwined strips of dried and cured human skin without expression.



She lifted her right hand and waggled the hooked thimbles. "Y ou wear armor and badges as symbols.
These are my emblems of power, herein the Pits. Poor things, | know, but all someone likemeis
permitted to have. | take them very serioudy.”

She dropped her hand back onto the tabletop, the talons clinking. "Lately, I've had the sense, call it a
premonition, that my position isthreatened. Therefore, | need dlies”

"We can't protect you," Kane said.
"I'm not asking for that. I'm asking if your mission includes unsegting Barch."

Her eyes darted back and forth between them. "A nod will suffice.”
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Kaneinclined his head afraction of an inch. Boss Klaw grinned, exposing aset of perfect teeth. "Then |
will regard us as dlies united in acommon cause. Temporarily, of course.”

"Of course," echoed Grant.

Klaw affected not to have heard him. "Take thismorsel back to whatever ville you came from—I
recognize the thirst for power, and Barch'sis unquenchable. He will not stop with usurping the baron's
power over Ragnarville. He will extend hisgrasp to dl the others.”

Grant snorted in derison. "How? All the villes are evenly matched in arms and manpower. A baance of
power. It's aways been that way."

Earnestly, Klaw explained, "Barch has upset the balance. He has access to aweapon no one else has or
even dreamt existed. He demonstrated it here, two daysago.”

Kanelooked at her blankly. "Do you mean the storm?”
She nodded. "The dements themselves, the furies of sky dark returned and are under his command.”
Kanedidn't smileat her melodrama. "How do you know this?'

BossKlaw did not answer for along time. She dropped her lids over her yellow eyes. When she spoke,
it wasin such alow tone they had to strain to hear her.

"Would it shock you to learn that | have family among the Enclaves? A grand-niece who worksin
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the Historical Divison. She has, on occasion, offered me her help in smal ways. Her nameis Roberta.

Thefoolish child fell in love with Barch and did hisbidding. She learned of a predark weapon, lying
forgotten in the north country. Now she has disappeared, while Barch lordsit over theville"



Opening her eyes, sheinhaded adow, sad breath. "Robertawent to great painsto disguise her familia
connections with me, but they can find out whatever they want to find out. Y ou know thisto betrue."

Grant and Kane saw no reason to disputeit.

"Barch may have reason to suspect Roberta spoke to me before her disappearance. And though | could
pose no threet to him, heisvery thorough."

"You've given ustha impresson,” Kanesaid dryly. "But damn little edse. Did Robertatdl you wherein
the north country they found this wegpon?"'

Klaw absently combed her talons through her mat of red hair. ' 'No, but she said something about it that
made no senseto me. Shejoked it wasamusica instrument that should not be played.”

"A harp?' ventured Grant.

The woman opened her mouth to answer, then her eyesflickered in sudden aarm, looking past Kane
and Grant. At the same ingtant, they heard athudding of feet against wood, a scuffle, ashort outcry.
They whirled, Sin Eatersflashing into their hands, just as agunshot boomed.

Legacque catapulted through the open doorway of the tavern, armsflailing, legskicking. They caught
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only aglimpse of the raw, fist-gzed exit wound in the rear of his skull before he crashed heavily to the
floor. Dust squirted up between the boards.

Within a heartbest, L gjacque was followed into the Grifter's Gristle by three armored Mags, handsfull of
Sin Eaters. They hated right inside the door. The man standing in the center trained his blaster on Kane.
A tiny tendril of smoke curled up from the muzzle.

In aflat, dead voice, he announced. "My nameis Royce. Y our names are Kane and Grant. Maybe you
can guess what's going to happen to you now."

Chapter 18

The voice, so finely projected and filtered it could have spoken right at her ear, caused Brigid to skip
around, dapping at her Uz, trying to bring it to bear.

A wild, searching gaze showed her nothing but empty corridor and a startled Domi swinging the barrel of
her Combat Master in short arcs. Brigid spared ahaf second to glance at the motion detector, but the
LCD showed clear.

The voice spoke again, feminine but with an odd qudity toit, as of sted striking stedl. "' A beautiful
landscape, reclaimed from the frozen tundra, is an accomplishment in which one may take pride.”

Domi glanced Sdeways & Brigid, raising her eyebrowsin aslent question. Thewoman's voice didn't
sound crazy or hodtile, but it didn't dter the fact she could see them while she remained invisible and



presumably untouchable by bullets or anything ese.
"Where are you?' Domi demanded.

"Non sequitur. Y ou were preparing to admire the valey. We would like to hear your opinion of our
work."

"'We ?' Brigid questioned.

"The pronoun was employed correctly.”
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"Who iswe?'

"Weare," came the prompt reply.

If adrendine hadn't been racing through her bloodstream and her heart trip-hammering, Brigid might

have been inclined to smile. Domi edged close to her, whispering from the sde of her mouth, "Make run
for it back to gateway."

The pneumatic hissing of compressed air, the squeak of gears and a sequence of heavy thuds resounded
through the corridor. Brigid knew ingtantly what had happened and didn't need the woman's voice to
date, "Those sections are now sealed off from egress. We are till waiting for your opinion.”

Brigid exchanged a glance with Domi and whispered, "1 want to try something.”

Inanormal tone, she said, "We are dill waiting for you to say ‘please.™

The voice responded immediately. "We are ill waiting for your opinion, please.”

Domi's eyeswidened in surprise. She and Brigid walked over the open threshold and onto astone
ledge. A deeply rutted, crumbling blacktop road stretched to the mouth of the shalow valey. They
sared out at the rolling, sun-drenched terrain, shading their eyes. While much of it was barren and
rocky, in many placesit was covered by acarpet of green grass and the colorful blooms of wildflowers.
Brigid estimated the temperature to be in the high seventies.

Far in the distance, a pattern of dark, spindly
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shapes arose, too symmetrical in formation and configuration to be natural. She could just make out the
skeleta towers connected by crisscrossing rods and bulky disks. They were over amile away, so their
Sze had to be truly gargantuan to be seen at all. Faintly, at the very edges of her hearing, she detected
pulsing crackles, hisses and pops.

Lowly, shesaid to Domi, "The HAARP array. That explainsthe climate here.”



Domi seemed lessinterested in the weather than the ahilities of the invisble woman. "Think she can hear
usout here?

"Yes" sadthevoice, but it sounded different, dightly tinny and thin.

At the flicker of movement behind them, Domi and Brigid turned quickly. They gaped at thetiny bead of
glowing light hovering at head level. Brigid immediately thought of afirefly, then of aradioactive bee. She
squinted her eyes, reducing the glare from the had o of light dancing around it, and discerned agleam of
metal benesth the shimmer.

She remembered the mechanical, bug-shaped surveillance drone that attacked her in the Manhattan
installation when she and Kane had travel ed the tempora stream back to New Y ear's Eve, 2000. When
she reported the encounter to Lakesh, hetold her about the servo mechanisms used in certain redoubts,
colloquidly called beetles. Thetiny device floating before them reminded her more of abee than abestle.
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Domi gtared at it fearfully, raising her blaster. Recalling the high-voltage kick delivered by the devicein
Manhattan, Brigid reached over and pushed down the barrel of her Combat Magter. " Pretty small

target.

Domi made awordless scoffing noise. "Hit amdler.”

The woman's voice emanated from the bee. ™Y our opinion. Please.”

"Beautiful,” Brigidtoldit. "A lot of hard work. The HAARP system camein handy, | imagine.”
"A tool isonly asprecise asitswielder," the bee retorted.

Choosing her words carefully, Brigid said, ™Y ou must be very proud of yourself."

The bee darted upward afew feet. "I—" The voice was interrupted by a harsh buzz. "We— Non
sequitur.”

The momentary hesitation confirmed Brigid's suspicions. They weren't communicating with ahuman
being operating aremote-controlled surveillance drone. A machine intelligence spoke to them. She
recalled in detail everything Lakesh had said about Al and its connection to the Doomstar program.
"What are your designations?"

The question was unexpected. After amoment's hesitation, Brigid answered, "I am Baptiste. Thisis
Domi." She paused, then asked bluntly, " Are you Doomstar?”

Another faint buzz came from the bee. "We must
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have your security-authorization codes before that interrogeative may be definitively answered.”

Brigid'slips pursed in impatience, but she detected a developing pattern. The woman's voice would
changein both tona quality and response time depending upon the nature of the question.

"Do you have adesignation?' she asked.

"We are the Thermonic Autogenic Robotic Ass stance data network out-feed. Y ou may cdl us Tara™
Alwaysinthe plurd, Brigid thought. "What are your intentionstoward us?"

"We have no intentions. We have priorities.

"Which are?'

Once again sounded the dectronic buzz. "They have been amended from the origind.”

"What werethe origind priorities?'

"Toassg."

"What are the amendmentsto those priorities?’

"Wemust have your security-authorization codes before that interrogeative may be definitively answered.”
Domi groaned in frustrated anger. " Show yoursdlf.”

"We Jave done 0. We are represented by—and you may interface with—the remote sensor unit
beforeyou.”

Brigid's eyes narrowed at the choice of words, so close to what Lakesh had recollected about the Al
aspects of the Doomstar program.
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"You abug?' Domi chalenged, ahint of mockery in her voice.

"Non sequitur.”

"Shemeans," said Brigid smoothly, "isthe remote-sensor unit your true form?"

"Do you require more assi stance and deeper interaction than this unit can provide?!
"Yes" Brigid replied.

"Standby."

A blaze of dazzling light fanned up and out from the hovering bee. Pixels danced around it, joined with



each other and shaped themsalvesinto the form of awoman. She was nude, totaly hairless except for
the suggestion of delicately arched eyebrows and sweeping eyelashes. Her naked flesh had atranducent
quality toit, seeming to exude ashimmer like quicksIver.

Brigid stared in stunned fascination. Domi only appeared gratified to have atarget for her blaster other
than a glowing bee. She assumed acombat stance, aligning the woman's bald head with the sights of the
automatic. The woman seemed serenely unaware of the purpose of the pistal.

"She's not flesh and blood,” Brigid said to Domi. " She's ahologram, athree-dimensional image of some
kind."

Tarasfull lips parted, and she said calmly, "Inaccurate assessment. Thisform is composed of cohesive
energy patterns secured within an active om-
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Brigid eyed Taraslissome body closdly, feding something akinto envy. "Yourebasicdly a
human-shaped force field, aren't you?'

Tards eyes shifted toward her. "We would accept that as an overamplified description worded in
nontechnical terms.”

Brigid nodded wryly. "Thank you. | have a question about your energy patterns.”
"Y ou may proceed.”
"Are particles of contraterrene mixed within them?”'

Though her lipsweren't parted, adistinct buzz issued from them nevertheless. "We must have your
Security-authorization codes before that interrogetive may be definitively answered.”

Brigid stopped short of rolling her eyes. "Another question, then.”
"Y ou may proceed.”

"Didyou kill Baron Regnar?"

"We ended hislifefunctions,” Tararesponded crisply.

"May | ask why?"

"The action was part of our amended assistance priorities.”

An indefinable expression crossed Tards face, but it could have been atrick of thelight. She gracefully
and soundlessly stepped backward over the threshold. "Follow us. Please.”
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Although they heard no overtone of threat or menacein her voice, Domi and Brigid did as Tara
requested. As soon as they entered the corridor, the sec door rumbled down, joining with the floor with
acrunch.

Brigid ignored the cold fingers of fear tapping her spine and inquired, "Do you have complete control
over the redoubt?’

"We areinterfaced with its primary operationa systems, those that are not on automatic settings.”
"We."' Domi spat angrily. "Only one of you!"

Taratilted her head on her dender neck, thefirst truly human gesture she had made. "We were singular
before the amendment.”

She turned and hdf glided, haf walked down the corridor. Though neither Brigid nor Domi wanted to,
they fdl into step behind her.

Domi whispered, "She like adoll, or a puppet.”

Brigid didn't agree or disagree. If Tarawas a puppet, not only was she amazingly lifelike, but she dso
displayed levels of independence. Brigid couldn't help but wonder about the limitations.

They entered the circular foyer area. Only one of the security bulkheads was up, and Tara ghost-waked
toward it. Brigid cameto ahalt in the center of the chamber and restrained Domi with ahand. "Where
areyou taking us?'

Taradid not look back. "Follow us, please.”

Flatly, Brigid declared, "No."

Taracameto an abrupt halt, then pivoted on the
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ball of her |eft foot. She regarded them expression-lessly. "Why do you respond with anegative to our
request?’

"Because you did not answer my question.”

"We are not obligated to answer interrogatives that may adversaly impact on the parameters of our
priorities”

"Do your refer to your origina or amended priorities?'

There came the split second of hesitation and the buzzing noise. "Irrelevant. Our priorities are what they
ae”



Brigid took abregath to cover her mounting tenson. "Who amended your priorities?’

