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Sky Dog turned, his face locked in a grim mask

"Runnins Bird and three others rode all nisht to get here. They were hunting when they came
across a large party of wasicun about sixty miles north-westward."

"Roamers?" Kane inquired. Sky Dog shook his head, black tresses flying. "Not unless
Roamers have traded in horses for Sandcats and their rags for black armor."

A cold fist seemed to punch deep into Kane's belly, from the inside out. He was barely
aware of saying, "Mags."

Sky Dog nodded gravely, fear glinting in his
jet-black eyes. "If they're on their way to the
Darks—"

"I think that's a safe bet," broke in Grant.

"—they'll pass right by our settlement. And if they started rolling at sunrise..." Sky Dog's
words trailed off as he tilted his head back to consult the position of the sun.

Kane finished the shaman's sentence. "They could be here any minute."
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From Brig o' Dread when thou may'st pass, On Purgatory Road thou travel at last. —Old English dirge

the Road to Outlands— From Secret Government Files to the Future

Almost two hundred years after the global 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 locationa! 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™ 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

Abrams|ooked at the distant jagged peaks|ooming against the backdrop of stars. The Bitterroot Range
reminded him of fangs, and the glittering constellations above them were like the multitudinous eyes of an
enormous predator, waiting hungrily for prey to come within reach.

Abramsrepressed a shiver as a chill wind gusted acrossthe flatlands. Asthe flames of the campfire
leaped and flickered, black shadows writhed across the ground. On the far side of the camp, colossal
aspen treesrose amid tangled, thorny thickets. He didn't like the woods, ether, hisimagination
populating them with al variety of menaces, from mutie wolvesto mutie people.

Nearly thirty years had passed since Abrams had worn the combat armor of a Cobaltville magistrate.



During those years held become the administrator of the Magistrate Division. Hed liked his position and
he'd been good at it. Now dl of that was on the line—along with hisMe.

Hewastal with aneatly clipped gray beard that was presently stained white from the road dust hed
been exposed to al day. Judging from the dryness hitting the back of bisthroat with every bresth, and
the heavinessin hislungs, hed been inhaing that dust aswell. Sitting on the outside of the camp where
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the Mag force had bedded down for the night after aday's hard travel, he watched over the other eleven
men who sat around the two Sandcats they'd brought with them from Cobaltville.

Abramshurt al over, especialy theleg that Kane, the renegade former Magistrate, had lamed. Hed
forgotten how much the Mag armor could chafe when aman had to weer it dl day. And he stank. Hed
also forgotten about that part. Hed have given anything for abath and a bed, but he didn't know when
he'd see either one of those again.

Hewas il resentful of Baron Cobdt for ordering him to take aMag team over the road himself instead
of amply assgning ateam to the misson. But the baron had told Abrams more than he should have, had
revealed more of the baron's weaknesses than aman trained to follow command should ever know.

Baron Cobdt had told him that Salvo had been telling the truth; Lakesh was working with Kane. In
addition, the baron had told him he hadn't been in touch with the Archons. Both of those declarations
had shaken Abramss belief systems.

Abrams sighed and sipped his lukewarm coffee sub. He accepted hislot with awarrior's stoicism, but
with an experienced man's resentment of an unexpected reversal of fortune. Looking up at the starlit sky,
heredized that if all went according to plan, the squad would arrive at the foothills by sometime
tomorrow afternoon.

Somewherein that mass of mountains was a buried redoubt. Abrams knew that for certain. Once, it had
been cdled Redoubt Bravo, but Lakesh had pronounced it unsalvageable. At that time, Baron Cobalt
had trusted the old chief archivist of the Historical

Division. That was no longer true. Infact, if the baron'sinformation was correct, Lakesh was an even
bigger traitor than Kane.

Baron Cobalt had declared that the redoubt was actualy the bidden base that Kane and Lakesh were
operating out of with other fugitives. Abrams sipped his coffee sub again, watching the other members of
his own team. Sometime over the next two days, held find out if the redoubt actualy was abandoned
and unsalvageable or if Kanewasholed upiniit.

If the redoubt was abandoned, Abrams was convinced Baron Cobalt was going to be angry enough to
have his head from his shouldersfor proving him wrong. And if Kaneredlly wasthere, even with afull
force of twelve Mags, Abrams knew they were going to bein afight for their lives. Therewould be no



stopping afull squad of hard-contact Mags, but Kane and Grant would undoubtedly kill some of them.

Abramstried to smother his rising apprehension. The Darks had long been shrouded by supertition, the
deeply shadowed ravines exuding an dmost pal pable atmosphere of death and fear. He thought he could
detect the odor of malevolence on the breeze blowing from the peaks.

Some of the other Magistrates smelled it, too, judging by the way they paced restlesdy around the
perimeter, eyeing the silhouetted mountain range over their shoulders. Most of them sat around thefire,
sharing the last of the night'sration of food from the self-heat packages. Weary after a dawn-to-dusk
ridein the bellies of the Sandcats, they stared at the flames, then at the Darks as they smothered yawns.

Leaning againgt the heavy metd hull of one of the vehicles, Abrams dashed the rest of the coffee sub
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out of hiscup and did his best to fight off the fit of melancholy gloom. Every member of his squad was
supremely well trained, they werewd | armed and, in tandem with the Sandcats, they were an essentialy
invincibleforce.

Built as afagt-attack-vehicle, the Sandcat had flat, retractable tracks supporting the low-dung,
blunt-lined chassis. Armored topside gun turrets concedled a pair of USMG-73 heavy machine guns.
The wag's armor was composed of a ceramic-armaglass bond, shielded againgt both intense heat and
ambient radiation.

Theinteriors comfortably held eight people. At the front of the compartment, right beneath the canopy,
werethe pilot's and copilot's chairs. In the rear, a double row of three jump seats faced each other.

As Abrams thought of the man who had shattered his knee, his gloved hand tightened on hiscane. The
prospect of finding Kane somewherein the mountains did not make him fed differently about the
mission. Abrams was not on avengeancetrail, but Baron Cobalt, despite his reasoned justification for
dispatching the squad, secretly harbored revenge asthe ultimate god .

The officid reason for the misson wasthat it was part of acooperative initiative of the ninevillesthat
ruled the former United States of America. Nearly ayear before, Kane and Grant—two veteran
Cobalt-ville Magistrates—turned renegade, escaping the ville and taking a condemned prisoner with
them. In the process, they had chilled severa fellow Mags, shot down two Deathbirds, assaulted the
baron himsdf and—Abrams grimaced as his poorly reconstructed knee twinged—crippled him.
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After that, the insurrectionigts had vanished into thin air, faling so completdy from sight it was asif they
had never existed at all. Abrams knew they had uncovered, either by accident or by design, one of the
most ruthlesdy guarded secrets of the pre- and postdark generations—the mat-trans units, known

Sometimes as gateway’s.

As Abrams understood it, the matter-transfer gateway's were major aspects of the predark scientific
project known as the Totality Concept. Most of the units were buried in subterranean military



complexes, known as redoubts, in the United States. Only ahandful of people knew they even existed,
and only haf ahandful knew al then- locations. The knowledge had been lost after the nukecaudt,
rediscovered acentury later, then jealoudy guarded. There were, however, unitsin other countries, so it
was possible that Kane, Baptiste, Grant, Lakesh and even Salvo himsdlf could be anywhere on Earth.

"Sir? Am | disturbing you?' whispered a husky voice.

Abrams started, snatching up Ms cane before he recognized Pollard looming in the wedge of shadow
between the two Sandcats. Like al the other men, Pollard was a veteran hard-contact Mag, and his
burly body was encased hi the black polycarbonate armor. The close-fitting exoskel eton was molded to
conform to the biceps, triceps, pectoras and abdomen. Even with its Kevlar undersheathing, the armor
was lightweight and provided no loose folds that could snag on projections. The only spot of color
anywhere on the armor was the smdll, crimson, disk-shaped badge of office emblazoned on the left
pectoral. The stylized, balanced scales of justice were
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superimposed over anine-spoked whedl. The badge symbolized the Magistrate's oath, of keeping the
whedsof jusiceturning inthe ninevilles

Pollard carried his helmet under hisleft arm, keeping hisright hand, his gun hand, free. Like the body
armor, the helmet was made of black polycarbonate, and fitted over the upper half and back of his head,
leaving only aportion of the mouth and chin exposed. The dightly concave, red-tinted visor served
severd functions: it protected the eyes from foreign particles, and the eectrochemica polymer was
connected to a passive nightsght that intensified ambient light to permit one-color night vision. Thetiny
image-enhancer sensor mounted on the forehead of the helmet did not emit detectable rays. However,
itsrange was only twenty-five feet, even on afarly clear night with strong moonlight.

The Magidtrate-issue sde arm, the Sin Eater, was holstered to Pollard's right forearm. A big-bored
automatic handblaster, the Sin Eater was less than fourteen inchesin length at full extension, the magazine
carrying twenty 9 mm rounds. When not in use, the stock folded over the top of the blaster, lying aong
the frame, reducing its holstered length to ten inches.

When the Sin Eater was needed, al aMag needed to do was tense hiswrist tendons. Sendtive
actuators activated aflexible cable in the holster and snapped the weapon smoothly into hiswaiting
hand, the stock unfolding hi the same motion. Since the Sin Eater had no trigger guard or safety, the
blagter fired immediately upon touching the Mag's crooked index finger.

Pollard had not been sdlected for thisfield duty, but enthusiagtically volunteered. Stocky and blunt
Outer Darkness
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jawed, he was the perfect Mag. But Abrams knew he was not driven by duty. Like Baron Cobalt,
Pollard's motivation bubbled from awdlspring of vengeance.

He was the sole surviving member of Salvo'sill-fated Grudge Task Force, an elite squad tasked
specificdly to gpprehend Kane, Grant and the fugitive archivig, Brigid Baptiste. Pollard had suffered



two indignities at the hands of the insurgents. First Kane had shot down his Deathbird, and months later
Grant had tricked, then very nearly beaten him to degth.

Under ordinary circumstances, Pollard would have faced atermination warrant for witnessing a
mat-trans unit in operation as it whisked the fugitives out of the reach of ville justice. However, Savo
had named Pollard as his lieutenant in the task force. When Salvo vanished, apparently spirited out of
Co-bdtville by Kane and Grant, Pollard had been dlowed to live, since he could provide information,
and his commander was suspected of being in cahoots with the criminals. Later, when Baron Cobalt
announced that hisinitial assessment of Salvo's treachery had been hasty, Pollard pounced on the chance
to redeem himsdlf.

The other Magsin the squad did not share Pollard's passion. Although Grant and Kane might not have
been loved by their fellow Magidtrates, they were respected and admired. Their abrupt disappearance
and conviction in absentia of sedition and murder had serioudy damaged Mag Division morale,

"What isit?" Abrams asked, histone stiffly formdl.

Pollard's bulldog features twitched atrifle, asif he resented the thinly veiled disrespect in Abramsstone.
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"I've been walking the perimeter,” he replied, hisrough voice pitched low. He waved toward a copse of
ponderosapines. "l think we've got company.”

Abramswas too experienced to make an obvious show of turning toward the woods, although he
doubted Pollard's opinion. He cast a casua glance toward the snarl of undergrowth between the tree
trunks. Quietly, he asked, "What makes you think that?'

Pollard tapped the motion detector strapped around hisleft wrist. Theliquid crystal display window
glowed faintly.

"| picked up movement. Four hits”

"Animds probably. Maybe deer.”

"Maybe," Pollard agreed. "Or outlanders, or Roamers. Or Indians.”

Abrams said nothing for amoment, considering the man's words. Many tribes of Amerindians believed
the nukecaust was the purification promised by ancient prophecy, and over the past two centuries they
had reclaimed what was |ft of their ancestral lands, protecting them ruthlessy from invasion.

He stole aglance at Pollard and wished he would put on his helmet, smply so the visor would conced
the spark of malice mat continualy burned in the man's small, flesh-bagged eyes.

Pushing himself away from the Sandcat, Abrams declared, "Very well. Let's check it out.”



Creases of consternation appeared on Pollard's low, broad forehead. "Me and you?"

"You and me," Abramsreplied, bending down to pick up hishelmet. He dipped it over hishead,
snapping the underjaw lock guards. Pollard did the same, and the two men moved

away from theflickering light of the campfire. Asthey strode into the shadows bordering the woods,
Abramsdid hisbest to minimize hislimp. His night-sight image enhancer brought into sharp relief
everything around him.

The wind seemed to grow colder the farther they walked from the campsite. As Abrams marched
beside Pollard, he cast wary glancesinto the encroaching darkness. The trees stood up blackly in the
garlight Theleafy cover of the woods could conced anything or anyone. All the premonitions of danger
he had experienced since coming in Sight of the mountain range returned.

The two armored men cameto a halt at the outermost edge of the undergrowth. Extending hisleft arm,
Pollard made adow, |eft-to-right sweep with the motion detector. It registered nothing and he showed
his stumpy teeth in agrimace, haf disgppointment, haf embarrassment.

"I swear | picked up four Signatures at this spot, Sir."

Abrams eyed the deep black pools between the trees and muttered, "Animals, like| said. They satisfied
their curiosity and moved on."

Pollard wasn't satisfied. "L et's take another position and—"

The motion detector emitted a discordant el ectronic beep. Almost at the same instant, a blood-freezing
howl burst from the densefoliage. Four arrows ripped through leaves, their stedl points clattering against
the breastplates of Abrams and Pollard. The wooden shaft of one splintered asit struck Pollard on the
molded left pectora barely amillimeter below the red disk-shaped badge.
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Pollard's reaction wasimmediate. The Sin Eater flashed into his hand, and hisindex finger depressed the
firing stud. Flame and thunder gouted from the barrdl. Helet loose with along, stuttering, full-auto volley

into the woods. The 280-grain rounds crashed into tree trunks, shearing away bark and dashing through
leaves.

Although Abrams had unleathered his own blaster, he didn't fireit He turned to shout orders at the men
in the camp, but there was no need. A half-dozen men were dready racing toward them, fisting Shi
Eaters and unlimbering the chopped-down subguns known as Copperheads.

"Formaline" Abramsyedled, gesturing. "Form aling!”

The nervous Magistrates swiftly bracketed Pollard and Abramsin afireline.

"Open firel" Abrams shouted.

Staccato jackhammer roarsripped through the quiet of the night, and spear points of orange flame licked



at the gloom, smoking shell casings spewed from gector ports. Thefusillade of full-auto fire whipped the
foliage with the fury of agde-forcewind.

"Ceasefirel" Abrams commanded.

Bullet-shredded twigs and leaves showered down in arustling rain. Night birds screeched their outrage,
taking flight with a steady flapping of wings. No more arrows darted out of the shadow-shrouded
woods, but the motion detector beeped steadily, the volume diminishing until the sound faded into
ineudibility.

Staring into the LCD, Pollard announced grimly, "Whoever the bastards are, they're getting away."
Outer Darkness
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Abramstoed an arrow lying at hisfeet, noting the ddlicate fletching of hawk feathers and how the
cruddy forged sted point was affixed to the shaft.

"It'sfairly obviouswho they are," he said. "Indians, probably a hunting or scouting party. No sense going
after them.”

"They assaulted Magidtrates, Sir. We can't let them get away withiit. It'sbad policy. Sayssointhe
bylaws," Pollard growled.

Abramsdidn't even try to disguise the contempt in hisvoice. "Asthe Divison administrator, | set the
policy standards. But if you want to go after four lice-ridden savages who know thisregion like the
backs of their hands and tell them about our bylaws, you have my permission.”

He paused and added, "However, if you're not back by daybreak, well leave without you."

Some of the angry tension went out of Pollard's posture. He looked uneasily at the tangled dark hell of
the woods and muittered, "I apologize, Sr."

Abramsturned toward the rest of the squad sprinting up and waved them back. "Asyou were. False
dam."

Asthe Mags returned to the camp, Abrams said sternly to Pollard, ™Y ou will stand watch the rest of the
night in case you're worried they'll come back.”

"It's not those four I'm worried about,” Pollard retorted defensively. "It's another two dozen of them.”

Abrams nodded. "If that happens, you'll have the perfect opportunity to explain to them about
Magigrate Divison policy.”

He left the man there and marched back to camp, |ess apprehensive about turning his back on the forest
20
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than on Pollard. The other men were out herein the field because they were Mags and it was sufficient
they had been ordered to be here.

Pollard operated on his own persona agenda, but aslong asit didn't interfere with the mission, Abrams
would keep him on aloose leash. He glanced again at the silhouette of the distant mountain range and
tried not to think about the leash around his own neck.

It wasfar longer than Pollard's, stretching al the way back to Cobdtville, but it was cinched much tighter.

Chapter 2

The sky was as blue as a summer dream, full of lazy shadows and wispy white clouds. It was one of the
most beautiful days Montana had ever produced, before or after the nukecaust.

Grant thought about dl the beautiful days he had missed in hislife, and the pang of nosta giawas mixed
with atouch of self-pity. Then the greasy crescent wrench dipped on the bolt, and he skinned a knuckle
againg the manifold.

Turning hisface to the deep blue sky, Grant bellowed earnestly, "Fuck this shit!”

Kane poked hishead out of the side window and asked mildly, "Did that do the job or do you need
another set of wrenches?'

"Another set of knuckles would be morelikeit." Nursing histhrobbing hand, Grant eyed the huge engine
block with something akin to hatred. Never, not even during his mechanica -aptitude tests a the Mag
academy, had any piece of machinery ever given him such problems. After afew more moments of
glaring a the mongtrosity benegth the open engine cowling, he went back to histinkering.

Grant stood afew feet above the floor of asmdl clearing, surrounded by walls of bushes, shrubsand
foliage. The massive war wag nearly occupied every square foot
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The armor plate sheathing the huge vehicle was pitted with rust, but its dark hull bristled with rocket
pods and machine gun blisters, and was perforated by wegpons ports. A mobile army command post of
predark manufacture, the wag was around forty feet long and weighed at least fifty tons. The
doublethick-ness stedl planking showed deep scoring in places where AP rounds had almost penetrated.
It crouched on flat metd tracks, like a petrified prehistoric beast of prey.

The engine block was eight feet off the ground, so Grant stood upon an el evated wooden scaffolding.
Even with the aid of the platform, he was forced to stretch to hisfull height of six feet four inchesto
reach beneath the propped-up cowling. A broad-shouldered, deep-chested black man, Grant wore his
grease-and-sweat-stained khaki shirt unbuttoned. Although the vehicle stood in awooded glade, the
noonday sun blazed down with a merciless heat. The strip of cloth tied around his high forehead was
soaked through with swegt. Perspiration trickled down bis face and dripped from the ends of hisfierce,
downsweeping mustache.

Inside the stuffy cockpit of the war wag, Kane was aso drenched with sweat. He had been able to open



only one window, al the others had been rusted shut at least a century ago. Hislongish dark hair hung in
soggy strands, and his high-planed face glistened with moisture. His gray-blue eyes sung from the sdlt.
He knew he couldn't in good conscience upbraid Grant for bisimpatience with trying to coax some sign
of life out of the machine.

It had been Kan€'sidea, after dl, one that he hoped would have tactical and diplomatic rewards. Now
he
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doubted any payoff other than the wasted time and effort. Still, he wasn't eager to quit and make the
long return journey to the foothills of the Darks. Quitting would serve to bresk the fragile chain of trust
he had forged between the Cerberus redoubt and the band of Lakotaand Cheyenne.

The Amerindians were the isolated ingtal ation's nearest neighbors—its only neighbors, for that matter.
The superdtitious regard in which they held the mist-wresthed pesaks kept them well away from the
Bitterroot Range. Only in the past few weeks had direct contact been established between the redoubt's
personnel and the tribespeople. Kane had managed to turn a potentidly tragic misunderstanding into a
budding dliance, but now hewondered if his decison might have been too impulsive.

The Amerindians did not have achief as such, but they did have ashaman, warrior-priest, a
Cobaltville-bred man caled Sky Dog. He had shared with Kane, Grant and Brigid Baptiste his people's
great secret— the war wag.

According to triba lore, nearly a century ago agroup of wasicun adventurers had ridden insdeits steel
belly up the single treacherous road that wound its way around deep ravinesto a plateau. When the

vehicle madeitsreturn journey, it ran out of fuel, and the Amerindians had set upon the peopleinsdeit.
Then they had hidden the huge machine and removed dl of its weapons except the fixed emplacements.

When Sky Dog proposed that Kane make the vehicle operational again, he had agreed, thinking that a
fully restored and armed war wag would make asolid first line of defense againgt apossibleincursion
from Cobdtville. Other considerations had delayed
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his keeping his promise to Sky Dog, but a couple of days before Kane decided that to put it off any
longer would only arouse the Amerindian's suspicions and hostility. Over the objections|odged by
Lakesh and Brigid, he, Grant and Domi loaded up and made the dangerous journey down from the
redoubt to thefoothills.

The road was blocked by an explosive-triggered rockfall, and the three of them were forced to walk
acrosstheflatlands. A barely heded injury to Grant's right leg made the trek dow and painful, especidly
burdened asthey were by tools and provisions.

Fortunately, outriders from Sky Dog's settlement found them by midday, and they completed the journey
on horseback. Now, for the better part of two days, they had struggled with the task of bringing back to
lifeamachinethat had lain dormant for at least ahundred years. It was dirty, exhausting work entailing



disassembling and rebuilding the engine, aswell as rewiring the instrument panels. Upon their initid
manufacture in the late twentieth century, the control systems had been designed to be operated and
linked by computers. Whoever had found and used the wag after skydark had rerouted al the automatic
circuitry to manua-override boards.

Grant hammered a amanifold with the wrench and snarled, "I'm not a goddamn mechanic and you're
not an eectrician! Wegmann should be doing this, not usl”

He went on with a profanity-filled diatribe,

Under norma circumstances, Wegmann, the redoubt's resident mechanic and engineer, would indeed
have accompanied them. But circumstances at Cerberus were anything but normal.
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Findly, when Grant paused for breath, Kane said, "Y eah, Wegmann should be doing this. But you
know why heisn't."

"Y eah, because he's an incompetent stupe,” Grant snapped.

Although Kane fdt that Grant's condemnation of the man was unfair, he didn't say anythingin
Weg-mann's defense. Grant wasin one of hisfoul, mulish tempers, and Kane knew it wasfutileto argue
him out of an opinion, no matter how unjust it was.

Besides, Grant had something of a point. One of the redoubt's three nuclear generators had gone offline.
Although the respongbility to repair it was Wegmann's, theinitid failurewasn't hisfauilt.

Over the past ten days, alterationsin the Cerberus mat-trans unit had exceeded the limits for safe power
consumption. The nuclear engines were designed to shut down when pressure and thermd levels
threatened the safety of theingtalation. To avoid a catastrophic system failure, one of the generators had
automaticaly shut itself down. With the reduced power curve, the mat-trans could not be operated in
accordance with its new specs.

Grant and Kane were not unhappy about this, since they took advantage of the downtimeto fulfill their
part of the bargain with Sky Dog. But the Situation prevented Wegmann from joining them, athough he
had provided them with a detailed schematic of the war wag from the computer database. Of course,
the schematic didn't include any of the customized features. Therefore, the attempt to get it running again
was aclassc exampleof trid and error.

Stll muttering curses, Grant ducked benegth the cowling again, tools banging and clattering. He con-
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tinued to mumble oaths as he rechecked the plugs, the coil wiresand the liquid levels. Kane stopped

himsdf from pointing out that if Grant removed the Sin Eater from hisright forearm, hed be ableto insert
both handsinto narrow areas. But Kane's blaster, atwin of Grant's, was secured to his own arm. Habits
developed over alifetime couldn't be easily broken, and it was anathema for Mags not to bear weapons



in the Outlands.

"Not going well, isit, Hota Wanagi?' The voice, spesking from behind Kane, startled him so much he
spun the pilot's chair around, the rotating gimba squeding.

Sky Dog stood behind him, his entrance made soundless by the soft-soled moccasins on hisfeet. At Six
feet he was dightly shorter than Kane, and waslithely built with an erect carriage that exuded aquiet
dignity. Hisruddy features bore arueful smile. Shiny black hair plaited in two braidsfdll dmost to his
waist. Behind hisright ear, asingle white feether dangled, symbolizing his standing as the spiritua leader
of his people. He wore loose clothing of smoked |eather. He had addressed Kane as "Gray Ghogt," a
name he had pinned on Kane because when hefirst saw him, he was covered with rock dust.

With effort, Kane turned the scowl on hisface into abemused smile. "I guessthat's pretty obvious.”

Sky Dog eased himself gingerly into the copilot's chair. *At least you're dedicated to fulfilling your word.
The attempt aone has gained my peopl€estrust, which waswhat al thiswas about anyway."

Kane eyed him speculatively. "Y ou don't care if we get this mongter running again?”
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The shaman shrugged. "I'd prefer you did, but establishing an dliance between our two peoplesis more
important.”

Kanefet the same way, but he was abit surprised by Sky Dog's admission. "It only makes senseto
unite againg acommon enemy.”

"True," Sky Dog replied. "But it's also comforting to know my people can count on your aid during times
of famine or epidemic.”

Kane did not respond to that. Despite the fact that Lakesh often referred to Cerberus as a sanctuary,
Kanewasfairly certain he had never envisioned it as agenera refuge for the disenfranchised of the
Out-lands. He pictured Sky Dog's people appearing on the plateau some snowy winter's evening,
prepared to stay until spring. The mental image of the expression on Lakesh'sface made him smile,
Sky Dog angled an eyebrow at him. "Did | say something funny?"

Kane shook hishead. "Not intentiondly."

"Try itagain,” Grant cdled.

Relieved by the interruption, Kane turned around and began flicking the switches on the instrument
pand. Hefdt asurge of cautious pleasure when needle gauges twitched and indicator lights flashed on.

"Weve got battery power at least,” he announced.
He pressed the gas peda afew times and grasped the throttle. Holding his bream, Kane carefully turned

theignition key. There was a sputtering cough, and agout of blue-black smoke puffed from the exhaust.
The engine made a noise halfway between abelch and agasp and died.
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Grant stretched out under the cowling again. Metal clacked againgt metal. "Try it again.”

Kanetried it again and again. Then, on the fourth attempt, with a series of stuttering pops, thewag's
engineroared into life. Sky Dog nearly sorang from the chair. Crows rushed up from the branches of the
treeslike ablack, scolding cloud. Thick smoke poured from the double exhaust pipes and filled the
glade with anoxious pdl. The entire vehicle vibrated with such shuddering violence Grant neerly fdll from
the makeshift scaffold. Kane could see his mouth working benesth his mustache, but he couldn't hear
what he said. He glared truculently at the engine, but that meant nothing. Usualy, the degper Grant's
scowl, the happier hewas.

The wag shivered as Kane maintained steady pressure on the accelerator. At any second he expected
the engine to cough, stdl and die. But though it stuttered, it continued to run.

Kane poked his head out of the side window and shouted, Do you want to seeif we can get it moving?'
"Firg thingsfird. Let her run awhile" Grant yelled.

Kane wasn't too happy about that. The pair of five-gallon fuel cansthey had packed out of Cerberus
probably only moistened the war wag's huge gas tank. Even alowing the vehicle to it and idle burned
fuel at an gppallingly fast rate. But he decided to keep hisworriesto himself.

"One obstacle overcome by wasicun ingenuity,” he said to Sky Dog.

Sky Dog gave him ajittery smile, unnerved by the
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racket, the vibrations and the foul fumes spewing into the clean air.

Grant continued to tinker. By degrees the shudders smoothed and the volume of smoke decreased.
Climbing off the scaffold, he dragged it away and gestured to Kane. "Put it in gear," he shouted. "Redl
dow."

Kane obliged, carefully manipulating the lever and grimacing as gears clashed and squedled. Grant yelled
something, but Kane couldn't hear him, figuring it wasjust aswell. Sowly, he released the clutch. With a
groan of treads and return rollers, the war wag lurched forward, ripping up strips of turf that had grown
around them over the past century.

Keeping the machinein first gear, wrestling with the steering whedl, Kane guided the wag in adow,
lumbering course across the clearing. Sky Dog gripped the armrests of hischair tightly, trying to appear
composed.

The huge vehicle was atrue dreadnought, Kane redlized. When completely operationd with dl of its
wegponry hi perfect working order, it would be amobile skirmish line, far superior totheville



Sand-cats. Although the war wag was not as maneuverable asthe Cats, it was essentialy unstoppable.
Grant limped rapidly beside the wag. "That's enough for right now. Shut her down!"

Kane wanted to take the machine out of the glade and onto the flatlands, but obediently he braked to a
halt, did the gearshift to neutra and keyed off the engine. He considerately pretended not to notice the
expression of relief crossng Sky Dog's face. He pushed himself out of the chair with barely atwinge
from the place on hiship where a bullet fired by
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Beth-Li Rouch had torn a gouge less than two weeks before.

The two men |eft the cockpit to walk down the narrow, grate-floored passageway running the length of
the wag, passng empty cargo and personnel compartments. Insde small side dcoveswere
emplacements with four-barrel 12.7 mm miniguns. There were a couple of seded crates of many
different calibers of ammo, and even afew LAW rockets. However, the rounds and the rockets were so
old, both Grant and Kane doubted their stability and reliability. Asthey climbed out through the open
rear hatch, Kane saw a group of buckskin-clad tribespeople standing on the edge of the old blacktop
road, staring at the wag with wide, disconcerted eyes.

"They don't seem particularly happy that weve got thisthing running again,” he commented.

"They'renot,” Sky Dog said dourly. "For their entire lives, they've been taught thismachinewasa
symbol of predark wasicun evil. Wasicun breathed life back into it, and so they see dll sortsof dire
omensand ill fortuneinthe offing." "And you don't?"

"Asapoint of fact, | do. | wasraised in Cobdt-ville and know both the benefits and dangers of
technology. However, if the wag had been operationa when Le Loup Garou and his Roamers attacked
us, we could have easily beaten them off. We would not have suffered casuaties, and our women and
children would not have been carried off."

Kanedidn't remark on Sky Dog's reference to the incident that had resulted in his and the shaman'sfirst
meeting. Sky Dog had loosed an arrow that had
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ended the Roamer chieftain'sraid and saved Kane'slife.

Grant limped toward them. "Still afew bugsto work out, but we're more than hafway home. The next
gepisfixing up the blasters.”

A dight, wraithlike figure pushed through the line of Amerindians. Domi was smadll, barely fivefeet tall,
and weighed a shade more than a hundred pounds, but she had no trouble carrying the pair of Colt
Commando autorifles over her shoulders. Her skin was perfectly white and beautiful, like afine pearl,
and her fine, hollow-cheeked face was framed by ragged, close-cropped hair the color of bone. Her
eyeswere as bright as rubies on ether side of her ddlicate, thin-bridged nose. Although her figure was
petite, her khakisdid little to concedl its provocative, almost insolent curves.



"Two more are ready,” she announced, looking at them cherfully.

Grant took one of the blasters and inspected it with acritical eye. He squinted down the bore, checked
the sights, tested the action, did out and pushed in the telescopic butt. Domi watched him with atense
posture, prepared to be offended by the dightest criticism.

"Well-done," he said at length, placing the Commando inside the wag. "How many does that make?"
"Six," she answered. "We only brought enough roundsfor three full clips, though.”

"More than enough for some target practice,” Kane stated. "The fixed weaponswill have to wait until we
come back."

Sky Dog had told them that the handguns found
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in the wag had been taken and hidden, buried actualy. The task of cleaning and fixing them up had fallen
to Domi.

"The problem," Sky Dog said, "will befor meto find warriorswho are willing to use fireerms. Most of
them think blagtersare unmanly.”

"But it'smanly to face autoblasters with bows and arrows?' Grant shot back, nettled. "Remind your
warriors of what Le Loup Garou and his Roamers did to them—and al they had were single-shot
muzzle loaders.” He nodded toward the Colt Commandos. ' 'Just one of those with afull magazine
would have mede dl the difference.”

Sky Dog's eyes narrowed inirritation at the rebuke. He opened his mouth to speak, but a sudden
commotion among the onlookers made him whirl around.

The Amerindians stepped aside to dlow apair of men to enter the glade. Kane recognized one of the
two. Standing Bear was a burly, barrel-chested man with heavily muscled arms and legs. His knife had
given Kanethethin, hairline scar on hisleft cheek. Their eyes met for amoment, but if the warrior il
harbored hodtility toward him, he gave no sign.

Standing Bear supported a dender, much younger man wearing only a breechclout and doeskin
moccasins. At first, Kane thought the red streak across the right side of the man's face was war paint,
but when he saw the dried blood caked on his neck, he redized the mark had been made by abullet. It
had scorched a grazing path aong the side of thewarrior's face and clipped off his earlobe.

Standing Bear half shouted a stream of harsh consonants. Sky Dog strode quickly to them. Grant,
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Domi and Kane watched as the wounded man spoke tersaly, responding to the shaman's questions. The
onlookers stirred uneasily, murmuring to one ancther.



After afew moments, Sky Dog turned, face locked in agrim mask. "Running Bird and three othersrode
al night to get here. They were hunting when they came across alarge party of wasicun camped about
sixty miles northwestward.”

"Roamers?' Kaneinquired.

Sky Dog shook his head. "Not unless Roamers have traded in horses for Sandcats and their ragsfor
black armor.”

A cold fist seemed to punch deep into Kane's belly. He was barely aware of saying "Mags.”
Sky Dog nodded gravely, fear glinting in hisjet-black eyes. "If they're on then- way to the Darks—"
" think that's asafe bet," Grant brokein.

"—they'll passright by our settlement. And if they Started rolling at sunrise...” Sky Dog'swordstrailed
off as hetilted back his head to consult the position of the sun.

Kane finished the shaman's sentence. “They could be here any minute.”

He looked up the old two-lane highway, hi the direction the Magisirates had to come. The asphalt had a
peculiar ripple pattern to it, and weeds sprouted from splitsin the surface. The rippling effect wasa
characteritic result of earthquakestriggered by nuclear bomb shock waves.

Then he glanced down it, noting how it Sretched in astraight line across the flatlands, skirting the village
of Sky Dog's people. Smoke from cook fires smudged the clear sky, and the tops of the tepees
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looked like a collection of dun-colored cones projecting from the prairie.

Helifted hisgaze, his eyesfollowed the highway asit disgppeared into the foothills of the mountain
range. Files of thunderheads massed over the peaks, and as Kane looked at them he bleakly redlized the
dark clouds portended a storm far worse than rain.

Chapter 3

A steady downpour drummed againgt the road, filling the deep furrows and duicing detritus over the
edges of yawning, helldeep chasms. The sheer dliffs had been formed when acres of mountainsde
collapsed during the nuke-triggered earthquakes of nearly two centuries ago.

The split tarmac curved and looped for mile after dangerous mile, finally broadening at a huge plateau at
the base of agreat gray peak. The scraps of achain-link fence bordered the plateau. Although invisible
from theroad, an eaborate system of heat-sensing warning devices, night-vision vid cameras and
motion-trigger alarms surrounded the plateau.

Panted within rocky clefts of the mountain pesk and concealed by camoutflage netting were the uplinks



with an orbiting V da-class reconnai ssance satellite, and a Comsat.

At the base of the peak, recessed into the rock face, was a massive vanadium-alloy gate. Operated by a
punched-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
frothy-mouthed black hound. Three snarling heads grew out of asingle, exaggeratedly muscled neck,
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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 singleword 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.

Initidly dedicated to locating and traveling hyper-dimensiond pathways through the quantum stream, the
redoubt that housed Project Cerberus later became amanufacturing facility. The quantum inter-phase
mat-trans inducers were built in modular form and shipped to other redoubts.

The officid designations of the redoubts had been based on the phonetic aphabet. On the few existing
records, the Cerberusinstallation was listed as Redoubt Bravo, but the dozen people who made the
tri-leve, thirty-acre facility their home never referred to it as such.

A masterpiece of impenetrability, the Cerberus redoubt had weathered the nukecaust and skydark and
al the subsequent earth changes. Itsradiation shidding was il intact, and its nuclear generators il
provided an amost eternal source of power.

The main corridors, twenty-feet wide, were made of softly gleaming vanadium aloy. The redoubt had
been congtructed to provide a comfortable home for well over ahundred people. Now mostly it housed
shadowed passageways, empty rooms and sepulchral silences.

The redoubt possessed a well-equipped armory, bunk rooms and two dozen self-contained apart-
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ments, a cafeteria, decontamination center, medica dispensary, gymnasium with apool and holding cells
on the bottom level. There was dso amat-trans unit, thefirgt fully functiona, debugged gateway in the
Project Cerberus network.

The nerve center of the ingtdlation was the centra control complex. A long room with high, vaulted
cellings, it waslined by consoles of dids, switches and comp stations. A huge Mercator relief map of the
world spanned one wall. Pinpoints of light shone steadily in amost every country, connected by athin
pattern of glowing lines. They represented the Cerberus network and indicated the locations of all
functioning gateway units across the planet.



Brigid Baptiste sat with her back to the map, its glowing lines striking flame-colored highlights from the
heavy mane of reddish gold hair spilling down her back. Chin cupped by onelong-nailed hand, she
peered through the rectangular lenses of her eyeglasses at the copy on the computer screen. The
wire-framed spectacles served as areminder of her former office asan archivist and asameansto
correct aminor vison imparment.

While Wegmann worked on reconfiguring the nuclear generators, she took advantage of the downtime
for research. A historian by training, she did not find research to be alabor. Rather, it was the breath of
Meitsdf. Unlike her years spent cataloging and revising selected pieces of human history, in Cerberus
she had unrestricted access to the main database. The information it contained might not have been the
sum total of al humankind's knowledge, but it certainly came close. Any scrap, bit or byte of information
that had ever been digitized was only afew keystrokes
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and commands away. If nothing ese, the freedom to dip her probing intellect into that wellspring of
information made her exile worth atermination warrant hanging over her heed.

Dueto her eidetic memory, anything she read or saw or even heard was impressed indelibly on her
mind. She supposed Smply possessing an encyclopedic memory made her intellect something of afraud,
at least compared to the staggeringly high 1Q of Lakesh. Although Kane often accused her of using her
photographic memory to make herself appear far more knowledgesble than she actudly was, she
viewed her ability asava uable resource that had nothing to do with ego.

While Kane, Domi and Grant were away, she had scanned al the computer banks for anything
pertaining to the man—or creature—known to them as C. W, Thrush. She hadn't expected to come
across any direct referencesto him by that name, particularly since his choice of nameswasinspired by
anold poemby T. S. Eliot, afew lines of which asked, "Into our first world, shall wefollow / The
deception of the thrush?' Her expectations had proved correct However, mysterious figuresthat fit his
genera physica description and methods popped up everywhere throughout the past, usudly in times of
grife or at acrossroadsin human history.

From the era of the Roman Empire to the UFO phenomena of the twentieth century, sinister menin
black appeared, influenced events or important people, then vanished. It was tempting to dismiss such
reports as paranoid fantasies, but the database contained stories about the MBB from al over the world
and fromdl times.
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Although it sent aprickle of fear up her spine, Brigid accepted the strong possibility that al of the reports
could detail the activities of Thrush. He could easily have been the frightening apparition known as
Spring-Hedled Jack in the Victorian period, and there was no doubt he was the black-clad Umbrella
Man reported by witnesses after the nation of John F. Kennedly.

Whether dl of the so-called Mffi were manifestations of Thrush, Brigid hesitated to conclude. But she
was certain of one fact—MIB reports seemed linked to human history. Thrush himsdf had made cryptic



dlusionsto hislong interaction with the human race.

And as she had reason to know, Thrush had not restricted that interaction with humanity to only asingle
plane of existence. Somehow he managed to bridge al the vibrationa barriers between dternate
redlities, the so-called lost Earths. Neither she nor Lakesh had a clear idea of how Thrush accomplished
this, except that he used the Black Stone asafocal point hi al of the paralle redities. The stone had
been known by many names, by many peoples of civilizations both primitive and advanced—L ucifer's
Stone, the Kaa, the Kaalba, the Chintamani Stone, the Shining Trapezohedron. Alwaysit had been
associated with the concept of akey that unlocked either the door to enlightenment or to madness. It
had served asthe spiritua centerpiece of the race they had known as the Archons, even after it had been
fragmented and the facets scattered from one end of the Earth to the other.

According to Baam, thelast of hisancient people, the trapezohedron dlowed glimpsesto dl possible
futuresto which their activitiesmight lead. But the

40

JAMES AXLER

Black Stone was far more than a ca culating device that extrapolated outcomes from actions. AsBaam
had said, "It brings into existence those outcomes.”

Baam had referred to the stone as a channel to Sidereal space, where many tangentia points of redlity
lay adjacent to one another, the parallel casements of the universe, amultitude of coexisting redlities. But
there was commondlity linking Thrush to dl of the casements, and the manner of that connection had so
far euded her.

Of course, the entire concept seemed like madness, and it was adaily struggle not to dismissit dl as
such, even after what she had experienced and witnessed hersdlf on two of thelost Earths. Wryly, she
acknowledged that humans had an astonishing ability to dismissinformation that did not conform to their
preconceived notions of redity. In predark scientific circles, thisrigid mind-set was known as " currently
accepted paradigms.” Such a phrase was nothing but aeuphemism for denid.

At the sound of agtedlthy footfall behind her, Bri-gid turned, expecting to see Lakesh. She quickly
covered her surprise when she saw Auerbach approaching her. A burly man with ared buzz cut, he
served as an aide to DefFore, the redoubt's resident medic.

Lipstwitching in anervous smile of greeting, heinquired, "Am | disturbing you?'

Brigid returned the smile, sensing his unease. She knew Auerbach was attracted to her, and hiseyes
quickly flicked over her willowy, athletic body, noting how her tight white bodysuit adhered to every
curve and generous bulge.

When Auerbach realized that Brigid had noticed hisroving eyes, he cast his gaze downward with
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guilty haste. Not only was he alittle uncomfortable in her presence, but he was aso deding with a
certain amount of shame. Not too long before, he had been duped by Beth-Li Rouch into participating in



aridiculous, attention-getting ruse. The ruse had backfired, and only Brigid and Kanestimely
intervention had prevented him from being permanently maimed by the tribespeople.

Brigid took off her glasses, blinking her big, feline-danted eyes. The bright color of emeralds shonein
them. "1 need abreak anyway." Sherolled her head on tight neck muscles.

Haltingly, Auerbach said, "1 know alittle about massage, if you want meto rub your neck.”

Brigid stopped trying to loosen her muscles. "Not necessary,” she said abit more sharply than she
intended. Then, in asofter tone, she added, "Thanks anyway."

Auerbach cleared histhroat. He stopped short of shuffling hisfeet, but it was obvious he felt extremely
anxious about something. In ahusky, hesitant whisper, he said, "It's about Beth-Li."

Brigid wasn't surprised. She gestured to achair. "Take a seat.”

Auerbach pulled achair away from anearby desk and gingerly eased hisbig body intoit. He st rigid,
hands on his knees, and studioudy avoided meeting her gaze. "What's to be done about her?’

Brigid sighed. "We haven't made a determination yet. Weve been occupied.”
Auerbach nodded shortly.

"Why do you ask?'

Hetook abreath, held it and rdeased it in arush. "I think she's up to something."
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Beth-Li Rouch always seemed to be up to something, dmost from the very first week of her arrival at
the redoubt. Lakesh had arranged for her exile from Sharpevilleto fulfill aspecific function among the
men in Cerberus, but he had madeit quite clear that Kane was the primary focus of his—and
Rouch's—project to expand the sanctuary into athriving colony.

Kane had refused to cooperate, citing how Lakesh's bioengineering initiatives were a continuation of
sniger eements which had brought about the nukecaust and the tyranny of the villes.

The Totality Concept's Overproject Excalibur dedt with bioengineering, 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 pecific chromosoma functions and locationsin order to have on hand in
vitro genetic samples of the best of the be<t, 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, occasiondly
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 aresistance movement against the baronies, he



rifled Scenario Joshua's genetic records to find the qualifications he deemed the most desirable. He used
the Archon Directorate's own fixation with purity

Outer Darkness

43

control againgt them. By his own confesson, he was aphysicist cast in therole of an archivigt, pretending
to be ageneticist, manipulating apolitica system that was till in a state of flux.

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

But Kane's resistance had earned both him and Brigid the enmity of Beth-Li, an enmity that had
culminated in an attempt to escape Cerberus—with Brigid as both a hostage and a prize for Baron
Cobdt. The attempt had been thwarted, but not before Beth-Li accidentally shot Kane. At least,
Beth-Li claimed it had been an accident

"She seemsto be behaving hersdlf," Brigid said, noncommittally.

An unidentifiable emotion flashed in Auerbach's blue eyes. "I've been watching her. She's spending alot
of time with Wegmann, down in the engineroom."”

Brigid frowned. "That's unusud.”

"And with the power problemsweve had," Auer-bach continued, "1 don't think it's a coincidence.”
"Nothing isinthisplace," she agreed dryly. "Have you told Lakesh about it?"

Auerbach shook hishead. "Not yet. | figured you could bring it to bis attention...if you wanted to."

"Bring what to whose attention?" asked areedy voice.

I
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Mohandas L akesh Singh shuffled from the anteroom holding the mat-trans unit. Brigid saw that ametd
plate on the elevated jump platform hung open, exposing the confusing circuit network of the emitter
array. The mat-trans chamber was enclosed on al sides by upstanding eight-foot-high dabs of

trand ucent, brown-tinted armaglass. She glimpsed Bry, Lakesh's apprentice, peering into the aperture



on the platform. His coppery curlswere touded.

L akesh resembled an animated cadaver, hisface crisscrossed with deep seams and creases. Thick
glasses covered hisrheumy blue eyes. A hearing aid was atached to the right earpiece. He carried
delicate, precison toolsin hisliverspotted hands. His sparse ash-colored hair looked disheveled, and
Brigid redized held been tinkering with the gateway unit. His bodysuit bagged on his scarecrow's frame.
Despite the appearance of advanced age, he moved better than he should have.

He'd been born in 1952, long before the nukecaust that had wiped out so much of the world. HEd been
trained as ascientist, completing adoctorate in cybernetics and quantum mechanics at age nineteen. He
had worked for premier ingtitutions before joining the origina site of the Project Cerberusin Dulce, New
Mexico.

At thetime of the nukecaust, Lakesh had been put into cryogenic deep for the next 150 years. When
he'd been awakened, medics had replaced worn-out body parts with bionics and transplanted organs.
Then held been put to work to serve the Program of Unification. Only then had he seen what the
scientists he'd worked with had truly wrought. Thet, Brigid

knew, had occas oned a burden of guilt on Lakesh that the man would never escape.

When Auerbach saw him, he stood up with aguilty swiftness, chair casters squeaking loudly on the dick
floor. "Nothing important, Sr," hesaid,

"It'sdl right," Brigid told him reassuringly. To Lakesh, she said, "Auerbach was bringing me his concerns
about Rouch."

Lakesh'sthin lipstwisted in distaste. "We've other, far more urgent mattersto attend to." Peering sternly
over therimsof his spectacles at Auerbach, he said, ™Y oung man, | suggest you concern yoursdlf with
medica matters. Those are your assigned duties, not spreading gossip.”

Brigid blinked in surprise, taken aback by Lakesh's uncharacterigtic rudeness. Addressng Auerbach,
shesad quietly, "I'll take care of this. Don't worry about it."

Stffly, face flushed with either embarrassment or anger, Auerbach strode from the control complex and
into the corridor.

L akesh dropped into the chair the man had just vacated. "How progresses your research?’
Brigid regarded him coldly. "Auerbach told me something that may have abearing onit.”

L akesh waved adismissive hand. " The complaints of a spurned lover we can do without. The decision
about Beth-Li has been made, remember."

Brigid crooked chalenging eyebrows. "No, | don't. Since when?"

"Since you and friends Grant and Kane overruled me on confining her to adetention cell.” Genuine anger
edged Lakesh's bitter tone. "'If she's up to mischief, which | doubt, it's your responsibility.”
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Brigid laughed in weary exasperation. "For aman more than two centuries old, you don't seem to have
developed much in theway of emotiona maturity. Imprisoning Rouch wouldn't solve the problem.”

"And alowing her to roam free after what she did to you and Kane will?" Lakesh's voice snapped with
anger.

"That's the situation Auerbach wanted to talk about. According to him, she's cozied up to
Weg-mann—the man you're relying on to put our systems back on-line.”

Lakesh's sour expression didn't adter. "1s Auerbach suggesting that our recent hardware failure was
deliberate sabotage, performed at Beth-L.i's behest? Friend Wegmann would not alow himself to be so
seduced, so smitten, he would endanger the redoubt”

Brigid nodded, mentaly reviewing the little she knew about the engineer. Sheredized in the eight-plus
months she had been in Cerberus she probably had exchanged no more than a dozen words with him.
He tended to stay down in the lower levels, emerging only to eat or service one of the vehicles.

Thoughts legping ahead, Brigid stated, " Perhaps not the redoubt, but just some of its personnd. Three of
them, to be exact." She pointed to hersalf and added, "Me, Kane and Grant."

Lakesh obvioudy did not want to discuss the possibility. He merely shook his head impatiently. Brigid
knew his pride was stung. Not only had he not foreseen Rouch's escape attempt from Cerberus, but he
was a 5o il seething over the fact that he was held responsible.

Peeved, Brigid declared, "L akesh, yourewilling
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to speculate, hypothesize and theorize on any fringe topic, from how many angel's can dance on the head
of apin to subatomic universes. Why can't you stretch your mind to at least consider what might happen
if we have a power fluctuation—or even afailure—during a hyperdimensiona trangt?'

Lakesh drew hi adow breath through his nodtrils. Brigid redized he had more than contemplated the
outcome; he had worried about it. Softly, he intoned, " During the prolonged quincunx effect, while your
physical bodies have been reduced to digitized energy patterns, you are held in atransitional balance. A
power curve, even by afew millibars, would did ocate the matter stream from its reference matrix. Y our
bodies would materidize randomly, morein the way of disassociated gases and microscopic organic
particulates.”

Brigid winced, even though Lakesh had employed euphemisms. "In plain, ordinary English, well
re-materidize aslumps of goo?'

He nodded unhappily. "That isessentidly it, yes. Protoplasm mixed hi with afew handfuls of mineras
and chemicals”

"And our minds, our consciousnesses? If they're melded with our andlogs on aparale casement, will the
fuson be permanent?’



"Dearest Brigid," Lakesh blurted desperately, "I have no way of knowing."
"Takeaguess," she suggested, stedl in her voice.

Tugging absently at hislong nose, hereplied, "My guessisthat the energy patternsthat condtitute your
mindswill Smply disperse”

"Well die?"
"Worse. Youwill ceaseto exidt. If thereisany
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scientific validity to the concept of animmortal soul, that, too, will disappear.”

Seeing the stricken look on her face, he added hastily, "But the odds of such an occurrence are
agtronomically high. The quantum inducers are keyed in with the vibrationd frequencies produced by the
crysaline structure of the one. Aslong as everything isin sync, the danger is so remote it isamost not
worth discussion.”

"Almogt," echoed Brigid. In frustration she ran her hands through her mounds of hair and turned back to
the computer screen. She eyed the glowing words on it without comprehending them. "I think | can
speak for Grant and Kane on this. Thereis no way in hell we're going to make another
hyperdi-mensiona shunt with that kind of 'amost’ hanging over our heads. Especiadly since Wegmannis
the only one who can keep that 'amost’ from being adone deed.”

Trying to sound encouraging, Lakesh said, "Mr. Bry and | have been laboring to expand the operational
parameters of the mat-trans unit's fail-safe mechanisms. We're configuring it for double redundancies.”

At the bottom edge of the monitor screen, black words against amber caught Brigid's eye, then captured
her attention. Her spine stiffened, and her finger tapped the direction key so she could read more. She
quickly put her glasses back on.

L akesh thought he was being ignored and he said, "Dearest Brigid, we will triple-check all of friend
Wegmann'swork. If we find anything out of place, no matter how minor, wewon't schedule a

hyper-shunt.”

Outer Darkness
49

Brigid shushed him into silence, eyes darting back and forth. Sounding offended and mystified, Lakesh
sad severdly, "Thereisno need for that attitude—"

Spinning around in her chair to face him, she rapped on the screen with aknuckle. Triumphantly she
declared, "I think I've found it. The common factor we've been looking for."

Chapter 4



The overhead lightsin Auerbach's quarters flashed on automatically when the door tripped the
photoel ectric sensor mounted on the frame. His two-room suite was fairly spacious, much larger than the
one assigned to him back in Mandeville,

Upon Auerbach's arrival in Cerberus some el ghteen months ago, Lakesh explained that the private
quartersin the redoubt had been reserved for military officers and scientists assigned to the project. All
the other personnd, enlisted service people and the like shared the two bunk rooms on the second level.

Auerbach hadn't been given his suite out of deference to his skillsasamedic, snce he had recelved far
and away the mgjority of his specidized training from DeFore. Lakesh had assigned him the quarters
samply because they were available, not because he was particularly valuable to the smooth functioning
of theingdlation.

Back in Mandeville, he had served as an orderly in the Magistrate Divison's medica section. Hisduties
conssted of little more than emptying bedpans and serving food to the Mags recovering from injuries or
illnesses. The enforcers had treated him as little more than amachine, responding to barked orders and

insults rather than push buttons. During his
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sx years of servitude, he had obeyed them quietly, but he had learned to despise the arrogant breed.

Auerbach had despised Grant and Kane when they first arrived at Cerberus, but over the past few
months respect and grudging admiration had dowly edged out the resentment held fdlt for them. Still and
al, evenif they weren't Mags any longer, they were the focal points of the redoubt.

They abided by Lakesh's rules and regulations only when they didn't infringe on whatever they fdt like
doing at the moment. Now it appeared they intended to completely displace L akesh asthe Cerberus
adminigtrator, and the notion of once again living under the hedl of Mags made Auerbach boil with rage.

As he closed the door behind him, he heard a stirring of movement from the kitchenette alcove. A soft
voicesad, "Lock it."

Auerbach did as Beth-Li instructed, snapping shut the dead bolt. He turned as she stepped out of the
acoveinto theliving room, and his bresth caught in histhroat for an instant.

Beth-Li Rouch was dender and smal, not as petite as Domi, but her figure was more generoudy
proportioned. She was afew years younger than Brigid Baptists, aswell. Her eyes were ova, amond,
true Asian, her ears and nose tiny and delicate. Glossy, raven'swhig-black hair cascaded down nearly to
her waist. Thelipsof her wide, sensuous mouth were il dightly swollen from blows ddlivered by
Baptiste more than aweek before. She wore the unofficia uniform of Cerberus saff, aformfitting white
bodysuit. In Beth-Li's case, it seemed to fit her form tighter than usud, sharply defining her breastsand
monsveneris.
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"You shouldn't be here," Auerbach said in alow tone. He nodded toward the voice-activated
trans-comm unit on the wall. " Someone could be listening."

"I turned it off," Beth-Li replied, gliding toward him with asoundless grace. "Did you plant the bug in
Baptistesear?"

He nodded, despising the hot flush wanning his neck and face. "WEell see what happens. | don't know if
shell beieveit."

Beth-Li'slipstwitched in ascornful smile. "If it's about me and it's bad, Baptiste will believeit.”

Auerbach swallowed with difficulty. " She's not as bad asyou think, Beth-Li. She'sfair. After what you
did to Kane, she kept you from being locked up.”

The young woman's smile became a sneer. "'I'm till aprisoner. And so are you. If we can't escapethe
prison, we can at least turn it into ahome." "1 won't be party to bloodshed.” Beth-Li sidied up to him,
fingers caressing the base of histhroat. "There shouldn't be any. If al goes according to plan, Kane and
Grant will disgppear. Wegmann will be hed respongible. And you and | will smply step into the vacuum.
Lakesh will betoo fused-out to even notice what's happening—until it'stoo late.”

Auerbach couldn't meet Beth-Li's gaze, even though he towered nearly afoot over her. "And Bri-gid—I
mean, Baptiste? She won't be harmed?’ "That's up to her.”

"Not too long ago, | agreed to help you escape but you changed the plan by trying to take Baptiste
hostage. How do | know you won't change this plan on me?"
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"I kept your name out of it, didn't 1?* Her clipped tone held anote of challenge. "1 didn't mention your
involvement at al, just like promised. Y ou can trust me."

"My involvement," he said in avoice pitched just barely above awhisper, "didn't amount to much. | was
just going along with you, that'sal. Thistime, I'm in as degp asyou are. And Wegmann—"

He broke off, shook his head and sighed. "I don't like that scrawny pissant, but he's not a stupe. If he
thinks you've been playing up to him just so you can sabotage engineering, helll point thefinger at you.
Evenif Lakesh istoo fused-out to think clearly, well have him, Cotta, Farrell, Bry and DeForeto
contend with. Not to mention Domi and Baptiste.”

Beth-Li pressed hersaf againgt his body. Even through their bodysuits, Auerbach could fedl her hest,
smell her musky perfume. ™Y ou can ded with Baptiste. That's your perk. Asfor the rest of them, they'll
be too busy trying to fix what went wrong and crucifying Wegmann.”

Hestantly, dmost againg hiswill, Auerbach stroked her smooth hair with clumsy fingers. "Misdirection.”
A red spark of anger glinted in her dark eyes. "At least | learned something of use while I've been here.”

"What have you learned from Wegmann?"'



Beth-Li chuckled. "A lot about his machines. He hasn't touched me. | think he suffersfrom what used to
be cdlled performance anxiety. Something you don't have to worry about, right?"

Auerbach frowned as athought occurred to him. "What do you mean Baptisteismy perk?’
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Beth-Li spokein an amused croon. "Shell need comforting after Kane...after he goes away.”

One of her hands goleto the juncture of histhighs, fingertips lightly touching the swelling she found there.
"Isthat for me...or at the thought of your perk?"

Auerbach garted to reply, then realized he wasn't certain himsalf. Her hand grasped his erection tightly,
and she stood on tiptoe, her mouth meeting his. Hetried to be careful, out of consideration for her
hedling lip, but Beth-Li's kiss was more than passionate—it wasfierce, violent.

She unzipped the front of his bodysuit in one sudden motion. Breaking the kiss, she dropped to her
knees, pulling the garment down with her, over hiships.

Beth-Li laughed, amusica sound full of crud humor. "Keep thinking of your perk." Then she guided him
into her mouth.

THEBOTTOM LEVEL of Cerberuswas some 150 feet below solid, shielded rock. It held the various
mai ntenance and machine rooms, the air-conditioning and the nuclear generators. A semidetached wing
contained ten detention cubicles.

Bry stepped out of the lift and into the corridor. He heard the high-pitched rumble of the turbines and felt
asurge of relief. Quickly, hewaked down the passageway and into the engine room. Within a
wire-cage enclosure, resting on an elevated concrete dab, were the three generators. Half-ovoid shells
meade of vanadium surrounded their inner workings.

He glanced over at the control and monitoring station spanning amost the entire width of onewall.
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Liquid crystd displays glowed steady green and glass-covered needle gauges indicated maximum energy
output He looked around for Wegmann, didn't see the man anywhere and called loudly, "Hey!
Wegmann!*

"What?'

The voice, speaking closeto hisear, caused Bry to skip around, biting back an obscenity. Wegmann
stood behind him, regarding him with mild, expressionless eyes. He cleaned his hands with an aily rag.

Bry found the man's composure alittle disconcerting and more than alittle irritating.

In hismidthirties, Wegmann was no more than five and ahdf feet tal and weighed in the generd vicinity
of 150 pounds. As such he wasthe only man in Cerberus shorter and dighter of frame than Bry, but he



aways seemed to possess the sdlf-confidence of someone twice his height and weight.

Bry knew Wegmann had ddliberately startled him, but rather than railsing theissue, he said, "Y ou've got
the gens back on-lineand &t full power."

Inclining his balding head in anod, Wegmann said, "Very observant. Y ou didn't come dl the way down
hereto tel me something | dready knew, did you?'

Bry stopped short of glaring, but he couldn't keep from snapping, ™Y ou were told to apprise me or
Lakesh as soon asthe repairs were compl ete.”

"They're test-cycling. I'm letting them ran to make sure there's no burps, spikes or dips. Oncethat's
done, | intended to make my report.”

"How long will thet be?!
Wegmann sauntered over to the instal ment con-
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sole, making an exaggerated show of examining every gauge. "Aslong asit takes, | guess.”
"It'sbeen aweek," argued Bry.

"Six days," Wegmann countered.

"I've dready reconfigured the gateway's own power source so it won't be such adrain onthemain
generators. There shouldn't be any burps, spikes or dips.”

Wegmann said nothing, gppearing to find the twitching of aneedleindicator completely absorbing.

Struggling to tamp down hisrising impatience, Bry declared, "We're ready to run atest, too, with some
inert materid."

"Dont let me or my engines stop you."

"Look, dammit—weve got to make sure al the hardware and secondary linkups arein phase. We can't
do that until you give usthe word."

Casudly, Wegmann stepped back from the board, turning to face Bry. "Theword," he said dryly, "is
gven.

Bry turned sharply on hished and stalked toward the door, Wegmann caled after him, "Hold on a
second.”

"What?'

"Y ou seen Beth-Li today?'



Bry frowned, casting aquizzica glance over his shoulder. "No, I've had my head stuck in the gateway's
emitter array for most of the morning. Why?'

A lazy smile played over Wegmann'sface, but it had no humor init. "If you do see her, tell her I'vegot a
word for her, too."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

Wegmann fluttered the aily rag dismissvely.
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"Shelll know what it means." With that, he turned back to the console.

Bry strode out of the engine room, on the one hand pleased he could take good news back to Lakesh,
but on the other wondering if the newswasindeed al that good.

Chapter 5

As Kane looked down the crumbling blacktop road, bordered on one side by dense forest and on the
other by grasdand, he said sourly, "We don't have alot of options.”

Grant nodded gloomily. "They'll come straight up the highway, and the highway will takethem to the
pass.” Hedidn't need to add that the rockfal would only stop the Sandcats, not the men inside them.

Sky Dog sad uncertainly, "Perhaps when they see the path is blocked, they'll give up.”

Kane shook his head. "If their mission isto investigate the redoubt, they'll do it on foot and on hands and
kneesif necessary. It'sthe will of the baron, and so they must obey.”

"We can lay trap on road,” Donri suggested. Under stress, her clipped abbreviated mode of Outland
speech became more pronounced. "Bushwhack 'em big-time."

"I thought of that," Grant said darkly. "Even if we manageto chill two wagloads of Mags—which | doubt
we can do—another squad will be sent out eventudly. And if even one of them gets away, helll report
back to the baron that the redoubt isinhabited. WeD only delay the inevitable.”

He exchanged an unhappy glance with Kane. Both men retained exceptiondly vivid memories of their
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firefight with fellow Magistrates upon their escape from Cobalrville, They were repulsed by the prospect
of directing more violence against members of their former brotherhood who were smply following
orders.

Sky Dog gestured with angry impatience, first toward the road then to the mountain range. "What can
we do? Bows and arrows and ponies againgt armored wags and autoblasters...it'll be amassacre,
genocide.”



A thin smiletouched Kane'slips, but it didn't reach hiseyes. "The only strategy we have isto makethe
Mags think they're facing opposition more serious than bows and arrows. Well have to stop them here,
long before they even get to the foothills.”

Sky Dog sared at him increduloudy. "How do you figureto do that?"

Kane turned back to thetreeline. "I'm working on it. For right now, get all of your warriors together.
Get them dl painted, dressed up and mounted. Y ou do the same. I'm planning abig show.”

Sky Dog opened his mouth asif to inquire about Kane's sanity or lack thereof, then closed it and hurried
off toward the village. Grant and Domi followed Kane back through the overgrowth to the war wag.

"Y ou intend to formulate a plan, right?* Grant demanded. "Not just make up shit asyou go dong like
you usudly do?'

Kane cast him anicy, blue-gray glare. Then heforced achuckle. "I cdl it improvising. Whether it works
or not depends on who is the Mag commander and how impressionable heis."

They climbed into the rear of the wag and entered
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aside compartment where they had stored the other blasters Domi had cleaned. There were four
blasters. an S&W Modd 59 pistol, an Atchisson automatic shotgun, a Colt Python revolver and an
M-16rifle.

Kane said gloomily, "No ammo for the revolver or the shotgun. The S&W takes 9 mm rounds, so |
guess we can use that. We're going to have to divide up everything that shoots among the warriorsto
makethiswork."

"To make what work?' Domi asked.

"My plan."

"Which I'm gill waiting to hear," remarked Grant skeptically.

"Part bluff, part theater. Well only havetime for onefull dressrehearsa, so | hope Sky Dog gets his
people back herefast.”

Grant scowled, but that meant the idea appedled to him.

Kane removed the long hollow cylinder of the LAW 80 rocket launcher from arack on the bulkhead.
He handed it to Grant. "What do you know about this?"

Grant hefted it in hisarms, then pulled the two sectionsto their full extended length. He unfolded the
reflex collimator sight on the smooth upper surface. "A one-shot disposable weapon, state-of-the-art
about two centuries ago. Designed specificaly to take out armored vehicles. The effective range is about
500 meters.”



He tapped amolded bulge onits undersde. "It incorporates aspotting rifle to test-aim. Thetrigger isin
here. Simpleto usg, if you've got a decent eye.”

Bending down, Kane pried open the lid of awooden crate. It contained four projectiles, each one
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tipped with a head resembling a blunt-nosed cone. "And these?'

"HEAT rounds," Grant responded promptly. "High Explosive Anti-Tank 94 mm rockets. Not too
different than the Shrike missiles on Degthbirds. They'reignited in the launch tube and rocket-propelled.
The warhead is a shaped charge, concentrating its force on asmall spot.”