"Isyour interrogative arequest for assistance?”"

Brigid nodded. "Yes, | need assistance so that | may understand.”

Tards perfectly sculpted features suddenly rippled like water disturbed by abreeze. They swirled,
shimmered and molded themsalvesinto the broad, bearded face of aman with apatch covering hisright
eye socket.

Domi barely managed to bite back an outcry at the sight.

The man's heavy lips stirred, speaking one word in adeep, masculine voice. "Barch.”

The man's head atop the beautiful, nude female body evoked a sense of horror within Brigid, but she
sublimated it in aswift analyss. Taracould easily manipulate her energy patterns, drawing on imagery
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from a database somewhere. Concelvably, she could metamorphose into anything.

A shudder shook Domi's dight frame. Hoarsely, shesaid, "That is so Sck.”

Brigid asked, "Is Barch one of the ‘we to which you refer?”

"Negative," replied the man's voice. "Barch's amendment atered our matrix from singular to binary."
"Will you show me the two components of your matrix?"

Taras dender body shifted, her entire left side wavering, stretching out like melting wax. It broke up into
apattern of jagged pixds, then rebuilt itself.

A woman stood beside Tara, shorter and smaller of frame, with close-cropped, feathery hair. Her eyes
held aclinica, impersond expression. She wore a pale green bodysuit with arainbow-hued insgnia
Brigid had no difficulty recognizing.

"Berrier,” the woman stated, in aclipped, no-nonsense tone. "Roberta, J. Age twenty-nine, genotype
GammaMinus C. Quatro-rated archivigt, Rag-narville Higtorica Divison.”

Brigid could only stare, trying to grasp theimplications of Tara's demondtration. Theimage of Roberta J.
Berrier flickered and wavered, seeming to be absorbed into Tara's body. The face of Barch

disappeared.
"l have granted your request for assistance and
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answered your interrogatives." Sheturned. "Follow me, please.”

Numbly, Brigid did so. Domi walked beside her, shaking her head in disbelief and frustration. "Don't get
any of this. Not abit. Do you?"

Although Brigid's mind grappled with atheory, she had no clear frame of reference or hard experience
to draw on to attempt even apartia explanation. She replayed Lakesh'swords, searching for ahidden

clue. The Doomstar program could, due to its bio-interface, be represented and interact with the
"real world."

She kept replaying the words as they followed the shining figure of Tara degper into the redoubt. She
aways maintained the same distance from them, no matter how fast or dowly they walked. Sheled
them, like awill-0-the-wisp, down what seemed like miles of corridor. Thevast ingtdlation was such a
labyrinth Brigid doubted even Domi's superior tracking abilities could get them back to the mat-trans unit.
They reached ajunction, turning to the right. They walked another few minutes, then passed beneath a
broad, square arch and into a great, open mall of vast proportions. The floor was patterned in mosaic
tiles, soft and resilient beneeath their feet. At the center of the mall stood amultileveled fountain made of
curving sweeps of polished metal. No water bubbled or splashed within it, nor had it for avery long time.

All around were glass-paneled storefronts, but they showed dark and empty. Brigid guessed they werein

]
272

JAMES AXLER

the community center for Redoubt Zulu, an enclosed town square with shops and places of
entertainment.

"Why did you bring us here?' she asked.

Taraturned to face her. "To wait."

"For what?'

"For what will happen.”

"Why here?'

"It was once a place where personnd gathered. Y ou will be comfortable.”

Abruptly, Tarasbody compressed asif it were no more substantia than paper being crushed within a
gigantic fist. Thetiny glowing bee hovered where she had stood, and it darted so swiftly toward the

archway Brigid'seyes could scarcdly follow it.

Assoon asit flitted beneath the arch, adab of vanadium stedd dropped, striking the floor with abooming



thud that sent hollow echoes chasing each other throughout the mall.

Snarling in anger, Domi stormed over to the door, glared at it, fetched it akick, then spun toward
Bri-gid. Between clenched bared teeth, she snarled, "Trapped.”

Brigid walked to the rim of the waterless fountain and eased hersdlf down onit. "Yeah," shesaid witha
bitter weariness. "Y ou think I'd be used to it by now."

Chapter 19

What little cover theinterior of the Grifter's Gristle offered was inadequate, and the trio of Mags blocked
the single exit. The only tactic that occurred to Kane and Grant was to stand their ground and blast it
out. The AP roundsin their Sin Eaters provided adight edge, but even if they managed to shoot their
way out of the tavern, they would be trapped and pursued through the Tartarus Pits.

The patrons of the Grifter's Gristle sood motionless, asif their feet were glued to the floorboards. They
didn't dare make any movement that would draw attention and fire their way. Even Boss Klaw and her
lieutenants were as sllent and gtill as Satues.

Royce said, "Y ou've got termination-on-sight warrants hanging over you. | mean to serve them.”

Kane amiled thinly. "That much we were able to guess™

"Youwarnt it here or outsde?"

Grant shifted hisright foot acouple of inchesto avoid the ribbon of scarlet streaming from the back of
Legacque's bullet-broken skull. "Y ou're giving usachoice? That'sclass. If it'sdl the sameto you, insde
isfine"
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As he spoke, hisvisored eyes studied the mags on either sde of Royce. They had fanned out in order to
catch him and Kanein acrossfire. But they were aso nervous, nonplussed by the fearlessness showed
by the traitors. They had expected cowardly ferrets, not men who smirked in the face of certain death.
"Why did you come back here?" demanded Royce.

"Thisisour firg vist," Kanereplied plessantly. "Nice enough burg, seemslike."

Royce's lipswrithed asif he meant to spit a him. "Why did you chill Baron Ragnar? Are you working
with the Preservationists?"

"| thought you were going to serve our termination warrants,” said Grant brusquely. "It'sthe least you
can do, sSince you made usguessand all.”

Royce suddenly stiffened, mouth opening dightly in surprise. Reflexively, helifted ahand toward the sde



of hishemet. Though he kept his Sin Eater trained on Kane, he said uncertainly, "Y es, my lord. No
question. It'sthem. We're preparing to serve the warrant.”

Kane and Grant gazed a Royce as he listened to someone over his hemet comm-link. Hisform of
address startled them both. Even the Mags cast him quick, questioning glances.

Royce listened without speaking for ahandful of seconds. Then he said, " Stand by."

Helicked hislips, cleared histhroat and, in alow, quavering voice said, "Ragnarvilleis prepared to of-
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fer you amnesty, at least for atime. Y ou are requested to holster your side arms and come with me. Y ou
will not be harmed.”

Kane and Grant were too shocked to respond for amoment. Kane recovered first. Suspicioudy, he
demanded, "By whose authority do you make that offer?

"Barch, Ragnarvilles grand adminigtrator-in-residence.”
"Whet the hell kind of post is grand adminigtrator-in-residence?’ Grant challenged.

Royce'slips stretched tight. "The offer is extended to you in good faith, out of respect for your
accomplishments, both as Magistrates and after. Will you accept it?!

Grant and Kane's minds raced with speculations, fears, calculations and options. Conceivably, they
could blast their way out of the Grifter's Gristle, but not out of the walls of the ville. It was adead
certainty they would not be able to reach the vehicle depot and retrieve the Sandcat.

Even if they got through afirefight with the three Mags unscathed, they would only be buying themselves
time. The outcomewasinevitable. Kanein particular found the notion of running through and seeking
hiding placesin the Ritsrevolting.

Glancing over at Grant, hesaid, "Your cal.”

"For once you leave adecison up to me," hereplied in exasperation, "and it hasto be thisone.”
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He hesitated before saying bleakly, " Seemsthe better part of valor.”

Turning to Royce, Kane declared, "We accept your terms.”

Although no onevisibly relaxed, the atmosphere of tension lost someits charged edge. Into hishemet's
microphone, Royce said, "They've agreed, sir.”

He listened for amoment, then protested stridently, "But, Sr—"



He stopped talking, closng hisjawswith aclick. He canted his head dightly to one sde. At length, he
said in acowed voice, "Asyou wish. Well bethere directly.”

Lowering his Sin Eater, Royce pushed it back into its forearm holster. To his officers, he commanded,
"L egther your sdearms.”

Both men appeared reluctant to obey the terse order. They didn't say anything, but they didn't move,
ether.

Raising hisvoice, Royce shouted, "Do it or I'll have both your asses up before adisciplinary tribunal!™

The Magistrates holstered their weapons, but kept a steady eye fastened on Kane and Grant. Kane felt
amogt as astonished, but he did his Sin Eater into the holster. Grant did the same.

Royce gestured to them, stepping back toward the door. Looking past Grant and Kane, he said, "Klaw."
Doomstar Relic
277

Kane cast her an over the shoulder glance. She dtill sat cAmly at the table, unperturbed and smiling
politely. "Yes, Royce?'

"Barch hasamessage for you. Y ou've got until sundown to get your dagging ass out of Ragnarville. If
you decideto stay or if you come back, hell chill you personaly.”

Boss Klaw nodded in acknowledgment of the ultimatum, her expresson as mild asif Royce had just
delivered abit of news about the price of eggs.

Kane suspected the only reason Royce hadn't chilled her as swiftly as her strong-arm was strictly
diplomatic. A tenuous truce had been struck with him and Grant, and another brutal execution would
ghatter it. Asit was, Kane wouldn't be surprised to learn that Boss Klaw didn't live to make the
sundown deadline.

Flanked by the Mags, Grant and Kane marched aong the lanes of the Fits. Though the Magistrates had
put up their arms, they arranged themselves to catch them in a crosssfire if the Situation changed.

They reached the walled compound surrounding the base of the Administrative Monolith. The
rock-crete walls were six feet thick and twenty feet high. The sharp points of razor wire glinted atop
them.

An armored guard cradling a Copperhead in his arms stood beside the massive sec door. When he saw
them approach, he keyed in the code numbers and pulled up the control lever. The gate rumbled

278

JAMES AXLER

and squeaked asit opened to one side like an accordion.



The five men walked into the compound and crossed it to the elevator cage. Royce set the toggle switch
for afast ascent, and the elevator shot upward. Grant and Kane expected the car to hdlt a C Levd, the
Magistrate Division. It continued on, past C and B. It didn't dow until it approached A Level, wherethe
work of the ville administrators was conducted.

The elevator sghed io ahat, and the doors opened. A black man with ashaved head stood in the
carpeted hdlway, big fists planted on his hips. A short, square goatee covered his upper lip and chin,
and aleather patch covered hisright eye. Despite the standard gray duty uniform he wore, he didn't
exude much intheway of amagigerid persondity.

"My nameisBarch," he proclamed. "I've so wanted to meet you both."

In the few seconds of gppraisa time he had, Kane pegged him asa poser. Ville manufacturing fecilities
had long ago reached the stage of producing smple prosthetics, from falseteeth to glass eyes. He
figured Barch wore the eye patch srictly for effect, to give him aruthless, piraticd air.

Kane and Grant opted to say nothing as they stepped out of the elevator, followed by Royce. Asthe
other two Magigtrates began to exit, Barch waved at them imperioudy and dismissvely. "Return to the
divison. Don't make areport of thisto Fitz."

They nodded, obvioudy relieved to shut the door
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of the devator and return to afamiliar setting where daggers and traitors were chilled, not politely
greeted by villeadminigrative officids.

Barch ingpected Kane and Grant closdly. ™Y ou may remove your helmets.”

They unsnapped the under-jaw lock guards and pulled the helmets up and off their heads. Barch'ssingle
black eye looked keenly into their faces, asif committing them both to memory.

"Yes, it'syou two, dl right. The pix Cobdtville forwarded didn't do you justice.”
"Wadl," Kane said with astudied nonchaance, "they were taken afew years ago.”

"Before you found your new caling." With that, Barch turned smartly on his hed and strode purposefully
down the hallway. "Come with me. Things want usto talk about them.”

Grant and Kane exchanged mystified glances and followed the man. Royce brought up the rear. They
passed severd offices before Barch entered an open door. Onewall of the room was nothing but abig
plate-glass window, overlooking the smooth promenades linking the residentia Enclaveswith the
monalith.

Barch stepped behind alow, curving desk, though it looked like an elongated lap-level computer
console, studded with buttons, keys and toggle switches. An egg-shaped object with a copper-colored
shell stood on atripod at the center of the desk. Barch touched its broad base, and a horizontal crack

ap_
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peared about its middle. The cupped upper half of the object rose, rotating on pivots and pointed at
Grant and Kane. Neither man had ever seen anything likeit, but it looked innocuous. Grant figured it
was arecording device of somekind.

There were no chairs other than the one behind the desk, so Kane, Grant and Royce stood as Barch
seated himsdlf.

"I've heard alot about you," he said conversationaly. "Kane, you were amember of the Cobalt-ville
Trug, right?"

Kane nodded. "For afew hours, anyway."