Grant eyed the projectiles doubtfully. "They've got to be a minimum of two centuries old, more than
likely looted from an arsend in an old military stockpile. The propelant and warheads are probably
ungtable as hell. If they are, a best you'll only get amisfire, afizzle. At worg, the rocket will explodein
the tube."

He gestured to the wag around them. "And if that happens, so much for al our hard work."
Kanegrunted. "A chance well haveto take." He nodded toward Domi. "Or you will."
She giffened, her ruby eyes narrowing to suspicious dits. "What do you mean?"

"What | mean,” Kane replied patiently, "isweve got to make the Mags think the Indians have a fully
operational war wag in their possession...with blasters and missile launchers and al the bellsringing and
whiglesblowing."

Comprehension showed hi the girl's eyes. "Theater?'

Kane nodded. "Thesater. And however the last act ends, | don't want the Magsto give usfavorable
reviews."

SITTING IN THE COPILOT'S chair of the Sandcat, Abrams had kept one drowsy eye on the distant
bulk
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of the Darks for most of the day. The sky above the lofty peaks had filled with black, seething clouds.
He could easly imagine the devil's own wind whipping and roaring around them. Grudgingly, he admitted
to himsalf that Lakesh'slong-ago assessment of Redoubt Bravo's location was correct. It was probably
the most inaccessible of dl theingallations related to the Totdity Concept.

A Desthbird attempting an aeria landing on the plateau would be chewed up and spit out by the
unpredictable wegather. Besides, Cobatvillesfleet of officid aircraft amply didn't have therangefor a
direct flight. The birdswould haveto carry extrafud and aight somewhereto gas up.



At least the old highway the pair of Sandcats rumbled down wasin fairly good condition, compared to
traveling across the tableland. The past few hours of the journey had been mercifully free of the
spinecom-pressing joltsthat had plagued them al over the past four days. So far, they had not
encountered places where the roadbed had collapsed and forced them to take an overland detour.

For thefirst tune since leaving Cobaltville, the Magistrate squad made good time. Abrams estimated they
would reach the base of the foothills shortly before sunset. Also for thefirst time since embarking on the
mission, he felt halfway relaxed, dthough that was due mainly to physica exhaustion. Theincessant throb
of the engine and the clatter of tracks sounded like alullaby. He fought to keep his eyes open, not
wanting to display any wesknessto Pollard, seated in the pilot's chair. After severa minutes of
smothering yawns, Abrams alowed his eyesto close and he drifted off into a dreamless dumber.
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He was awakened dmost immediately by the sudden change in the timbre of the Sandcat's engine. His
eyes snapped open as Pollard downshifted, working the brake and the gear lever. He gazed steadily
through the open ob port. Abrams followed his stare and his body tensed so quickly he felt a spasm of
painin hislower back. The vehicle cameto ahalt.

"Sr—" Pollard began.
"l seethem," brokein Abrams, forcing acam he did not fed into hisvoice. "1 seethem.”

A single-wide rank of mounted men bisected the highway a hundred yards ahead. All the moisture hi
Abramss mouth dried. He had never seen anything like the men except in old, predark entertainment
vids sored in the archives.

All of them were coppery of complexion, with long jet-black hair worn ether in braids or hanging loose
to siream in the breeze. A variety of feathersfluttered in then- ebony tresses. Paint distorted their angular
featuresinto masks of sheer, implacableferocity. All of them sat on horses, many of which aso bore
feathersand paint.

Although most of the warriors were starkly dressed hi breechclouts, many wore breastplates of bones,
necklaces of teeth and armlets of metal. They were broad-shouldered and lean-hipped, dark faces
immobile benegth the coatings of paint, but their narrow eyes glittered with thefire that burnsin the eyes
of astalking predator. To aman they were armed with bows, spears and hand weapons—knives and
axes and stone-tipped clubs.

Abrams quickly counted at least fifty of them, stretched out in aloose formation across the road and
grasdand bordering it. To the uninitiated eye, the
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manner in which the warriors were positioned seemed foolhardy, but he knew that single-rank formation
was not casud. Every man had hisplaceinit.



At aword, the line of mounted warriors could quickly become a crescent, forming an encircling barrier
to trap both vehicles between the horns of the semicircle. Although he couldn't see them, he was certain
other warriorslay hidden either in the tree line to the left of the Sandcats or in declivitiesin the tableland
onther right.

"Arethey fucking fused-out?' Pollard snarled in disbelief. "A bunch of Stone Age savages blocking the
road?"

Abrams didn't respond, assuming Pollard's query was gtrictly rhetorical. The second Sandcat was at
least fifty feet behind them. He saized the transcomm microphone. "Close up tight,” he directed
Chatham, the driver. "Put your nosein our ass.”

"Yes, gr," came Chatham's confused response. A second later, upon seeing the Indians, he said with
vehemence, "Yes, Sr!"

Pollard's hands tightened on the horseshoe-shaped steering whedl. " Should we punch our way through
them?'

"L et's see what they want.”
Pollard jerked his head around, his face expressng incredulous outrage. " Sir? See what they want?'

Angrily, Abrams snapped, "Do as | say. | want to avoid afirefight. We may need dl of our ammunition
later, and theré's no point in burning it if some kind of negotiation will work to clear the road.”

Two of hismen climbed into caged gunner's saddles on either Sde of the coaxid turret post, bracing
Outer Darkness
65

themsalves on the footrests. Abrams touched a button on the console, and microcircuity engaged,
feeding an dectric impulseto the chemically trested arma-glassturret. It instantly became transparent.

Abrams put on his helmet, snapping the underjaw lock guard into place, knowing the headpiece would
serveits secondary function of ingtilling fear. The Mag armor had been designed not just for protection
but to symbolize the fearsome, faceless power of baronia authority.

Abrams stood up in his chair and did back the roof canopy, confidently reveaing himsdf from thewaist
up. With adight quiver of unease, he noted no trepidation, much lessfear, registering on the faces of the
Indians.

Shouting in order to be heard over the twin rumble of the Sandcat engines, he demanded, "Istherea
leader or achief anong you?'

He serioudy doubted any of the barbarians spoke English, but he wanted to give them the chance to talk
it over. He harbored no doubts that his squad could easily daughter even such anumericaly superior
force. But once that step was taken, Abramswould be bound by policy to exterminate dl the Indiansin
the area, including the old, the infirm, the women and the children. It was the price of defiance. Rebdllion
againg the enforcers of ville law could not be tolerated, and even insolence was punishable by desth.



But to find the Indian settlement and raze it required time and resources he preferred not to expend.

A black horse suddenly pranced from the line of men, stepping high and lightly. A lean, lithefigure sat on
its back. An elaborate headdress of eagle feath-
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erssurrounded his head in afluttering halo. Hisferocious face was colorfully painted, and heworea
bone breastplate. He gripped along, stedl-tipped lance in onefigt.

Abrams couldn't help but fed impressed. Another man would have looked foolish bedecked in such
savage finery, but the warrior's erect carriage and the easy way he controlled hishorse with only his
knees gave him an ah* of authority.

The man gpproached at a canter, his mount's unshod hooves clattering against the blacktop. He halted
the animal fifteen or so feet from the prow of the Sandcat.

In surprisingly unaccented English, he announced, "I am Sky Dog. Who are you, Magistrate?"

Rather than fed comforted that the Indian had recognized him asaMag, Abrams was made even more
uneasy by hisdistinct lack of apprehension. Either Sky Dog was self-assured to the point of being
suicida or he had an ace on the line. If the latter was the case, Abrams couldn't even begin to conceive
of what that might be.

"I am Abrams, commander of the Cobatville Mag Divison," he stated imperioudy. ™Y ou're obstructing
legal representatives of the baron passing through histerritory.”

Sky Dog's grim expression did not dter, but hiswords dripped with contempt. "The baron'sterritory,
you say. Thisisthe ancestrd land of the Lakotaand the Cheyenne. Therefore, it iswe who hold the legal
rights. What isyour business here?"

Abrams, taken aback by the man's arrogance, couldn't speak for amoment. Then he stabbed an arm
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toward the Bitterroot Range. " To the mountains. We seek fugitives from justice.”

Sky Dog'sface twitched ever so dightly in amoue of mockery. ™Y ou will not find fugitives from anything
inthe Darks, Abrams. Nothing livesthere. It isacursed place, full of evil secrets and degath.”

"Then you should have no objection to us going there," Abrams snapped.
Sky Dog shifted position on the blanket saddle. "I would not object if you didn't have to cross our land
to reach it. That isthe crux of the matter. For more that a century, we've fought to hold our territory, to

keep it free from Roamers and wasicun invaderslike you. We will continueto do so."

Abrams heard Pollard swearing beneath him, but he ignored him. Firmly, coldly, he declared, "You are



outmatched. We have superior wegponry and heavy wags. No matter how long you have held thisland,
you haven't faced opposition like this. We will reach our objective and well do it even if we go over or
through you. Wewill not go around.”

Abrams knew a bloodbath was a foregone conclusion, but he offered the man one last opportunity to
negotiateit. "Oncethefirst shotisfired,” he warned, "there will be no going back. All of your people will
die. It will beasif you had never lived a al."

Sky Dog's eyes ditted. Abrams could dmost fed the hot hatred seething in them. Nudging his horse with
buckskin-shod hedls, the Indian dowly backed away. Abrams clenched histeeth, hoping the man
intended to confer with hiswarriorsinstead of ordering an attack.

Keeping his gaze locked on Abrams's bearded face, Sky Dog reined in hishorse, then raised his
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lance over hishead. The men behind him did not stir, and Abrams wondered at the meaning of the
gesture, whether it signified surrender or defiance. An ingtant later, he received hisanswer.

Even over the steedy rumble of the Sandcats idling engines, amechanica roar dammed againg his
eardrums. Like a prehistoric creature roused from amillion-year dumber and resenting its awakening, a
dark massive shape came crashing through the undergrowth bordering the treeline. Leaves and foliage
exploded in showers, and saplings snapped off with sounds like gunshots.

For a crazed micromoment of shock, Abramswasn't sure his eyes were conveying accurate information
to the reasoning centers of hisbrain. He ressted the impul se to reach up and tweak hiswhiskers, to
make sure hewasn't hallucinating.

The huge tank-treaded machine plowed up loose dirt and lumbered onto the road, veering sharply ina
semicirclewith aloud squed of the drivetrain. Its blunt snout pointed directly at the frontal armor of the
Sandcat, asif daring the smaller machine to make amove. Also pointed directly at the Sandcats were
missile ports and the multiple barrels of miniguns.

Through the windshield, Abrams barely made out the feethered and face-painted man in the pilot's chair.
He knew hisjaw had dropped open in astonishment, but Abramswasin no hurry to closeit. Adrendine
surged through him as he stared unblink-ingly at the heavily armed and armored mobile army command

post.

Faintly, he heard Sky Dog's taunting shout, “The next hand isyours, Magigtrate. Raise or call.”

Chapter 6

Kane hissed curses beneath his bresth as the war wag bucked and lurched around him. Every seam,
every weld, every rivet seemed to creak and groan.

He applied the brakes, doing his best not to stall the big machine out. He heard Domi, crouched downin
the portade missile pod, cry out in pain as the vehicle screeched to ahat. He was too busy trying to
control the behemoth to respond. Unlike the Sand-cats, the vehicle was ajuggernaut, cumbersome and



about as maneuverable as arock formation.

Still he managed to align the metad mongter so it effectively blocked the Cats lines of fireto the
tribesmen. He couldn't help but grin appreciatively when he saw Abramss mouth hanging agape.

Kane was more than alittle surprised to see the divison adminigtrator. The fact that Baron Cobalt had
dispatched Abramsto command arecce mission had al sorts of implications, none of them good. Kane
wished he could question him, but he didn't dare show hisface—even asdisguised asit was by

pai nt—without ruining the ruse he and Grant had concocted.

Sky Dog trotted his horse around the war wag, keeping close to the side but well away from the missile
pod where Domi knedled with the LAW 80 rocket launcher. She had placed the barrel in such a
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way that if she had tofire, it would provide theillusion of afully functional wespons emplacement.

In aloud, gentorian voice, Sky Dog declared, "Asyou said, Abrams, once the first shot isfired, there
will be no going back—for any of us. It isup to you to fire that shot or return the way you came.”

Sky Dog paused, then, in atone like the sharp cracking of awhip, demanded, "Decide!”

Through the bulletproof windshield, Kane watched Abrams keenly. Although the man's eyes were
concesled by the hemet's visor, he had no problem guessing the kind of uncertain thoughts racing
through the adminigtrator's mind.

Abrams had four USMG-73 machine guns he could bring into play, but he could only attack with one
Cat with any degree of rapidity. The second vehicle would be required to back up and leave the
roadbed to have an unobstructed zone of fire. And as soon as the Indians saw the rearward Cat begin to
reverse, Abrams knew the war wag facing him would unleash itsarsend at point-blank range.

Of course, Abrams did not know only one rocket was aimed at him and that the miniguns had no
ammunition. He adso didn't know Grant and six other warriors had taken up flanking positions around
bom vehicles, armed with autoblasters. Despite Sky Dog's earlier doubt that his warriors would be
willing to usefirearms, dmost too many of them volunteered. Standing Bear was one of them, joining
Grant out on the tableland.

If the Magistrates remained insde the armored walls of the Sandcats, the wegpons would be effective
primarily as noisemakers, but at least they would
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receive the impression they faced opposition abit more lethal than arrows and spears.

Kane used histhumb to flip open the cover of histrans-comm unit and pressthe key to open Grant's

channdl. He didn't dare bring the little radiophone up to hisface, so he boosted the volume to hear
Grant'sreport over the growl of the engine.



"Weresdt," said Grant'sfiltered voice. "I've got Abramsin my sghts.”
"Acknowledged," Kanereplied.

The standoff stretched out for another half minute. Kane understood but didn't sympathize with
Abramss quandary. In the face of unknown forces, the most intelligent tactic was to withdraw. But
Magigtrate arrogance and conditioning were an immovable obstacle to logical thinking, as both Kane
and Grant had reason to know.

Abrams spoke asingle word into his helmet's commlink, then he dropped down the hatch, out of sight
into the Sandcat. Barely a second later, the twin barrels of the USMG-73's spit tongues of flame.

Even over the engine roar, Kane heard the jack-hammer drumming. A hailstorm struck the sde of the
war wag, sounding like awork gang pounding on the hull with mdlets. As 7.62 mm bullets kicked up
dirt in foot-high burgts al around Sky Dog, his horse screamed and reared benesath him, forelegslashing.
Sky Dog did off itsback, over itsrump asthe animd'slegsfolded. It fell heavily to the ground, its glossy
black coat bearing bright scarlet splotches.

"Son of abitch!" Kane snarled.

Hedidn't need to give the order to fire. Asthe horse's body was still settling, Grant and the armed
warriors opened up with a crossfire that ripped the

72

JAMES AXLER

air. Rounds struck dancing patterns of sparks on the skin of the Sandcat, ricochets keening away.

They didn't penetrate the armor, but the gunners swung the machine guns around, tracking for the source
of thefire. The respite gave Sky Dog the opportunity to take cover behind the war wag. Kane noted
how he cradled Msleft arm asheran.

Turning hishead, Kane shouted, "Domi! Let loose!™

He waited, gritting histeeth at the staccato thunder of autofire and the multiple clangs of rounds
impacting on meta. When he didn't hear the whooshing rush of the rocket or seeitsflaming tail, he
bellowed, "Domi. Do it, goddammit.”

He barely heard her frustrated cry over the racket. "Misfirel Misfire! Loading another."

Kane growled as he saw the second Sandcat begin to reverse, swinging around and off the highway. He
engaged the war wag's gears, et up on the brake and dammed down hard on the accelerator. "Hold
on," heyelled.

Theleviathan lunged forward with aprolonged roar. Its blunt snout impacted solidly with the snout of the
Sandcat, making anoise like two iron mountains colliding. Metal screeched againgt meta with a

prolonged, nerve-racking wail.

Kanelurdhed violently in his seat, neck musclestwinging, his chest damming into the steering whed with



breath-robbing force. He kept hisfoot on the gas pedal. The turret bubble atop the Sandcat rotated, the
perforated barrel of the USMG-73 spitting fire and smoke at him.

The rounds hammered loudly againgt the wag's armor, banging on the thick double-glazed polymer of
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the windscreen. Most of the bullets bounced away, leaving little white stars to commemorate their
impacts. A few others splashed into shapeless dark blobs and clung there.

Grant's voi ce shouted something from the trans-comm, but the unit had fallen to the floorboards and
Kane couldn't reach it. He thought he heard him yell something about Standing Bear. Kane popped the
gears, and the massive vehicle gave another violent lurch and ahowl of astressed engine.

The Mag driving the Sandcat tried to meet the war wag head-on, and they strained against each other
with squedls and grinding sounds, each vehicle trying to outmuscle the other. The Cat's treads spun,
scouring the roadbed and hurling gravel and pulverized asphdt in arching plumes. The spray of dirt and
grit spattered the second vehicle.

Smoke spouted from the exhausts of the war wag and the Sandcat, filling the air with dense, shifting
planes of vapor. The shutter of the Cat's ob port was only partialy open, and Kane glimpsed aboxy
jaw-line under the driver'svisor. Its generd outline was familiar, but he didn't devote much timeto
bringing the memory into full focus.

Bardly audible over the cacophony of blasterfire and engine noise, Kane heard aripping sound, asof a
piece of siff canvastearing in haf. A flaming, smoking projectile skimmed from the port sde of thewar
wag, leaving atrail of spark-shot smokein itswake.

The HEAT round exploded in aflaring fireball on the Sandcat's frontal armor, spreading a blanket of
flame up over the ob ports and the gun turret. The 94 mm hollow charge punched a deep cavity into the
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prow of the Cat. The concussion shook the war wag, and fragments clattered loudly against the
windshield. Kane flinched, but the bulletproof polymer coating didn't break. Cracks spread in an
interconnecting network.

The resistance to the wag's steady forward momentum suddenly diminished, and Kane guessed that the
Sandcat's driver was either dead or too busy trying to extinguish thefire that had suddenly ignitedin his
lap to maintain pressure on the throttle.

The mobile army command post pushed the Cat inexorably backward. It smashed loudly against the
vehicle behind it just asit was completing itsturn. The bulk of the second vehicle tipped up onto two



treads, but it remained more or less upright Gripping the steering whedl, Kane continued to punish the
two Sandcats.

Hefloored the accelerator, using thefirst Cat as a battering ram againgt the second. The second vehicle
fishtailed off the road, bouncing violently asit crashed through awal of vegetation before comingtoa
halt againgt the trunk of an aspen.

Both gull-wing doors of Abrams's Sandcat were flung open and up, disgorging clouds of gray smoke
and two armored figures. They dapped franticaly at the patches of flame clinging to the polycarbonate.
Kane only recognized Abrams because his beard was ablaze with awreath of fire. With no oneto steer
or brake the Sandcat, the war wag shoved it off the road, piling it up againgt itstwin with an air-shivering
crash.

Thefiring pattern from Grant and the armed Amerindians changed, concentrating on Abrams and the
other Magigrate. With chunks of asphat dancing al

around them, the two men tried to return the shots with their Sin Eaters. Both Magistrates took
smultaneous multiple hits, and though the rounds didn't penetrate their body armor, they were hammered
off their feet, limbstwisting and jerking like those of scarecrows exposed to ahigh wind.

Smoke continued to boil from the open doors of the Sandcat, and the Magsinside desperately crawled
and fell out. The personnd compartment hatch was jammed tight against the other vehicle, so they were
forced to claw their way forward to escape.

All of the Mags were racked by lung-deep coughs. With wild, wolfish howls, the mounted warriors
kicked their horses forward, forming acircle around the gagging men. Despite the fact Kane had told
Sky Dog to ingruct the bravesin the futility of engaging the Magistrates hand-to-hand, they fell upon
them anyway. Grant and his blaster-wielding warriors were forced to stop firing or kill their own people.

A storm of arrows showered the Magidtrates, the sted points rattling against their armor and bouncing
away. Kane glimpsed one man redling blindly, both of his cheeks pierced by afeathered wooden shaft,
liquid strings of scarlet spilling from hislips.

The Amerindians legped from horseback, grappling with the armored men, stabbing and hacking at them
with knives and tomahawks. The polycarbonate armor deflected the blades, and two of the Mags got off
lucky shotswith their Sin Eaters, spraying severd warriors with hailstorms of lead. They pitched from
their horses backs, bodies stitched through with 9 mm dugs. The other braves refused to retrest.
Instead, they shrieked even louder with rage and swvarmed al over the Magistrates.

t

76

JAMES AXLER

Sky Dog raced toward the screaming meleg, shouting, at hiswarriorsto stop. Hisleft arm dangled at his
Sde, astreak of crimson bright againgt hisruddy skin. More than likely, a 7.62 mm round from one of
the USMG-73's had broken it.

His horde of blood-mad warriors pulled back. Kane glimpsed two of the Mags lying motionless on the



ground, leaking fluids. Cutting edges had evidently found vulnerable areasin their black exoskd-etons.
The other Magistrates struggled in the strong grips of the braves, their Sin Eaters stripped from them.

Domi appeared in the control compartment, ruby eyes aight with excitement. A black smudge of soot
on her right cheek marred the pearly perfection of her skin. She had obvioudy caught some of the
rocket's blowback, but she had gotten off lucky. The old projectile could have exploded in the launch
tube.

"Got ‘em whipped!" she crowed triumphantly.

Kane thought her pronouncement alittle premature, but he didn't correct her. The machine guns of the
jammed-up Sandcat continued to hammer away, spewing stedl-jacketed hailstorms in a 360-degree
circuit. The blagterfire was ineffectua and impotent. The double machine-gun fire from the turret did little

more than prune al the treesin the vicinity. Bullet-chewed branches, bark and shredded |leaves rustled
downinaran.

"Kane!" Grant'sangry, frustrated voice roared from the trans-comm on the floor.

Domi scrambled into the copilot's chair, leaned down and picked up the unit. She handed it to Kane.
"I'm here," hesaid.

"Thefirgt Cat ispacified,” Grant stated, reverting
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to Mag euphemisms. "The second one still has some teeth. Only an order from Abramswill get them to
surrender. Want me to convince him it'sthe better part of valor?”

"Under no circumstances show yoursdlf to Abrams or any other Mag." Kané's clipped, firm tone
brooked no debate. "We've got to keep them in the dark about our involvement Otherwise dl of this
was awaste of time and lives. Weve gone over thiswith Sky Dog. He knows what to do.”

Grant'svoice wasfull of disappointment. "Right. Acknowledged.”

Kane cut the connection, repressing asmile. Battle fever burned through Grant, and he ached to bring
the conflict to its conclusion so they could claim acomplete victory. Kane felt the same way, but they
had aready decided to convince the Mags that the tribesmen were solely responsible for their defedt. It
would be acrippling psychological blow to the squad's confidence and sdlf-esteem.

How the last act drew to its conclusion depended on Sky Dog's powers as a statesman.

SKY DOG FACED ABRAMS, doing his best to maintain a composed expression despite the stink of
burned hair tickling his nogtrils. Half of the man's whiskers were no more than charred, blackened
stubble, the surrounding flesh swollen with leaking bk'sters.

Abrams showed no pain, however, and neither did Sky Dog, despite the agony lancing up and down his
left arm.

"Itisover," hetold the armored man matter-of-factly. "Order the rest of your men to surrender.”



Abrams glanced around at the ferocious faces sur-
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rounding him. Tondesdy, hereplied, "If they areto die, let them diein battle. Y ou should understand
thet."

"It'syou who don't understand.” Sky Dog nodded to the war wag's missile pod. "What we did to your
vehicle, we can do to the other. They will diein agony, burned dive. Isthat what you wish for them?"

Abrams didn't answer, but he bit hislower lip.

"No one else need die." Sky Dog spoke so quietly that Abrams had to lean forward to hear hisvoice. "If
you were to give me your word, as acommander, that neither you nor any of your men will take up arms

against my people, | will let you go."

Sky Dog had expected immediate acceptance, but Abramswasingtantly suspicious. "You will let usgo
inour Sandcat?'

"Onfoot. You will leave your vehicle as spoils of war. Y ou aso forfeit your weapons except for knives.
Y ou may takeal the rations you brought with you.”

Abrams gazed at the shaman warily. "How do | know you won't attack us as soon aswe've disarmed?”’
"Y ou have my word."

Sky Dog couldn't see the play of emotionsin the man's eyes, obscured as they were by the helmet's
visor, but he knew Abrams struggled with opposing impulses. His squad was dready defeated, both of
his vehicles disabled. At worst, the savages would deploy another rocket against it. At best, they would
smply wait until the men depleted their ammunition and water.

The notion of agreeing to the terms of the barbar-
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ian was repulsive in the extreme, but the aternative was far worse and certainly more permanent.
Onfoot, Abrams estimated it would take them nearly ten daysto reach the border territory within direct
jurisdiction of Cobaltville. Ten days of marching through the Outlands, armed only with knives, with
perhaps nothing to return to but baron-issued termination warrants.

Quietly, Sky Dog said, "The mission your baron assigned was foolish. My people have lived herefor a
very long timeand if there were wasicun in the Darks, we would know about it. The road was blocked

years ago by an avaanche and your Mags with their guns and armor could never make the climb. There
is nothing up there anyone would want.”



Abramswetted hislips, nodding toward the war wag. "Where did you get that?"

"It was abandoned here many generations ago. We restored it and the blastersit contained. Thereis
much more that you have not seen.”

Abrams seemed on the verge of speaking, but he hesitated.
Impatiently, Sky Dog said, "Make your decison, Magistrate.”
Abramsdared a him levelly. "Well just go?'

"You'll just go. A band of my warriorswill escort you from our land. Once you leave, you are never to
return, regardless of what orders your baron givesyou in the future.”

Abrams glanced questioningly at the other Magidtrates standing silently in the grips of thewarriors. Then,
into hishemet's comm-link, he said clearly,
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"Rostler. Ceasefire. Unbutton the Cat and throw out your arms. We're surrendering.”

Sky Dog couldn't hear Rostler's response, but it made Abrams bare histeeth and raise bis voice.
"Goddammit, you heard me. We're surrendering. We've been promised safe passage. | order you to
comply immediaiey!"

The guttering fire from the machine guns abruptly ceased. The side gull wings dowly opened. Sin Eaters
and Copperheads clattered out onto the ground. After afew seconds, the blasters were followed by a
group of disconsolate, frightened, black-clad men. They wereingtantly at the center of awhed of
glittering spear points. Slowly, rdluctantly, the Magisirates raised their arms and placed their handson
the backs of their helmeted heads.

With anod, Abrams indicated the corpses of the dead Mags. "What about them?”

"Wewill attend to their remains,”" Sky Dog said. " Then- bodies will not be mutilated if that'swhat you're
worried about.”

Faintly, Abramssaid, "I thank you for thet, a least.”

Sky Dog stepped away from him, gesturing sharply with hisright hand. The Amerindians released their
holds on the Magistrates. "Go now," the shaman intoned with adeadly sincerity. "Tell your baron he
cannot own al of Grandmother Earth. If he continuesto try, thislittle war will become avery big and
costly one. Someday it will consume not only him but dl of the baronies.”

With that, Sky Dog turned on his hedl and stalked away. Once behind the war wag, his deliberate,
forceful stride faltered and he sagged, sinking histeeth into hislower lip. The exhaust fumesfrom the

iding
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vehicle made him lightheaded and nauseated. He wished Kane would turn it off.

Asif obeying atelepathic command, the heavy rumble of the engine ceased, but with agasping wheeze.
A few moments later, the rear hatch opened and Kane and Domi climbed out.

"Thanks," Sky Dog sad.

Kane snatched off the feathered bonnet. "'For what?"

"For turning off thisdemon.”

Kane amiled mirthlesdy. "Wasn't my doing. The damn thing ran out of gas."

Sky Dog was both relieved and apprehensive. Leaving the monstrous vehicle to crouch on the road
didn't have much gpped for him.

"The Cats have extrafue cans," Kane said reassuringly. "We can usethem to gasit up and moveit.”
He eyed Sky Dog's bloodied arm. "Bad?"

''Bad enough. It's broken."

"Blood losslooks minimd. | think we can fix you up.”

Kane stepped to the corner and peered around the wag. Flanked by four horsemen, the column of
Magigtrates shuffled down the highway, Abrams at its head. He attempted to maintain some shred of
dignity, even though he limped very badly. Thelong trek back to Cobatville would be exceedingly
painful for him, but Kane couldn't muster much compassion.

Smoke continued to roil from theinterior of the rocket-blasted Sandcat, but not as much earlier.

"Better get some men to put out that fire," Kane said. "The thing may not be roadworthy anymore, but
you can savage some partsfor old Titano here.”
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He affectionatdly patted the metd hide of the war wag.

Sky Dog shouted ingtructions to agroup of warriors, and they busied themselves tossing handfuls of dirt
into theimmobilized Cat and begating out flames with blankets taken from their horses backs.

Grant strode up from the grasdand, widlding one of the Colt Commando autorifles. "Sx casudties,” he
reported. "Five dead." He paused, then added, " Standing Bear is one of them.”

Kanefelt apang of sadness. Weeks ago, he had fought Standing Bear and defeated nun, more by
trickery than skill. Rather than alow the warrior to be dishonored, Kane had permitted him to put the
mark of thetrickster wolf on hisface. Unconscioudy, he touched the thin scar on his cheek.



"What we do now?' Domi asked.

Grant hooked athumb over his shoulder. "Assign adetail to attend to the dead and wounded. Then well
have to figure out how to get these wags off the road.”

Grimly, Domi said, "Still think we should chill Mags.™"

Sounding dightly aggrieved, Grant replied, "We explained that. If they don't go back to Cobadltville,
another party will be sent out. Bigger and better armed and we probably won't be here.”

"Baron Cobalt may send out another party anyway," declared Kane. "Not arecon squad, but afull
assault force. Sky Dog spit in hiseye, humiliated him. But now he knows enough to be cautious. And
afrad.”

Kane amost added And vengeful, but he decided to let Sky Dog and his people enjoy their triumph
without worrying about the future.
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He started around the war wag, saying to Sky Dog, "Ther€ll be first-aid kitsin the Cats. We can start
treating that arm and the other wounded.”

He had waked only afew paces when his path was blocked by a group of warriors. They regarded him
with flinty eyes, and Kane came to ahdt, wondering if they were friends of Standing Bear and held him
responsiblefor hisdesth. The plan had been his, &fter dl. He surveyed their angular, uncompromising
faces, dl of them fearsomely painted, and he reflex-ively tensed hiswrist tendons, preparing Ms hand to
receive the Sin Eater. He glared back at them.

Asif that wasasignd, ahigh-pitched ululating howl burst from the throats of the assembled warriors.
They raised lances, knives and axes over their heads, shaking them at the sky. They shouted two words
over and over, "Unktomi Shunkaha! Unktomi Shunkahal"

The braves voiced ther tribute to the man who brought them victory, chanting the name their comrade
Standing Bear had conceived as an insult, but now synonymous with cunning and courage—Trickster
Wolf.

Kanerecalled what Brigid had said to him ashort time ago after Tibetan bandits had bestowed upon him
thetitle of Tsyanis Khanpo, the King of Fear. She had wryly commented, "Y ou're earning quite the
reputation in the far corners of theworld.”

He hadn't given her observation much thought at the time. Now he redized, with asinking sensation in

the pit of his tomach, that he was crossing over the road from flesh-and-blood man and entering the
reslm of legend.

Chapter 7

Early the following morning, Kane, Domi and Grant started back for Cerberus. After the battle with the



Magidrates, they had overseen the siphoning of enough fuel from the Sandcatsto get the war wag
running again. It had been used to haul the disabled Cats into the woods where they were camouflaged.

Upon returning to the village, the Amerindians staged a victory celebration in honor of the wasicuns, with
plenty of wild dancing, snging and feasting. The mourning for the dead would come later, when their
grief would bejust as unrestrained astherr joy.

More than one nubile native woman eyed Kane boldly and speculatively, but their hair and eye color
reminded him too strongly of Beth-Li to arouse hislibido. Although he had resisted cooperating with

L akesh's breeding program, he knew he had fulfilled his part of the proposa with her—or her
doppe-gangers—on two parallel casements. Although the memories of his experiences on those mirror
worldswere dready dim, he till retained vivid impressions, if not the actual memories, of engaginginthe
sex act with her.

But in thisredity Kane had resisted her advances, and his refusals had damaged her ego and earned her
hatred. At least he assumed she hated him; he could no longer be certain of anything. His experiences on
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the lost Earths made him doubt his most fundamental concepts of redlity.

Before leaving the village, they told Sky Dog they would return as soon as they could with more fud and
ammunition. Kane entrusted the L akota leader with one of the trans-comm units. Though its range was
limited, it was better than no means of communication at all.

Escorted by a pair of warriors, they had ridden on horseback to the rockfall where their Hussar Hotspur
Land Rover was parked. During the dangerous and painstaking drive back up the mountain road, Grant
and Domi were clearly happy to return to Cerberus. The rough life on the plains was too reminiscent of
Domi's upbringing in an Outland settlement for her to find any gpped init. Grant, though accustomed to
hardship during his Mag days and after, made no bones about his preference for abed over afur robe
gpread on the hard ground. He a'so didn't find herb and bark teamuch of a substitute for coffee, and
genuine coffee was one of the few real advantagesto life at Cerberus.

Kane was strangely regretful about leaving the band of Lakota and Cheyenne. He felt astrong affinity for
the wild and free people and their unfettered way of life, and he wasn't sure why. Perhapsit had
something to do with the vision he had glimpsed some months before during a bad mat-transjump. At
the time he had dismissed it as a hallucination caused by an out-of-phase transit-feed connection. Lakesh
had explained that when the modul ation frequencies between two gateway units weren't in perfect sync,
jump sicknesswould result, asymptom of which was starth'ngly vivid halucinations.
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The hdlucinations Kane had suffered weren't dreams; they were more like glimpses of past lives,
vignettes from his soul'sjourney over thelong track of time. In one of the visons, he had seen himsdlf
adride apony, feathersin hislong, streaming hair as he galloped down on the bluecoat soldiersina
place cdled the Greasy Grass. The soldier's chief had been named Pahaska.



It wasn't until much later, delving secretly into the redoubt's database, that he learned Greasy Grass was
what the Lakota called the Little Bighorn and Pahaskas wasicun name was Custer.

Kane wondered why such obscure historical details, which weren't in his conscious storehouse of
knowledge, would bubble to the surface during about of jump sickness.

More recently, after gaining pieces of the Chinta-mani Stone, Lakesh had postulated that so-called jump
dreams might not be hallucinations at al, but brief, inchoate pesksinto other lives and other redlities.

Sitting in the passenger seat of the Land Rover asitssix tires carried it up the road, Kane hazarded a
Sdeways glance at Grant who was cursing softly beneath his breath as he wrestled with the steering
whedl.

If Grant had undergone similar visions during that jump, he never raised the subject and probably never
would.

Sengng Kané's gaze, the big man shot him adightly annoyed glance. "What?"

Kane shrugged. "Nothing. Y ou think Wegmann has the generators debugged by now?"
"After what we went through getting that bastard wag running,” Grant snapped, "he'd better.”
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Domi leaned forward from the back seet, white face dightly troubled. "If it'sworking, that means Lakesh
will send you through the gateway with the rocks again.”

Neither man responded to her observation. Using the mat-trans unit in tandem with the unearthly
properties of the Black Stone was what had caused the mafunction hi thefirst place. Putting the
generators back on-line in order to breach the hyperdimensiona barriers between thelost Earthswas a
matter of paramount urgency, at least asfar as L akesh was concerned. Neither Kane nor Grant shared
that view. Domi, in her straightforward way, saw the entire undertaking as confusing, bizarre and
downright pointless.

Initidly, so had Grant and Kane, but their experiences on the parallel casements had wrought something
of achangein atitude. They Hill didn't consder the matter of any particular urgency, and they certainly
weren't eager to climb into the mat-trans and have their bodies reduced to digitized energy patternswhile
their minds were launched beyond the limits of time and space—or at least beyond the limitsthey
understood.

The two casements they had aready visited were as different from each other asfrom their own Earth,
but there were smilarities. In each aternate world, there had been agloba war, but at a different period
inhigory.

On one pardlel casement, Nazi Germany had won the race to become the world'sfirst nuclear power
and had locked the entire planet into afascist dictatorship.

On the second casement, anuclear war had come
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about during the Cuban Missile Crigis of the early 1960s. The era of totaitarianism that followed hadn't
been as overt as on thefirst aternate world, but it had no less a stranglehold on human freedom.

On both logt Earths, C. W. Thrush had enjoyed a position of power, and so had the Archon Directorate.

More than eight months before, Kane had been told that the entirety of human history was intertwined
with the activities of the entities called Ar-chons, athough they had been referred to by many names over
many centuries—angels, demons, vigitors, diens, saucer people, grays.

Thelr involvement with humanity stretched back at least twenty thousand years, and perhaps further.
Beginning at the dawn of history, the Archons subtly— and sometimes not so subtly—influenced human
afairs.

They conspired with willing human pawnsto control humanity through political chaos, saged wars,
famines, plagues and naturd disasters. Their standard operating procedure was to establish aprivileged
ruling class dependent upon them, which in turn controlled the masses for them. The Archons
manipulation of governments and religionswas dl-pervasive, and dlegedly they had dlied themselves
with Nazi Germany—and switched their allegiance when the Allieswere victorious. However, astime
progressed, the world and humankind changed too much for their plenipotentiariesto rule with any
degree of effectiveness.

But their god remained the same—the unification of the world under their control, with al nonessentia
and nonproductive humans iminated. Now, nearly
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two hundred years after the nukecaust, the population was far easier to manipulate.

Kane had accepted the startling revaation of the hidden history of humanity. Despite how mad it seemed
to himinitialy, he grew comfortable with it and had eased into hating the so-called Archon Directorate.
He woke up hating Archons and he went to bed hating Archons. It was easy, it was Ssmple and it went
on.

And then, only recently, he had been told that his hatred was not only pointless, but pretty much without
merit. The Archon Directorate did not exist except as acover story created two centuries before and
expanded with each succeeding generation. It was dl aruse, bits of truth mixed in with outrageous
fiction. Only asingle so-caled Archon existed on Earth and that was Balam, who had been the redoubt's
resident prisoner for more than three and a half years.

Baam claimed the Archon Directorate was an appel lation created by the predark governments. Lakesh
referred to it asthe Oz Effect, wherein asingle vulnerable entity created theillusion of being the
representative of an al-powerful body.

Even more shocking than that revelation was Balam's assertion that he and hisfolk were humans, not
dien but dienated. Kane dtill didn't know how much to believe. But if nothing else, he no longer
subscribed to the fatdigtic belief that the human race had had its day and only extinction lay ahead.
Baam had indicated that was not true, but was merely another control mechanism. Evidently, that



control mechanism was due in large measure to the machinations of Colonel Thrush.
When the Land Rover climbed within amile of
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the plateau, Grant trans-commed the redoubt, informing Cotta of their imminent arrival. By thetimethe
vehicle navigated the last curvein the road and rolled onto the plateau, they saw that the multi-ton sec
door at the base of the peak was fully open. Seeing the twenty-foot-wide vanadium-sheathed corridor
gleaming beyond it, Kane felt aquick spurt of anxiety.

In the half light of gpproaching dusk, the open door looked like a maw, the mouth of some gigantic
devourer. Intdlectualy, Kane understood his primal reaction. After spending the past few daysin the
open, with no walls or ceiling except the trees and sky, returning to the windowless confines of Cerberus
made him fed ingtantly claustrophobic.

Also, ever sncethey had begun using the mat-trans unit as achannel to the parale casements, he had
ceased to view the redoubt as home or even a safe haven. Now Cerberusfelt like athreshold to
hell—and not just one hdll, ether, but an infinite number of them, dl walking, waking nightmares.

Grant steered the Land Rover across the tarmac and into the entrance. Farrell stood just inside the door,
hand on the control lever. As soon as the Hotspur passed him, the man threw the lever and the huge
sections of the door began to unfold with clanking groans.

Grant drove to the ingtdlation's vehicle depot, a big room adjacent to the armory. He braked to a stop
beside the redoubt's own Sandcat, opposite the fuel pump. Asthe three people climbed out, Brigid
entered, green eyes bright with questions. Kane forced a smile of greeting. He knew she hadn't been
worried about them, because then- physical conditions could be monitored from the Cerberus control
center.
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The subcutaneous trangponder was anonharmful radioactive chemica that had fit itself into the human
body and alowed monitoring of heart rate, brainwave patterns and blood count. Lakesh had ordered dl
of the Cerberus redoubt personnel to be injected with them. Based on organic nanotechnology created
by the Totdity Concept's Overproject Excalibur, the trangponder fed information through the Comsat
relay satdllite when personnel were out in thefield.

Brigid seemed to sense Kane's unease and she inquired hesitantly, "1t didn't go well?"

"It went great,” chirped Domi, flashing atoothy grin. She thrust up aleg, repeatedly kicking the air.
"Big-time put the boot to Mag asses. Kicked 'em back to Cobdtville."

Brigid'seyeswidened. "Y ou did what?'

Grant matched Domi's grin, nodding toward Kane. "Ask Trickster Wolf here. For once, aplan of bis
worked out."



Brigid noticed the stark differencein attitude among the three people. Domi and Grant were cheerful to
the point of ebullience, while Kane appeared nervous and edgy.

"Y ou can give usthe details during the debrief,” she said, eyeing Kane surreptitioudy. "No injuries?’

"Nope," Grant responded, walking toward the door leading to the armory and removing his Sin Eater.
"Another first. DeFore should be happy.”

Brigid followed them into the big square room. The Cerberus armory was stacked nearly to the celling
with wooden crates and boxes. Many of the crates were stenciled with the legend Property U.S. Army.
Glass-fronted gun cases lined the four walls, containing automatic assault rifles, many makes and models
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of subguns and dozens of semiautometic blasters. Heavy assault wegponry occupied the north wall,
bazookas, tripod-mounted M-249 machine guns, mortars and rocket launchers.

Nearly al of the ordnance was of predark manufacture. Caches of materiel had been laid downin
hermetically sedled continuity of government ingtallations before the nukecaust. Protected from the
ravages of the outraged environment, nearly every piece of munitions and hardware was as pristine as
the day it had rolled off the assembly line. In the far corner, two suits of Magistrate body armor were
mounted on metal frameworks. They dways reminded Brigid of apair of slent sentries.

AsKane hung his bolstered Sin Eater on apeg within agun case, he asked, ' 'How go the repairs on the
generators?’

"Done," Brigid answered. "Bry hastested the quincunx setting with inert materia. The demat and mat
cycleswent smoothly.”

Kane turned toward her, raisng an eyebrow. "But he didn't test it with any pieces of the stone?"

She shook her head. "' Of course not. Y ou know their properties are only active in conjunction with you."
"Right," he said in adow, sarcadtic drawl. "In conjunction with my second favorite organ. My brain.”
"Not your brain,” Brigid corrected him curtly. "Its e ectromagnetic pattern, itsindividua sgnature.”

They left the armory and went out into the corridor. Kane ran ahand over his stubbled face. "The
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debrief will have to wait. | need a shower and ashave.”

Brigid glanced a him, noting traces of yellow and red paint on his cheeks and how long his hair had
grown. She doubted he'd had so much asatrim since hisarrival in Cerberus, more than eight months

ago.



Grant voiced her thought. "A haircut wouldn't hurt you, elther.”

Kane shrugged. "Mebbe you shouldve shown yourself to Abrams after al. Then you couldveinformed
onme, told him my hair wasn't regulation. He could've written me areprimand before he left.”

"Abrams?" Brigid echoed. "The divison administrator? He was out in the fiel d?'

"Thevery one" answered Grant. "After yesterday, | imagine hell wait another thirty years before he
goesout into thefidd again.”

They reached aT junction in the passage. Domi and Grant turned |eft. Kane kept walking toward his
own quarters. He was alittle surprised and a bit disquieted to see Brigid walking beside him, her
somewhat mannish stride allowing her to easly keep pace with hislong-legged gait.

Hedidn't question her, but she asked, " Something bothering you?'

"No morethan usud."

"Which could be anything from your complaints about how the laundry makes your underwear shrink to
the quality of powdered eggsin the cafeteria”

Kane didn't react to her remarks or her bantering tone. When they reached the door to his quarters, he
hesitated for ahaf second before turning the knob. Brigid noticed the dmost imperceptible pause and
asked, "Do you want meto go firg?"
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Kane's eyes ditted at her oblique reference to the day when held entered his quarters and found Beth-L.i
lying inwait for him—for both of them—with ablaster in hand and the fury of awoman scorned in her
heart.

He boldly pushed open the door. The lights came on, and he gave the room aswift survey before
gepping in. "Aslong as you brought her up, whereis Beth-Li?"

Brigid closed the door behind them. "I checked on her about an hour ago. Shewasin her quarters.”
"Alone?"

"Apparently.”

Kane began unbuttoning his sweet- and grease-stained shirt. " She's been behaving hersdf, then?”
Brigid nodded uncertainly. "On the surface, anyway."

Kane shot her aquizzicd glance. "Explain.”

When she told him about Auerbach's suspicions, Kane only shrugged.



"Auerbach has hisreasonsfor distrusting her," he said." 'If not for her, Sky Dog's people wouldn't have
invited him to his own private chestnut roast. Other than that, he and Wegmann don't get dong. | had to
break up afight between them a couple of weeks ago.”

"Whatever the case," stated Brigid, "we're going to have to decide what to do with Rouch. She doesn't
want to stay."

"L akesh brought her here. Let him decide.”
"Lakesh brought all of ushere," sheretorted.

That wasredly the crux of the entire problem, which went beyond the presence of Beth-Li Rouch and
al the anger and jealousy. When Lakesh had
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selected Rouch asthe perfect candidate for his plan to turn their sanctuary into a colony, he had put into
motion avariation of the ploy he had used on Brigid, Bry, Cottaand Wegmann and just about every
other Cerberus exile—he set them up, framing them for crimes against their respective villes.

It was acrud, heartless plan with abarely acceptable risk factor, but Lakesh believed it wasthe only
way to spirit them out of their villes, turn them againgt the barons and make them fedl indebted to him.

Only recently had Lakesh's practice been exposed, and that revelation had been duein the main to
Beth-Li. Grant, Kane and Brigid had staged something of amutiny over theissue, but nothing had been
settled. However, Lakesh was on notice histitular position as the redoubt's administrator was anything
but secure. Kane certainly didn't want the job and he was positive neither Grant nor Brigid yearned for it.
"Lakesh has abrogated hisresponsbility,” Brigid continued. "He's being stubborn. Hisfedingsare hurt.”

Kaneturned to face her. "Mebbe we should get 1ius matter straightened out instead of jumping to
another casement”

Her emerald eyes widened. "Correct meif I'm wrong, but weren't you the one who ingisted on picking
up the gauntlet Thrush threw down?”'

"That was before.”
"Beforewhat?'

Taking a deep breath, Kane furrowed his brow, and his eyes acquired afaraway, preoccupied sheen.
Hedid not reply for along moment. When he did, it wasin awhisper. "Before | saw how irreversibly
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fucked up those other worlds are...before you and 1...you and me..."

He made agesture of futility and turned his back on her, dipping out of his shirt. Brigid winced when she
saw the swirling pattern of scar tissue between his shoulder blades. She knew it was from theinjury he
had received in the Black Gobi, when held rescued her from the Tushe Gun's genetic mingler by
shidding her unconscious body from the machine'swild energy discharges with hisown. Only the tough
Kevlar-weave coat hed worn at the time prevented the wound from being fatal.

Asit was, she had suffered wounds of her own, far more subtle and far more devastating. Her exposure
to both the energy discharges and to an unknown type of radiation had rendered her barren. She had
suspected her condition had something to do with Lakesh bringing Beth-Li into the redoubt, but he had
claimed otherwise. Despite her splendid pedigree, even if she hadn't suffered the accident in Mongalia,
Lakesh did not want her to breed with Kane—or with anyone, for that matter. Her giftswere unique, far
too vauable to have them diverted by pregnancy and motherhood.

Understanding what Kane referred to, Brigid said quietly, "That redly wasn't me and you. It was our
mirror selves on the dternate Earths. 1'd hoped you'd come to terms with that.”

"l thought | had," he replied, half-turning back toward her, but unable to meet her gaze. "But it's
%0...0..."

Hisvoicetrailed off, as he groped for aword. Findly, he said, "Confusing. It's goddamn confusing,
Baptigte. | don't likethe feding."

Sheingantly knew what he meant. On their first two jumpsto paralel casements, their minds had fused
with those of their dternate salves, their dop-pelgangers. But for awhile, they had been lost to
themselves, subsumed by the consciousnesses of their doubles.

In the first casement, she and Kane had only achieved fusion with then- other salves after they'd made
love. In the second, that had been true only for Brigid. Kane's mind didn't achieve fusion with his
doppelganger's body until he believed Brigid to have been murdered. Aswith Grant on thefirst
casement, it required atraumatic shock to trigger afull melding of memories and perceptions.

The latter experiencefit Brigid's earlier theory that an dteration in their brainswas required, arelease of
endorphinsand the firing of neuronsin the cortical and subcortica portions. It didn't necessarily haveto
be the sex act, just an emotional stimulus. Regardless, the redlity remained that on both lost Earths they
had made love, something they had never donein their own bodies or right minds. It wasindeed
confusing, embarrassing and more than atrifle schizophrenic.

"Kane" she began hatingly, "what we've got to keep in mind—"

"In mind?" he brokein with abitter laugh. "That'swhat thisisdl about it, is't it? Our mindsare
trangported across the dimensions and they possess the minds of our twins on the parallel worlds.
They're not us, not redly. Or are they? How do we know our minds aren't just conjuring up nightmare
scenarios while our bodies float in nonexistence inside the gateway chamber?”



Brigid blinked at him, obvioudy never having con-
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Sdered the possibility before. "If that's true, why do we dl share the same scenarios?”

Kane tapped hisforehead. "Because they dl spring from this. According to what Lakesh said, when |
made the jJump from Tibet to here carrying the three pieces of the stone, a connection between me and
them wasformed. Ian't it possible mat when we think were traveling to alost Earth, we're only entering
some crazy dream that existsin my imagination?”

Brigid forced asmile. "Y ou'd have to possess an exceedingly vivid—and sick—imagination, Kane."
He acknowledged her comment with ahaf grin. "*No denying that, Baptiste. So you should understand
why I'm not eager to wade through that sewage again, whether it'sred or just the product of my sick
mind."

Crossing her arms over her breasts, she said thoughtfully, "It's an interesting theory, but it doesn't take
into account al the facts—or at least those we're aware of ."

"We have no facts, not redly. We have secondhand information supplied by highly dubious sources
mixed in with awhole hell of alot of supposition. Think about it."

Kane began ticking off points on hisfingers. "Lakesh tellsus dl about the Archon Directorate, how they
were respong ble for rigging events which led up to the nukecaust. We buy into that conspiracy angle.

"Then a couple of weeks ago, Balam tells us mere is no Directorate and no conspiracy. We buy into
that. He tells us about the Chintamani Stone and the pardlldl casements. We buy into that.”
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He exhaled aweary breath. "Everything we've done over the past eight and haf monthsis because we
were told something. We have dmost no—what's that word you and L akesh use?—imperia evidence."

"Empirica," Brigid corrected automaticaly and alittle distractedly. Mentdly she reviewed everything
they had experienced and suffered since arriving at Cerberus, and with adight start redized Kane had a
pertinent point, severd in fact.

"Granted,”" she declared, "what we've witnessed is pretty much amatter of individua perceptions, of
subjective interpretation. Lakesh built aframe of reference for us, and so we saw everything through
that. | suppose Balam did much the samething."

She gazed a him levelly. ™Y ou've raised someinteresting questions. I'm surprised.”

He shook his head ruefully and turned toward the bathroom. "I have my moments. But | don't really
expect any answers.”



"Maybe not," she said quickly, "but | have one."

He paused, waiting. Brigid dropped her armsto her sides and took a step closer to him. She lowered
her voice before saying, "Questioning our perceptions of redlity is one thing, Kane. But you—all of
us—have to legp beyond that and find the anchor. On thefirst casement we visited, Thrush said
something about a basic redity unit. He described it as any action thet triggers areaction.”

Inarush, she sad, "From what weve aready experienced on the paralld worlds, it appearsyou and |
shareacommon redity unit. And it's each other.”

Kane sad nothing, and Brigid redized with mingled dismay and relief he knew that dready. He was
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just loath to voiceit. Softly, he said, "And on thisworld, too, | think."

Brigid started to take another step to bring her to his side. The trans-comm unit on the wall emitted a
warble, and shefrozein place.

Lakesh'sreedy voice blared, "Kane, are you there? | need to speak with Brigid. Have you seen her?'

Feding alittle guilty, and then angry because of the guilt, Brigid turned toward the trans-comm. "'I'm
here. What isit?"

A hint of suspicion entered Lakesh's voice. "The computer has compiled the briefing jacket you wanted.
| need to go over afew itemswith you first. Meet mein the control center, please.”

"Onmy way," shesad, and the channd closed with aclick.
"Another briefing?' Kane's voice held atired, exasperated note.
"I'm afraid s0. Thistuneit'sabout Thrush, who heredly isand how he may have cometo be."

The preoccupation in Kane's eyes vanished, replaced by aglint of predatory anticipation. He moved
quickly to the bathroom. "I'll clean up and join you as soon as| can.”

Brigid smiled wanly at hisretreating back and murmured to hersdlf, " So much for subjective
interpretations of redity.”

Chapter 8

In adeparture from routine, the briefing was not held in the cafeteria. Upon entering the control complex,
Kane and Grnat heard a high-pitched drone, an eectronic synthesis between a hurricane howl and a
bee-svarm hum.

Onthefar sdeof the big, vault-walled room, Bry was at the dedicated control console. Theinstrument
pand at which he sat had been built and installed afew months before to oversee the tempord dilation of



the Omega Path program.

Its design did not conform to the symmetry of the rest of the consolesin the complex. Dark, long and
bulky, like an old-fashioned dining table canted at a thirty-degree angle, it bristled with thousands of tiny
electrodes and a complex pattern of naked circuitry. Arranged on a switchboard at Bry's e bow were
relays and readout screens.

"Just another test,” Bry called to them asthey passed. " Our fifth. Everything is functioning smoothly.”

The two men walked through the open doorway of the anteroom to where the mat-trans chamber stood.
Brigid and Lakesh sat at the long polished table, apparently engrossed by the vague shapes shifting on
the other side of the trand ucent armaglass shielding.

The Cerberus unit wasthe first fully operable and
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completely debugged quantum interface mat-trans in-ducer constructed after the success of the
prototypein 1989. The quantum energies released by the gateway's transformed organic and inorganic
meatter to digital information, which was then transmitted dong a hyperdimensiona pathway and
reessembled in areceiver unit.

To accomplish this, the mat-trans units required an astonishing number of maddeningly intricate
electronic procedures, al occurring within milliseconds of one another, to minimize the marginsfor error.
The actua matter-to-energy conversion process was sequenced by an array of computers and
microprocessors, with anumber of separate but overlapping operationa cycles.

But at the moment, nothing and no one was being transmitted anywhere. Bry was again testing the
prolonged quincunx effect, afesture of the transition when lower dimensional space was phased into a
higher dimension. Under ordinary operating conditions, the effect lasted only a nanosecond, but after the
device's reconfigurations, the effect was stretched out and held in perfect balance for a predetermined
period of time. As had been done with the Omega Path, the mainframe computers were reprogrammed
with the logarithmic data recorded during B rigid's and Kanéstrangt from Tibet with the three pieces of
the trgpezohedron. The new program prolonged the quincunx effect produced by demateridization,
sretching it out in perfect balance between the phase and interphase inducers,

As soon as Grant and Kane entered the anteroom, the drone dropped in pitch, finally fading into silence.
Lakesh pushed himsdf out of hischair and went to
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the chamber, heaving up on the door handle. The heavy dab of armaglass swung open on
counterbalanced hinges. Smoke and mist swirled thickly within.

All of them knew the mist was a byproduct of the quantum interface, a plasmawave form that only
resembled vapor. Usudly, it dissipated within seconds of asuccessful transit, but due to the prolonged
quincunx effect, it tended to linger, a seafog trapped within the chamber'swals. Thread-thin



datic-eectricity discharges arced within the billowing mass.

Fanning the mist away from hisface, Lakesh stepped into the clouds and amoment later returned,
carrying asguare metal box. When he noticed Kane and Grant, he said, "Just intime, friends. Thislast
test should dlay any fears you may have about the religbility of my quantum interphase inducer.”
Placing the box on thetable, helifted itslid. Within it lay araw stesk.

"I borrowed this from our food freezer," Lakesh explained. He poked the meet with aforefinger. "Inert
inorganic and organic materials were dematerid-ized, held in the balanced quincunx and have
rema-teriaized asgood as new."

Grant eyed the meat dourly. "Until you egt it, how do you know it's as good as new?"

From the doorway, Bry said, ' 'If there is any molecular decohesion, it would have happened by now.
The metd of the box and the tissue of the steak would have intermingled. Y ou wouldn't see separate
components—you'd see alump of crap, asteak made out of iron or abox made out of meat.”
"Appetizing,” remarked Kanedryly. "But Snce
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you didn't use a piece of the stone, thetest isinconclusive.”

Lakesh shot him aniirritated glare, closed thelid of the box and walked it over to Bry. "Just to be onthe
safe Sde, have DeFore test the mest for any cdlular irregularities.”

Asthe man |eft, Kane and Grant took chairs around the table. He noticed Lakesh sat down at its head
and hefdt aflash of annoyance.

"l assume your little diplomatic mission to the Indians went well?' the old man asked, asif hewere
inquiring only to be palite.

Kane nodded. "It did. Well be going back in afew dayswith more ammo and fuel. By then, Weg-mann
should be able to come with us and work out the last bugs in the war wag."

Lakesh'slined face acquired an irritated expression, but he did not respond to Kane's casua comment
about his plansfor Cerberus personnd and materiel. Kane repressed asmile. It did no harm to tweak
Lakesh, to remind the old man that he no longer took orders from him.

Asif sendng abrewing verba battle and hoping to staveit off, Grant asked, "Do you want the details?"

L akesh shook his head. "'I'm certain you, Domi and friend Kane did an exemplary job. The details can
wait. We have more pressng matters at hand.”

Kane glanced toward Brigid. " Something about Thrush?"

She shrugged. "Maybe yes, maybe no. Asyou know, I've been delving into the historical database for
the past few days, hoping to find some cluesto Thrush'sred identity, if he had or has one. Obvi-
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oudy, | didn't find anything directly referencing him by that name.”

"But just asobvioudy," ventured Kane, "you found something.”

Brigid nodded. "Thrush could very well be what was known in Gnostic circles as aMel chizedek."

"A what?' Grant demanded. "What the hell isaMeé chizedek?' He sumbled over the pronunciation of
theword.

"A Méd chizedek was dlegedly an adminigtrator of this universe, who had no father or mother or any
ancestra record. He was never born—therefore he could never die. The Bible mentionsin Hebrews
6:20 that Christ himsdlf was a'high priest forever after the order of Melchizedek.'

"According to the Apocryphaof the Old Testament, a Me chizedek was someone who could travel
through dl the relms of God—the dimensions of existence. Reputedly, a Melchizedek was reincarnated
over and over."

Kane and Grant stared with brows lowered over skepticd eyes at Brigid, but said nothing.

Affecting not to notice them, Brigid continued. "The last historica record of someone claiming to bea
Mél chizedek comes from the twentieth century. A man made the circuit of so-called New Agecircles,
gpreading the doctrine of hyperdimensional physics and existence on dternate worlds. He claimed that
al of humanity literaly existed on al dimensiond levels and our experiences on each level were
completely different.

"He explained that the dimensions were separated from one another by wavelengths, like the noteson a
musicd scae. In other words, vibrations.”
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Both Grant and Kane retained exceptiondly vivid memories of the infrasound instruments favored by the
hybrids in Dulce, and the strange harplike weapons found on Mars used by Sindri and his transa-dapts.
The principle of usng music either to hed or to kill wasancient.

"Areyou suggesting,” Lakesh asked, "that thisfigure, this twentieth-century Melchizedek, wasan
incarnation of the entity you know as C. W. Thrush?'

She shook her head. "No, mainly because Thrush's behavior is completely at variance with the actions of
thisman. He talked alot about the gray adiens, who we assumed were the Archons, and how they were
the distant cousins of humanity. He also sated the grays had made contact with a secret government



prior to the end of World War n and traded their advanced technology for the right to determine the
future of Earth.

"Hewarned of an impending globa catastrophe, but claimed it would be due to the small group of
powerful humans who had made the pact with the grays. They were completely seduced by the power
the diensdlowed them towidd.”

Brigid paused, took abresth and went on. "Though most of this material was dismissed at thetime as
New Age rubbish, it's suspicioudy consstent with what we learned from Baam.”

"Sofar," said Kane, "that matches up dmost exactly with what we weretold.”

"Yes" Brigid replied, "and what makesit evenj moreintriguing isthat al of thisinformation was'
imparted from the late 1970s through the 1990s."

"It doesn't sound like Thrush," said Grant. "Ani anti-Thrush, morelikeit."

"Or aThrush engaged in deliberate acts of misnformation,” Lakesh pointed out, "to make the truth seem
S0 utterly outrageous no one could possibly believeit.”

Kane rapped impatiently on the tabletop. "Whereisdl of thistaking us, exactly?'

Brigid pursed her lips. "I continued crossreferenc-ing and came across three late-twenti eth-century
reports of visonsthat included face-to-face contact with not only the grays but with astone. To quote
from one, "It looked like onyx or black granite." According to the witness, the stone was surrounded by
agroup of grays and they were gpparently praying toit. Or at least that was his perception.”

"Praying toit?' Grant echoed increduloudy. "So if Thrush islinked to the trapezohedron, that would
make him what—an angdl ?'

Lakesh intoned, "Or afdlen one. 'For even Satan disguises himself asan angel of light." Second
Corinthians 11:14."

"Thank you, Father," Kane said sniddy. "I think we can do without the religious approach.”

"Not necessarily,” Brigid stated matter-of-factly. "It may be away to understand Thrush since he
obvioudy influenced human religions to some extent On thefirst casement, heimplied, though not
serioudy, that he might have been the pagan god of the hunt, Cernunnos.”

Grant folded hisarms over his broad chest. "We have apretty good idea aready of what heis, don't
we?'

"I don't think s0," she retorted. "L et's review what we know about him, in rough chronologica order.
Wefirg encountered him during the temporal-
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dilation effect of the interphaser, when al of uswere swept to focd pointsin the past. Domi clamed she
saw Thrush execute Adolf Hitler on April 30, 1945.



"I watched him issue the ordersto cover up the Roswell incident in 1947. Kane, you witnessed Thrush's
involvement in the nation of Presdent John F. Kennedy in 1963."

Brigid shifted her gaze to Grant. "And you, on January 19, 2001, observed Thrush personally setting the
timer on the nuclear warhead concedled within the Russian embassy. The warhead detonated
twenty-four hours later, triggering the nukecaust.

"According to you, Lakesh, you'd seen him in the Overproject Whisper testing facility, back in the
1990s, where he claimed to be acolond in the Air Force."

Kane said thoughtfully, "And when you and | met him in the twentieth century of an dternatetimeline,
Thrush damed versons of him existed in dl timesto prevent hisinterferencein human history from being
undone.”

Grant said, "On the first casement we visited, he referred to himsalf as an emissary, sent by the Archon
Directorate to strike aded with the Third Reich.”

Brigid'sforehead acquired creases of concentration. "His exact wordswere, 'An emissary easlly moved
among the decision makers, observing and assmilating knowledge, extrapol ating and recommending
whether an dliance would prove profitable.' He also indicated that first contact between the Directorate
and the Nazis was initiated through a black stone used in occult ceremonies.”

Quietly, Kane gtated, "And he told me on the last casement that he couldn't be destroyed because the
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Chintamani Stone exists and that | couldn't destroy the stone because he existed. He said it wasa
conundrum | could never unrave."

L akesh snorted scornfully. " So hewould like usto believe." Reaching under the table, he pulled out an
auminum carrying case. He undid the latches and threw up the lid. "Traveing through al the redlms of
God, indeed.”

Resting on afoam rubber bed were three black stones. Two were nearly identica, roughly the sze and
shape of aman'sfis. At first, and even second glance, they appeared to be chunks of obsidian or some
other dark mineral. Only after careful examination could the eye discern the marks of tools on them, or
faint scratchesthat might beinscriptions.

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

L akesh had arranged the stonesin the case so the two smaller fragments on either side of the larger
formed the geometric facets of an incomplete trape-zohedron. According to what Balam had hinted, and
the information Brigid had wrung from the historical database, the Black Stone was of cdlestid origin and
was referred to in many ancient apocrypha religioustexts as the Shining Trapezohedron. Alwaysit was
associated with the concept of keys.



Buddhist and Taoist legends spoke of the city of Agartha, a secret enclave beneath amountain range on
the Chinese-Tibetan border from which strange gray people emerged to influence human affairs. Ancient
Asan chronicles attested that within the rock
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gdleries of Agartharested the prime facet of the stone, known to Oriental mystics as the Chintamani
Store.

Alleged to have come from the star system of Sir-ius, the chronicles claimed that "when the Son of the
Sun descended upon earth to teach mankind, there fell from heaven ashield that bore the power of the
world."