"Then you and Grant rescued an archivist from execution, escaped from the ville, shot down acouple of
Deathbirds and disappeared for several months. Recently, you returned to Cobaltville and kidnapped
oneits high councillors. Since then, you two have been popping up al over hell and gone. Kane, you
reportedly criticaly wounded Baron Sharpe less than amonth ago.”

Tightly, Royce said, "And they murdered Baron Ragnar. If they didn't do the deed themselves, they
wereinonit.”

Barch ignored him. "How much of what I've just told you isthe truth?”

"Pretty much dl of it,” Grant replied. "Asfar asit goes."

"I've got the Intel reports on your activities, if you want to read them over and fill in some of the blanks."
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Kane shook hishead. "No, thanks. Wevelivedit."

A grin split Barch'sface. "Insurrectionigts, terrorists, agents of the Preservationists. Y ou're caled that
and far worse. Criminaity on the scale you've been practicing hasn't been seen since the days of the

baron blagters.”

Grant clenched hisfigts, hisjaw muscles bunching. Barch's words stung him. Between him and Kane, he
had the mogt difficult time coping with his new status as an outlaw.

"Y et only termination warrants have been issued againgt you," Barch continued. " Seemsto meif you
weredl thethings| just said you were, you'd be exceptiondly vauable fonts of information.”

"About what?' asked Kane.

Barch shrugged. "This and that. Off the top of my head, your apparent knowledge of the mat-trans
gateways and how you've been using them to lay fasetrails. Why haven't you put Baron Cobalt's
adviser up for ransom yet?'



Heleaned forward in afast surge. "And more importantly, what the fuck are you doing nosing around in
my ville?'

Striving for alight tone, Kane said, "What do you think terrorists are doing in your ville? Use your heed,
Barch."

Royce growled angrily, sharply. "My lord, you shouldn't subject yoursdlf to insolence from the likes of
these daggers.”
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"Saggers?' Barch said with aflinty chuckle. "No wonder your career has advanced o little, Royce. You
can't recognize opportunities. These are great men, they've done greet things, even if they are against the
law."

His eye scanned them unblinkingly. "But your energies are unfocused. | know why you're doing what
you're doing, gentlemen. Y ou are opposing an adversary who does not exist."

"Andwho," inquired Grant disinterestedly, "might thet be?’
"The Archon Directorate." Barch'stone wasflat, bland.

Kane cursed himsdif for not being able to prevent the surprise from showing on hisface. Even Grant
jerked dightly in reaction to Barch'swords.

"Y ou know about the Archons," he went on, "Don't waste my time denying it."

Kane exhaled adow breath. "I won't. Why are you so sure they don't exist?'

Barch spread his arms to encompass the office, the Administrative Monolith, the entirety of the ville.
"Baron Ragnar was murdered in his own bed. Where are the Archons? Why haven't they arrived to
avenge or even inquire about his death? Why haven't they sent an emissary?"

Kane wasn't about to speak of Balam or the creatures he had seen at Dulce, so he commented
non-committaly. Y ou tdl me."
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"No, you tel me, Kane. What are you doing in Ragnarville?!

"You sad it wasyour ville" Grant reminded him. "What's agrand administrator-in-residence, anyway?"

Barch barked out alaugh. "A euphemism right at the moment. It'sabit too premature to proclaim mysalf
baron, but that will change very soon."

"You?' Kane asked skepticdly. "The baron of Ragnarville?!



"Why not? Whatever the barons are, haf human, half Archon or something else, they have no right to
rule us. Why should humans be subordinate to these hybrid or mutie bastards?"

"For onething, they've got dl the power."
"Y ou mean the Totdity Concept technology.”
Kane nodded. "And other things."

Barch amiled dightly. "If the Archons did indeed provide the basics of the Totdity Concept, thenits
choice of names was not an accident.”

"What do you mean?"
Barch'svoice acquired afiercefervor. "Think about it—the so-called Archon Directorate set for itself
the god of unification of what was left of humanity, with the rebuilding of theworld into theimage it

foresaw, with all antiproductive and nonproductive people eiminated and the productive ones producing
under their control. A totality of effort.”

)
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"They pretty much accomplished that, didn't they?' Kane suggested.

"They did indeed. They laid a sound foundation upon which to build anew order. One determined by
humenity.”

Grant made athoughtful grunt. "So you want to exchange nonhuman tyranny for pure-blooded human
tyranny, isthat where you're coming from?"

"Tyranny isjust aword, with many differing interpretations. A human hand should guide human destiny.
Sometimesthat hand must beclosed in afist.”

Kane smiled coldly. "And most of the time, that hand never opens. No one ever saizes power with the
intention of relinquishing it. If nothing e se, you should have learned that from Baron Ragnar.”

"All | learned from Baron Ragnar isthat hes mortd. The oligarchy can die. They can be chilled. But I'm
not telling you anything new, am |, Kane?'

Kane didn't respond to the query. His pointman's sense rang an alarm, but he wasn't sure if Barch was
thetrigger.

"But we're not discussing what we may or may not have learned from the barons,” the one-eyed man
sad. "We're discussng what | can learn from you. Why are you in Ragnarville? | won't ask again.”



Kane consdered it, then with amenta shrug decided there wasllittle point in further evasion. "We heard
about his nation. We cameto find out more."

Doomstar Relic

285

"Bullshit,” Royce snapped. "Y ou Presarvationist bastards came back hereto gloat, to find out if theville
wasfdling apart. Y ou didn't know we had aman like Barch here—"

Barch glared him into silence. Royce cast his eyes down to the floor. Returning his attention to Kane, he
asked, "And did you find out more? What did Boss Klaw tdll you?"

"Damnlittle" Grant answered frankly.

Barch chuckled again. Y ou're lying. I'm sure she told you she suspects me of orchestrating his death.”
Royce made a spitting noise of outrage.

Barch said musingly, "She's very perceptive for asdagger. But then, sois her niece.”

He amiled then, not one of humor, but of maignant sdf-satisfaction. "Gentlemen, | don't redly blameyou
for lying. | understand. But believe me, I'm not interested in holding you up as the baron's ns.
We'rre of like minds, and | have no intention of sacrificing you to make afew fools like Royce happy.”

Grant and Kane met his gaze salidly, waiting for him to say more.

Hedid. "The undertaking | havein mind is so grest, with such mind-boggling rewards, | need men like
you involved. You're my own kind, and I need my own kind in on this. | don't trust anyone se.”

Kane found himsdlf in grudging agreement with Barch. What the man wanted dovetailed with hisown
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dreams. Hetried to find holesin the man's reasoning, and with afaraway shock found that he couldntt.
"We aspire toward the same goa," Barch continued. "I see no reason for aduplication of effort.”

Barch went on talking, dropping hisvoicein pitch. Kane found his attention wandering, drifting from the
man's actud words, but he fancied he could fedl the vibrations of hisvoice caressng hisinner ears. The

words trust, we 're the same, identical goals seemed to echo endlesdly.

Suddenly, Grant uttered a muffled grunt. Frowning dightly, he rubbed hisforehead. Barch asked
sympatheticdly, "Areyou dl right?'

Grant smiled self-deprecatingly. "A little headache. | get them when I'm subjected to ablizzard of
bullshit. It'll pass.”

Barch nodded. "That it will. Royce can attest to that."



Grant shifted his gaze toward Royce. "What do you mean?"

Barch's smile widened. He checked hiswrist chron. "I think sufficient time has passed. Let'stry alittle
experiment. Are you two gentlemen game?”'

Grant and Kane looked at him in baffled silence.

"I want you," Barch stated confidently, "to draw your weapons and point them a me with the intention of
shooting me."

Their brows knitted, their eyes ditted.

"My lord—" Royce began.
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Barch cut him off with asharp gesture. "Do it, gentlemen.”

Kane and Grant stiffened their wrigt tendons. The Sin Eaters dgpped into their palms simultaneoudly.
Though the bores of both weapons were trained on Barch, their index fingers didn't pressthe triggers.
They trembled, and they fdlt the jointslocking in place, seeming to freeze.

Kane sworein agitated surprise. Clenching histeeth, hefocused dl of his concentration and willpower
on his hand, commanding his finger to do hisbidding. Out of the corner of hiseye, he noted Grant
undergoing asimilar struggle, hisentire right hand starting to shake.

Barch's voice purred with amusement. "Very well done. Now, aim at Royce and let's see what happens.

Before they conscioudy redlized it, they shifted the Sin Eaters away from Barch in Roycesdirection. He
bleated in terror. The barrels spit flame and roared with thunder.

They managed to jerk the blasters aside and down at the last millisecond, and the rounds screamed past
Royce, missng him by afractionad margin, plowing into thewall and digging into the carpeted floor.

Kane spun around toward Barch, distantly aware of swesat beading at hishairline. When hetried to
squeeze the trigger, his hand froze, the metacarpa bones and tendons seizing in apainful cramp.
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Batch grinned in genuine pleasure. Y ou may put up your sdearms. | believe I've made my point.”

Kane didn't want to holster the Sin Eater, but he found himself doing so before he was conscioudy
aware of it.

Voicerich with amused triumph, Batch declared. "For the past few minutes, you've been subjected to a
stream of microwaves. Exposurein the 0.5-kilohertz to 30-megahertz range causes deviaionsin brain



patterns. Even at low intensity, microwaves can serioudy ater the rhythm of brain waves, causing drastic
perceptud distortions.”

He reached over and affectionately patted the odd egg-shaped object on the desk. "Thisisaminiature
HAARRP ogtillator, a prototype with avery limited range. It's still effective, if utilized properly. Took me
awhiletofigureit out."

Kane'stongue felt as clumsy and thick as an old sock. He managed to force out the words, "Mind
contral.”

"On amodest scale, nothing like the magnifying transformers of the main array. | impressed upon your
subconscious a predilection toward trust in me, and a phobiaagaingt harming me.”

Seeing the fearful expressions crossing Kane's and Grant's faces, Barch added reassuringly, "Don't
worry, you're not zombies, | haven't turned you into droids or anything like that. Y ou're just dightly
impaired. Youll recover.”

"Why not just make usyour daves?' Grant asked
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hoarsely. He nodded toward Royce. "Like you did this stupe bastard?’

"Royce was aready predisposed to follow the orders of a superior. Hesagrunt, and he needs
commandsto obey, proceduresto stick to, linesto toe, marksto hit. | just supplanted the baron in his
perceptions as hislord and magter. Simplicity itsef, redly.”

"Y ou don't want the same thing of us?' Kane asked.

Barch shook hishead. "Not at al. Every commander in chief needs generalsto implement his strategies.
Youtwo arethelikeliest candidates I'll ever find."

Barch stood up from the console. "And every genera needsto know the strategies and capabilities of
the wegpons to be employed in the campaign. Y ou'll come with me."

"Come with you where?' Grant demanded.

Smiling, Barch answered, "To a paradise on Earth. A new Eden. North to Alaska”

Chapter 20

Despiteitssize, Brigid and Domi explored the mall in lessthan an hour. The place had served as
Redoubt Zulu's primary stockpile area, with back passageways interconnecting the shop fronts and
storerooms. All of it had been cleaned out of anything useful avery long time ago.

They found severa side corridors, but they didn't walk them, assuming they were al sedled by the sec
bulkheads, so they returned to the fountain. Brigid studied the map of the complex, overwhelmed by the
seventy miles of corridors distributed among eight levels. The mall, gateway unit and secondary exit were



al on thefourth level. The main entrance appeared to be on leve two.

While Brigid pored over the layout, Domi prowled around the perimeter of the mall, her impatience
reminiscent of asnow leopardessfrustrated in her search for prey. She spent somelittle time shooting
out spy-eye lenses until the ringing echoes of the gunshots and the reek of cordite began to give Brigid a
headache and she asked her to stop.

"Save your ammo for red targets,” Brigid told her sternly. "Tarawill let us go when she'sgood
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and ready. Y ou won't make her mad enough to come back in here. Y ou can't make a machine mad."

Domi stalked back to the fountain and sat down on the rim. Her eyes snapped red sparks of anger.
"How we going to escape, then?"

Under emoationa stress, Domi's clipped, amost abbreviated outlander mode of speech was even more
apparent.

Brigid shook her head, tossing back her mane of hair. "I don't know. | don't know if it's possible.”
"You got grens," Domi argued. "Use 'em on door.”

Brigid glanced blegkly at the ponderous dab of vanadium stedl. "1t'd take more than grens to knock that
monster down.”

"Put Syne on lock, then.”
"| dready thought of that. It doesn't have alock. Taracontrolsit"
"Should have put it on her, then.”

Domi glowered around, drumming her hedls againg the fountain's enclosure. "Thisredly pisses me off.
Grant will laugh at us"

Brigid smiled a her wanly. "Isthat why you're so worked up? Y ou're embarrassed?”

Lips compressed, Domi jerked her head in anod. "We fuck up big-time."