Kane and Grant eyed the fragments of the stone asiif they were radioactive isotopes. What Lakesh and
Bdam had said of their nature flitted through their minds. Tests on the stones had only found what they
weren't—not tektites, rare earths or any kind of ore known to science. No atomic bond lines could be
found within their sructure.

Baam had referred to the trapezohedron as akey to doors that were sealed ages ago, hinting that time
and redlity were elagtic but in ddlicate balance. He had said, "When the balance is dtered, then changes
will come—terrible and permanent.”

Whatever the stonesreally were, whatever scientific principles they represented, human tempora and
gpatial values could not be gpplied to them.

However, amore recent experiment performed by Bry indicated it was possible to tap into the one's
crystdline integrity and establish aresonance, which appeared to him to be aform of coding. He had
theorized it was possible to interact with the frequencies of the stone and therefore open the thresholds
between casementsat will.

L akesh declared, "L et's presume the Chintamani Stone, the trapezohedron, is exactly what | postulated
it was, acomplex probability-wave packet, amathematica equation in physical form. Itisatrangtiona
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tap conduit interface between our universe and others pardld to it."

"Onthefirst casement,” said Brigid, " Thrush as much admitted that was the truth. He said the
trapezohedron is a discrete quantum packet that interacts and interfaces with the basic units of redlity.”

Lakesh nodded in her direction. "It exists a once and in dl dimensions, duplicate after duplicate, verson
after version, stretching to infinity. Balam's people used it as an egressto the dternate planes of existence
as both atranamitter and areceiver. Thrash was—and is—their transmission, like aradio wave given
form and solidity.

"And like aradio wave, he can't exist without the transmitter. When you and Grant destroyed the version
of the stone on the first casement, he became disoriented.”



L akesh shot apiercing glance toward Kane. "Right?’

Musingly, hereplied, "That wastheimpression | got. He said he had gapsin the memories he could
access."

"I submit," Lakesh announced, "that the entity we know as Thrush isa creation of the Archons, birthed
by the trapezohedron to function semi-inde-pendently as a scout, to make those initia diplomatic
overturesto the ruling bodies on certain casements. Balam's people, those we called Archons, |eft no

possibility to chance. If Thrush failed to achieve their god's on one casement or set in motion crucia
events, he would succeed on another.”

Grant shook his head in frustration.' 'But how does the son of abitch travel from casement to casement?’
112

JAMES AXLER

"He doesn't," Lakesh said. "His body—one of inorganic and organic substances and therefore virtualy
immortal—is aready there, planted God only knows how many years before. When you three make the
trangition to other casements, your conscious salves meld with your doppelgangers on the lost Earths.
What passes for Thrush's consciousness does the same, using the radiation of the trapezohedron asa

carier wave."

Kane said, "So that's what he meant when he claimed hewasn't an individua but aprogram, and even if
we killed his body the program would only animate another like him."

He did apoor job of repressing a shudder. " So that thing has been walking the Earth—Earths—since
the dawn of history. Like agoddamn plague on legs."

"Thequestion,” put in Grant, "isif heésworking for the Archons on the other casements or againgt them.”

"Ashe hinted himsdlf," Brigid stated, "that depends on the casement. | think it's a safe bet that on the first
world we visited hed turned against the Archons, since he held Balam prisoner.”

"And the second one?' Kaneinquired.

She lifted a shoulder in ashrug. "Anybody's guess. But on both Earths his focus was on genetics,
creating hybridsto displace humanity.”

Kaneran ahand through hishair. "If Thrush isacrestion of Baam's people, why didn't they stop him
themsalves? When Baam gave me the prime facet of the stone, why didn't hetell me about Thrush?”

Lakesh smiled dightly. "Perhaps he did, after afashion. Perhaps he was content to remain our pris-
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oner for aslong as he did because he had a presentiment that in our effortsto change history in the pagt,
we would contend with Thrush. Therefore, he would have ready-made dlies."”



"Or pawns," retorted Grant. "l think you're reaching,”

L akesh's eyebrows lifted above the rims of his glasses. "Why <o, friend Grant? It fitsthe facts aswe
know them."

Grant smiled sourly. "Thrush akeady accomplished his duty work on our world, didn't he?'

"Did heindeed? On the other casements, he apparently reached his gods, too. But he remained there, in
postions of great power and authority. Why?'

"Maybe his positions weren't as great as he wanted them to be," Kane ventured. "He was still working
onthat."

L akesh waved adismissive hand. "We akeady know Thrush prefersto be essentidly invisible, a shadow
walker, a puppet master accustomed to working behind the scenes.”

Grudgingly, Kane admitted, "Y ou have a point. The higher the profile, the bigger thetarget.” Hiseyes
narrowed a a sudden thought. "Isit possible since we've never crossed paths with Thrush here— in our
time, at leest—he hasn't reached his ultimate god ?"

"Morethan possible, friend Kane. Likely. | believe what prevented him was hisinability to manipulate
Balam. Hewas out of Thrush's reach, and therefore so was his access to the sone's power. If you
recdl, Baam hinted, asthelast of hiskind, he was the conductor of the trapezohedron's powers."
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"There was no sign of Baam or the stone in the last casement,” Brigid pointed out.

"The two casements you visited were very different,” said Lakesh, "but each one had anuclear holocaust
initsrecent history. The human populations were disenfranchised, separated and segregated. Distrustful

of one another. Other common factors."

"The standard divide-and-conquer strategy,” Brigid observed. "The same one practiced here by the
baronies.”

Wigtfully, Kane said, "It would be nice to find a casement where humanity refused to be deceived, used
and abused, where they drew alinein the sand and said, Thisfar and no farther.' A place where they
recognized they were on the extinction list and decided to do something about it."

Helooked at Brigid, asmdl smile on hislips. "Remember what Balam said to usin Agartha, about how
the people in power misused the Totality Concept technology?'

"Very clearly.” A tinge of bitterness colored her tone. "He said, "Y ou could have had the stars by now.
Y ou chose the dag heap instead.™

"What about the next casement?' Grant asked, alittle uncomfortable with the topic.

All eyesturned to Kane. He had glimpsed three dternate redities during the mat-trans jump from Tibet



with the fragments of the Chintamani Stonein his possession.

Lakesh said, "As| indicated the other day, | think the casements you saw wererevedledtoyouina
certain order for areason.”

Kane nodded. "Right. Y ou said something about enhancing the domino principle.”
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"Perhaps that iswhy the stone leads you to these particular casements and in the order in which you
originaly envisoned them." Lakesh'stone was musing, contemplative. "To initiate the domino effect.
That was my hope for the Omega Path program, to make asmall change in the past of our timelineto
trigger another and another and bring about an aternate event horizon. But Thrush had foreseen that and
taken messures againgt it."

"But," said Brigid, "he didn't foresee us using the trapezohedron as a conduit into the paraldl casements.”
Lakesh'slips pursed. "And if he did, he had no way to block or re-direct those conduits.”
Impatiently, Grant demanded, ' 'What are you getting at?"

"Only this" replied Lakesh coldly. "The events you trigger on one casement may indeed send causdity
ripplesthat eventually affect the redties of other casements.”

"If I understand thiswhole multiverse theory," said Kane, "which | don't think | do, thereare an infinite
number of so-called branching probability universes. How can whatever changes we make on three of
them have any effect on al of them when we don't have an idea.of how many there might be?’

"Yeah," growled Grant. "Do you expect usto spend the rest of our damn lives jumping from casement to
casement, trying to fix what Thrush did?'

"Hardly," Lakesh answered. "The three casements and the order in which friend Kane glimpsed them
were not arbitrary. | suggest that these three alternate worlds are prime casements.”
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Grant's eyes became dits. "What does that mean?’

"Worded assmpligtically as| can, it essentially meansthat any two particles that have once beenin
contact continue to influence each other, no matter how far gpart they move. Thismeans, in practice,
that the entire fabric of space-time and sidered space is multiply connected by faster-than-light
interaction..” cosmic glue, so to speak.”

"Bell's Theorem," Brigid announced.

L akesh nodded sagely. "Exactly. Baam's people were aware of thisinterconnection and put it to use.”



Kane demanded, "Where does our own world fit into dl of this?Isit just another run-of-the-mill
casament among millionsor isit important?'

Lakesh shook hishead. "1 wish | could answer that, but | have afeding that until you found the three
pieces of the tragpezohedron, it was just another garden-variety casement. That may have changed. We
won't know until you enter thethird lost Earth and return.”

He glanced from oneto the other. "I've aready scheduled the trangit for tomorrow morning. Will you be

reedy?’

Grant blew out a prolonged, disgusted sigh. "No. But when have we ever let alittle thing like that stop
l'gl

Chapter 9

Kane stood on the precipice between heaven and hell and blew awreath of smoke toward the Pleiades.
At least he thought it was the Pleiades. The congtdllations wheeled overhead, burning frogtily in the vat,
pitch-black canopy of the sky. They glittered there like powdered diamonds sprinkled by the diffident
hand of crestion.

You could have had the stars by now. You chose the slag heap instead.

At Kane'sfeet yawned an abyss. There was nothing at its bottom to see, even had he been ableto
pierce the deep dark. It plunged straight down athousand feet or more to a streambed where the
rasted-out carcasses of severa vehicleslay. They were probably submerged by the torrent of meltwater
rushing down from the mountain pesks during the spring thaw.

Drawing on his cigar, Kanelet the smoke curl from his nogtrils but he kept his gaze fixed on the Sars.
They gleamed clean and bright with abeckoning, eternd white fire. Given a choice between flying among
them or douching through a rad-blasted wasteland, only madmen would choose the latter. But madmen
had been the decision makers.

Not for thefirgt time, he cringed with an inward sense of shame when he recdled what Baam had
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told him about the Archon Directorate's role in the nukecaust.

Kane had firmly held the belief that the global megacull wasn't humanity'sfault at dl, but was dueto the
deceptions of Baam's people over the long track of centuries. Now he knew the Archon Directorate
hadn't redly conquered humanity—it had tempted humanity with the toolsto conquer itself.

Ambition, naked greed, the desire for power over others, those were the dangled carrots seized gleefully
by the decision makers. In order to survive, Balam and his people had deceived humankind, but it was

humanity's choice whether to live down to itsworst impul ses.

Hewas il suspicious of Bam'sversion of the story, but he didn't know if that was due to pragmatism
or adenid of accepting thetruth.



You could have had the stars by now....

A soft, stedthy step sounded on the tarmac behind him and he whirled reflexively. Evenin midturn, he
expected to see Brigid gpproaching him. Instead, faintly backlit by the glow emanating from the partialy
open sec door, he saw Beth-Li Rouch.

Thewound on his hip and his pointman'singtinct twinged smultaneoudy. If he had not detected her
footfals, he wondered if he would now be plunging into the black chasm, pushed there by a nudge of her
hand.

Hestantly, in her low, melodious voice she asked, "Am | disturbing you?"

He quickly considered responding with arude"Y es' but instead he asked gruffly, "Something | can do
for you?'

She stopped about five feet away from him, hug-
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ging hersdf asif shewere cold. In asubdued, contrite tone, shesaid, ' 'l never had the opportunity to
gpologize for the misunderstanding the other day.”

Kane stared at her hard, not certain if she wasjoking. By hisway of thinking, holding two people at
blasterpoint and shooting one of them wasn't amisunderstanding.

"And | want to thank you, too," she continued, "for not locking me up.”

"That was more Baptiste's doing than mine," replied Kane. " She thought Lakesh had handed you araw

She nodded. "I made amistake about her. About you, too, | guess. | never dedt well with rgjection.”
Kanetried to dredge up some compassion for her, but all he was ableto find wasasmall bit of pity. "I
didn't regject you as a person, Beth-Li. | tried to explain to you that turning Cerberusinto a breeding farm
wasn't agood idea."

"| supposeyou wereright.”

"I know | was. Y esterday, |, Grant and Sky Dog's people fought off aforce of Mags down below.
Sooner or later they'll be back. And if they make it up here, Cerberus doesn't need the burdens of
infants or pregnant women."

"l understand that now. But | was S0 jedlous of Baptiste, | thought she was working against me. I'm
sorry about it."

Kane gently blew ashesfrom thetip of hiscigar. Quietly, he asked, "Do you remember Standing Bear?"

A ghost of asmile gppeared on her lips, but she quickly turned it into afrown of distaste. "I'm not likely



toforget him."
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"TheMagschilled him."
Beth-Li ducked her head. "I'm sorry to hear that."

They stood for asilent moment, then sheturned away. "That'sdl | had to say, Kane. | just hope you and
Baptigte can find it in your heartsto forgive me."

Kane watched her trudge back across the tarmac toward the sec door. He quickly quashed the impulse
to call her back. His capacity to forgive wrongs done to him was limited. Always, he had avenged
wrongs, but none of his enemies had ever asked him for forgiveness. Of course, he had never given them
the chance. He thought about the two Kanes on thelost Earths and their lives he had briefly shared.

Thefirst Kane was the true iceman Beth-Li had once accused him of being—astone-cold killer, brutd,
cruel, ambitious and far and away more barbaric than the most savage of Sky Dog's people.

C. W. Thrush had shot down that Kane, and he bled to death in a gutter with no oneto mourn his
passing.

The second Kane was as different from his alternate-world predecessor asit was possible to be.
Tortured by sdlf-doubts, racked by inner anger that hislove for Brigid wasn't returned, he lived aMe of

quiet desperation. The only smilarity between the two Kaneswastheir servitude to abruta, remote
government. One happily took orders from Thrush, the other not so happily, but both obeyed him.

Kane contemplated the possibility mat the Kanes on the parald casements were smply aspects of his
own personality that environmental circumstances had not alowed to rise to the fore. He supposed that
neither he nor his doppelgangers were men to be particularly admired.
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Eyeing the tapestry of stars again, he wondered about the Kane on the third casement, who and what he
was and how fierce the struggle would be to achieve fusion with him.

He found himsdf wishing with asurprising urgency that the Kane on the next world was aman who
commanded his own destiny. A man beholden to no one, who mirrored his own enmity againgt Thrush,
who knew when he was being manipulated and deceived and refused to alow either.

He chuckled doud when he redlized he was wishing upon astar.

LEVERING WITH HER LEGS, Brigid pushed hersdf off thetiled lip of the shalow end of the pool and
cleaved through the water. She stroked to the opposite end then turned over, backstroking lazily. She
gazed up at the domed calling, at the track-lighting fixtures spilling adim illumination.

She luxuriated in the smple pleasure of being done, without the clatter of keyboards or drive unitsfilling



her ears, or even debates on the nature of reality and sidered space.

Brigid had aways led something of a solitary rife. The only person she had ever considered afriend was
her mother, Moira. But when sheinexplicably vanished from the flat they shared in Cobaltville some
thirteen years ago, Brigid had drawn into herself. All her mother left behind as alegacy was a photo of
hersdlf taken when she was about Brigid's age, and of course, the unique sunset color of her hair. That
was one reason she had never cut it.

For awhile, Brigid had taken some comfort in the possibility that her mother was associated with the
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Preservationists and was off somewhere working to reverse the flood tide of ignorance. When she
learned the Preservationists did not exist as such, but were only astraw adversary manufactured by
Lakesh, even that small hope had vanished.

After her mother's disgppearance, Brigid hadn't withdrawn completely from what passed asasocid life
intheville, sincethat would arouse suspicion. Instead, she had relationships with afew fellow archivigts.
Like her, the men were ville-bred and raised much like herself—ordered, fed, clothed, educated and
protected from al extremes. And their colorless, limited perspectives, their solemn pronouncements
regarding their ambitions, had bored her into acoma. Centuries before, they would have been classified
as dweebs.

It wasn't until Magistrate Kane had stcumbled haf-drunk into her quarters and handed her amystery to
solvethat she cameto redize not dl ville-bred men were the same.

Of course, solving that mystery had earned her a death sentence and a new status as both exile and
outlander, but she had long ago come to termswith it. She knew Kane il felt guilt about dragging her
into hisown private and illegdl investigation, not to mention involving Grant in her rescue.

But she often wondered if that was the first time he had rescued her. She distinctly remembered the jump
dream that had suggested they'd lived past lives, each of their souls continudly intertwined with the other
in some manner. Morrigan, the blind tele-path from the Priory of Awen, had told her that she and Kane
were anam-charas. Inthe Gadlic tongue, it meant "soul friend.”
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Reaching the shalow end of the pool, she put her legs under her and waded toward the steps where her
towel and bodysuit hung over the handrail. As she knuckled the water from her eyes, she saw atal,
indistinct figure standing there, extending the towe toward her. She felt a sudden surge of annoyance but
she knew the man wasn't Kane. He wouldn't be that considerate.

She dried her face quickly then looked up at Auer-bach, who smiled down at her uneasily. "Thanks,"
wasal she could think of to say.

The man's smile reflected her own sudden unease, not Smply because he had barged in on her but
because she became ingtantly, sharply aware of her near-naked body. Apparently Auerbach was very



aware of it, aswdll.

The brief brassere and panties she wore didn't redlly leave much to the imagination, not with the way her
full, taut breasts strained at the fabric of her bra, or how the wet cloth of her panties was plastered to the
soft, honey-blond triangle at the juncture of her thighs. »

Lack of proper dresswasn't much of an issuein Cerberus. During Domi'sfirst couple of months at the
redoubt, she had to be coaxed continudly to wear something other than stockings when she strolled
through the corridors.

Auerbach cleared histhroat sdf-conscioudy. "1 hear you're making another jump in the morning.”
Brigid draped the towel around her before replying, " That's the rumor. Me, Grant and Kane."

She noticed how his eyes momentarily narrowed at the mention of Kane. He said, "Wegmann hasdl the
operating systems back on-line, then?”'
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"That's the rumor," she repested.

She climbed the steps, pointedly ignoring Auer-bach's suddenly proffered hand. She dso ignored the
bulging evidence of arousd at the crotch of his bodysuit.

Turning her back on him, Brigid grabbed her own bodysuit and swiftly donned it. Asshedid o,
Auer-bach said quietly, "If | wereyou, | wouldn't trust Wegmann'swork. | sure as hell wouldn't stake
my lifeonit.”

Zipping up thefront of the one-piece garment, Brigid said coldly, "It's been tested severa timesand
triple-checked by Bry. Nothing has been left to chance.”

Dolefully, Auerbach commented, "'I'd hate to see anything happen to you, Brigid.”

He didn't mention Grant or Kane and she wasn't surprised. She faced him, expression hard. Stiffly, she
declared, "If Rouch and Wegmann have monkeyed with the system, they've doneit in such away it's
undetectable. Not much can be done at this point.”

Auerbach ran anervous hand over hisred buzz cut. "I just wanted to bring a possible problem to your
atention—"

"Thereésan old predark saying,” she cut in sharply. " "'Those who are the first to perceive a problem
should bethefirst to offer asolution. What's your solution, Auerbach?’

Hetook adiscomfited step backward. "I...I guess| don't have one," he sammered. "Eveniif | stood
guard over Wegmann, | don't know enough about the equipment to tell if he's doing what he's supposed
to be doing or not.”

"Exactly. So you bringing this so-caled problem
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to me on the eve of ajump serves no purpose, doesit?

He shook his head, continuing to back away. "I guessit doesn'. | just wanted you to be prepared.”

"For what?' she demanded. "The worst possible outcome? Which by your own words we can't do
anything about?"

"Y ou could delay thejump,” Auerbach fatered. "Mebbe question Wegmann—"

"On what grounds? Because you claim Rouch has been hanging around him? She hung around with you,
too, remember?’

A red flush of embarrassment spread across Auerbach'sface, up to theroots of his hah-. Brigid realized
he was genuinely worried and she softened her tone. "L ook, both Bry and Lakesh know just about
everything thereisto know about the mat-trans units. The odds are vanishingly low that if something
does go wrong, they cant fix it."

He nodded and turned toward the double doors. "Y ou'reright. | apologize for worrying you."

Auerbach shouldered the doors open and departed in mortified haste. Sighing, Brigid began to
towel-dry her hair. She was touched by the man's gpparently sincere concern for her welfare, but she
was a so troubled by his exceptionaly obvious attraction to her. She had known for months that he had
acrush on her, but he had never made so overt amove toward her before. The assumption was that
Auerbach thought she and Kane were an item and he feared to cross Kane.

Brigid couldn't help but wonder why he didn't have that fear any longer. She also wondered why he
appeared to be making apoint of planting the seeds
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of suspicion about Wegmann in her mind, well in advance of adisaster he expected to happen.

DEFORE-S STRONG FINGERS pressed and probed. "Does that hurt? And if you dare say, 'Think
I'd tell you? I'll bresk the other leg.”

Stretched out on an examination table in the dispensary, hisright leg in DeFore's hands, Grant chuckled.
"Yeah, it hurts. Not too bad, though.”

DefFore granted. She was stocky and buxom, and her bronze skin made her ash-blond hak stand out
garkly. Asusual, shewore her hak in intricate braids at the back of her head. Her liquid brown eyes
held aclinicd look, but her full lips were pursed disapprovingly.

Thetibiaand talus bones of Grant's right leg had been fractured a short time before and he aso suffered
from strained ligaments, abrasonsand internd bruising. Theinjuries had beeninflicted by, of dl things,
the preserved carcass of ablue whalein the Museum of Natura History in Newyork.



Defore rotated the ankle, noting when he winced. "How far did you walk on this before the Indians
picked you up?'

Grant shrugged. "A couple of miles, maybe."

She shook her head in disgust. "Why do | even bother?Y ou shouldn't have walked more than a hundred
yards. Nobody listensto anything | tell them.”

"Weligen," hereplied defensvely. "But sometimeswe can't go dong with it."
"Sometimes?' she echoed. "Morelike all thetimes”

Reeasing hisleg, DeForeturned away. "But it
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seemslikeit'sheding fine" Shedidn't sound happy abouit it. Y ou can go.”

Grant sat up on the edge of the table and watched as she busied hersdlf rearranging medica instruments
on aeountertop. The clink and clatter was a cacophony of thinly disguised anger.

He suddenly fdt guilty, asif he—all of them in the redoubt—treated DeFore aslittle more than a
doctoring machine. He and Kane were the worst offenders, dealing with her only when they had a
wound for her to suture or patch.

Of course, he had another reason for limiting his contact with the woman. Domi was jedlous of her, and
despite the fact he struggled to keep thek relationship platonic, the little outlander gkl wasfiercely
possessive of him. Hedidn't fear hurting Domi's feglings so much as he feared her targeting DefFore.
Domi could be as unpredictably dangerous as afemale snow leopard.

"Y ou know," he said, striving to sound conversationd, "you never told me your first name.”

"'That's because you never asked,” DeFore replied curtly.

"Upbringing," he said. "Mags don't have given names, you know, o it doesn't occur to us very often that
other people do.”

Magisratesfollowed patrilinea traditions, assuming the duties and positions of thek fathers. They did not
have given names; instead, each took the surname of the father, as though the last Magistrate to bear the
name were the same man asthefirst.

Thewoman findly turned toward him. "My nameis Reba."

A shiver of shock jolted through Grant, and it re;*
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quired all of his sdf-control to not let it show on hisface. Still, DefFore noticed how his eyeswidened
and his spine stiffened. "What?" she demanded. "Nice name," he murmured inanely.

Onthe last casement, Grant's doppel ganger was arevolutionary, the leader of aguerrillaforcelocked in
conflict with the oppressive government. Hiswoman's name had been Reba. That Rebahad a
complexion fair enough for her to pass as white and her shoulder-length hair was dark. But other than
that, the two women were essentidly identical.

A scrap of memory of making love to Rebain ashower floated through hismind. It was difficult to retain
clear recollections of experiences on the parallel casements. They tended to fade after afew days,
overlaid by their persondities and memories.

However, Grant recalled wondering why he hadn't encountered doppel egangers of the people he knew
on that particular Earth, other than Kane, Brigid and Lakesh. On thefirst casement, he had met versions
of Salvo and Domi. Now, upon redlizing that not only had he met DeFore, but had been deeply intimate
with her, he felt embarrassed and intrigued—and more than atrifle afraid.

Defore eyed him speculatively. She was perceptive enough to pick up on hisdisquiet. "It'sjust aname.
Doesit mean something to you?"

Grant groped for aproper response, not knowing what to say to her, but knowing he had better not tell
her the truth. He did off thetable. "Not at dl. Like | said, it'sanice name."

He moved toward the door, doing his best to diminish the limp. "Thanks, Reba."
"Come back soon," DefFore said with acold sar-

Outer Darkness

129

casm. "Maybe when you have a dug that needs to be dug out of your ass, we can chitchat about names
some more.”

As soon as he reached a point several yards from the dispensary door, Grant released his pent-up
bresth in agust of profanity. "Fucking fireblast."

When he turned the corner, he saw Domi gpproaching him and her little piquant facelit upinasmile.
She wore ashort red tunic that was the barest concession to modesty.

"How'stheleg?' she asked.
"Fine" hesaid. "Youwon't have to be my crutch-bearer anymore.”

She shrugged, dipping an arm through his. "Didn't mind. Let's go to the cafeteriaand have someice
cream.”

AT 0800 THE NEXT MORNING, Kane stretched out on one of the three tables in the jump chamber.
Brigid wasto hisleft and Grant to his right. Both people had the adhesive contact tabs on their temples,
arms and on their chests. The medica monitors were largely superfluous when their physical bodies were



in noncorporea states. They transmitted only readings preceding the demateridization and materiaization
sequences. Cupped in their hands were pieces of the Chintamani Stone. Kane held the larger, primary
fecet.

L akesh stepped up to the door. "The program is set for an hour, relaivigtic time. Good luck, dl of you."

L akesh closed the heavy armaglass door and entered the security code. The door locked with ahiss.
Immediatdly, the hexagond disks hi the floor and
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celing exuded aglow, and alow, amost subsonic hum began, quickly rising in pitch to awhine. The
noise changed, sounding like the distant howling of acyclone.

The glow brightened. A migt, shot through with tiny flashing sparks, formed below the ceiling disksand
rose from the floor. The mist thickened to afog and swirled down and up to engulf them. Brigid turned
her face toward Kane and gave him ajittery smile. Hetried to return it, then he closed his eyes.

He remembered the first mat-trans jump he had taken, acomparatively short one, from Colorado to this
very unit. He recollected having the impression of falling forever into a bottomless abyss, past anever
ending stream of brilliant spheres. For some reason, he felt each sphere was a separate universe, a
separate redity. Universes upon universes, redities upon redlities bobbing in the cosmic quantum stream
like bubbles.

Then Kane felt himsdf hurtling headlong into a sea of stars. They burned pae green and violet, white and
gold and smoldering red, blazing so fiercely they rilled the black backdrop of the universe's firmament.
As he plunged toward thefiery shoa of suns, he heard them whispering to him, but they were not
whispers of welcome.

They warned him, told him to go back, that he was only flesh and the universe was no place for man to
be.

Chapter 10

It was but one star among millions, yet it possessed a voice as ephemerd as its computer-enhanced
aura. The voice whispered, Give up, fool. Go back. I cannot be caught. | am the universe, you are only
flesh. Thisisno place for manto be.

Kane caught that thought creeping through hishead and tried to chaseit out. He couldn't, not fully,
despite knowing that DeFore's psych file on him footnoted his tendency toward anthropomorphism.

His normally immobile face twitched with abarely repressed smile. Personaizing aship or ahorse was
onething, hereflected. But astar?

Of course, the elusive light on the overhead monitor screen wasn't astar, though it bobbed, weaved,
zigged and zagged among them. Kane glanced around at the quiet efficiency of the Sabre's command
deck. Gottawas consulting the scanners at the long-range sensor station; Domi, at the navigation
console, punched up a projected course on the computer; and Farrell monitored the valences of the



geon packets at the engineering station. Grant manned the weapons-control station, and Beth-Li Rouch
sat at the main systems-operations pand.

No one spoke. The only sounds were the steady hum of sensor units, the faint ticking of computers and
the distant rumble of the geon drive engines
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coagting a maximum output, nudging but not crossing light speed parameter.

Kane didn't mind the silence among the crew. For the past three months, none of the twenty people had
set foot on a planet, breathed unrecycled air, felt the sun's heat or eaten anything but reconstituted
rations. They had been living on two decks inside amachine that resembled a giant, nacelle-equipped
throwing dart. All they had seen for ninety-plus days was the disordered gleam of stars and each other.

So they had bickered, quarreled, perhaps afew of them engaged in recreationa sex, and for the past
month and a hdf, because they were human, they had al become sick of one another.

Kane was somewhat sick of them, too, not to mention the shipboard routine. As usua when anticipating
the end of apatrol, he promised to have areal man-size meal as soon as he returned to the space hab.
He was hungry, but like everyone e se, his somach was shriveled from eating the concentrated rations
for the past three months.

There were sixty artificia flavorsfor therations, but asfar as he was concerned, they al tasted the
same—like shit. They might have contained dl the minerds, vitamins, proteins and whatever e sethe
dietitians said humans need to keep hedthy, and since they were concentrated they didn't weigh much or
take up much storage room. But al of the flavorswere similarly repulsive.

He dlowed himsdf the luxury of asigh before returning his gaze to the dice view of the solar systemon
the screen as seen from the zenith, looking down on the longitude-coordinate plane. He knew he wasn't
receiving an actud representation of space.
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The screen displayed faster-than-light photographic information, filtered, squeezed, compressed and
trandated into visua images the human mind and eye could comprehend. Sometimes he wondered if
space was a place for humanity to be at al. Humans were only tissue, blood and bone. Space was not
meade for them.

He often felt very smal and unimportant, Stting ingde the horseshoe curve of the comm-con and facing
the images on the screen. Thinking about the incredible vastness, the billions of other stars and solar
systems sgquashed his ego, turned the pomp of hisrank to basetinsd.

But most of the time, Kane did not think of it; otherwise, he couldn't have retained his position or his
sanity. So, usudly when sested at the comm-con, he mentally reduced the brilliant stars from booming
sunsto mere twinkling lights, like faraway Christmas-tree decorations.



He had been staring at star fields for the past nineteen years of hislife, ever sncejoining the Sol 9
Commonwedth's Ranger Corps, 0 he definitely wasn't seeing anything new. But this particular mission
was certainly achange. Far in the distance, Sol glowed with a steady white luminescence, the star that
represented home. And now, during what should have been the uneventful last leg of along patrol, the
fates—or their chair-bound counterparts—had conspired to swat him with onefina fistful of frustration.

Firgt had comethe priority aert from the Parallax Red Ranger station, ordering them to break off their
return to base and engage in the pursuit of an unidentified craft. They had detected the intruder barely an
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hour later, and the chase had continued for the past three hours.

Tapping hisfingers on the arm of his chair, he growled, more or lessto himself, "Ordered to divert our
course so we can intercept an intruder one-fifth our size. It's probably an unmanned smuggler's drone
with its navigation system out.”

Beth-Li overheard the remark and swiveled her head. "Actualy, Commander, this assgnment may be
consirued as something of acompliment. If the Sabre didn't have such ahigh efficiency rating, we
wouldn't have been chosen to perform this mission when there are so many other vesselsavailable.”

Grant glowered in her direction. "Since when did you become morae officer on top of al your other
tdents?'

Forty-five days of thinly concedled irritation had eased into forty-five days of overt antagonism. It had
amost become a habit, and Grant was obvioudy kked by Beth-Li's characteristically clipped mode of
speech, not to mention her compulsive tendency to seethe upside of every stuation. Asthe Sabre's
warrant officer, Beth-Li wastrained on every operationd station, and she took more than aquiet pride
in her broadly based sKills.

Kane glanced toward the dender Eurasian woman and said dryly, "I'm pretty sure our proximity to the
intruder's course had more to do with it."

"Commander," said Farrdl from the communications console, "L una Base reportsthat the Infinitor has
taken up position on the approach lane between Mars and Terra. We're ordered to drive the intruder
toward her."

Kanefelt his eyebrows crawl toward his hairline.
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The Infinitor wasthe biggest gun in the Commonwedlth's navy, a huge battlewagon constructed in
Ur-anian orbit with astandard crew complement of more than athousand. Although the Sabre wasa
Rapier-class cruiser, larger and more formidable than the newer ships used for system patrol duty, the
entire craft could fit easly into the cargo bay of the Infinitor.

The Sabre was nearly ahalf century old and should have been decommissioned ten years ago. But the



craft and its crew had adua mission, and the high command of the Sol 9 Commonwealth no longer
seemed exactly surewhat it was.

The Ranger Corps was not attached to the Commonwedlth's officia armed forces. During the early
generations of solar-system exploration and colonization, the corps had been at the forefront, protecting
new settlements and intervening in disputes. With broad magisterial powers, the rangers could and did
enforce laws and apply justice.

But with the establishment of the four colonid councils and their own private security networks, the
Rangers had been reorgani zed into atoken peacekeeping force. Kane was sure he and his crew
represented the last generation of the Rangers. He knew he would see the corps abolished within his
lifeime.

On the screen, the fuzzy blob was larger and of an orangish hue. Domi said, "The intruder's speed is
dropping...8.4 bricks below the wall."