"Grant and Kane wouldn't have done anything differently than we did,” Brigid told her soothingly.
"Puppet trapped us. Puppet working for amachine.”
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"Not exactly. Taraisamanifestation of a program.”



Domi consdered that for afew slent seconds, nipping her full underlip. "Part real woman, too, right?
Roberta J. Berrier. Mebbe another real woman part of Tara, too."

Brigid began to voice adismissive reply, then redlized Domi had made asdient point. By her own
admission, Tarahad once been asingular entity and if she had indeed originated from awet-wired
bio-interface, then another human brain, awoman's, was part of the matrix.

But more than likely, so much time had passed that the entirety of the woman's personality and identity
had been submerged by the program. The thought made Brigid shudder inwardly.

The hybrid of organic and inorganic substances calling himself Colond Thrush had described himsdlf not
asanindividud, but asaprogram. Something smilar wasin operation here, but with far uglier and more
destructive implications. She had prevented Domi from shooting at Tarafor two reasons. The primary
one was exactly what Brigid had told Domi, that Tarawas not flesh and blood or even adroid.

The secondary reason was afear that Tara's energy pattern possessed antimatter particles swvimming
around in the flux. Concelvably, Taracould direct a backlash that could obliterate Domi in an eye blink.

Brigid stretched out the map to its full length and
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laid it on thefloor tiles, eyes scanning it level by level, section by section.

"What you looking for?' Domi inquired.

"Il know it when | seeit,” Brigid replied absently.

Domi opened the equipment and took out aration pack. She opened it and ate it, washing it down with
swallows of water. She chewed and gulped noisily, and though irritated, Brigid didn't reprimand her. The
girl had ahair-trigger temper in the most relaxed of circumstances. Though she probably wouldn't stage
atantrum, she was prone to extended bouts of the sulks. Brigid needed her full cooperation, untainted
by resentment or anger.

After she had finished her snack and unsuccessfully suppressed abelch, Domi asked suddenly, "What
are you going to do about Rouch?'

The abruptness of the question startled Brigid, took her so aback that she snatched her attention away
from the map. Straightening up, she glared at Domi.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

Domi shrugged her shoulders negligently, asif she were only vaguely interested in the topic she hersdlf
had raised. "Don't know. Shewant Kane. Y ou want Kane." Bringing both her fiststogether, she puffed
out her cheeks and imitated the sound of two vehicles colliding. "Big-timefight. Mebbe achillin'.”

"What?' Brigid demanded in scanddized anger.
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"I have no intention of fighting her, let done chilling her over Kane...or anyoneese."
"Not talking about you. Taking about her."

"Whatever business Rouch and Kane have, it'stheir own, not mine. Not yours, either.”

Domi favored her with adightly mocking smile, unoffended by the rebuke. "Whatever. But you better
watch your back. Rouch hates you big-time.”

Trying to keep what was |eft of her patience from unraveling completely, Brigid asked, " Shetold you
thet?'

Domi laughed scornfully. "Tell me? Bitch never talk to me, think I'm outlander trash. No, | can tell what
she wants. She wants you gone. She like black widow, doing mating dance. Y ou stand in way of her
dance."

Brigid didn't know if she should be angrier with Domi for raising the subject at such an ingppropriate
time or hersdlf for even bothering to discussit.

With great effort, she returned her gaze to the layout. As soon as she did, she noticed an element about
it that had eluded her before. Actudly, it wasalack of an dement. Domi launched into a sneering
diatribe about Rouch's haughty manner, and Brigid rudely hushed her into silence. Domi stopped talking,
but she looked at her reproachfully.

Brigid'sfinger traced adouble line representing a corridor. She tapped apoint on it. "Seethat? Therésa
sed ed-off section with no ID number or reference key. It'son asubleve, between levelstwo and one.”
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Domi asked, "How we get there?"

Brigid folded over asection of the map and found the mall. Lifting her head, she stared around the dark
shop fronts, murmuring, " Service lifts. Freight elevators. There are a couple here, but they're probably
unpowered.”

Domi stood up swiftly, shouldering the equipment case. "L et's take alook-see.”

They searched the rear of severa stores and the interconnecting service passages. The little beams of
their microlights danced over the floor and walls and cameto rest on apair of wide doors, framed by
corrugated metd. They were closed horizontdly rather than verticaly. Thewords Freight Only were
stenciled on them. Long ago, some jokester had used a felt-tipped pen to cross out the e so thesign
read Fright Only.

Domi dapped at both buttons on the wall, and as they had expected, nothing happened. Reaching under
her coat, Domi drew aten-inch knife with a serrated blade and inserted the point into the crack where



the two doors joined.
"How long have you carried thet?' Brigid asked.

"Long time," the girl answered as she worked at the blade. "Since| cut Guanasthroat with it. My lucky
charm.”

Domi's expert probing found a caich lever, and she snapped it open. The lower door did into itsframe,
and Brigid heaved the other one up. No car
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hung ingde the shaft, but thick meta cables dangled down into impenetrable darkness.

She directed her microlight down, and though it emitted a powerful beam, it didn't pierce the blackness
more than ten feet below, Domi knedled, staring into the yawning opening, hawked up from deep in her
throat and spit aglob of sdlivainto the shaft. She cocked her head, listening. After afew seconds, she
sad, "Heard it Long way down. A hundred feet at least.”

Brigid eyed the hanging cables critically, stretched out her arm and snagged one. It was rust stresked
and dry, free of grease. She experimentally tugged & it, then strained backward using al her weight and
strength. It seemed securely anchored.

Domi watched her doubtfully. "We climb down?"

"Isyour shoulder uptoit?"

"Not melI'm worried about. Y ou."

Grant had extolled Domi's climbing virtues, claming she was remarkably agile with asurprisng tensile
drength. "Let medoit," thegirl said. "I can mebbefix devator, send it back up to you."

Brigid smiled wryly, "Areyou saying I'm not in condition?"
Domi shook her head gravely. "Takes skill and experience.”

Brigid appreciated the concern, but after thoughtfully consdering her words, she said, "Thanks for the
offer, but wed better stick together. Y ou could
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be stuck down there and have to climb back up to me, if you could.”
Domi shrugged. "Suit sdif. Just watch me. Dowhat | do.”

She pulled apair of glovesfrom her jacket, tugged them on and, without aword, sprang into the shaft.
She dapped both hands around a cable, hooking her Ieft leg around it, resting the ball of her foot on the



arch of her right. "Likethis"

Brigid transferred the cable from hand to hand while she put on her own leather gloves and edged out to
the rim of the shaft. She pushed hersdlf off into empty space, swinging for amoment pendulum fashion.

Although shewasn't particularly afraid of heights, dangling over apit of utter blackness sent a sudden jolt
of irrationd terror jumping through her. She copied Domi's placement of arms and legs.

Sowly, Domi began diding down the cable, hand over hand, squeezing it between her thighsto control
the peed of her descent. Brigid imitated her motions, tentatively at first, then with growing confidence.

Her confidence ebbed after afew minutes when agnawing ache settled in her hands, wridts, forearms
and crept into her shoulder blades. Clambering hand over hand down the cable was harder work than
she had envisioned. Twice she had to stop, legstight around the cable, to relax some of thetensioniin

her muscles. She blessed her glovestwice over. Without them, the coarse stedl splinters and threads

Sprouting
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from the heavy metal hawser would have abraded her hands.

She knew there was no way she could ever climb back up. Even going down, her coat fdt likeit was
spun from lead and the Uz weighed as much asachild. Judging from her speed, Domi didn't seemin
distress, even with the equipment case bouncing and bumping against her hip and the backs of her thighs.

With what seemed like maddeningly, infinite downess, they continued to descend into the deep dark.
When Brigid'stoesfindly touched asolid object, she dmost had no strength Ieft to lower hersdlf the last
couple of inches. She and Domi stood there, inhaling deep breaths and gingerly straightening out their
legs. They flexed their fingers, working and kneading the stiffness out of them.

Turning on her microlight, Brigid saw they stood on the roof of abig elevator car. The emergency hatch
was a most wide enough to accommodate them both at the same time. Domi lifted the square of sheet
meta and dropped down, landing lightly on bent knees. Brigid followed her, clinging to theraised lip for
amoment.

Onceinddethe car, Domi got to work on the double doors, prying up the rusty catch. The doors
opened onto a stretch of corridor identica to those they had aready traversed.

They moved out cautioudy, Domi's blaster tight in her fist. "Redlly hate this nuke-shitting place," she
whispered. "Fedslikeit's haunted.”

Doomstar Relic
299
Brigid sllently agreed with her. Many of the redoubts she had visited exuded an atmosphere of despair,

intolerable fear and inconsolable grief. Redoubt Zulu was no exception, or perhapsit waslittleworse,
becauseit did have aghost of sorts.



Half to hersdf, she murmured, "The ghost in the machine.”

Domi glanced at her quizzically, but didn't question her about the meaning of the comment. She
understood.

Brigid had no ideaiif they were on the sublevel, since any identifying numbers or maps had long ago been
removed from al thewalls. The corridor continued to curve gently, then arched around the base of a
wide spird staircase, stretching onward into the gloom. A few yards beyond it they saw adouble set of
heavy steel doors with asquare lock mechanism st in the center.

They increased their pace, Domi reaching the portasfirst. Sheran her fingers over the pand and jerked
them back. "Cold," sheannounced in surprise. "Like afreezer.”

Brigid looked at the lock and said, " Sonicdly controlled, I'll bet.”

"That way out?' Domi demanded.

"No, there's an exit farther down. Let me havethe Syne."

Domi obligingly undung the case from her shoulder and opened it, saying, "L et'sfind way out fird."
"And then what? Well be stuck outside.”
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"Better than in here. Westher's decent.”

"I have afeding that could change onawhim."

Brigid plucked the Mnemosyne from the case and ran it over thelock. When atiny light lit up oniits
metal skin, she placed it flat against the lock and initialized the decryption sensors. The device
transmitted an electronic sgnd that overrode the lock's microprocessors.

Two queeps sounded, solenoids snapped and, with a prolonged hiss of compressed air, the double
doorsdowly swung inward. A surge of painfully frigid air belled out between the doors, forming acloud

of migt asit entered the corridor.

Through the mist, they saw glowing lights as overhead light tubes flickered and shed ayellow
[uminescence.

Domi and Brigid stepped through the vapor and into along hexagond shaft, its sharply angled wals gray
and glassy. A low hum seemed to fill the passageway, a subsonic tone that vibrated rhythmically against
their eerdrums.

Behind inlaid-glass pandsin the sharply angled walsthey saw patterns of circuitry, with thousands of
tiny lightsflashing in perfect sync. Brigid and Domi walked past them, shivering and wondering at the
bone-deep intense cold.

After twenty yards, they reached the edge of acircular area, enclosed by a continuous lap-level console,



studded with regular rows of aternating red and white buttons and small, flickering readout screens.
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In the center of the circle, inset in the floor, rose alow dais of gleaming chrome. The square dais
supported acouch with curved sides. On the couch, wrapped tightly in amudinlike fabric, lay awoman.
She lay unmoving ort her back, eyes closed.

Nausearoiled in Brigid's belly, bile threstening to legp up her throat. Domi hissed in revulsion, averting
her eyes.

The woman looked like a botched autopsy or the subject of a brain surgeon who learned his technique
by eavesdropping on real doctors.

A large portion of the left Sde of the woman's head was missing, the scalp peeled and cut away like an
ear of partialy shucked corn. The blue-white cranial bone beneath was nakedly exposed. Red scraps of
tissue dtill clung to it. Socketed e ectrodes sprouted from crudely bored holesin her skull, fiberoptic
threads curling to deeve attachments on the console directly behind her head. She wore ametal band
around her brow, which helped to keep her detached scalp from sagging over her face. Inits center
gleamed asmal round lens crafted of convex dark crysta. Crusts of dried, frozen blood showed starkly
againg the pdlor of her skin.

"What the fuck isthis?' Domi demanded in a strangulated gasp. " Dead woman wired up...why?"

Though horror threatened to consume her, Brigid noted the dmost imperceptible rise and fal of the
woman's chest beneath the mudin. "1 don't think
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she'sdead. If she knew what happened to her, I'm sure sheld wish shewas."

Sheforced hersdlf to stare at the woman's face, noticing that the |eft hemisphere of the brain bore most
of the electrodes. She knew that the left Side of the brain controlled speech, language comprehension
and mathematicd ability, while the right focused on abstract thinking, music, concepts, spatid ability and
higher math.

She looked for any sign of consciousness. Despite the faint respiration, she found none. Then, with a
new surge of loathing, she recognized the woman's face. Tarahad shown them her in her image. The

face belonged to Berrier, Roberta J., one hdf of Tarasbinary matrix.

"Yes," said adeep voice from behind her. " She doesn't look her best, but she's so much more tractable
thisway. And useful, too."

Domi had aready spun around on her hed, leading with her Combat Master before the man'swords
fully penetrated Brigid's horror-clouded mind.

A man strode through the scraps of migt, followed closdly by black armored figures. Both Domi and



Brigid recognized his dark, one-eyed face. His voice was familiar, too.
"Barch," Domi sad flatly.

A haf-dozen Magistrates spread out in adouble row behind him, blaster barrels bristling. Domi knew
better than to fire, but she kept her blaster aimed at the big man wearing the eye patch.
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"Y ou know my name," he said with ingenuous curiosity. ™Y ou have the advantage of me, and I'm
unaccustomed to that."

A Mag stepped forward to stand beside Barch. Kane's unemotiona voice stated, "Their names are
Baptiste and Domi."

Chapter 21

Barch fixed his unblinking, cyclopean stare on the two women. He inquired, "Baptiste, the renegade
archivig?'

Kane nodded, not speaking.

"And thelittle outlander dut?'

"Likel sad, her nameisDomi."

"One of yours?'

Grant stepped up, rumbling, "More or less.”

Barch laughed, but the humor didn't reech hiseye. "My congratulations. While you two diverted my
attention in Ragnarville, you put your own partnersin place to find out what | was up to. My aready high
estimation of your abilities hasjust risen severa notches. | had no ideathe Preservationistis were this
thorough.”

Hesaid it asif the words the Preservationists explained everything.

Grant and Kane didn't respond. They were just as surprised, but more dismayed than Barch. Kane
gambled that inasmuch as Barch sought them as dlies, hewouldn't act on hisfirst impulseto order the
women imprisoned or chilled.

Gesturing to the armored men behind him, Barch
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said, "Lower your wegpons. Y ou, too, ladies. No harm will cometo you. Weredl in this together now."



Brigid and Domi said nothing, nor did they move. Kane noted approvingly that Brigid had her poker
face on, but Domi's ruby eyes shone with suspicion.

"Domi," Grant barked. "Do asthe man says."

Sowly, reluctantly, Domi returned her pistal to the shoulder holster. To the assembled Magistrates,
Barch said, "Stand down."

Asthe barrels of the Sin Eaters dropped, he ordered, "Wait for me outsde. Grant and Kane—stay.
Royce, you might aswell be here for the orientation, too. Not that you'll understand any of it."

Three of the black-armored men filed out into the corridor. Barch approached the women alittle warily,
but with a self-confident swagger. "How did you know about Zulu?' He addressed his question to no
onein particular.

"Likeyou said," answered Kane, "the Preservationists are thorough.”

Barch seemed satisfied with the explanation, at least temporarily. In Ragnarville, Barch and Royce had
escorted them up to the baron's penthouse and to a hidden mat-trans unit. There they had been joined
by three hard-contact Mags. All of them crowded into the jump chamber and made the trangit to Zulu.
Barch had spoken very little during the long walk from the gateway, except to express annoyance at the
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lowered sec bulkheads and to mutter peevishly about someone named Tara. He used asmall sonic key
toraisethe barriers.

Both Kane and Grant considered testing the recently imposed aversion to causing Barch harm, but they
opted to wait until they were absolutely certain the mental block had faded.

Trailed by Royce, they followed Barch as he strode directly to Brigid and Domi. When he stopped and
cast his gaze down, they followed suit. Grant and Kane struggled to tamp down their reactions of
revulsion when they saw the mutilated woman lying on the couch.

Quietly, addressing the two women, Barch said, "1 see you've met Roberta. Have you met the animated
verson of her?'

"Tara, you mean?' Brigid'stonewas asicy astheair around them.
"Who's Tara?' Grant inquired.

"For onething,” Brigid answered, "Baron Rag-nar's assassin.”
Royce dtiffened, drawing in asharp breeth.

Barch regarded her respectfully. "So you've reasoned it out.”



"Not redly. Shetold us about it hersdlf.”

Royce exclaimed, "My lord, if the baron's murderer is here, why haven't we—"
Barch didn't even bother turning his head. " Shut up, Royce."
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Kane forced himself to look at the supine woman. "Thisisn't Tara?"

Barch chuckled, ahard, flinty sound. "In amanner of speaking, yes. In another manner of speaking, this
entirecomplexisTara"

Grant and Kane regarded him blankly, but he seemed disinclined to expand on his statements.

"What you'reredly interested inisHAARP," the one-eyed man went on. "I brought you hereto
establish my bonafides. Let'sget onwithit."

He walked deeper into the hexagonal shaft, assuming the four people would follow him. Brigid caught
Kane's eye, and he surreptitioudy lifted afinger to hislips, dightly shaking his head.

What appeared to be afeatureless back wall split apart as Barch pointed the sonic key at it. The hum at
the edges of their hearing became an dmost deafening whine, cutting into their eardrums like white-hot
wire. Thevery air seemed to shiver with the sound. Protected by their hemets, Kane, Grant and Royce
only winced, but Domi and Brigid put their hands over their ears. Regular pulsing pops and the harsh
crackle of static overlaid the whining noise.

Barch led them out onto arailed catwalk overlooking avast mezzanine that seemed to belit by a

hundred halogen lamps. Their eyes pierced the glare enough to see that a center area d oped
symmetricadly upward from al directionslike an amphitheater molded from meta. The convex sdes

steepened at
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the top, branching into forked pylons. Skeins of eectricity Szzled between them.

Projecting from the dightly sunken concave areain the dead center of the amphitheater was a column of
metal. Though it took him afew moments to make the connection, Kane realized he waslooking at an
enormous parabolic transmission dish. It was a least fifty feet in diameter.

Barch shouted, "The heart of Redoubt Zulu—the terrestria stationary wave tranamitter.”

He pointed to the |eft and strode off dong the catwalk in that direction. The walk jogged into asmall,



glass-enclosed booth. Once the heavy door was shut behind them, the whine instantly became bearable,
if not comfortable,

A row of vid monitor screenslined the far wall, dl displaying different uninteresting images. Scattered on
adesk were hits and pieces of various el ectronic components.

Barch stepped to the last screen on the row and tapped it. It held alow-angle view of a skeletal forest of
metal, with dark trunks and spindly branches. "The HAARP array.”

He spokeloudly, asif his eardrums were still numbed by the electronic cacophony outside the booth. He
cast ady look toward them. "But | have afedling you know al about it."

"Y ou're giving us more credit than we deserve," Brigid replied. "Y ou're the one who had the knowledge
to reactivate the system.”

Kane repressed a smile. Brigid had assessed the man's monstrous ego and played to it. If he had
possessed feathers, he would have preened. Smugly, he said, "I must confess | didn't have that
knowledge when | firgt arrived here, about a month ago. But | did see and seize an unparalleled

opportunity.”

He planted his hands on his hips, tilting his head back at an arrogant angle. "HAARP wasthe key to
geophysicd warfare, to use the environment as awegpons system. Weather manipulation, climate
modification, earthquake engineering, ocean-wave control and brain-wave influence—all using the
planet's naturdl energy fidds"

Barch waved to the scattering of odds and ends on the desk. "I found prototypes of miniaturized
stationary wave carriers here. Y ou were subjected to a demonstration of how they work.”

He spoketersdly, asif he were reciting alesson he had learned by rote, or heard from someone else.
"AH in al, wegpons provided by HAARP would be virtudly undetectable by their victims.”

"And those victims would be the barons," Grant stated.
Barch nodded. "I'm gtill in the experimenta stages, testing HAARPslimitsand full cgpabilities. I've
managed to dter the climate here, in ahundred-mileradius. | affected the weather patternsin the vicinity

of Ragnarvilleto create astorm of such destructive magnitude that even | was surprised. But gratified,
nevertheless"

I
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Royce gaped at him, jaw creaking open in shocked disbelief. "You did that, my lord?'

Barch'slipstwisted contemptuoudy. "1 thought you would have figured that out by now. Should have
known. Once agrunt, awaysagrunt.”



He returned his attention to the others. "But you're different. Were of like minds and spines. We can lay
waste to the baronies from here, reclaim the Earth, chart the course of human destiny.”

"With you a the hdm?' Kaneinquired.

"Who isbetter qualified? | found HAARP, | put it back on-line." He gestured to the throbbing
transformer outside the booth. Do you think 1'd just cover it back up, forget about it and continue to
pissmy lifeaway in service to Baron Ragnar, bending my knee before that twisted little scut, tugging my
fordock?'

Genuine anger and hatred seethed in hiswords. He swept his arm toward the outlanders. "All of you
hate the barons, so don't deny it."

Brigid said quietly, "We hate them because they've made hate necessary in order for usto survive. We
don't hate them because they stand in the way of our own baronia ambitions.”

Barch didn't respond to the observation. "I can make al of you very powerful. I'm not asking you to sdl
your soulsto the devil. Thereisno catch to my offer.”

Kane was nearly overwhelmed by temptation. Why not agree to help further Barch's ambitions,
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then when the god was achieved, the baronies destroyed, turn on him and gain control of HAARP for
themsalves? They could reshape the Earth for the good of dll.

Sindri's plansto vist catastrophes on Earth to make it usdless to the Directorate had been stupendoudy
unworkable. Even if it had worked, the extreme overkill would have made the cure far worse than the
disease.

Asegomaniacal as hewas, Barch was not amadman like Sindri, and seemed to know precisely what he
was doing. Kane wasn't sureif hiswillingnessto join Barch was due to aresidud of the mind-altering
device or hisfierce desre to release humankind from the heavy harness of servitude. Sourly, he reflected
he could not trust his own judgment at the moment.

Barch stretched out hisarmsto them, asif inviting agroup hug. "Please, don't argue with me anymore. |
need people like you, resourceful and daring.”

"And Roberta Berrier," ventured Brigid, "was she daring enough to volunteer to have hersalf wet-wired
into a database?’

Barch heaved a sigh that sounded like an expression of genuine regret He passed ahand over hisbad
pate. "To gain magtery of thisingallation, of HAARP, certain problems had to be overcome, certain
sacrifices made."

"Themain onebeing,” Brigid said with no particular emotion in her voice, "the compromising of
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Tards programmed priorities. To achieve control of HAARP, you had to first get control of Tara."
Impatiently, Kane demanded, "Will somebody tell mewho Tarais supposed to be?"

"Not awho," Domi said. "She'sawhat.”

"She'sboth,” Barch declared. "An artificid intelligence operating on human engramsingtead of circuits
and microchips. Organic brain cdlls fused with eectrodes was the only way of interfacing with the
computers governing the HAARP array."

" Shel's more than acommunication interface,” said Brigid. " She'sthe Doomstar program.”

Barch's eye narrowed, then widened. "The what?'

Brigid'seyesglinted emerad hard. "Y ou mean you don't know?"

Dismissvely, Barch answered, "I know all | need to know about this placeand Tara."

Domi glowered at him, at his pompoustone. "Why isthat woman out there with her head al hacked up?*

Before Barch could respond, Brigid stated, "Robertawas the only way to insinuate your control of Tara.
Y ou used her brain asaway to integrate with the operationd systems.”

Barch pursed hislips. "It wasn't entirely my idea.”

He stepped to the bank of monitors, turned aknob and pressed a switch. A woman's high-planed face
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filled the center screen. She wasfairly young, with long dark hair brushed back behind her ears.

"Anne Madloy," he said, "director of the Specia Cybernetics Op Unit, attached to Project Eurydice. |
found her video log. Her brain, her essentia persondity and devotion to HAARP served as the template
for Tara"

Brigid noted absently that Tara's face was an idedlized verson of Anne Mdloy's.

"When Zulu was abandoned,” continued Barch, "a couple of yearsinto skydark, she stayed behind asits
guardian angel, so to peak. Her living body was preserved, in artificid hibernation, by aform of
cryonics. Her conscious mind dept, while her unconscious animated Tara and watched over the redoulbt,
making sure it was not occupied by the enemy.

"According to video records | found, this place was occupied atime or two over the past century, but
not by enemy troops. Squatters and scavengers, in the main, but they didn't tamper with HAARP or try
to get in here. Taradid not react to their presence. She left them aone.”

Barch paused for amoment, closely eyeing theimage of Anne Madloy. "I'm not sure when it happened,



not even Tara can provide a specific date, but Malloy's organic life functions ceased. She died. But the
basics of her mind, her synaptic structure, her neural pathways lived on.”

In avery unsteady, very low tone, Brigid asked, "Whereis her body?*
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Barch made a scoffing noise, as though he found the question unbdievably stupid. "Wegot rid of it, we
disposed of it, what do you think? This place has avery efficient incinerator.”

Grant said, "And 0 you tried to subgtitute Robertafor Malloy asthe biointerface?"

Barch snorted. "I didn't try, | succeeded. Of course, Tara oversaw the actua surgery. She had all the
information on the techniques, since her human self had designed it. Roberta'sinterface isnot as
aestheticdly pleasing asMdloy's, but | went for results, not beauty. It al paid off. Tarais under my
complete control.”