"'Dump some of our own bricks. Reduce our speed to 8.5," Kane commanded. "L et's have the least
possible margin of distance.

/They were not spesking SO much in dang asin space-travel vernacular. The "wall” referred to the speed
of light, and the term "bricks" was applied to
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building velocities that approached 299,781 kilometers per second.

If aship "hit thewall," then she and her crew would contend with the tau factor, the time-dilation effect.
Any extended flight at appreciable fractions of light speed could jeopardize mission objectives, snce
only minuteswould tick by aboard ship while yearswould pass for the authoritieswho ordered the
mission in thefirgt place.

"Cotta," Kane continued, "see what sensor results you get now." ;

Cotta keyed in the program and went to maximum magnification on the viewer. He adjusted atoggle on
his board, and a second later a new image appeared.

Theintruder looked like nothing more than aflying shoe box. It was a perfect rectangle, totaly
featurel ess, with no seams, rivets or engine ports anywherein evidence. Kane resisted theimpulse to
swear, an act Grant took it upon himself to perform.

"What the fuck?' he snarled. "No sensory apparatus, no apparent motive power—how can the
goddamn thing maneuver, much lessfly?’

"Sensor results, Cotta?' Kane inquired.

The man removed a sheet of printout from the computer terminal. Consulting it, he announced, "The
latest scan confirmsthe preliminary. The craft istwenty-five meterslong by fifteen wide. It is constructed
of equd parts polycon, molded adamantium and vanadium with atitanium-aloy blend. All materids
known to our science.”



"What's powering the bloody thing?' Beth-Li demanded.

Cotta shook hishead. "I don't know. There's no ionization trail or €l ectromagnetic fields. No drive
dgnaureat dl.”
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Voice quivering with tension, Domi declared, "The intruder has changed course. Heading
zero-eight-zero-niner.”

"That'll take it on aspird route around Mars, well below the approach lane," said Grant. "It must've
become aware the Infinitor iswaiting for it. Think it'smonitoring our transmissions?”’

A cold fist of unease knotted in Kane's belly. "Build up bricks, Domi. Give me 9.9 of them."

Domi gave him ashocked stare. "'Sir, maneuvering at that velocity so closeto the gravity well of both
Marsand Earth—"

"I'm aware of the danger,” Kanereplied tiffly. "Follow my orders.”

A little sullenly, the abino hedmswoman did so. Kane could have done it himsdf instead of arguing. The
inward curve of the comm-con horseshoe held dl of theinstrumentsto alow him to operate the Sabre
himsdf if necessary. By punching in the personalized sequence on the keypad beside hisright arm he
could override the operationd systems and transfer everything to his command console.

In hismany years of service, he had never done it. Comm-cons were anachronisms, mechanical
throw-backs to the days when attacks on deep-patrol vessels were clear and present dangers.

Nowadays, if acatastrophe overtook one of the newer craft, al operationa functions were instantly
rerouted to shipboard artificid-intelligence interfaces. The ships built over the past fifteen years rendered
acommand pilot like Kane essentialy superfluous. Man-hours and money devoted to the specidized
training of personnel were now spent on congtructing better and faster computers, which of course then
designed better and faster computers themselves. It was
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designer ohsolescence, applied to both the organic and inorganic.

Thetiny intruder kept its course on a sweeping thousand-kilometer curve toward the inner planets of the
system. The Sabre followed, the image of the small vessal changing color on the screen.

The rectangle suddenly turned sharply to port. The turn wasincredibly abrupt, especidly for acraft
traveling at such velocity. Domi pushed and punched tabs on her console, forcing the Sabre to follow
auit. The inertiadampers whined in protest, fluctuated and awakened nauseain somachs dl over the
ghip.



Sounding unaffected by it al, Cottasaid, "Mars gpproach lanein 2.3...mark."

Swallowing bile, Kane snapped, "Grant, put a PEL shot across their bow. Maybe they'll get the genera
ided'

Grant nodded, lips compressed. He depressed a pair of buttons on his board, and a streak of yellow
light lanced from the Sabre's forward particle-beam-laser battery. The spear of energy passed the
intruder by anarrow margin, only ahundred meters or so. It sailed on serendly.

Kane chewed on hislower lip, opened his mouth to order another PEL shot. Then he closed his mouth.
Theintruder had vanished from the screen, both the tactical displays and the long-range monitor.

Farrell haf shouted in dishelief, "Keffitf/ The fucking thing dumped al of itsbricksat oncel It'sdamn
near come to adead stop, factor 0.1. At our velocity, well overshoot its position by a hundred thousand
kloms—"

"Matchitimmediatdy,” Kaneinterrupted.
Massthe Sze of the Sabre, despiteit's maneuverability, could not immediately drop from sailing at
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only afew factors below the speed of light to nearly adead hat. Large corrections hi flight trgjectory
were adisastrous waste of the ship's energy resources, from actud fuel to the artificia-gravity generators
and the inertia dampers.

The ship shuddered and the crew on the command deck were crushed into then- chairs with ruthless
force. When Kane thought his body couldn't stand another second of punishment, the g-pressure
ceased. Then came another shudder, and again dl of their bodies were jammed againgt men- seets. He
struggled to breathe againgt the pressure of the inertial hand that tried to crush him. The triple-braced
hull shuddered so that Kane's teeth clacked together.

When the pressure eased, the Sabre had managed to shed most of its velocity. After an agonizingly long
three minutes of instrument recalibration and systems checks, the intruder was detected again.

"It'sgot along lead on us," commented Grant sourly.

Kane'stemplesthrobbed in pain. To Farrdll, he said, "Advise Parallax Red of theintruder's course." He
turned to Cotta. "Try to detect a pattern hi its movements, project any more sudden changesin heading.”
To Domi, he snapped, "Let's catch the little bastard.”

Kane glared a the little rectangle on the monitor and murmured, " Anthropomorphisms be damned.”
Thetiny shoe box arrowed headlong through space, well within theinner system now. Whoever or
whatever piloted the craft had to be aware of the commotion it was wreaking, but it cruised blithely

through al sensor scans and ignored al attempts at communication. Parrel reported that the Inifinitor
was
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on full battle status and had broken orbit to meet the intruder asit came around the far sde of Mars.
"Intruder is passing Phobos," reported Beth-L i, eyes glued to her scanners.

"Infinitor ready to engage intruder,” Cotta stated.

"Max mag on viewer," ordered Kane.

For along moment, the monitor screen showed nothing but the rustred orb of Mars and its two moons.
Then the blackness of space it up with aglowing webwork of light threads as the battle-wagon's
autogun emplacements blazed to life, the beams spread out like a klom wide fishnet.

' '‘Commodore Abramsis commander of the Infinitor,” said Kane. "If he can't nail it—"

Theintruder skated away from the Infinitor'& particle-beam lasers. It continued on itsway to Terra,
"Goddammit,” bit out Grant. "Now it's up to the strategic defense satdllite network.”

They stared at the screen as the satellite ring, represented by colored blips, converged around the path
of thetiny intruder. Kane estimated that the smallest of the remote drones was not much larger than the

intruder.

Space was suddenly laced with a hellish web of neutron streams, as bolts of pure energy were hurled at
the gpproaching intruder. The satellites swarmed, deadly beams stabbing out with a hdllfire barrage.

A nuclear platform flared and for amoment blotted out the crew's view of space. When their dazzled
eyes recovered, they saw that the invader had not been touched. The flying shoe box wended itsway in
and out between the gauntlet of killer satellites, weaving, diding, heaving, avoiding dl lasers, misslesand
gravitic mineshurled itsway.

Watching the dark of space dance with destructive
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energies, Kane cameto aquick decison. "Hard to starboard. Circle the net, position us between it and
Eath'sgravity well." Herattled off astring of coordinates.

The Sabre bypassed the snarl of flaming silent star-bursts by afractiond margin, only two thousand
kloms, or kilometers, and assumed a stationary position above the blue-green globe of Terra. Kane
wished he had the time to stare and savor the beauty of hishome, but he tried to focus past the painin
his head on the explosive energies disrupting the sepiasea. If his own ship had been the recipient of even
afraction of the firepower being loosed by the defense net, it would have been vaporized ingtantly. But
onetiny craft avoided having so much asits featureless hull scorched.

Darting away from its attackers, swerving from stabbing neutron streams, the craft's evasive maneuvers
brought it on adirect heading with the Sabre.



Sounding dightly surprised, Beth-Li said, "Y ou caculated an amost perfect interception point.”
"l am commander, after dl," Kane said, striving to sound casudl.

On the monitor, the rectangle swelled larger and larger. " Point-blank range—122 kloms," Grant
announced tensdly.

Kane clutched the arms of hischair. "Lock PEL battery. Full strength—"

Abruptly, thelittle flying shoe box of avessdl hdted. It floated motionlessin space. Grant's hand was
poised over the firing buttons. Then the instrument panel went dead under histouch. Six things
happened, more or less smultaneoudly.

The command deck's lights dimmed.

142

JAMES AXLER

The communications panel gave out apiercing squed of etic.

The gangway doors hissed open and shuit.

The computer terminals began spitting out sheet after sheet of printout, al covered with gibberish.

Domi's navigationa comp informed her the Sabre was cruising a two factors below the speed of light
and at an dtitude of 1.2 meters.

The geon generators and braking thrusters engaged for a plit second.

The Sabre lurched forward twenty screaming and groaning kloms then stopped just as dbruptly. All over
the command deck, people sprang from their chairs, were caught by their recoil harnesses and dammed
back violently. Asdl theair exploded from Kane'slungs, he glimpsed Beth-Li sagging Sideways over
her console.

He struggled to regain his breath, biting at air, hisvision blurred to a chaotic jumble. He managed to husk
out, "Statug!"

On the screen, the intruder il floated there.
Grant rubbed his chest where the chair restraints had cut into him." ‘What the fuck did it hit uswith?"

After amoment, Cottawheezed, "Asfar as| can ascertain, nothing more than a superlumina
communications beam. Exceptiondly tight focus.”

"That'simpossible," argued Grant. "Why would aradio beam make everything go crazy? That wasa
weapon of somekind."

"If it wasn't, it didn't miss by much,” Kane said, hisvision returning to normal. "Beth-Li, run an analyss
on that beam'’s frequency, break it down to the last quark.”



The Asan woman didn't answer. She lay dumped
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over her gtation, prevented from falling to the deck only by the chair's harness.

Hitting the quick-release tab on his harness, Kane levered himsdlf up and swiftly stepped to her console.
Hewasjoined by Farrell, who lifted the woman's head. Liquid crimson coated her lower face, runnels
trickling down her neck and across the high collar of her pale blue bodysuit. Scarlet strings oozed from
her ddlicate ears. Her eyeswere dightly open, but they showed no light of consciousness or awareness.

Kanefdt for apulsein her throat—it was weak and begting fast. " Get DeFore up here with amedical
kit," he snapped to no onein particular, tamping down on theworry in hisvoice. He cradled her head in
hisarms.

Bry'svoicefiltered over the intraship comm. "Our power reserves are down seventy-two percent. Geon
generators completely frozen. We're damn lucky they only engaged for a second. Otherwise, pieces of
uswould be raining down al over the western hemisphere.”

"What about our weapons?' Kane asked, eyeing the intruder still bobbing at the center of the screen.

Grant consulted areadout. Before he could respond, Cotta said with an uncharacteristic edge of fright to
hisvoice, "Commander—the ship's database...it's pardyzed."

Kane gently pushed Beth-Li into asitting position, leaving Farrell to attend to her, and rushed to Cottas
gation. "What do you mean, paralyzed!"

Obvioudy trying to compose himsdf, the man answered. "Evidently what we thought was a superlumind
radio beam profoundly affected our shipwide comp systems. Even the secondary storage banks are
locked out."
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"How isthat possible?’ Grant demanded.

Cottashook his head in confusion. "The data channels of our system operate on an addressed electron
particle principle. The frequency of the beam seemsto have dowed the particle movements, freezing the
digitization rate. For al we know, our core CPUs may have been wiped."

"They might aswell have been,” announced Domi, hammering at her board in frugtration. "Even the
diagnostic programswon't respond. We're even locked out of the space-inertial-guidance base datum. If
we weren't S0 close to Earth, we'd be completely lost, without a reference point. WEIl have to reroute
the memory nexus. It'll take an hour of manualy keying in basic reaction programs just to navigate us
around the block.”

Kane came over and worked at her uncooperative console. "Why didn't the same thing happen to the



Infinitor or the defense web?"

Farrell spoke up from where he held Beth-Li upright. "They weren't the target and neither werewe. The
scan was directed at Terra. Wesimply got initsway."

Straightening up, Kane glared at the intruder, alittle more than fifty kilometers from their port bow.
"Could welaunch a Shrike at it?"

Grant shook his head ruefully. "After an hour of crosdinking the controlsto amanua override, maybe.”
An impatient drumming sounded at the gangway doors, and faintly DeFore's muffled voice could be

heard demanding entrance. Kane crossed the deck to them, opened a small pand beside the door frame
and pulled alever. The doors parted dowly and with asquedl.
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Bustling in, DeFore glanced around, saw the limp form of Beth-Li and went to her quickly, undinging the
emergency medical kit from her shoulder. She muttered, "Two more cases just like this on deck two."

Kanereturned to the comm-con. As he did, he heard Grant snarl, "What the hell is going on now?"
Kane whirled, eyes sngpping wide. On the screen the shimmering halo, dmost like an archway of fire,
sprang up around the intruder. As he stared, the curving pattern of energy compressed. Asit shrank, so
didthe smal craft.

"It lookslikeit'simploding,” said Domi bregthlesdy.

Asthey watched the light halo seemed to fold around the boxlike shape, collagpsing itinonitsdf. The
phenomenon lasted only ahandful of seconds. When it was over, only afaint gaseous cloud remained.

"I've never seen anything like that," said Cottain a stunned voice.
"I have," spoke up Farrdl, sounding equaly stunned.

So had Kane, but he said nothing. The gas cloud was now only afew vaporous, drifting wisps. The sight
did not shock him, but it disturbed him profoundly.

"Now what do we do?" asked Grant.
Kane shrugged and winced. The Sabre's sudden forward lurch and just as sudden halt had twisted his

neck muscles. "We either wait for atow or try to makeit to Parallax Red under our own power.
Depends on whether we want to be burden, aswell asfailures.

Chapter 11

The Ranger high command did not care to wait for the Sabre to make it to the station under her own
power. Although Kane knew he was being childish, he resented Parallax Red's digpatching remote tow
modules. The pair of streamlined torpedo shapes magneticaly locked on to both sides of the ship and



their thrusters guided her toward the space hab.

Kane couldn't help but be reminded of patronizing children helping an enfeebled old aunt down aflight of
dairs.

Beth-Li and two other crewpeople suffered from high-pressure sickness. The warrant officer had the
worgt injuries with numerous broken capillaries and blood vessdl's, aruptured ear drum and afractured
sternum. DefForeé's medical eval uation was she would be fully recovered by the next patrol rotation, thirty
days hence.

Even s0, Kane did not expect Beth-Li to Sign on again. Her two-year enlissment was over inlessthan a
week, and she had aman waiting for her in the Intel Division who could do far more with her skillsthan
aRanger commander could ever hope to do. Besides, their sporadic romantic relationship had
completely sputtered out during thislast patrol. The memory of Fand's huge golden eyes ghosted through
hismind, and he shook it out. Relationships and
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Ranger duty never mixed. Hisfather had told him that the day he pinned on the badge. So had Grant.
And cometo think of it, so had Fand, only she/d been cursing a himin Gaglic at the time and he wasn't
quite surewhat shed said.

Kane's headache had worsened over the past couple of hours, but he presumed he wasn't the only
person aboard whose skull fdlt asif it might fly gpart. The constant pain didn't worry him, but his
thoughts were focused on not only how the intruder had disabled the Sabre but dso the manner inwhich
it disappeared. The compressing k'ght display and the residua vapor trace meant only one thing—the
little shoe box had employed a mat-trans unit to make its escape.

He suspected the probe had been little more than ademonstration. If so, the Directorate intended to
redefine the terms of the pact.

Seen from the far end of the approach lane, Parallax Red looked like the rough beginnings of a space
hab someone intended to finish one day. But Kane knew that was an opticd illuson, due mainly to the
haphazard erector set quaity as seen from adistance and lit up with exterior lights. Parallax Red was

based on the old Stanford Torus design, built with pre-stressed concrete, reinforced by vanadium-sted!
bulkheads and cables. The structure was two kilometersin overdl diameter, with amass of more than

ten milliontons.

All around the rim of the surrounding whedl he saw patrol ships docked in their berths. They were
gamaller than the Sabre, little more than wedges with curves and three kinds of engine array.

At one time the Ranger ships were the cornerstone
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of the Commonweslth defense network. The thousands of satellites and nuclear platforms protected only
atiny sector of the solar system. Although the Commonwedlth maintained a fleet of thirty, that was half
of what it had been when Kanefirst joined the corps. More and more resources were devoted to
building huge battlewagonslikethe Infinitor.

It bothered Kane sometimes to consider how militarized humans venture into space was, but he knew
that there would have been no human presence in space a al without military objectives. But according
to the history he had been taught, the initial choice made two centuries ago had not been humanity's.

Sitting in the comm-con and watching Parallax Red swell larger on the screen, Kane thought it must
have been smpler in the old days when the United States governed only one part of Earth and its
struggles were restricted to other Terran nations.

But that had ended on January 20, 2001, when agenocidal atomic hellstorm was barely averted. From
that day sprang a united world and, within adecade, the Sol 9 Commonwedth. But events had moved
for more than fifty years toward the day the face of the Earth would vanish beneath soaring fireballs. It
wasthefina component of an agreement, a pact made &t the end of World War 11. In actudlity, the
agreement went far, far back, dating thousands of years before the Nazis came to power.

Secret societies that flourished in Germany before the rise of the Nazi party, such asthe Thule and the
Vril, were in contact with the Archons, whom they referred to astheir "secret chiefs.” Their goadswere
identica with those of the Third Reich—the unifi-

cation of the world under their control, with al non-essentia and nonproductive humans eiminated.

With the help of their "chiefs" the Nazis enjoyed great technica advances, including the prototype of the
arcraft known as aflying saucer. However, despite their superior technology and their anaytical
intellects, the Archons were not invincible or omniscient, as Hitler found out. World War n meant not
just the defeat of the Third Reich, but adefeat of the Archons, aswell.

Nevertheless, they had taken measures to ensure the defeat was only temporary. The Allied forces came
across secret research projects based on technology that shouldn't even have existed, much less
worked. Though many of the secret weapons were only in the theoretical stage of development, some
were dangerousy near completion and could have reversed the war's outcome.

The Allied powers, primarily the American military, adopted the research aswell as many of the
scientists, and constructed underground bases to further the experiments. The umbrella designation was
known asthe Totdity Concept and was classified "Above Top Secret.” It was known only to afew very
high-ranking military officersand politicians. Few of the presdentswho held office during its existence
were ever aware of itsfull ramifications.

Two presidents who became aware were Dwight D. Eisenhower and his successor, John F. Kennedly.
Eisenhower learned about the existence of the Archons shortly after an accident in the sands of the New
Mexico desert in dielate 1940s. It was then he was briefed on the Totality Concept and the Archon
Directive under which it operated.
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Eisenhower did not like what he found out and tried to warn the American peoplein hisfarewdll
address, but he employed the euphemism of the "military-industria complex.”

Eisenhower told Kennedy about what he had learned. Although the young president was enthralled with
Totality Concept's subdivisions, such as Operation Chronos and Project Cerberus, he was less
impressed when he was briefed on the covert pact struck between the Archon Directive and asmall
cabd of military men, politicians and corporations. He was also deeply shocked when he learned that
the Ar-chons had conducted genetic experiments with Earth's early life-forms, thousands of years before
human history had begun.

Kennedy never met an Archon, only one of their representatives, an emissary who went by the name
and cover of Air Force Colond C. W. Thrush. Through Thrush, the forward-thinking president learned
that the Totality Concept and its many related researches congtituted the most ambitious and secret
scientific project in recorded history. The Archons provided the crucial technology to trandate and meld
quantum and hyperdimensiond physicswith rdativ-istic physcs.

Theam of the Archon Directive, and the reason for itsinvolvement in the Totality Concept, wasto unify
humanity, certainly agod that Kennedy could not argue with. But when he questioned why the
benevolent Archons had allied themsalves with the Third Reich, the answer was less than satisfactory.
Hewastold merely that Americahad entered into a pact with the Archons and was bound to follow
their directive. Backing out was not an option.
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"Mr. President, have you heard of the Doomsday Clock?' Thrush asked a one point.
Kennedy had, of course, and said so.

Thrush smiled wanly. "The hands are set for noon on January 20, 2001. Thisisthe mgor part of the
agreement. After that day, humanity will be unified.”

President Kennedy did not like being told this, especidly by asinister, haughty man in black, regardless
of his credentias. He refused to agree with the code of silence to which histwo predecessors had
acquiesced. Kennedy had been alowed only aglimpse of some of the Totdity Concept secrets, and he
realized the only way he would see them al was to expose the pact and the Archon Directive.

When, toward the end of hisfirst term, an assassination attempt against him failed, he redoubled his
effortsto shed thelight of day on this covert dliance. However, without proof the only result would bea
one-term presidency, or asecond, probably successful assassination attempt

Once he was redected, he found an informant, willing to go on record with what he knew. Admira
Roscoe Hillenkoetter, former head of the CIA and apatriot of the old schoal. Vilified in the press, he
stuck doggedly to his story of dien bodiesfound in Roswell, New Mexico, and of the agreement
between a group of ambitious men and the Archons. But he lacked proof, and despite hisreputation, his
tale was relegated to the ranks of the lunatic fringe. Fortunately, some people wielding power and
influence believed him, especidly after he was contacted privately by arepresentative of a secret



principdlity.
Kennedy was not to be so easily deflected. Asthe end of hislast term approached, he saw to the estab-
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lishment of asmall, ultrasecret watchdog group code named Cerberus. It was not an organization in the
classic sense, ance officidly it did not and could not exist. Its sole function was to defend and preserve
the spirit of the congtitution by violating the substance of it. Through sympathetic members of Congress,
Kennedy arranged funds to be channeled to Cerberus, to keep it operating under the deepest cover
through the administrations of his successors.

Cerberus had no bylaws, no operating manuas, no articles of procedure. It had only a philosophy: We
won' let you get awvay withit.

The remainder of the twentieth century passed, years of wonder and upheaval. Men walked on the
moon, palitical ingtitutionsfell and othersrose to take their place. And the hands of the Doomsday
Clock ticked closer to high noon.

During the decades |eading up to that January day, Cerberus had waited and watched and investigated,
learning about the countdown.

With an ugly sense of irony, anuclear warhead within the Russian embassy was timed to detonate on
Presidentia Inauguration Day, Saturday, January 20, 2001. A Russian Cerberus operative named Felix
interfered and shut it down with only ten seconds to spare.

When General P. X. "Frag" Frederickson prepared to push the buttons to launch anuclear
coun-terstrike for an attack that had not happened, a member of his persona staff, one Mgor Lwellyen
Kane, shot him through the back of the head.

Kane's great-great-grandfather had been amole, planted by Cerberus years before. Acrossthe sea, in
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Russia, Kane's opposite number, Colond Piotr Sverdlovosk, took similar actions.

In military bases dl over the globe, Cerberus double agents moved swiftly and without hesitation. Within
fifteen minutes, World War | JJ was averted.

But the secret war, one where a battlefield was as likely to have been a conference roomin the
Pentagon as amined beach, had just begun. And that war, in various degrees of intensity, had been
waged for the past 198 years. But at least humanity had been unified, though not in theway either
Colonel Thrush, the Archons or their human pawns had ever envisoned.

The tow pods docked the Sabre flawlessy with the extruded chute, and the crew stoically endured the
zero-ginterva, floating nearly imperceptibly in their harnesses.



After the linkup was achieved, gravity returned, but only four-fifths of norma on Earth. It aways
required alittle time to adjust to the gravity differentid. Grant in particular had atendency to
overperform and he usudly spent thefirst hour on the station banging his head on the celling. The
artificia gravity aboard the Sabre provided by grav-gtators maintained atight, static cocoon much closer
to Earth's gravity.

Kane preceded the crew out of the ship, following some obscure seafaring dictum that the commander
wasthe |ast one aboard and the first one to disembark upon asafe landing. They strode down the
corridor, which was no more than aribbed plastic chute, and into the reception area.

Names of people and ships were constantly called over the public-address system. Kane skirted the
knot of white-clad functionaries milling around the siveep-
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ing curve of the promenade—officias, clerks, bright of eye, brisk of manner and neetly dressed. They
made him fed that his drab blue bodysuit with its faded gold braid on aright shoulder epaulet and small
golden Ranger badge on his|left breast was ditinctly out of fashion.

The duty uniform of the Ranger Corps had changed little in the century and ahdf snceitsinception.
Even their dress uniform was little more than a clean and pressed bodysuit. It didn't help that hisdeeves
were speckled with Beth-Li's blood, and he had neglected his last application of beard retardant, so his
face was darkly stubbled.

He noticed heads of men and women turning toward him, and he heard his name whispered. Fame,
that'swhat I've got, he reflected sourly. I'm aRanger legend.

Kanetold himsalf hislegendary status sprang less from his exploits than from being the only man to
refuse an officer'srank hi the admirdty in lieu of Stting at acomm-con in arattletrap Rapier-class patrol
boat. But he knew that wasn't true.

Grant paced him, hisfirst few steps overleveraged so that he appeared to have ajubilant, amost
feminine mincing bounce to bis step. Kane noticed how he winced.

"Areyou hurt?' he asked.
Grant gingerly touched the side of his head. "Up here. Pretty bad.”
"Y eah, me, too. It'll pass.”

The young man behind the reception desk was rather exquisite and he smiled coyly at Grant's approach.
Glowering, Grant forced himsdlf into afoot-dragging shuffle.
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The man passed a sensor stem over then- badges, looked down at asmall LCD display and said, "Y our
crew dready has ablock of rooms assigned to them. Commander, you're expected in the Situation



room."

He pointed toward alift cage behind the desk. It was isolated from the other elevators by apair of sec
guards armed with electropul se sunners.

Kane rubbed his whiskers apprehensively. "Into the bowels of bureaucracy.”
Grant smiled. "It might not be as bad as you think."

Kane shrugged, asif the matter was of little importance. To Grant, he said, "Check on Rouch.” Then he
strode toward the lift cage.

The elevator dropped three levels and came to ahissing stop. A speaker above the door intoned
eectronicaly, "Commander J. T. Kane, Frontier Battaion.”

The door pand did open, and Kane stepped out, hesitated and continued walking. The room seemed to
gretch for amile. Thefloor, the walls, the celling, dl were made of adick, dightly reflective dloy. Here
and there dong the wals pulsed light. Despite knowing the walls were only huge holoscreens, Kanefelt
oppressed by the austerity of the room. He had only been here afew times during histenure as aRanger.

At the far end was a conference table, ahighly polished, ten-foot-diameter disk of rare and expensive
teak. The colonia council wasin full session, with al four ambassadorsin attendance.

Admira Salvo rosefrom hischair and nodded in greeting. "J.T. We've been waiting."

Chapter 12

Sdvo'sdark eyesflashed aquick acknowledgment of their familia relationship and past years of service
together. Kane knew the colonial ambassadors, if not personally, then by sight. Salvo made quick
introductions al around as Kane took achair.

Walznick of Venuswas much like the atmosphere of the planet he called home—impenetrable. Like
Domi, who hailed from there, he was awhite wisp of aman, colorlessand small of stature. Histhin,
feathered hair resembled early-morning mit, and his movements reminded Kane of the shifting of
clouds. He wore aplain gunmetal-gray coveral.

The Martian ambassador, Takaun, was amost the exact opposite in appearance and manner. A
heavyset Japanese with an expression of perpetua disapprova on hisface, he wore an elaborate
brocade suit incorporating eements of samural body armor. Epauletsflared at the shoulders, chain mail
covered hisdeeve, and metal shin guards were attached to hisfootgear. A pearl the size of arobin'segg
hung from one fleshy earlobe.

Takaun was more than a diplomatic envoy; he was the high daimyo of Nippon Interplanetary.
Corporations as such were so rare as to be nonexistent, but Nippon Interplanetary was one of a handful
of exceptions. Founded in the midtwentieth century as
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Nippon Multinationd, the corporation had amassed a mindboggling fortune dueto its breakthroughsin
aerogpace technologies. It was dso the firgt privately held company to construct a permanent outpost on
Luna Earth had relied very heavily on Nippon Interplanetary during the early decades of the twenty-first
century.

Unlike most corporations absorbed into the United Commonwedlth of Earth States, and later the Sol 9
Commonwedlth, Nippon Interplanetary had remained independent. As such, the corporation and its
Martian colony were more of asovereign state. Almost dl of the people who lived on or emigrated to
Marswere employees, aswell as colonists.

The Ranger Corps had engaged in more than conflict over matters of jurisdiction with Nippon's private
security force, the Tigers of Heaven. Kanein particular had bumped heads severa timeswith a Tiger
captain, Ubichi. Ambassador Takaun waswell aware of those past confrontations since he had lodged
forma protests with the Commonwealth administration. 7

Khotan Khan did not represent a colony so much asaway of life. He was the seventh-generation scion
of afamily enterprise that mined the asteroid belt scattered between Mars and Jupiter. He served asits
spiritua head, its governor and its ambassador.

Starkly dressed in ablack bodysuit with silver piping, he wore abloodred fringed badric across his
torso from left shoulder to right hip. Hair as black asaraven'swing wastied back with acoil of slver. A
fierce sweeping mustache was dark againgt his swarthy skin. Although age had etched deep lines across
his blunt features and stippled hishair gray, his erect
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carriage and piercing black eyes bore witnessthat his vitdity was untapped.

"Rock hoppers' his people were caled, adismissive, derogatory term that Khan and his extended family
viewed as an ethnic dur. Nearly two thousand of them lived in an old Russian space station,
Sho-kastivich's Anvil. Origindly only akilometer in diameter, now it was closer tofive. They cdled it
Ami-cus, Latinfor "friend." Kane had visited the station severa times, and it exuded about as much
friendlinessasan ASP pidal.

Built out of fivetiersof the hulks of ancient spaceships, shuttles and cargo carriers, the carcasses
connected by huge lengths of rusty pipe, it wasaround, plate-sized mass. Asugly asit was, Amicus
contained avast hydroponic farm and an exceptionaly efficient ore- and minera-processing plant.

Although Khan's colony in the asteroid belt seemed inhospitable, Erica Garstark’s Mercurian backwater
was even worse. Kane had never been there and had no inclination to do so. Garstark's skin was a deep
brown, amost black, and her hair asun-bleached white. Dark goggles concedled her eyes. Permanent
damage to the human optic nerve was part and parcel of living in the Mercury colony, even though it was
primarily underground.

The colonigtslived in hundreds of cliff-locked subterranean pockets, like a stone honeycomb. The hest
on the surface, even in the perpetud shade of the Twilight Belt, was more than unbearable; it was
deadly. But, like Khan's colony, Mercury was atreasure trove of valuable ores and rare earths. The
colony was under exclusive contract to Nippon Inter-
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planetary to supply the raw materidsfor its power generating plants.

Few Mercurian colonists were born there. They emigrated to hack out afortune in isotopes, and then
leave while they till had afew yearsto enjoy their wedlth. So, perversdly, Mercury was a once the
wedthiest of the four colonies and its most poverty-stricken. Cash rich but personnel poor.

Linking hisfingers, scanning the faces of the ambassadors, Savo announced, "Asfar asthe other
diplomatic envoys are concerned, al of usarein agreement that this conference was never called to
on."

Kane managed to keep his expression neutra, despite the sudden surge of pain in his head. Whatever
was up, he knew it was going to be subtle, smelly and secret. He retained exceptiondly vivid memories
of the few times the Ranger Corps had involved him in covert ops. He didn't relish them.

Savo said, "Ninety-two solar hours ago, an incident occurred that places the security of the systemin
jeopardy.” His sallow face was a grim mask. He was not being melodrametic.

"Ninety-two hours ago?' echoed Kane. "Y ou're talking about something other than the intruder we
chased?'

Savo nodded grimly. "I'm talking about the prelude to your pursuit, why it was ordered in thefirst place.”
"What," ventured Kane, "wasthe incident?'

Inreply, Salvo activated the left-hand holoscreen. An image of the geostationary orbital navy yards
above Uranus flashed into three-dimensiond, virtud redlity. All eyesweretrained on the vast, Skeleta
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docking bays. Travel and work podsflitted to and fro among the sprawling complex of repair stations
and dry docks.

"What you are seeing,” said Salvo, "isatape of an automatic monitor drone in the complex.”

He adjusted a switch, and the Situation room seemed to fling itself at an gppalling speed through, over
and around the yard. The speed reduced as they approached asingle dry dock. Unlike the others, this
structure was Situated far outside the perimeter, and itslatticework was enclosed, concedling from view
what lay withinit.