"But," Brigid interjected, "she's never told you about Doomgtar.”

Barch surveyed her coldly. "Perhgps you will enlighten me."

"A very apt choice of words, consdering that Doomstar could light up thiswhole part of the planet.”
"Explan.”

"Have you ever heard of contraterrene?”’

Barch shook his head. "No."

"Antimetter, then?"

Recognition flickered dimly in hiseye. " think so. The opposite of matter, right? Something predark
whitecoats fooled around with. Strictly theoretica.”

Brigid chuckled mirthlesdy. "Y ou wish. Antimatter and matter were created and used in limited degrees.
When two particles of it meet, their massis
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converted to high-energy radiation in mutua annihilation.”

Barch gazed at her inirritated impatience. "1 don't need a science lesson, Baptiste.”

"Y ou do about this," sheresponded curtly. "It's quite possible—actudly, probable—that Tarais
composed of particles of antimatter, held by amagnetic field which is part of her energy form.”

Fingering his beard, Barch said musingly, ™Y ou may have something there. Taraemits somekind of



energy that has exceptiondly destructive effects on matter. That's how she chilled Baron Ragnar, you
know."

Royce's shoulders stiffened, then dumped.

Brigid asked, "How did you manage to get her out of the redoubt?’

"After | integrated Roberta, | convinced her that in order to assist me, she must assassinate the baron.
Since she'sjust energy, just ahologram, she can dter her mass and shape a will. She stored her pattern
in atiny remote drone, and | sent it to Ragnarville by mat-trans. Once she'd done the deed, she came
back."

Brigid shook her head pityingly. "Y ou're like ababy, playing with the detonator of anuke warhead. Y ou
may have Taraunder a certain amount of control due to interfacing her with Berrier, but you haven't

come close to penetrating her prime directive and priority."
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Defensvely, Barch said, " She never said anything about aDoomstar program.”
"Because you didn't know about it to ask her,” Brigid retorted.

"Andyou did?"

"Y es, but my questions met alockout. She said she needed my security-authorization codes before she
could say yesor no."

"I amended dl those old codes," Barch explained matter-of-factly.

"How could you have amended the Doomstar codes since you knew nothing about them?"
Skepticaly, Barch asked, "How did you know about it?"

Brigid jerked her head toward Kane. "Like he said you sad, the Preservationists are thorough.”

If Barch detected the edge of sarcasm in her voice, he gaveno sign of it. "I have ared problem believing
this”

Brigid shrugged. "Well, let's go to the source. Ask Tara. Summon her or invoke her, or bring her on-line
or whatever you do."

Barch glared at her for along silent moment, assessing the challenge Brigid had tossed hisway. With a
sharp, peremptory wave of hisright hand, he directed them toward the door of the booth. They returned
to the catwalk, breasting the invisble surf of sound rolling from the transformer.

Back inside the hexagona chamber, Barch closed the rear wall, cutting off the near painful whine. He
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marched over to the body of Berrier and announced, " Accessing the Thermonic Autogenic Robotic
Ass stance data network out-feed. | request assistance.”

A chime suddenly bonged softly, and the € ectronic hum dropped in pitch. Console readouts flashed
brightly. Circuitry clicked. From the lens on Berrier's brow, a pinpoint of light sprang up and out. Domi
and Brigid recognized it asthelittle sensor bee.

Barch said, "Put the holographic interactive program on-line."

Dazzling light erupted from the bee and shimmered into the figure of anaked, hairless woman. Kane,
Grant and Royce gaped in astonishment—in more than astonishment—at her lissome form and shining
in.

Thewoman said, "I am the holographic interactive program of the Thermonic Autogenic Roboatic
Assstance data network out-feed. Please be specific in the manner in which | may assist you. | am here
to serve”

Smiling, hisfigson hiships, Barch sad, "Assst me by explaining the Doomstar program.”

When the buzz issued from Tara, the smile fled Barch'sface. It twisted into a mask of incomprehension
when she said, "We must have your security-authorization codes before that interrogative may be
definitively answered.”

All of them saw Barch struggling to maintain his
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composure, to keep from losing histemper. "What isthe classfication?”

The reply wasimmediate. "SCOU B-18 and above."

"Youwill grant methat classfication immediately.”

Taraseemed puzzled. "We cannot meet such arequest. It is outside the parameters of our programmed
priorities”

Barch looked stunned, asif acowed servant had suddenly and for no apparent reason become
rebellious. He gaped at Tara, speechless, unable even to move.

Brigid asked, "What isyour prime, unamended priority?*
"To observe, maintain and protect the integrity of this tation.”
"From whom?' she pressed.

"From those who mean it harm or intend to dter it fromits origina specifications.”



Brigid turned toward Barch, smiling asmall but very triumphant smile. "That loopholeisal that saved
you from ending up like Baron Ragnar. Y ou and the squattersin here before you didn't intend to harm or
dter theingtdlation. Therefore, Taradidn't defend it. She's probably programmed to respond to certain
kinds of uniforms, maybe even to the Russian language.”

"So thefuck what?' Barch rasped angrily. "She's
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gill under my control, this Doomgtar shit of yours notwithstanding.”

Brigid's triumphant smile became cold and taunting. "L et'stest that, why don't we?

To Tara, she declared, "'l require your assistance. | need to access Maloy, Anne, SCOU, Project
Eu-rydice. | need to access Berrier, Roberta J., genotype Gamma Minus C. Quatro-rated archivigt,
Ragnarville Higoricd Divison.”

Barch whirled on her. "What are you doing?' He hedled back toward Tara. "l countermand that request.”
Taracocked her head, lips moving. "Whadoyu-wanwithme?'

The voice came out as agarble, unpracticed, like a defective sound tape.

"Berrier, Roberta J.," Brigid repeated firmly, "Mdloy, Anne. | wish to access those components of your
binary memory matrix."

Nether Kane, Domi nor Grant could imagine what Brigid had in mind, so they stayed quiet, watching.
Kane poised himself to legp on Barch if he made aviolent move toward Brigid. Royce seemed too
trandfixed by the hologram of the nude woman to notice anything else.

Tards curvaceous body twisted, wavering like water in aviolently shaken glass container. Grant uttered
amuffled curse and took a half step backward as both sides of Tara's torso stretched out in sparkling
light patterns and dancing pixels. Though they
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had seen the phenomena before, Domi and Brigid stared in fascination.

Apparently it was new to Barch, because he grunted in astonishment, fists dropping limply to hissides.
Thelight swirlsformed into apair of figures, one standing on either Sde of Tara

Anne Madloy, wearing adrab olive jumpsuit with insggnia patches on the deeves, sood on Taras |l ft.
Roberta Berrier, in the green bodysuit of an archivist, ssood on her right. Theimages of both women
spoke at that sametime.

"What do you want with me?*



Thetond qualities and inflections differed greetly, though each word wasin perfect synchronization.

"Onea atime" said Brigid. "Malloy, Anne. Y ou served asthe neura and synaptic template for the
Thermonic Autogenic Robotic Ass stance data network out-feed.”

"Affirmative" sad Anne Mdloy'simage.
"Did you volunteer for the biointerface process?'
"Asitsmgor software designer and asa soldier in the service of my country a wartime, it was my duty."

Brigid nodded and turned toward Berrier. "Berrier, RobertaJ. Y ou were the amendment to the
template”

"Affirmative”

"Did you volunteer for the biointerface process?

Berrier stared at Brigid for along moment, then dowly swiveled her facein Barch'sdirection. The
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hologram seemed to stare at him with only afaint flicker of recognition, then with adawning
comprehenson.

"Volunteer..." Theword passed her lipsin the most distant of sighs.
Leaning down, Kane whispered into Brigid's ear, "What are you doing?'

"Thisisthe only way to learn the extent of Taras memory patterns. I'm betting Berrier's neura pathways
haven't been fully integrated yet."

Kane murmured doubtfully, "I hope the odds of this bet paying off are greater than the usua one

The hologram of Berrier continued to gaze steadily at Barch, who seemed discomfited by it. He gestured
savagely, "Enough. Access closed. Data out-feed off-line."

Theimage of Anne Maloy blurred, shivered, broke apart and flowed into Tara. Berrier'sfigure
wavered, horizontal streaks running through it, but it remained standing.

Barch haf shouted in frustration, " Access closed! Out-feed off-linel Now!*

Brigid said, "Berrier, Roberta J. Respond to the interrogative. Did you volunteer for the biointerface
process?"

Whirling on Royce, he snarled, " Shut thisbitch up!™

Royce made areflexive move toward Brigid, looked briefly at the others, then stepped back.
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"No, sr," he said firmly. "I want to hear what she hasto say."

Grant and Kane pricked up their ears, noting how Royce hadn't addressed him as my lord, subdtituting
arather sardonic srr.

Barch roared, "There's nothing to hear! The whore didn't volunteer, al right? | wired her up myself.
Wheat the fuck difference does it make?"

He jabbed an arm toward Berrier's maimed, supine body and then at her whole, standing image. "1
aready explained why | did it. Berrier was an expendable nobody. She serves afar greater purpose
now than punching keysand rewriting history intheville.

Sowly, asif hewerefeding hisway around the words, Royce said, "Kind of like me. An expendable
nobody. A grunt. A tool."

Thistime, he couldn't even summon up the effort for a Sir.

The hologram of Berrier shifted forward, gliding to the head of the couch, staring down at the upturned
waxy face. Like someone clawing her way out of anightmare-haunted dumber, she murmured. "Barch
did that to me...I didn't volunteer. He studied how it had been done with Maloy. He used amachine he
found to control my mind, force meto cooperate.”

Berrier's head lifted, and her stricken face showed grief, fury and the comprehension of abetraya so
deep that aliving human being would have dropped
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dead on the spot. "Barch...l loved you. | gave you my heart. / gave you my heart!"

Barch opened and closed his mouth severa times, like alanded fish gasping for air. "Roberta, you know
why | did this. We talked about it often enough, about taking control of the redoubt, of the array.”

Heforced apersuasive, wheedling note into hisvoice. "Remember what | told you?"

Suddenly Taraspoke, though not in her ato tones, but in Barch'svoice. "'l trust you as| hope you trust
me. I'm looking for something to help both of us. So we can dways be together. A Mag and an archivist
can't belegally matched, you know. To be together, we need to find a place for ourselves, far from the
power of the baron.”

Barch's face registered shock, then anger, asif he suspected the hologram of the nude woman was
mocking him.

Theimage of Berrier froze, her outline rippling. Tara stood motionless, serenely detached, like astatue.



"What'sgoing on?' Grant demanded in ahusky whisper. "What'swrong with her?"

" think she's processing,” answered Brigid, "trying to reconcile her programmed memories with what
shesfeding now."

Barch overheard and spit derisively. "She can't fedl, you stupe bitch. She'safucking machine.”
"|sthat right, Roberta?' Brigid asked in achd-
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lenging tone. "Isthat al you are now? A flesh-and-blood woman who only wanted love, transformed
into circuit boards and digital data streams?”

The hologram of Berrier suddenly, swiftly moved. There was no misinterpretation of the emotions
crossing her face now. It was twisted with awild, deranged fury. She lunged for Barch, hands
outdtretched for histhroat, fingers hooked to claw out his eyes.

She passed completely through the couch, and her body and her hands floated harmlesdy through his
face. After astunned second, the redlization that she couldn't touch him sank in and brought a
bare-toothed, snarling grinto hislips.

"Incompetent to the last, Roberta," he said in agloating croon. "It'sal over now. Y ou've had your
moment of freedom, but it'sfinished. Y ou can't do agoddamn thing to change the way thingsare. Y ou'll
dowhat | tell youto do."

Brigid started to mention that Berrier was only a projection from Tara. Asthe primary manifestation, she
possessed solidity, asartificial asit was. She bit her comment back, to watch what would happen next.

Barch strode through Berrier as he would a plume of smoke, stepping to the head of the couch. He
rested hisfingerslightly on the eectrodes and sockets studding the exposed, trephinated skull.

"Get back into the out-feed, Roberta, or I'll end whet little life you have."
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In sudden darm, Brigid blurted, "Barch, don't make threats—"

Barch ignored her, lipstwigting asif heintended to spit at the hologram. "I'll pull your fucking plug,
Roberta. I'll shut you down. Y ou'll spend dl of eternity in the big dark. Y ou know I'll do it.”

Between clenched teeth, Brigid hissed, "Oh, shit."

Kane and the others weren't certain of the cause of Brigid's sudden agitation, but she telegraphed it to
them by her tense posture.

Berrier'simage dissolved into a glittering swarm of pixesthat legped acrosstheroom and into Tara. Ina



clear voice, she announced, "'Implementing maximum defense measure Z for Zulu, D for Doom-dtar.
Activation code zero-zero-doomstar-zero."