The view angled around the corner of the huge bay as the monitor drone's recording played on. Light
from the bay's ceiling flooded down, illuminating adark, massive shape that vaguely resembled a
gargantuan killer shark with engine nacellesingtead of afluked tale, and araised superstructure rather
than adorsd fin.

"Do you recognize this vessel, gentlemen?' asked Salvo.



"Certainly," said Erica Garstark, taking no offense at being included in the ' 'gentlemen” address. "It'sthe
Infinitor."

Savo shook his head. "No. It'sthe Endeavor, the Infinitor's sister ship. The two vessels were
congtructed at the sametimein different areas of the navy yard. We kept this one under wraps, just in
case something happened to Infinitor before her shakedown cruise.”

Savo was being coy, but no one asked for clarification. The construction upon the Infinitor hadn't been
publicized, yet no more than the standard measures had been employed to keep it secret. It wasa
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ploy to draw attention to it, so the Smultaneous building of atwin vessdl would be overlooked. Sincethe
navy yard complex encompassed more than amillion square kilometers, the odds were astronomicaly
high that its secret bay would not be discovered.

"Watch carefully,” Savo continued.

With abeautiful shimmering effect Kane might have appreciated under different circumstances, adark
enormous shape suddenly appeared in space, less than aklom from the Endeavor's bay. It was of a
familiar disklike configuration and it hung eerily in the void. The ship's running lights caused strange
shadows acrossits hull, lending it a pronounced supernaturd air. At the bottom of the image, numbers
and words indicating the vessdl's specifications appeared.

Before he could stop himsdlf, Kane breathed, " Almighty God. A ship like that could eat Sabre for
breakfast."

"Quite." Savo did not sound pleased by the notion. "Keep watching.”

AsKane gazed a theimage, awavering funned of crimson light licked from it and touched the bow of
the Endeavor. There was no explosion, only a hdll-hued boredlis asthe vessd's heavy outer sheathing
seemed to dissolve, exposing the skeletal inner structure and the decks to the vacuum of space.

The blood-colored dissolution spread over the surface of the Endeavor, like atsunami of acid, esting
away the superstructure and wegpons emplacements. The huge vessal became awrithing maelstrom of
blazing energy and floating debris.

Around the rim of the dark disk, flares of blue flame flashed as maneuvering thrusters were de-
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ployed. It rotated dowly. The image of the ship swelled larger as the monitor drone sped forward—
then the holoscreen went dark.

Only Takaun and Khotan Khan displayed any emotion, and that was confined to fearful muttersand
oaths.



Kaneturned to Salvo. "Molecular destabilizer?!
Salvo nodded. "One much larger than we've been able to develop.”
"Give me aplayback, freeze and enhance the ship at the moment it makesitsturn.”

Savo obliged and Kane stared at the image with narrowed eyes. "' Freeze. Give me amagnification of the
starboard position.”

The dark bulk completely filled the room. ""Enhance and augment,” Kane snapped.

Pixels blurred, then built into an image. On the hull, arunning light haloed an inverted triangle containing
the stylized silhouette of abird of prey, crested head thrown back, beak open, claws outspread, wings
lifted wide. Kane clamped his teeth on a curse, but Wa znick was not so restrained.

"Fuck usdl!" hedhrilled. "The pact is broken!"

Thethrobbing in Kane's head suddenly became an insstent stab. Wincing, he nodded grimly. "At least
Thrush gave usthe courtesy of letting us know.”

THE LAST ACTIVE, outright hostility between humanity and the Archon Directorate occurred avery
long time ago, at the beginning of the twenty-first century. But smply thwarting the Directorate's plan for
Armageddon was only thefirst step in driving them off the planet while kegping the technology they had
provided and using it againgt them.
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Scientists who had studied millennia-old texts and archaeol ogica artifacts speculated that the Archons
were the descendants, the remnants, of ahighly devel oped race that had once occupied Earth, and might
even have been indrumenta in the evolution of man from protohuman to Homo sapiens.

They aso found that the Archons weren't the only nonhuman race to have walked the Earth. Around
500 to 300 B.C., Irdland was colonized by the semi-mythologica Tuatha De Danaan. According to
ancient and esoteric tradition, the Danaan wafted onto theidand on amagic city of light and founded
four great centers of wisdom and learning. Allegedly these cities were entrances to magic places not
inhabited by humans, and according to legend, the Danaan were considered to have arrived in Ireland
from outside humanity's narrow concepts of space and time. Over the course of coming centuries, the
Tuatha De Danaan became known by many names—such as the Sidhe and the Gentry.

The Danaan had aso warred with the root race of the Archons after finding them philosophically
uncongenia. The conflict extended into the solar system, forever immortaized inlegend asawar in
heaven. The war abated under the condition that both the Danaan and the Archons parent race agreeto
leave the Earth.

The Chrigtian prelate Saint Patrick acted asthe mediator, and his actions more or lesslad the basis of
the legends of driving the snakes from Ireland. Patrick founded the Priory of Awento serveasa
philosophica bridge between his own beliefs and those who viewed the Tuatha De Danaan as akin to
gods. Initidly it was the task of the Priory of Awento
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protect humanity from the knowledge of a pact with the Archon root-race and the Danaan. Both parties
agreed to create a hybrid species, and from that pact sprang the race known asthe Archons.

But the Danaan did not stop there. They blended their own seed with humans bearing certain desirable
characterigtics, and these people and their descendants became centra to the Priory of Awen'smission.

In fact, the representative of the secret principality that had contacted President Kennedy and confirmed
hisworst fears about Archon influence was amember of this order—a human-Danaan hybrid named
Mother Fand.

Y ears after that covert, historic meeting, Mother Fand's daughter had negotiated the tresty with the
Directorate, acting as Terras emissary. When the Archons plan for aworldwide catastrophe had been
defested, Colond Thrush had fled to parts unknown to join his masters. The diplomats of the day hadn't
wanted to dedl with him, viewing him as atraitor, but the Directorate ingsted he act astheir envoy, citing
hisfamiliarity with Terran socid intricacies.

Asaway to show they weren't intimidated, the statesmen of the day inveighed heavily to the Priory of
Awen to provide an emissary to act as humanity's representative. When Thrush protested, they cited the
Danaan familiarity with the Archons tendency to find loopholesin every agreement.

There hadn't been abargaining table, only asmall room equipped with atwo-way video channd. The
terms were smple—no more interference in human devel opment, and ahands-off policy regarding
Earth. Inreturn, Terrawould dlow the Directorate to main-

tain abase on Europa, one of the moons of Jupiter. As Jupiter, with its number of naturd satellites, was
amost amini-solar system inits own right, ceding it to the Directorate seemed fair. However, the
disputing parties had done little more than officialy recognize each other and tacitly acknowledge their
mutua right to exist aslong they maintained a distance between each other. The Directorate's claim of
Earth ownership was not even addressed, smply rebuffed.

Both people—Mother Fand and Thrush—were il allegedly dive, dmost two centuries after the pact
was findized, but Kane often wondered if referring to them as"people”’ was accurate. He had met only
one other Danaan-human hybrid in hislife, Mother Fand's daughter, who went by the honorific of Sigter.
She had followed her mother's practice of acting in an advisory capacity to the Commonwesdlth.

Wryly, Kane amended that notion. He had done far more than "meet" Sister Fand, and he thought of her
often.

Information regarding the Danaan and the Archons was publicly disseminated in dribs and drabs over

the following decade, without mentioning how close the world had come to being obliterated.
Accustomed to adiet of science-fiction entertainment for many years, the genera public reacted to these
piecemed reveaionswith indifference.



Once the Sol 9 Commonwed th was formed, everyone involved in its day-to-day politica routine had
been briefed on the pact struck by the Archons and humanity. After so many years, it was something
accepted as agiven but to which was devoted no real thought. Europawas at the far end of the system,
out
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of dght and out of mind. Besides, Earth had benefited greatly from the Directorate's conspiracy.

All the suppressed Totality Concept technology had been brought out into the open, and by the third
decade of the twenty-first century, bioengineering hedth facilities, short-range mat-trans units and
orbiting space habitats were as familiar to the citizens of the world as automobiles and planes had been
to their grandparents.

The trouble was that advances in technology had spread too far, too fast. Apologists for the Archon
Directorate argued that it should have had another century to expand so grestly, and that the technology
had been suppressed for a good reason.

Nearly two centurieslater, with avast base covering the moon, and Marsthree-fifths terraformed, the
gpologists were till arguing about it. What mattered was that the expected dow, gradua expansion
became a human explosion across the solar system, and even deep exploration into extrasolar regions.

One aspect of Totaity Concept technology that had never been expanded beyond its origina specswas
the quantum interphase mat-transinducer. The teleportation units had a one time been viewed asthe
key to human exploration of interstellar space.

The gateways were evidently an important segment of Archon technology, utilizing vorticesin the
quantum field. Thereigning physicist of the twenty-first century, Mohandas L akesh Singh, had argued
convincingly that megdithic structures such as Stonehenge and Newgrange were ddliberately constructed
above "points of power" and represented ancient expressions of hyperdimensiona mathematics.
Hyperdimensiona theory provides afundamenta
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connection between the four forces of nature—a connection between uphill and downhill energy flows
between dimensions. Lakesh claimed some ancient cultures were aware of these vortices and
manipulated the energiesin the megalithic structures to open portasinto other realms of existence,
possibly pardld casements.

However, experiments with spacecraft outfitted with mat-trans inducers had met with more than
disappointment. There were numerous disastrous failures, with test ships vanishing forever in the
quantum stream.

Research had turned to geon packets that could propd avesse at a maximum relaivistic velocity of
0.25 times the speed of light. Ships equipped with geon drive could travel to the farthermost planet in the
solar system in amatter of weeksinstead of years, but the nearest star was still beyond reasonabl e reach.



The Sol 9 Commonwed th had grown and expanded and colonized, devoting al itstechnology and
resourcesto building. The four colonies had, of course, four governors, and each of them was envious of
what the others had. Although they paid alipser-vice dlegiance to the Commonwedth, al of them were
hungry for independence, hungry for more power. Kane knew that they often thought about what the
Archon Directorate could offer them, but asfar as anyone knew, none of the colonia governors had
ever dared to make an overture to them.

Now it appeared the Directorate had made an overture to the Commonweal th, one that could not be
misconstrued as diplomacy. Kane knew what many strategists had long suspected and feared—the
Directorate had not been defeated two centuries ago. It had
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only lainlow to gather strength to renew the war to reclaim not just Earth but the human spirit, and the
Archonswere coming in ships equipped with gateway units.

Chapter 13

"Penetrating the navy yards and getting that close to the Endeavor's bay should have been impossible.”
Salvo spoke matter-of-factly, with no heat in histone. "All security protocols were three times that of
standard dry-dock procedures.”

"Wasthere acrew aboard?' Takaun asked.

"A crew of comp techs. Fivein dl, to program the navigation, weapons and environmenta systems.
Their job would have been completed today."

"Still," Garstark spoke up, "your security net should've gotten afix on that ship's heading long before she
|eft orbit.”

"Normally they could have," replied Salvo, "but not thistime. Somehow, some way, something
scrambled every computer system in the net. Even the drone's tape was wiped at the point it ceased
recording images."

"But what about the outer surveillance sensor satellites?’ put in Waznick. "They would've detected that
ship'sheading."

Savo sghed. "That ship departed the same way it came. It isobvioudy utilizing amat-transinducer, a
gateway.”

The Stuation room exploded in a sudden flurry of exclamations, demands and cries of "Impossible!”
Shaking his head, Salvo stated, * 'l wish it were. It
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was something all of usfeared. The Directorate has found new, unmapped pathways through the solar
system, maybe even acrossthe galaxy itsdf. It alowsthe Directorate to come and go asiit
pleases—virtudly undetected.”

Nervoudy, Walznick ventured, ™Y ou don't know that for sure, right? It'sjust a supposition.”

"Not at dl, Ambassador,” Kane said grimly. "Earlier today, my ship pursued asmal unmanned probe
right to Terras front door. It evaded al attemptsto catch, disable or destroy it. It made atransmission
before vanishing—and it disappeared in the same way that the ship with the Thrush insgnia appeared.”

Heturned to Savo. "Whatever the frequency or bandwidth of that transmission, it completely shut down
my ship. Do you have any ideawhat it was?'

"It was aradio broadcast, as you surmised,” answered Salvo. "It contained a message that ins nuated
itself into the main communications linkage with the four colonies. It overrode the sandard sgnd filters
and piggybacked itsway to the colonid capitals, presumably right into the offices of the governors.

"It wasfar too fast for the automatic channel blocksto kick in. Our preliminary analysis showed the
signa was composed of particles smilar to tachyons, traveling at a speed of 20,000,000 C."

Such a speed, even for subatomic particles, wasimpossible for Kane to comprehend.

"At that speed,” grunted Khotan Khan, "it would take only four hoursfor it to travel ahundred thousand
light-years™

Sadvo nodded. " Precisdly. The broadest possible distance within the galaxy itself.”
"What was the message?' demanded Takaun. "If our governors have dready seen it, shouldn't we?'
Salvo touched a button benesth the tabletop. "Watch."

A holoscreen shimmered into life before the conference table. Theimage of C. W. Thrush stood there,
hands clasped behind his back, seeming to gaze into the room with a meditative expresson. The lenses
of the dark glasses over hiseyes glittered, lending him the look of a predatory beast. He wore an
exceptionaly well tailored black suit, in the latest Terran fashion.

Kane had seen apicture of Thrush, taken two hundred years ago. He looked exactly the same now as
he did then—atall man so lean he was amost cadaverous, an aspect not hel ped by anarrow,
high-boned and sunken-cheeked face that tapered down to a pointed chin. His thin straight nose stood
out as sharply asaruled line. His complexion looked strange, an unnaturd flat tan, eveninthelifdike
hologram. Kane realized Thrush had used a flesh-colored cosmetic on hisface. His short, crisp hair was
s0 neetly cut and combed he obvioudy wore awig.

The generd consensuswasthat C. W. Thrush was some kind of genetically augmented crestion of the
Archons, possessed of an exceptionally long life span, but still human. Now Kane wasn't so sure. He
couldn't even be certain Thrush was dive, as he defined life. In hisfunered black with his cosmeticsand



wig, he reminded Kane of acadaver who had decided to get up and leave the undertaker after the
embaming process.

The pain in Kane's head returned with athrobbing vengeance, and at the sametime asurge of irrationa
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rage and hatred filled him. His extreme emotiona reaction confused him. He prided himself on his ability
to deal calmly and coolly with any sort of criss, and such intense fury was new to him.

Kane had exchanged hogtile fire with smugglers, Roamers and even a salf-gppointed ruler of the solar
system, the mad Sindri. He had never logt histemper, viewing his adversaries astactical problems, not
persond enemies. But Thrush's gppearance, his manner, his voice triggered such acombination of wild
emotionsin Kanethat he experienced the insane urge to leap up and throttle the image of the black-clad
figure

Thethin lips of the hologram gtirred, and he said softly, "Thisisahistoric day. Nearly two hundred years
inthe building. A long timefor al of you, | suppose, but merely an eye blink to the Directorate.”

Thrush'svoice had an aily, whispery quality. "In that eye-blink interva, the Directorate has decided to
return to reclaim Earth, to hold it asit did in the dawn of your days. We no longer observe the pact.”

Gargtark did apoor job of biting back a groan of dismay, and Kane did not realy blame her. Thrush's
quiet, speculative tone carried far more menace than blustering thrests.

"Y ou who are the governors of the so-called colonies can either stand aside while we work our will, or
you can display your dlegiance to the Earth government—and be swept away along with them. The
choiceisyours, but we would be remissif we did not warn you."

Khotan Khan sworein aguttural tongue.

Thrush continued. "The two demonstrations we provided you should |eave absolutely no doubt who
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isin the superior posture. We can overcome your defenses and eiminate your weapons. The
dreadnought that destroyed your warship can appear anywhere, and lay waste not only to Earth but to
your colonies.

"The brief era of human arrogance has come to an end. We hope you enjoyed it whileit lasted. You
would not have progressed so far except that we alowed it. For two centuries, you have believed that
the pact was adecisive victory, resulting hi the end of our power on Earth. It was merdly arearguard
action, covering the further consolidation of our agenda

"Y ou saved the Directorate consderable time and effort by tapping into the solar system'’s abundance of
natura resources. Now we intend to reclaim them.”



Thrush seemed to take a step closer to the conference table. Kane cringed inwardly as he sensed a
remote, malign intelligence, and felt the hate emanate from the image in dmost tangible waves. "We are
old. When your race was wild and bloody and young, we were already ancient. Y our tribe has passed,
and we areinvincible. All of the achievements of man are dust—they are forgotten.

"We stand, we know, we are. We stalked above man ere we raised him from the ape. Long was the
earth ours, and now we have reclaimed it. We shdl till reign when man is reduced to the ape again. We
stand, we know, we are.”

The black figure of Thrush dissolved. Angry, frightened eyesturned to Savo.

Khoto Khan demanded, "What about the Directorate base on Europa? Why hasn't acombined force
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of the navy ships and the Delta Guard been sent there?"

Salvo dry-scrubbed his short, gray-threaded hair. Kane felt a pang of sympathy for hishdf brother.
Although only saven years Kane's senior, at the moment he looked closer to seventy years older.

"What I'm about to reved," heintoned gravely, "is one of the Commonwedlth's most closely guarded
secrets. We do not and never have had proof the Archon Directorate retreated to Europa.”

Kanesthroat congtricted painfully, but hisface did not register hisaarm or incredulity. He carefully and
conscioudy maintained aneutra expression, hoping his cam demeanor would offset the visible panic
mounting within the ambassadors.

"The drafters of the pact took Thrush at his word about Europa,” Salvo went on. " There was no way to
verify it for nearly thirty years. Not even unmanned spy probes were launched, because the old Terran
Commonwesdlth was afraid that would violate the agreement. The first manned Jupiter mission secretly
seeded the vicinity of Europawith stedthy surveillance drones. They detected nothing—no biosign
readings, no structures, no indication of anything Sgnifying habitation.”

"A ruse" Kanedeclared. "A shuck, adiverson. Where have they been for the last 190-odd years?'

Savo lifted his hands palms upward. "Who the hell knows, J.T.? Maybe the same place Thrush's
dreadnought came from and went back to. If they've got functioning gateways on their ships,
conceivably they could be anywhere—on the other side of the galaxy or in adimension parald to ours.™

Both placeswere possibilities, Kane reflected. As
part of his Ranger training, he had studied dl the literature about the Archons and knew dmost as much

about them asthe scientists and theoreticians of the early twenty-first century—which was dmost
nothing.



Autopsies performed on bodies recovered in the New Mexico desert in the 1940s proved they were
composed of the same basic biologica materid as humans, dthough their blood was of the rare Rh type.
They were erect-standing bipeds, with disproportionately long arms and oversize craniums. Mother
Fand claimed their root race was a reptilian species known in ancient texts as the Annunaki.

The twenty-first century's premier expert on the Archon Directorate was L akesh, since he claimed to
have met one of them, a creature named Balam. He put forth a hypothesis about their agenda,
postulating that the Archons might not be atrue race a al—only puppets of vast, dark intelligences
toying a will with humanity, wreaking havoc with perceptions and belief systems, a phenomenon he
referred to asthe Oz Effect.

A needle of pain lanced through Kane's skull, and with it came a dun thought, ashard of memory about
the Archon culture, if they indeed had one. He strained to remember, dredging al his recollections, but
al he found was amisty, half-formed concept in the shape of ablack stone, atrapezohedron.

Takaun ended Kane's musings when he blurted, "I must talk to Governor Rumiko, find out what he
wantsto do."

"Do?" echoed Kaneinanicy voice. "l imagine héll do hisduty, that dl of your governorswill want
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to do the same, in order to preserve the Commonwesdlth.”

Takaun'slips pursed. "Plainly my duty iswith my people, my home. | think the colonies should consder
issuing astatement of our neutraity. We might obtain better treatment if we face occupation.”

Kane hadn't found much to like in Ambassador Takaun, and his statement turned didike into contempt.
"Y ou seem awfully quick to surrender. But then, Mars has been the loudest voice in the secesson
debate. Y ou're doing exactly what Thrush—and presumably the Directorate—wantsyou to do. That is,
lose your head and foment dissension among the colonies. That's why the message was directed to the
colonia governors and not the Commonwedth adminigtration. He knows you'll be the most likely to

panic.

The Japanese man glared at him. ' 'How dare you, amere Ranger, make such an accusation.”

Savo said testily, "Ambassador, if Commander Kane were just a’'mere Ranger' he wouldn't be here.”
Garstark forced asmile. "Not intending any disrespect, but just why isthe commander here? Shouldn't
this situation be completely in the hands of the admirdty or at the very least, the Delta Guard? Let'sface
it—the Rangers aren't really much above beat cops anymore."

"Commander Kane is here because he was requested to be here," Salvo retorted firmly.

"By whom?' demanded Takaun.

"By the one person who may help us locate the Directorate. She was quite specific about the
commander's presence—and ingstent.” ¢
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A bit confused, Kane echoed, " 'She'? Who isthiswoman?'

A lilting and familiar voice wafted from the opposite end of the room. "It's not been that long Sncewe
last saw each other, Kdin."

Kane spun his chair about and saw two figures emerging from the lift cage. The onein the lead caused
hisheart to lurchin hischest. "Fand.”

Chapter 14

Two women walked across the situation room, but for the moment Kane had eyes only for one. He
stood up quickly, assuming aformal posture. After asecond, Salvo and the ambassadors followed suit
asashow of courtesy and respect to amember of the Priory of Awen. Fand wastall and deek and
beautiful, with a proud, aimost defiant look about her. Her narrow face wasfinely chisded, emphasizing
high, regal cheekbones. Her full lipsheld asecret, faintly amused amile.

Sheworeadlinging dressthat left her long legs bare to midthigh. The dress seemed to shift with asmoky
pastd swirl of colorswith every movement, revedling brief, tantalizing gleams of bare flesh. Though he
knew next to nothing about current fashion, Kane guessed the garment was essentialy holographic,
confined by the cohesion of aminiature binding field.

Her skin had the blue-white hue of skim milk, and her waist-length golden hair had been plaited into four
strands, and at the end of each hung alittle golden ball. Her eyes never |€eft his, and they were not
completely human. They were huge, tip tilted, golden with vertica dit pupils.

Fand held along staff in her right hand, the symbol of her officein the Priory of Awen. It waswrapped
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with vines and many turnings of silver wire. Anivory knob, like an oversize egg, topped it.

Her full lips parted and in aliquid voice touched with an Irish brogue, she said, "'Y ou have not changed
overmuch, my darling Kain. Carriage as erect asaways, | see”

His posture was not the only thing erect. Her use of the endearment, the meaning of which Fand had
never explained, tugged at his heart and e sewhere. He was glad he stood behind his chair as he shifted
his gaze to Fand's companion. She gazed at him with adightly chalenging gleam in the emerald eyes
behind the lenses of wire-framed spectacles. Kane fdlt the rise of the short hairs at the nape of his neck,
and aname cameto him. He dmost uttered "Baptiste,” but he said nothing.

Shewore asmartly tailored green-black business suit that did nothing to conced her tal, willowy and
well-formed figure. Her long tawny hair, the color of deep sunset, was swept up on top of her head and



fastened therein asort of braided bun. It framed awell-molded face with alight rosy complexion and a
scattering of freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. A large metal-sheathed carrying case
dangled at theend of her right arm.

Kane pegged her immediately as part of Commonwesdlth officialdom, but he could not guess her function
or department. At first glance, shelooked like atypica credit-counter, but he somehow sensed the
woman was far more than that.

Fand made an abrupt, intricate gesture with her |eft hand near her heart. "I bid thee fdicitations and grant
thee respect, Otherbrothers. | am Sister Fand.”

The men hi the room responded to the formal
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greeting of the Priory clergy with nods and murmurs. The ambassadors introduced themselves one by
one, and Kane thought he caught amoue of distaste tug at Takaun'slips, but he wasn't certain.

SaAvo gestured to Fand's companion. "Thisis Dr. Brigid Baptiste, the Commonweslth Archives SIN
officer.”

Kane redized sheepishly that Baptiste did have more of the look of a Scientific Intelligence officer than
an accountant. He extended his hand to her and she clasped it. Kane winced asthe pain in his head
became aviolent drumming. He couldn't help but notice she dso flinched, but she managed to smile a
him, though, and it transformed her face.

At the periphery of hisvison, he noticed Fand's huge, inhumanly beautiful eyes narrow, glancing from
Kaneto Baptiste in something akin to wry suspicion. Hastily, Kane released the woman's hand, and the
throbbing in his skull receded somewhat.

Gargtark cleared her throat. "May we get on with this, please?”

At the touch of abutton, chairsfor the two new arrivals rose from thefloor. Kanefound he had a
difficult time keeping his eyes off the two women.

Takaun commented blandly, "Admira Savo indicated one of you women might be ableto trace the
Directorate's whereabouts. | presumethat isyou, Sister?’

If Fand found the ambassador's unctuous, somewhat patronizing toneirritating, she gave no indication of
it. Y ou presume correctly."

"How can anyone locate anything if amat-transisinvolved?' Khotan Khan asked suspicioudly.
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"Have you ever heard of vortex portas?' Savo inquired. "Colloquidly known as Sar gates?'



"That'sjust atheory,” said Kane.

"No." Brigid Baptiste spoke for the first time, and her tone brooked no disagreement. "They do exis—
we just know very little about them. Properly utilizing anaturaly occurring vortex porta would belikea
controlled wormhole effect, alowing more or lessinstantaneoustravel between star systems and,
theoreticaly, even between galaxies. Vortices like that were the essential underpinnings of what we
know as mat-trans units."

"Aren't these star gates supposed to be natural phenomena?’ Kane asked.

Fand gave him adour look. "That's correct, Commander Kane."

He noted she had pronounced his name properly, without the insertion of the glottal stop. "Asfar as|
know," he said, "fixing these vorticesin precise locations, much less proving their existence, isbeyond
our present technology.”

Fand nodded. "Asfar asyou know. But we're not talking about technology.”

"No?" inquired Khotan Khan. "What are we talking about?'

"Nothing too fancy," declared Fand. "No geons, ions or tachyons or other subatomic particles. Were
talking psionics, pure and smple. | have been trained as a guide sensor, an ancient technique of my
forebears.”

"What exactly isaguide sensor?' Walznick queried.

"Guide sensors can locate, given only the vaguest direction and description, anything anywhere. Those
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with such gifts can see past our own space and into that lying beyond.”

Although psychic ahilities, ESP and the like had been verified many decades ago, Garstark said
doubtfully, "That seems awfully chancy to base a search upon.”

"It dates back to the days when the Tuatha De Danaan walked the land of Eire," Fand explained. "It can
be defined as an awareness, a sense of oneness with—for lack of abetter term—the universe.”

"Mysticism," Khotan Khan said derisively. "My Gypsy ancestors practiced the same kind of mumbo
jumbo, using cardsand crystd balls.”

Fand stopped short of sneering in the ambassador's face, but she stated coldly, "It's not a practice, nor a
religious or even philosophica belief. Those with my blood, with the proper training provided by the
Priory, treat it asasmple fact of nature—no different than your ability to identify asound or asmell
without actudly seeing the source.

"In amplified, layman'stermsthat even you should understand, | have the ability to sense the presence of
and disturbances in electromagnetic fields. | sensed the sudden appearance of the dreadnought and
contacted the authorities. They did not seek me out.”



"True," confirmed Salvo with atrace of smugness.

"l am able to detect every vortex point, either naturdly or artificially opened,” Fand continued.
"Furthermore, | can sense which porta Thrush's ship may have entered or exited and trace its
whereabouts.”

Mollified but not completely satisfied, Khotan
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Khan turned toward Baptiste, "And whét is your purpose here?"

"The admiralty asked the administration to provide everything and anything in the records pertaining to
the Directorate," Baptiste replied crisply. "Not to mention the Totality Concept. They sent me.”

"You?" inquired Walznick skepticdly. "Why you?'

A very distant voice, skirting the far fringes of Kane's consciousness whispered, She has an eidetic
memory, that'swhy.

"l have an eidetic memory, that'swhy," responded Baptiste.

Kane shot her alook of surprise, but she did not notice. "All information,” she went on, "'no matter how
trivial, concerning the Archons and the Totality Concept projectsis up here.”" She tapped her forehead.
"Crossreferenced, indexed and corrdated.”

Takaun grunted. "A computer tape would be smaller.”

Curtly and alittle dismissively, Baptiste said, "If there isto be a confrontation with the Directorate, a
computer tape would be of little use.”

"Confrontation?' echoed Kane, directing a narrow-eyed gaze toward her. "How will you confront the
Directorate?"

"Hopefully," Savo said smoothly, "shewon't. Y ou will. But shewill be accompanying you on the
misson.”

Kane looked from Fand to Baptiste, then to Salvo. ™Y ou want usto take a ship into one of these star
getes?"

"Exactly. And you'll be commanding the ship.”
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“Why me?



Savo smiled tightly. "Y ou've operated under sedled orders before. And you're the best man for the job."

"The Sabre isdisabled, remember?' Kane said irritably. "And even if it weren't, wouldn't the Infin-itor
be amore logica choice to chase down a dreadnought?!

"Firgly," answered Salvo, "with the destruction of Endeavor, the Inftnitor isneeded herein casethe
dreadnought makes an encore appearance. Judging by the specs of the dreadnought, it seemsto be
evenly matched with the Infinitor. Had the new pulse shields been up on the Endeavor, they probably
wouldve repulsed theinitid MD barrage.

"Secondly, techs are dready working on the Sa-bre's computer systems. The comp networks Earth-side
suffered the same dysfunction and they've aready been brought back on-line. The paralyzing effect was
apparently an accidental byproduct of the probe's transmission, not deliberate. I've been assured that the
Sabre should be ready to launch in twelve hours. Her overhaul has been given top priority, and were
dsoingdling acouple of extras."

Kanethrew him achdlenging sare. "Likewhat?"

Baptiste placed the metal case on the table, undid the latches and raised the lid. Within it rested an
object resembling avery squat, broad-based pyramid made of smooth, dark metal. The pyramid was
barely onefoot in overall width, its height not exceeding ten inches.

"What isit?" asked Khotan Khan suspicioudy.

"A prototype interphaser,” Baptiste replied, "developed and built nearly two centuries ago by Dr.
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Mohandas Lakesh Singh. It's been in the archives since he passed away. In essence, it'saminiaturized
verson of amat-trans unit, utilizing much of the same hardware and operating principles.” She touched
onesdeof it, and lifted it away. A confusing mass of circuit boards and microprocessors gleamed within
it.

"The mat-trans gateway's function by tapping into the quantum stream,” Baptiste stated. "Invisble
pathways that run outside of our physica space and back again at distant points. These openings are

often cdled wormholes."

"Even if welocate the entrance point of Thrush's dreadnought,” inquired Kane, "what will that device
do?'

"Theinterphaser transmits subatomic particles and it will interact with the vortex opened by Thrush and
cregte an intersection point.”

Kane eyed the pyramid dubioudy. "It looks avfully smal to do al of that.”
"Engineerswill tieit into your ship's pulse-shield generators,” Baptiste replied smoothly. "Which then will

set up awarping field around the Sabre. When you reach the emergence point of Thrush'svessd, the
interphaser should open it and dlow you to enter.”



"Should," Kane repeated darkly. "That's best case, isn't it? What's the worst?"

Baptiste momentarily nibbled at her lower lip. "Asyou should know, Commander, therésredly no
precedent for something like this. Lakesh's prototype worked in conjunction with Earth-based vortex
points, naturally occurring ones, but obvioudy the
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power he was able to generate wasn't afraction of what your ship can provide."

"Y ou il haven't answered my question, Doctor.”

Emerad anger flared briefly in her eyes. "I don't know," she said bluntly. "If the interphaser failsto work,
nothing at dl will happen.”

"Or something without precedent,” Kane countered sarcadticdly. "Like having the molecules of my crew
and ship spread halfway over the system.”

Heflicked hiseyestoward Savo. "Len, | don't like theideaof gambling my ship and people on apiece
of junk that's been gathering dust in the archives for more than a 150 years."

Savo nodded in understanding, but he said, ™Y ou gamble your ship and crew every time you go out on
deep patrol. Therisks are grest, yes, but so are the stakes."

Kane said nothing, but the troubled expression on his face needed no explanation.

Savo took abreath, held it and released it. "J.T., our greatest need is not just any commander or any
ship, but one with the greatest experience in dealing with deep-space unknowns. Yes, Infinitor might
stand a better chance in a head-to-head confrontation, but she hasn't even had a shakedown cruise yet.
Everything on her is new, even the crew."

A dight smile quirked the corners of Salvo's mouth. "1t looks like you knew what you were doing when
you turned down my offer to join the admirdty cabinet.”