Taraextended her arms outward from her body, keeping her pamsflat and pardld to the floor, forming
aT. Asshearched her back, thrusting out her firm breasts, a diamond-shaped dit opened between
them. A swirling splash of multicolored light fanned out.

Cdmly, shesad, "Doomstar program on-line.”

Chapter 22

Barch staggered back, hands raised to shield his eye from the radiance washing from the gperture in
Taras chest cavity. "Off-linel" he belowed. "Thisisaverbd override of dl sysems! Off-ling!"

Squinting away from the blaze, Brigid shouted, "Y ou stupe bastard, that's why it's called Doomgtar! It's
irreversible. Once the program is activated, you can't shut it down!”

Royce smoothly and deftly raised his Sin Eater, training it on the diamond-shaped opening. "No!" Brigid
cried. "Y ou don't know what will—"

A thread-thin line of light whiplashed out and touched the barrel of his Sin Eater. It instantly enveloped
him and exploded in ablinding, man-sizefirebal. The concusson was so overwhemingly loud their ears
couldn't completely regigter it, but everyone certainly fdt it.

A wrecking ball seemed to smash againg their bodies and dam them violently down the hexagona shéft.
Glass-covered pandls and gauges shattered in shards. Compressed air crowded them toward the open
door.

They caught only glimpses of Royce's body hur-
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tling in fragmentsin dl directions. Armsand legs, asubstantid portion of historso and chunks of
polycarbonate thudded down all around. Scarlet sprinkled the ceiling, the walls and the floor.

Kane staggered erect, pulling Brigid with him. Domi hauled on Grant's arm as Barch scrabbled on hands
and kneestoward the corridor. Kane narrowed his eyes againgt the amost intolerable glare even through
hisvisor and panted into Brigid's ear, "Any ideas?'

His eardrums were ssunned, so he amost didn't hear her one word answer: "Run."

They dl did, sampeding pell-mell for the exit. Barch regained hisfeet and tried to elbow Domi aside, but
received a backhand to the nose for his efforts. When they reached the corridor, he activated the sonic
key. Asthe doors began to close, Brigid said angrily, "That's not going to stop antimatter.”

Barch didn't reply; he smply raced for the spird staircase and the three Magisirates milling around its
base. They had been taking their ease on therisers until they heard the explosion. They shouted
guestions as Barch pushed past them without aword.



They stood in dack-jawed surprise as Domi, Brigid and Grant reached the staircase and began clattering
up. As he dashed after them, Kane barked, " Start running, assholes.”

Hisfoot had just landed on the third step in arunning lesp when he heard the rumbling screech from
behind him. He looked back long enough to see
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the doors burst outward violently, the heavy metal spewing sparks and showing grest bulges.

"Movel" heyeled, pushing Grant forward.

The Magidtrates cried out in fear and heaved into action as one body, jostling each other asthey fought
to reach the upper level. The stairs continued to wind up and around, and Kane began to fed alittle
dizzy before he reached solid flooring. Barch was dready sprinting madly down the corridor, and they all
took after him. Brigid, who was very fleet of foot, dropped back to say breathlesdy, "I don't think shelll
let usreach the gateway."

"Any way to talk her out of this?' Kane panted asheran.

"She'sacomputer program, running to completion. Shewon't stop until dl the perceived threats are
neutralized."

Kane gasped out agroan. "Hell of awoman for Barch to scorn.”

"Look who'staking," Brigid retorted.

Sec bulkheads began dropping in front of them, and they were forced to crouch and dodge under them,
and once executed shoulder rollsto get through them al. Amazingly, none of the Magistrates was
]Er;q;ped or crushed, though one of the portals came within afractiona margin of amputating Grant's | eft
They continued to sprint, but Kane fdt his musclestightening, hislungs burning. He knew he couldn't
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keep up the pace in the armor for much longer, nor could Grant, even with Domi to pull him aong.
"One chance," Brigid said. "There's an exit up ahead, if Tarahasn't locked out the controls.”

"So we hide from her outsde?"

"She may have alimit on the distance she can travel from the redoubt in her human form.”

Asthey rounded another bend, they saw that Barch evidently had the sameidea. Franticdly, he punched
in the code on the green liquid crysta display pad. With ahissing, squeaking rumble of buried hydraulics,



the multiton door did up. Before it had risen more than three feet, Barch had scuttled beneathitina
crablike shuffle.

None of them, including the Magigtrates, waited for the door to reach full ascension before they ran out
onto the blacktop road. The sky wasn't the clean blue Domi and Brigid expected. Thick black clouds
had massed, boiling and building above the HAARP array amile distant. The pulsing crackling they had
heard earlier was now much louder.

The temperature had dropped considerably and felt asif it was plunging even lower. A tiff, chill wind
gusted up from the valey, flattening the new plant growth.

They raced down the doping road, heedless of the treacherous footing. Large chunks of the asphalt
were broken and cracked, and once Kane nearly pitched headfirst down the incline. As he recovered,
he heard aMagigtrate shouting orders and glanced behind him.
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The Mags quickly arranged themsalvesin astandard deployment of personnedl and firepower, training
their blasters on the doorway. He dowed down, not smply because of the gtitch in hisside, but because
hefelt the urgeto join them.

"Dont even think it!" Brigid snapped over her shoulder, snatching awindblown strand of hair from her
face. "Bulletswon't stop an energy field!"

Grunting with the exertion and pain, Kane forced more speed into his pumping legs. Though he and
Brigid quarreled frequently, he had the utmost faith in Brigid's assessments of Situations, especialy when
they were bizarre.

Heran only afew more yards when he heard the triple-jackhammer roar of Sin Eaters on full auto.
Though he risked another misstep, he couldn't help but turn to watch.

Her body almost completely obscured behind the blazing funne of light washing from her chest, Tara
strode out of the redoubt, directly into the Mag'sfusillade.

What little breath he had |eft in hislungs seized up when he saw her continue to walk down the road, her
gait not fatering or reacting to the s multaneous multiple impacts. A flesh-and-blood woman would have
died amost immediately, al her bones shattered, interna organs ruptured, brain shot away. But Taras
purposeful stride was completely unaffected.

Delicate white threads sprang from the shimmer enveloping her. Each one touched aMagidtrate, and
Doomstar Relic

331

with each touch asharp report shook the mountainsde. There were brief bursts of blinding flame, and
when the flashes faded, only hegps of split-open polycarbonate and charred, broken bones remained of
the Mags.



Kane amogt panicked then, but he managed to restrain his mounting terror. All of them were doomed to
be obliterated by arelic of predark scientific hubris and paranoia

Asthe roadbed met the vadley floor, Kane'sfear gave way to fatalism. He saw no point in making a
stand, but Brigid's hope that Tarahad a prescribed distance limit outside of Redoubt Zulu was definitely
afutilewish.

Tarakept coming, maintaining asteady, graceful stride. Kane watched her in something closeto
admiration and awe. He wasn't much of a scholar, but he had skimmed a few texts about myths and
reigion he found in Cerberus. As Tara descended from the mountainside, he was reminded of storieshe
had read. She was like an avenging goddess, an Athenaiin battle, or aValkyrie or aLilith. Shewasa
scorned woman whose hell-spawned fury could destroy far, far more than afaithlesslover.

Kane turned and began to run after the others again. Barch seemed to sense he was the true target of
Taraswrath, programming notwithstanding. He sprinted in araw panic, a gibbering explosion of
mindlessterror erupting from his mouth. He emitted wild cries and ye ps with every footfal.
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Though the rest of them were winded, especidly Grant, Barch gave no hint of fatigue. Not that it
mattered; he, dl of. them, could run al theway across Alaska, over the Bering Strait and into Russia,
and Tarasinexorable pursuit wouldn't let up. But they would have to stop eventudly, no matter how
much distance they might put between her and them.

At the thought, Kane rocked to a halt and summoned enough oxygen in hisaching, straining lungsto yell,
"Stop! Everybody stop!”

The two women and Grant cast him incredulous|ooks over their shoulders, but they complied, sumbling
asthey dowed.

The Sin Eater dipped into Kane's hand, and he sighted down its length, bracing the barrel on hiseft
forearm. He brought Barch into target acquisition and lightly touched the trigger. Hisfinger didn't cramp
or waver, but he didn't vent asigh of relief. He whispered, "We aspire to the same god," and squeezed

thetrigger.

The gun jumped in hishand as he fired asingle shot.

Barch's babbles dissolved into a scream of pain as the 9 mm round plowed into the back of hisright leg,
between knee and thigh, shearing away afistful of fabric, flesh and muscle asit exited. He performed a
limb-flailing somersault, his head violently reversing position with hisfeet.

Kane lowered his blaster and glanced behind him. Tarawas |ess than twenty paces away so he walked
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swiftly forward. Grant, bresth coming in harsh, ragged gasps, demanded, "Why'd you do that?"



"Anidea," Kaneanswered. "The only thing | can think of that has any chance of working.”
"L et me guessthe odds," Grant muttered, falling into step beside him. " One percent.”
"Thistime," said Kanegrimly, "it's probably half that."

Barch lay on the grass-carpeted valey floor, histhigh bone shattered. Blood pulsed from between his
clutching fingers. His eye was dready glazing over as he succumbed to shock.

A rattling gasp bubbled past hislips as he looked up and saw the Sin Eater in Kane's hand. "Why?*

"Y ou started this shit with awoman,” Kanetold him very quietly. "Let'sseeif you can finish it the same
way."

The thickening cloud cover spread out in awhorl-ing canopy from the HAARP antennaarray, racing
across the sky toward them, blotting out the sun. Strong, cold gusts of wind dapped at their clothes, and
tiny particles of hail stung their exposed flesh.

Tara continued to advance as the weather worsened, asif the building storm was only areflection of her
intent.

"Thiswon't accomplish anything,” Brigid said, her green eyes dulled by exhaustion and fear. "Shel'sa
program, not a victim seeking redress for awrong."

"I'm gambling that she's more victim than pro-
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gram. Y ou reached Berrier once. Maybe you can do it again before she flash-friesus al.”

AsTaragrew closer, acrimson-hued conoid cloud stretched down toward her, spinning above her
head, whirling aminiature, compressed tornado. A muted rumbling roer filled the valley.

Grant glanced toward the distant antennae and muttered darkly, " She's controlling HAARP now, too."

Brigid swallowed hard. "M akes sense she would be interfaced with it. She said as much to Domi and
rrell

Barch groped wildly for Grant's boot with scarlet-coated fingers. He sobbed, "Don't let her—" But
Grant stepped away from him, not bothering to disguise the disgust on hisface.

Tarareached apoint less than five paces away. They narrowed their eyes againgt the light glare, and she
once more spread her arms wide and arched her back. Though it was amost impossibleto tell, Tara
appeared to pay Barch no particular attention.

Brigid shouted, "Berrier, Roberta J.! Access that component of your binary matrix! Berrier, Roberta J.!"

They saw no outward change in Tards stance or the intengity of the light. But after afew moments, when
Brigid redized they were still standing and not vaporized, she said in awarm, urgent tone, "Roberta. |



request Robertas assistance.”
Taraspoke, but her voice sounded like an odd
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blend of her own flat dlto and Berrier's clipped, precisediction. "What isit you request?’

"Y our understanding. Only Barch meant harm to the redoubt. Barch, who used and betrayed your love.
Barch, who amended the priorities and used you to do it. Heisthe only transgressor here.”

"The program must be completed.”
The blended feminine tones were difficult to judge, but Kane was certain he detected a hesitation in them.

"Y ou may complete the program with Barch." Brigid gestured to him. "Here heis. We are assisting you
to complete the program.”

She paused, then said in an emationdly charged, impulsive burgt, "We're helping you hed. We—all of
us—know what it'slike to believe in something, in someone, and then find out it was a sham to benefit
another.”

To Kane's discomfort and dismay, he saw tears suddenly well up in Brigid'seyes. In alow, quavering
voice, shesaid, "I'm so sorry for what he did to you, Roberta.”

Tarastood motionlessfor along, tensetick of time. Then, dowly, shelowered her arms. Asshedid o,
the blaze of radiance lessened in intensity, but the diamond-shaped aperture didn't close up. Her face
was blank, as devoid of expression asamask as she gazed one by one into their faces.

Snow sifted down in light flurries. Flakes touched her gleaming skin, and they disappeared with little
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hissing sounds. Her gaze findly traveled to Barch, lying on the ground, grasping his bullet-punctured leg.
Hisone eye blinked rgpidly.

He gasped out his gpology and plea, "I'm sorry, too, Roberta. Believe me, | am. Can you find it in your
heart to forgive me?'

It was such a stupid, desperate ploy, Kane nearly gagged.
Tardslipscurved in adreamy half smile. From them came Berrier's voice, with no trace of Taras
modulating it. "Of course| can find it in my heart to forgive you. If you swear to pledge your heart to me,

forever and dways."

Barch nodded wildly. "I swear, Roberta, oh, | swear. | belong to you."



She dropped to one knee beside him asif to offer him comfort, cradling the back of his neck with her
left hand and laying her right flat on his chest.

Ddlicate sizzling lightnings suddenly sprang up between Taras fingertips and the front of his bodysuit.
Barch flung back hishead and howled, spittle flying from hislips. He convulsed, arms and legs spasming.
With amushy tearing sound and a splintering of bones, Taraplunged her hand into his breast. Blood
pumped up around her writ.

Tarayanked her hand out and up, holding his quivering heart, squeezing it between her fingers. Smoke
wisped up as the bloody organ began to cook within her grasp. Softly she said, "I have your heart,
forever and dways."
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She sood up in alunging rush, standing over Barch's trembling body, his eye blank and staring, reflecting
nothing but the storm clouds overhead. Blood streamed in crimson rivulets down Taras dender wrist
and forearm, drying and smoldering.

They did their best to maintain neutral expressionswhen Taralooked at them again. She pointed with the
heart to the road leading to Redoubt Zulu.

Still speaking in Berrier'svoice, shesaid, "Thisisthelast timethat |, Berrier, Roberta J., can assst you.
Go. Do not return. The eterna winter will reclaim thisland, burying it benesth the snow and ice. Thereis
no reason to ever come back."

Kane wasn't inclined to offer aword of protest or thanks. He turned and began walking swiftly out of
thevaley. The snow fdl heavier and the cold crept into his bones. He hoped the others were following
him at a spritely pace, snce hewasalittle afraid to ook back.

They were, and they were just as anxiousto obey Tard's command as he was. Brigid caught up to him
asthey reached the road. "Good thinking, Kane. Another one-percenter pays off. Y ou know more
about women than | gave you credit for."

He acknowledged the remark with awry smile. "What were you and Domi doing herein thefirst place?’

"Lakesh thought it was agood ideaif we worked separately for awhile. He thinks you and | spend
entirely too much qudity time together."
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Kane was too numb from exhaustion and the cregping cold to come up with averba response, so he
opted for alaugh. Evenin hisown ears, it sounded nervous and forced.

The four of them trudged up the cracked and split dope to the redoubt's entrance in only alittle more
time than it had taken them to descend it. Grant removed his helmet, and despite the cold, perspiration
glistened on hisface. Onceinsde, he and Domi made for the gateway area straightaway.



Though Kane told himsdlf he wasn't going to do it, he found himself stopping at the threshold to look
back at the valley. He wasn't sure if he was disgppointed when he saw little but ashifting curtain of
show. The HAARP aray, Barch and the beautifully gleaming figure of Tarawere lost within the swirling
whitevells.

Brigid paused to look too. Softly, she asked, "When will the reign of blood and mad ambition end?
Bitterly, he answered, "Aslong asthere are men like Barch, never."

He amiled then, but only alittle sadly. Reaching up, helightly brushed away the tears fill wet on her
cheeks.

Hesad, "Aslong asthere are people like you, Baptiste, | can at least have hopethat it will someday.”

Coming in December 1998 is Iceblood, the next way station in the Outlanders
saga.

Iceblood

When the microlight illuminated Brigid's face, Kane almost wished they werein darkness again. Her face
was smeared with dried blood from her scalp wound, her emerald eyes dulled with fatigue and pain and
surrounded by dark rings. Even her curly mane of hair drooped listlessly.

Shelooked at him and said, "Y ou look terrible.™

"Thanksto you," Kane retorted angrily. He scowled at her, then forced alaugh. He stood up dowly,
dlently enduring the spasms of painigniting in hisback and legs.

"Wdll," he said after amoment, "Zakat and his crew are behind us, so we can't go back. Balamiis
somewhere ahead of us. So we haveto go out.”

"And down," Brigid added gloomily. Gingerly, she stepped toward the mouth of the tunnel and peered
into the yawning blackness below.

Shetook a deep breath and inched out onto the ledge, flattening herself against the rock wall, digging the
fingers of her handsinto the fissures and crevices. After amoment of hard swallowing, Kane stepped out
after her, strapping the microlight around hisleft wrigt.
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The ledge made a sharp turn to theright after afew steps, and its pitch descended at an increasingly
steeper angle. Kane and Brigid were forced to edge their way dong it with their hands gripping the wall
tightly. Kane wondered how deep benegath the Earth they were. He couldn't hazard a guess, but he
suspected the ledge benesth their feet wasn't naturd. Its smoothness bespoke craftmanship, though
whether it was carved by human hands, he had no way of knowing. Nor did he particularly want to
know.

It was dow, [aborious work and it was perilous, for ominous cracklings at the lip of the ledge warned



that their combined weight might start adide, sending them both plunging into the blackness.

Kane worried that the batteries of the Nighthawk were dangeroudly low, but he didn't turn off the
mi-crolight. Theledge gradually widened into atrue path. Both of them breathed easier when they no
longer had to inch Sdeways, but the dim glow of the microlight dampened their relief. The flashlight
exuded little more than afirefly halo when the ledge met and joined with arocky floor.

A faint rumble sounded to their right and they halted, hafway expecting another downpour of sones. A
few seconds of hard listening told them the noise was made by an underground stream or river. Kane
was suddenly, sharply aware of how thirsty he was;

They moved aong the path, beneath ponderous masses of stone. The Nighthawk abruptly went out.
icebtood
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The echoes of Brigid's despairing groan chased each other through the impenetrabl e blackness.

They stopped waking, their hearts trip-hammering as they stood motionlessin the stygian darkness.
Kane's breasth camein harsh, ragged bursts as he struggled to control his mounting terror. Findly, the
mission priority was the spur that drove him forward, made him start walking again, taking Brigid by the
arm and fedling hisway adong therough wals. Then, far away, he saw atiny blue-yelow flicker of light.
He pointed it out, and they increased their pace. The crunch of their footfalls sent up ghostly
reverberations.

The path suddenly debouched into agloomy underground gallery with walls of black basdlt. Like jagged
teeth, stalactites and stalagmites projected in weird formations of rock from the roof and floor of the
cavern. To their dismayed surprise, they saw that the source of the ectoplasmic light was asmall square
pand of aglassy substanceinset inthe gdlery wall.

Walking over toit, Brigid eyed it curioudy, reaching out atentative hand to touch it. "I've never seen
anything likethisbefore.”

"l have," declared Kane grimly.
She jerked her hand away and turned to face him. "Where?"

"In the Black Gobi, in the tent of the Tushe Gun. | guessthereisn't any need to wonder where he got
them...or where this one came from."
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Brigid nodded and stepped away from the glowing pandl. The sdf-styled Avenging Lamahad made the
ancient Mongolian city of Khara-Khoto his headquarters. Beneath the black city lay an even more
ancient structure, a space vessdl. The Tushe Gun had looted much Archon technology from it, without
understanding what it was.

Softly, Brigid said, "And | guess there's no more need to wonder why Balam was drawn to this place.”



They strode through the gdlery, accompanied by the hollow echoes of their footsteps. Every few yards,
they came across more of thelight panels. Theillumination provided was wesk and unsatisfactory, but
even 0, they could only be grateful for it.

The gdlery narrowed into a crevasse and they squeezed into it, clambering over falen masses of stone.
The splash of rushing water grew louder asthefissure veered to the left. After afew steps, they found
themselves standing on a stone shelf afoot or so above the surface of ariver. The opposite bank was
about seventy feet away, butting up againgt awall of basdlt.

The water looked black, but Kane rushed to it anyway, lying flat and plunging his head into theicy
current. Brigid knedled beside him, taking off her gloves before cupping handfuls of water to her mouth.

Thewater had apeculiar tang to it, a sour limestone aftertaste, but they drank their fill, washing
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away the blood and grime on their faces. When Kane blunted the edge of histhirgt, he became aware of
agnawing hunger and he wondered doud if there were any fish in the stream.

Brigid didn't reply. She peered downstream. "Thereisn't apath. If theriver leadsto away out, well
have to swim. Or go back."

Kaneraked thewet hair out of hiseyes. "There's nothing to be gained by that Zakat and his crew are
better armed than we are.”

Brigid nodded. "Y egh, but I'm not up to swimming. Theriver is cold, probably fed by meltwater. Wed
both succumb to hypothermiainside of acouple of minutes.”

Kane arose, looking past Brigid to the other side of the stream. Though the light was uncertain, he was
sure he saw along object bobbing on the surface, dmost directly across from their position. Leaning
againsgt the rock wall, he tugged off his boots, shucked his coat and did into the water.

"What are you doing?' Brigid demanded.

"Wait and see, Baptiste."

Hisfeet touched the gravelly bottom. The water was shockingly, amost painfully cold, and it took al of
his self-control not to curse. He started wading across, moving as quickly as he dared. After afew
steps, theicy water lapped at histhighs, then up to hiswaist. He kept on, fighting the strong current. A
time or two, loose stones turned benesth hisfeet, and he nearly fell.
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When he reached the other side, he was gasping and out of breath. From the hips down, he was

completely numb, but the bobbing shape was what he had hoped it would be. A six-foot-long boat
made of bark and laced yak's hide was tethered to a boulder by alength of leather. A wooden pole



about ten feet long lay on the bank.

Pulling himsdlf ashore, Kane snatched the tether free and took the pole. Tentatively, he eased into the
little boat. The craft sank a bit, the hide-and-bark hull giving alittle, but it seemed river worthy.

Shoving off with the pole, he propelled the boat acrossthe river. He had difficulty crossing because of
the current, but the pole aways touched bottom. When the prow bumped against the opposite bank,
Brigid handed him his boots and coat. She hesitated only amoment before gingerly climbing into it.
Hastily, Kane put on his coat and boots. He shivered as he did so. Taking the pole again, he pushed off
and the boat did out into the river, rocking abit. He poled the craft so it hugged the right-hand wall,
closeto thelight panels, not voicing the host of new fears assailing him.

Hewas afraid the river might debouch in adozen different directions, or lead to awaterfal or that the
boat might soring aleak. But after twenty minutes of steedy poling, with none of hisfears materidizing,
hetried to relax. Because of his strained shoulder muscles, he turned the task of poling over to Brigid.

Kane sat down while she expertly directed the
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craft. Shesaid, ' Thisused to be aform of recreation. It was called punting.”
"Offhand | can think of a dozen recrestiond activities1'd rather be doing.”
"All with Rouch, I'll bet," she replied with a studied nonchalance.

He glowered a her, but didn't respond. Linking his hands behind his aching neck, heinquired, "What do
you think, Baptiste?"

"What do | think about what?"

"Isthis Argharti, the Valey of the Eight Immortasthat Zakat is so crazy to reach?’

Brigid pushed her shoulder againgt the pole. "If itis, it'safar cry from the way the city was described in
legend. | haven't seen a speck of gold or achip of diamond yet. If there ever were Aghartians, they
came down here agesago to die.”

Brigid paused, started to say something el se, then stopped talking and poling. Kane straightened up. The
waterway opened into a huge, vault-walled cavern. It wasimmense, most of it wrapped in unrdlieved

darkness. Black masses of rock hung from itsjagged roof.

The river narrowed down to a stream, and the current carried the boat beneath an arching formation. A
congtant sound of splashing beyond it indicated awaterfal.

She pushed the craft toward the nearest bank. She poled them aground on the pebble-strewed shore.
They climbed out of the boat and looked around at
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the city of stalactites and stdagmites al around them. Illuminated by dozens of light panels were towers

of multicolored limestone disappearing into the darkness overhead, flying buttresses and graceful arches
of rock stretching into the shadows.

Kane and Brigid moved forward uncertainly, struggling not to be overwhelmed. Then Brigid stabbed out
an arm, pointing ahead, and they stopped and stared, surrendering to awe.

Thething was a statue, standing in an erect position. At lesst fifteen feet tal, it represented a hu-manoid
creature with adender, gracile build draped in robes. The features were sharp, the domed head
disproportionately large and hairless. The eyeswere huge, danted and fathomless.

The stone figure pointed with one long-fingered hand toward the farther, shadow-shrouded end of the
cavern. There was something so strikingly meaningful about the pointing arm and the intent gaze of the
big eyesthat the statue seemed not crafted out of stoneat al, but aliving thing petrified by the hand of
time

"Somebody lived down here," Kane muttered.

Brigid nodded thoughtfully. "A long, long time ago.”

They started in the direction of the statue's solemnly pointing arm. It led them acrossthe cavern, to a
crevasse that yawned at the far end. A warn path was il discernible, and they followed it toward the
black opening.
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Kane suddenly tugged Brigid to astop. "Are you sure nobody's lived down here for along, long time?”

Nettled by the touch of sarcasm in histone, she followed his gaze downward.

In the fine rock dust on the cavern floor, they saw the clear, fresh print of asmal foot with six delicate
toes.