Kane returned the rueful smile. He knew his refusal had annoyed and even hurt Salvo, but to join the
cabinet meant an upgrade in rank and flag officers
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did not command vessels. He had aso pointed out the tinge of nepotism coloring the offer, but even
Kane redlized how lamethat sounded. A man with hisyears of experience, his service record, would

have been offered apromotion long ago by any admirdty official.

"I don't know how happy the crew will be," Kane said." "They were looking forward to amonth'sleave.
Besdes, I'm short one warrant officer.”

Savo nodded hi Baptiste's direction. "Meet your new warrant officer."



Both she and Kane reacted with startled dismay. Baptiste spokefirgt. "I'm ahistorian, ascientist. I'm not
connected to the navy."

"Y ou've just been drafted,” Savo replied dryly. "Welcome to the Ranger Corps. Y ou were going on this
flight anyway."

"But in an advisory capacity, asaspecidist. I'm not familiar with shipboard routines, especialy not on
shipsasold asthe Rapier class.”

"With your eidetic memory, you'll be aquick study. I'll arrange for tech manuasto be sent to you so you
can study them tonight.”

Baptiste looked on the verge of saying more, but instead only nodded in resignation. Kane felt sympathy
for the academic, but he also wanted to laugh at her discomfiture. He wasn't sure why.

Hethrew asmall, knowing smile toward Fand, but she didn't return it. Her golden eyes were inscrutable.

Arisng from his chair, Salvo announced, "I adjourn this session. Prelaunch countdown begins tomorrow.
Sister Fand, Dr. Baptiste, report to Commander Kane tomorrow at 0300 hours.”
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"Wait," snapped Takaun peevishly. "Y ou've yet to clarify the part of the coloniesin dl of this”
"At thisjuncture," Savo replied, "your part isto serve by waiting.”

With aberinged forefinger, Takaun inscribed an idle circle on the surface of thetable. "'l think | can
gpeek for Governor Rumiko on this—hewill not choose to smply wait.”

"What do you mean?' demanded Salvo.

"Perhaps anew pact can be established, adifferent kind of diplomatic accord. If the Archons exist, they
offer much in theway of technology."

Gargtark, with an apprehengve tremor in her voice, blurted, "Y ou know the history, what they offered
us. Worldwide destruction and davery for the survivors.™

"Keep in mind who wrote that history," countered Takaun. "And the circumstances under which it was
written.”

"What are you insinuating here, Ambassador?' Kane asked.

"'Only this—I think it likely the governor will wish to take direct action. Our Tigers of Heaven have a
fleet of ships and weapons superior to that of the corps. There will be very little reason for our peopleto
st on resourceslike that and smply wait for word of your success or failure.”

Kane looked into Takaun's beady black eyesand felt dightly ill. During the years when the Archon
conspiracy built to critical mass, there had been many men like him. Psychologically there was small



difference between one of the traitorsin high office and Takaun. Ambition had assumed control,
dominating dl other impulses and justifying treachery.
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But tactfully, Kane said nothing and | et Takaun continue. "We cannot anticipate the Archons actions.
Therefore, it iswise to prepare to move from al fronts.”

"In other words," said Salvo in alow, dangeroustone, "to cover al your bases and keep al your options
open.”

Takaun nodded. "Exactly.”

In a sted-edged voice, Salvo stated, "Thisisyour only option, Ambassador—if any of the colonial
governors are contacted by Thrush or anyone claiming to be a Directorate envoy, it isto be reported to
me. Immediately."

"That doesn't sound like it serves our best interests,”" Waznick commented. "'If the Commonwed th can't
protect us from attack—"

For thefirst tune, Salvo showed hisinner agitation. Sapping ahand down loudly on the tabletop, he
snarled, "All of you have been playing a chess game with your citizens and resources against the
Commonwedth. For avery long time, you've been looking for away to enlarge your spheres of
influence. Did you think we didn't know?"

None of the ambassadors said anything, but Takaun bristled, spots of red coloring hisjowls.

"Whether you likeit or not," continued Salvo, biting out each word, "you are till part of the Sol 9
Commonwedth, and dl of your colonid charters contain specific articles binding you to us—particularly
intimesof criss.

"When those charters were drafted along time ago, the people involved must have glimpsed the shape
of apossible syssemwide crisislong before it ever reached them. Y our predecessors signed them
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anyway, and your governors are still bound to them. That's al you need to know!"
Kanerepressed asmile, feding pridein theway his haf brother took a stand against the ambassadors,

evenif it did spark adiplomatic incident. But as aformer Ranger, Salvo knew that sometimesthe only
way to accomplish amission was to meet the obstacles head-on.

Chapter 15

Kane | eft the situation room. Once out in the main promenade, he decided to wait for amoment and
speak to Baptiste. She did not appear, but Fand approached him swiftly. After afew seconds of



regarding himin slence she said, "It'sgood to see you again, Kain."

"It'sgood to see you, too," he replied, unobtrusively watching the door for Baptiste. "I suppose | have
you to thank for thismisson.”

Her full lips creased in arueful smile. "That remainsto be seen if you'll thank me. At least wéelll be
together again, for alittlewhile.

Kane said nothing to that and pitching her voice low, Fand asked, "Y ou're not ill angry with me?’
"l never was," he answered. "Y ou made agood point. | saw no reason to argue about it."

Fand gave him alevel, digpassionate stare. She was nearly his height, and the bold, molten gaze was
unwavering. In alow, throaty whisper, she said, ™Y ou seem different. The same man, yet not the same.
Why isthat?"

"It's been severd years since we last saw each other,” Kane reminded her.

She reached out with one long-fingered hand to press againgt hisforehead, afamiliar gesture she used to
gauge hisemotiond state. During their timeto-
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gether, he had grown used to it But thistime afleeting vision careened through his mind. He saw Fand,
wearing along green mantle, holding her staff and smiling a him joyfully. Behind her heglimpsed a
panorama of sun-drenched green dopes, textures of various subtle colors, each texture ameadow or a
forest or alake. Another woman stood nearby, garbed in aflowing red mantle. Her eyes were blue and
her hair was like abraided flame falling over her shoulder. She cradled a brass-framed harp in her arms.

TheFandin hismind whispered, The fluid of timeislife. When life, the spirit, ceases to exist, time
becomes meaningless. | am overjoyed your spirit lives ill, Ka'in. Thereis still meaning.

Fand's expression abruptly changed, from an adoring smile to a bare-toothed grimace of dementia. Her
golden eyesburned in hot pools of fury. She struck at him with the knob-tipped staff—

Kane flinched away infear, grabbing Fand'swrigt to prevent her from touching him. Asin hisfragmented
vison, her expression became one of adeep anger.

"I knew there was something different about you." Her voice was sihilant with suspicion. "Isthere
something between you and the Baptiste woman? | received the distinct impression you knew each
other.”

She wrested her arm away from his grip with ease. Ashamed, Kane fumbled for aresponse. "I never
met her before today. | don't know why | did that, Fand. Maybe I'm just tired.”

Hisphysicd attraction to the woman evaporated under her hot, searching stare. In alow, measured
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tone, Fand stated, "I sense something, a not-rightness about you. Strange. My Kalin, yet not Kain."
"And maybe you're the onewho'stired,” hetold her.

Fand backed away from him dowly, not removing her gaze from hisface. "Not my Kalin. Thiscould
jeopardizethe misson.”

Sheturned on her hedl and strode away, her gait reminding him of alionessin search of prey. Hecdled
after her, but Fand ignored him. He lingered for another moment, then walked away himself, in the
opposite direction. He wasn't in the mood to talk to Baptiste now. He wasn't hi the mood for much of

anything.

He knew hewastired, but it was more than that. As he walked down the curving sweep of the corridor,
he remembered how wonderful the Ranger station had seemed to him when he had first joined the
corps. But that had been along time ago, when he had been young and eager and bursting with pride
that he was carrying on the family tradition.

Perhaps the weight of command had changed him; maybe his tiredness was something that happened to
every man who had seen too much, had too many losses, too many failed relationships. And so he
remained with the Rangers, with the Sabre, asif both were the only property he possessed of any value.

And maybe, he thought bleskly, I've lost more than my focus—I've lost my purpose.

Kane stopped by Grant's quarters on the way to his own. When his executive officer, wearing only
slken briefs, opened the door, he caught aflash of naked white legs as Domi ducked into the head. He
affected not to have noticed.
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Grant's relationship with the diminutive astrogator was no secret, even though the two people behaved
asif it were. Kanedidn't think it was agood idea, particularly considering the circumstances of Domi's
recruitment into the corps, but he had no room to criticize, not with Beth-Li in his recent past.

"Yeeh, JT.?' Grant said in achdlenging drawl, the undertone informing him the interruption was not
welcome.

Brusqudly, Kane stated, "We're launching again at 0300 hours. It's not a patrol. Apprise the crew. Well
have aforma brief tomorrow once were under way. That's dl they need to know for the time being.
Understood?"

Grant's dark face remained immobile. Without his saying so, Grant knew Kane had officialy put him
back on duty and hewas not to usethe familiar "J.T." in addressing him.

"Aye, Sr. Understood.” A strange, amost haunted gleam shone in Grant's deep-socketed eyes.
Hestantly, in alow voice, he asked, "Commander, does this have anything to do with Colonel Thrush?”'

Kane's brow furrowed. "What makes you say that?"



Grant opened his mouth, closed it and shook his head in frustration. "1 don't know. A guess, mebbe."
"That's a pretty damn good guess,” Kane said grimly. "Or maybe theresan Intel leak.”

Grant shook his head again. "No, nobody said anything to me. I've been in my quarters since we arrived.
The name just popped into my head...”

Hisvoicetrailed off, an expresson of confusion crossing bisface.
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"Keegpitinyour head, Mr. Grant," replied Kane. "The mission is classified.”

"Aye, gr."

Kane went on to sick bay to check on Beth-L.i's condition. He was more than artrifle surprised by
Grant's seemingly impulsive mention of Thrush. It was aname from the old days, and Grant had never
Struck nun as astudent of history.

Beth-Li looked pae and wan under the white sheets of the hospital bed, but she was conscious.

"Y ou haven't changed clothes or shaved," she said reprovingly by way of agreeting.

"Hello to you, too," he replied with asmile. "I've been busy." He reached out to take her hand, but she
was unresponsive. "How are you doing?"

"I'll be released in acouple of days,” shesaid quietly.
"Good. Thenwhat?'

"Y ou remember that position | was offered in the adminigtrator generd's office? I'm going to accept it."
She spoke matter-of-factly. "There's no future in the Ranger Corps, J.T."

Kane knew she spoke the truth. The once powerful and fearsome Ranger Corps, which had enforced
judtice d| over the system, was now just an unwieldy, anachronistic police force.

"Why do you clingtoit?" she asked.

Kanedidn't want to have the discussion. They had exhausted the topic midway during the last patrol to
the point where they didn't even speak except when they were on the command deck. "Tradition. My
greatgrandfather, my grandfather, my father were al Rangers. Tradition used to mean something.”

She sighed in exasperation. "It'sanontraditional
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universe, J.T. Even Len Salvo saw the handwriting on the bulkhead. Why can't you?”'

Kane released her hand and stepped away. "'l just wanted to see how you were doing, Beth-Li. I'm off
again tomorrow."

She crooked an eyebrow. "So soon? To where?"

Lifting ashoulder in ashrug, he answered, "A little backtrack recon on that probe. Nothing to it. I'll see
youwhen | get back."” He ressted the urge to say "if."

Beth-Li smiled wanly. "If I'm here. If I'm not, you know whereto find me."

Back out on the promenade, Kane wondered why he didn't fed sadness over their parting. Instead, he
experienced awave of rdief a disentangling himsdf from such a conniving, egocentric, faithless bitch—

He caught himsdlf thinking that and nearly cursed doud. He had no idea from where that opinion had
sprung. Beth-Li Rouch was none of those things. Well, he thought, a second later. Maybe shewasa

little egocentric.

He massaged histemples as he waked, trying to drive Beth-Li from hismind. She was out and Bap-tiste
wasin, at least temporarily. He went to the section of the station that held the Ranger commanders
staterooms. They were dwaysin perpetual reserve, unlike the crew, whose quarters were often shifted

around depending on vacancies. There were more and more empty rooms each time the Sabre returned
from patrol.

For that matter, nearly haf of the command-rank staterooms held no occupants, despite the fact their
nameplates and their shipswere still affixed to the doors. Kane glanced at them as he strode by—Pollard
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of the Bowie, Sky Dog of the Feathered Lance, Barch of the Claymore.

Kane had inherited both hisliving quarters and the Sabre from hisfather, who had inherited them from
his grandfather, back when the ship was top-of-the-line, a vessdl waiting to be imbued with history.

The door to his stateroom interacted with his badge and unlocked automaticaly, diding open. Ashe
stepped in, he noted with irritation the overhead lights had not been tripped. The only light inthemain
room spilled in from the ob port, the frosty slver of Starshine.

Ashereached for the wall switch, he sensed rather than saw ablur of movement behind him. Kanefdt a
numbing jar againg the back of hishead. His surroundings became ameaninglessjumble. The air seized
inhislungs, and hefdl heavily againg the bulkhead, fingers scrabbling aong the smooth surface.

Faintly he heard Fand say, "Kalin, yet not Kain. | will find out which oneyou are.”

Chapter 16

Asthe door hissed shut on Kane, Domi stepped from the bathroom, wearing only ascowl. "A launch



tomorrow?' shedl but snarled. "Is he fucking fused out of hismind? It'sagaingt regsto assign amisson
to apatrol crew without downtime."

Grant gave her adisapproving glance. He shook hishead, trying to clear theingstent pain, but it
continued to pulse like aneedle of fire behind hiseyes.

Domi cameto him, caressing hisface, her tone becoming solicitous. "Still the headache?"
"Y eah. Worse now than before.”

"l had one, too, but it went away."

Grant sat down at the trans-comm console and reached for the keyboard.

She demanded, "Areyou redly going to do what he said, cal the crew?”

"l have my orders.”

Domi gestured violently, eyes aflame with crimson fury. "Another mission without downtimeis against
regs,”" she repeated doggedly. "Report Kane to the high command. They won't permit it.”

Grant muttered, "Use your head. He's under orders, too."

Hisfingers danced over the keys, opening s multaneous channel s to the block of rooms assigned to the
Sabre's personnd. He reached most of them, and
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as expected, most of them reacted with an outrage smilar to Domi's. He refused to answer the questions
put to him. His standard reply was, ' " The commander told me and I'm telling you—0300 hours.”

For the few crew members who weren't in their quarters, like DeFFore and Bry, he | eft the same voice
message.

Domi watched him, fists planted on her flaring hips, smal breasts trembling with suppressed anger.
When he was done, she snapped, "All that arrogant bastard hasto tell you is'Shit," and you jump up and
say, 'In which corner and what color would you Miceit, Sr?"

"That's enough,” he growled.

She uttered a scornful, derisive laugh. "I haven't even gotten started. Goddammit, Augustus—when are
you going to start thinking about yourself, about us, instead of that puffed-up has-been?’

Grant bit back a groan as his head seemed to split with pain. "If heésahas-been, soam1.”

She stabbed out one accusatory finger. "Exactly my point. Kane has not only kept you from your own
career, but now he's going to make you as obsolete as heis.”

Shetook a steadying breath. Reasonably, she said, "It'sdl different now from when you first joined the



corps. Thereé's no need for Rangers anymore. Do you think | would'vejoined if | had a choice?!

Grant knew the answer to that aswell as she did, so he didn't bother with aresponse. Born on the
Venus colony, Domi had plunged into the twilight world of black marketeering at ashockingly young
age. When she was arrested in her midteens, she was sentenced to three yearsin the Lunacell blocks.
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After sheld served ayear, the Ranger Corps offered to commute the remainder of her sentenceiif she
joined them for aperiod of four years. Faced with the choice of another two years beneath the surface
of the Moon or receiving an education and experience that would benefit her in the future, she agreed to
the term of service. Domi wasn't unique; over the past decade, conscripting nonviolent criminasinto the
corps had been the standard way of swelling the ranks, since fewer and fewer people joined of their
own accord.

Now Domi'sterm was dmost up, with less than six months remaining, and she had become fixated on
Grant leaving the corps when she did. But well over twenty years of Grant's life weretied up with the
Rangers, first as aweapons specidist aboard the Bowie, and the past twelve on the Sabre, under the
command of J. T. Kane. It suddenly occurred to him that after dl these years, he still didn't know what
"JT." sood for.

Heavily, Grant said, "I don't know what you want me to do, Domi. Therés nothing | can do.”

She pressed against him, putting an arm around the broad yoke of his shoulders. Softly, she said,
"There's plenty you can do. The colonia security forces are dwayslooking for experienced people.
That's where most ex-Rangers end up.”

He grunted. "Y eah. As hired thugs. Not much of a career advancement.”

"Or you could join one of the trader consortiums. That'swhat | think I'll do."

Grant only grunted again, thinking about al the deek, well-dressed and much younger merchantswho
would be her new associates in the consortiums.
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Her fingernailsbit into his skin. Desperately she demanded, "Don't you see? Y our devotion to the corps,
to Kane, islike arock around both our necks, our futures. A big black stone dragging at us, holding us
back—"

The pain in Grant's head abruptly became awild tornado of agony. Hewas dimly aware of clasping the
gdesof hisskull, asif to keep the bonesintact. Hisbrain felt asif an ASP pistol had been fired withinit.

A jumbled montage of images flooded hismind, al in acrazed whirl. He saw himself encased in black
body armor—no, not armor but a black uniform with a peaked and visored cap...no, not auniform, but
wearing ragged and bloodstained camouflage clothes...no, awhite bodysuiit...



He glimpsed Domi, dashing with aknife, then saw her sorawled dead and bloody on afloor.

All the faces and figures spun madly, melding to become a series of geometric shapes, locking together
to form ablack trapezohedron, as dark as a coal sack, yet somehow shining.

Sowly, Grant's hearing returned and the flaming cyclone of painin his skull guttered out. Heredlized he
was on his hands and knees, hanging his head. Domi'swild, frightened criesfilled hisears.

"Augustus, what isit? What'swrong? Tell mel™

Husking out ashaky laugh, Grant heaved himsdf up into achair. He murmured, "Augustus? That's my
name? Fucking fireblast."

Peering a him fearfully, facelevel with his, Domi asked, "Tel meyouredl right!"
"Yeah." He cleared histhroat. "Thanksfor bringing that up.”
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Her eyebrows met on either side of her delicate nose bridge. "Bringing what up?”

"The big black stone around our necks. It made everything crystal clear.”

She stared at him, perplexed and worried. "It did?’

Grant nodded shortly. "It did. And before I'm done here, it won't be dragging at anybody ese.”

MAN IN BLACK, agent provocateur, traitor to humanity...

Those terms and many more not repeatable in polite company had been applied to Colonel C. W.
Thrush in the old historical records Brigid Baptiste memorized. Like other infamoustraitorsin human
history, Benedict Arnold, Simon Girty and Quiding, Thrush's name was synonymous with amordity and
treachery.

Unlike his predecessors, Thrush was a complete enigma. He was faux, afake man with forged military
credentias and acompletely fictionalized background. Also unlike the other traitors, Thrush's existence
was known to very few and even then as more of alegend, the quintessential boogeyman of the
twenty-first century.

Baptiste repressed another groan asthe pain in her head twinged. She rose from the small computer
module on the table, but too quickly. She went ssumbling half the length of her quarters. Although she
caught hersdf on thewadll, theimpact, as dight asit was, made her headache redoublein intengity for a
moment. She cursed the low gravity and the side effects of spacetravel.

The farthest she had ever been from the archives
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was alunar observation station in low Earth orbit when she'd been twelve. The lower gravity on
Parallax Red wresked havoc with her emotional and physical equilibrium.

Anticipating the next day's events when she would be in deep space kept her in a state of nervous
agitation. For the past few hours, she had studied and committed to memory all operationa and function
specs of a Rapier-class cruiser. She was adready somewhat conversant with space-vessel systems, so it
wasn't asif she jumped into the deep end with no frame of reference. But a ship of the Sabre's generdtion
wasirritatingly complex compared to the craft built over the past decade or so.

After taring at diagrams and twenty-digit numerical sequences on the computer screen for three hours,
Baptiste wanted to pace. But the quarters sheld been assigned were so smdll there seemed to belittle
point. She knew she should deep, but the pain in her head perssted, defying dl the medications she had
taken. All they had done wasto give her an upset scomach.

The pain had started on the shuttle flight from Earth, and the other three passengersin the TPC, the
tactical personnel compartment, looked at her askance because she kept asking the flight attendant for
andgescs.

Sigter Fand, whom she met upon boarding, sat next her and expressed sympathy. For some reason, that
sympathy had vanished after the sesson in the Situation room. Fand had confronted her on the
promenade on the way to her cabin, demanding to know why she had not mentioned she knew
Commander Kane,
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Thetall, imposing woman hadn't seemed to accept her insistence that she had never even seen Kane
before that meeting. And even if she had, Baptiste could not understand why Sister Fand appeared so
suspicious about it.

Then again, Fand couldn't be judged by human standards of behavior since she dlegedly wasn't
completely human. Familiar as she waswith al the stories about Danaan-human interbreeding and
genetics experimentsin the dim past, Baptiste remained torn between awe and skepticism in the
woman's company.

Nevertheless, Commander Kane had indeed seemed familiar to her. She thought it might be due to pix
and vid she'd seen. For afew months, after his destruction of the dave-cloning farm in Pluto's orbit, his
exploitswere chronicled and he was built up into something of afolk hero, a public-relaions ploy to
draw favorable attention and more funding to the Ranger Corps.

Although that was years before, Kane seemed unchanged from the images she'd seen. A shade over six
feet, the way he carried himsalf made him seem bigger. His short dark hair hadn't atouch of gray, and he
was deeply tanned from exposure to direct sunlight. His eyes were faded to apae blue-gray, like the
color of the high sky at sunset. But those eyes exuded a sadness, a subtle melancholiaand a soul-deep
weariness.

Baptiste shivered and tried to bring up amentd picture of her contract partner, Jefferson Auerbach,
waiting for her return in the flat they shared in Georgetown. They had discussed renewing the contract
for another year, and there seemed to belittle
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reason not to do so. Thelir relationship was solid, and both of them enjoyed rewarding, secure careers.

With increasing congternation, images of Kane floated up instead, ones that made no sense to her—
bizarre, chaotic visonsflitting through her mind, not drawn from any conscious memory. She saw him as
afearsomefigurein black armor, hisfacelocked in a bare-toothed grimace of ferocity, and in other
images, bleeding from a score of wounds, he struggled fiercely with aman on a catwalk.

And she saw him as he bent over her, lips and body pressing against hers—

Theingsgtent nail of pain in her head suddenly transformed into aspear, lancing through her brain from
front to back. She heard the walls of her cabin throw back echoes of her sharp cry. She barely managed
to makeit to the narrow bunk, where she curled up in afetal position, hands on her head.

At the very fringes of her agony-blasted consciousness she head afaint voice, crying to belet in, claming
it could help with the pain, that she didn't know who she redlly was. Baptiste concentrated on blotting
out that voice in her head and controlling the vicious throbbing within the walls of her skull.

The voice grew fainter and vanished atogether. Baptiste lay on the bed, drinking in great gasps of air.
She heard hersdlf whisper hoarsdly, "I know exactly who | am.”

SCREENS OF FIRE FLARED in Kane's eyes and fiery needles of agony stabbed his nerve endings.
Hetried to get up from the deck, but another wave of pain jolted through him and herolled, trying to
avoid the touch of the knobbed staff.
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Fand towered over him, eyes glittering like aureate poolsin the haf-light of the cabin. " Speak!" she
demanded imperioudy. "Who areyou?'

Kane managed to gasp out, "Are you fused out, Fand? Y ou know who | am!™

He knew the shocks administered by the staff weren't letha. Dueto her training, Fand could useit asa
channel and afocusfor her biodectric energy. But dtill, they hurt like hell.

"You're not the Kain I know," she grated between clenched teeth. "Did you think to fool me, | who
have been in soul-link with him?”

Kanetried to St up. "Nobody'strying to fool anybody, Fand. And if you keep hitting me with that thing,
you'l passout.”

A dew of swest beaded the woman's high forehead. Away from the e ectromagnetic energy field of
Terra, she couldn't rely on what she caled the "Gaiapower” to replenish her depleted energies.

Almogt defiantly, asif to prove him wrong, she struck a him with the rod again, damming the knob hard



againg hischest, pushing him againgt the deck. Kane cried out, muscles seizing, limbslocking, vison
fogging.

"Speak!" Fand hissed.

He had witnessed and been on the receiving end of Fand's angers before, and they were as elemental
and sometimes as capricious as summer storms. But the golden blaze glaring in her eyeswas closer to
dementia

He met those eyes, and his heart pounded wildly in his chest. Hisfear and bewilderment were abruptly
washed away by a hot torrent of rage, fountaining out of the roots of his soul.
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Levering himsdlf into astting position, he lashed out with one arm, hand securing agrip on the staff just
below the knob. He jerked it aside, and he heard his voice lifted in an enraged roar, "Y ou hybrid mu-tie
bitch!"

His own fury poured into the staff, speeding down itslength and into Fand. She uttered a surprised cry
and staggered back a pace, grasp loosening on the rod. Kane yanked it from her hands and tossed it
clattering againg the far bulkheed.

He cameto hisfeet in arush, grabbed her by the shoulders and lunged with her. The back of her thighs
hit the edge of the bunk and she fdll with Kane atop her. He had adifficult time restraining her handswith
their sharp nailsthat clawed for hisface. The cohesion field of her dress shifted and weaved as she
struggled.

"What the fuck do you think you're doing?' he snapped. "Who the fuck do you think you are?'
Fand stopped grappling with him. Panting, she answered, "It'swho you arethat isthe question.”

"Y ou know fucking well who I—" Kane bit off the rest of hisretort asaflood of memories erupted in his
mind, bringing agony intheir wake.

She pulled free of hisgrip, but did not try to claw out his eyes. Instead, he felt the cool touch of her soft
fingertips againgt hisforehead, diding abit on the film of sweat that had sprung from his pores.

When thetidd wave of visons receded, Kane found himsdf stting on the edge of the bunk, gulping air,
head cradled in his hands. He turned his head to look a Fand. She stared at him with an expression on
her face somewhere between wonderment and fear. She murmured something in Gaglic.
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Kane didn't ask her what she said. Dragging adeeve over hisforehead, lie said hoarsely, "You're as
crazy asthe other Fand | know."

"The one on the pardld casement,” she said softly. "A tragic creature. But you helped her and she loved



you, Kain."
"She called methat, too." He stiffened and demanded, "How did you know that?'

She touched the side of hisface gently with aheder'stouch. "Because you know that. Y ou're not the
Kain | know and love, but youre till Kain."

"Y ou know about the—" He groped for aterm and found one that the version of Lakesh on thefirst
casement had employed. " Silent invaders?!

She smiled affectionately, knowingly. "The priory prefers 'walk-in.' Disncarnate soulsjoining with the
incarnate through holesin the void, vacua, asthe Danaan referred to them.”

"So | don't have to explain about where I'm from and why?"

Fand shook her head, the little golden balls at the tips of her tresses clicking. "Not to me. | absorbed the
detailswhen you grasped my staff. Besides, how can one apply finite explanationsto infinite mysteries?
The puzzle of the living consciousness—the soul, if you will—cannot be solved. Y ou either accept it as
the only trueredity or you don't."

Kane met her gaze and once again felt the passion she invoked in him. He turned to his memories,
forcing them to replay thelife of this casement's Kane and his connection to Fand.

The recollections were not aconfused jumble; they were ordered in dmost military precison. Fand
appeared to know he was processing the remembrances
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that seemed to come from adifferent world and a different sdf. As he reviewed the memoriesand life
experiences, hefdt surprise, then admiration and finaly a sense of shame, ahumbling sense of inferiority.

In afaraway, distracted whisper, staring at the ob port and the tapestry of sarsbeyond it, he said, "I'm a
great man here. I've done greet things. |'ve done nothing to be ashamed of, with no blood on my hands.
Yet | fed guilt where there should be nothing but pride.”

Heturned to Fand and said in avoice quivering with inner pain, "He—I'm a hero, but hed never call
himsdlf thet."

"Yes," Fand intoned softly, sadly. "Y ou have done many thingsthat are greet. Y ou have more than
justified your existence. Y ou have done much good. Except for yoursdlf.”

Kane dowly roseto hisfeet and haf bounded to the port. He peered out at the sarfield, at the ships, the
shuttlesflitting through the vacuum around the station. He looked up &t astarfield dominated by the
moon as he'd seen it once before. He remembered Parallax Red on his home casement, aforlorn, failed
dream, occupied by distortions of humanity, rats and cats, and overseen by a madman.

Shifting pogition, he saw the Sabre resting insde a skeletd metal cradle. Though her streamlined hull was
dark, she gleamed with frosty silver from the array of work lights. Thetilted engine nacelles on their
support pylonswere like wings poised to take flight. Sabre was as beautiful asan angd crafted of dloy,



like apiece of the universeitself. Somehow, it represented asymbol of humanity's decision to make
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or bregk afuture for itself. It stood for al the options of arace that had decided not to squander its
destiny on war and conquest.

Kane gazed at it for avery long time, his eyes wide with a childlike wonder. As Fand stepped up behind
him, he said in ahushed whisper, "We madeit. Thistime, humanity chosethe sarsinstead of the dag
heap. We madeit.”

A heavy pressure seemed to swell in his chest. His eyeswere wet, and he tried to dry them before facing
Fand again. "l don't deserve to be this Kane. The Earth | comefrom istheredl lost Earth, not thisone.”

Voice and bearing full of compassion, she said quietly, ™Y our souls, your spirits are compatible, else you
would not bein his body, speaking with histongue, seeing with hiseyes. Y ou are awarrior on your
home plane of existence as are your companions, Grant and the woman Baptiste, who is your
anam-chara."

Kane knew he did apoor job of covering hissurprise. "I need to find them, seeif they achieved fuson
likel did."

Fand did not respond to his comment. "When | sensed the link between you and Baptiste, it confused
me, aroused my suspicions. Y our connection ison afar deeper level than you and | share. So you have
achieved something of worth in your casement of origin.

"Thelady isyour saving grace. Trust the bond that belongs between you. The gift of the anam-chara is
strong. She protects you from damnation—she isyour credentid.”

Startled, Kane realized Fand spoke the same words
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as her image on the fa se casement he had visited, the trap Thrush had laid for him.

Dryly he said, "The Kane of this universe doesn't need to be protected from much of anything.”

Fand sidled close to him, and he felt the heat of her. "Y es, he does. Perhaps that's one reason he
dlowed you to link with him."

Kanefdt the stirrings of arousal again, but he asked bluntly, "What do you know about Thrush and the
trapezohedron?”

Smiling secretively, Fand lifted her hand and touched the bracel et around the long wrist bone with an
index finger. " Perhaps not as much as you, perhaps different things."

"We need to talk about it."



"That can wait, Kain."
"Until when?'

"'Until you and | achieve our own form of fusion.” Her fingernail flicked atiny stud on the bracelet. Her
dress shimmered and whispered into nothingness.

Kane'sthroat congtricted. She was naked benegath the hologram. Her high, firm breasts gleamed like
opdas; her body was dender, catlike, graceful and powerful. The diffused starshine ran pae gold across
her ivory skin, striking sharp shadows under the arching rim of her rib cage and her flat belly. Thefine
hair at the junction of her smoothly contoured thighs was like threads of spun gold.

Hoarsely he asked, "Was thiswhat you had in mind for this Kane?'

Shelaughed merrily, eyesalight. "It wasindeed. | was looking forward to being with him again. Why do
you think | became so suspicious of you and the Baptiste woman? | didn't want my plans spoiled.”
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"I'm not that Kane," he pointed out, and then nearly kicked himsdlf for volunteering such areminder.
Her smile broadened into awicked grin. "Which makesit even more appealing. Besdes, you desired

your own casement's Fand, but you felt you would be taking advantage of the poor deranged girl. You
aways secretly regretted turning her down.”

Shetilted her head a him. "Don't deny it"
He chuckled hoarsdly. "I wouldn't dream of it."
Fand'sarmsencircled his broad shoulders. "L et us take advantage of each other."

He hesitated, despite his compelling attraction. "Fand—" he began, but she placed afinger againgt his
lips

"Hush," she said with mock severity. "Do not concern yoursdlf with Baptiste. Y ou are fill my Kalin, and
| have ached for your touch as much as you have ached for mine. Do not give me an actud reason to be
jedous”

Agan hesad, "l wouldn't dream of it." Then he smoothed the long flaxen hair away from her face. He

kissed her long neck gently, cupping her full breadts, feding her nipples harden and stiffen at histouch.

The one-piece Ranger uniform wasn't as easy to shed as Fand's holographic garment, but it was easy
enough since they were both determined. Her fingers closed over the jutting evidence of hisarousal, and
she tugged him toward the bunk. "The equipment is the same. L et us see how adifferent operator



managesit!"

The Kane and Fand of this universe had done this many times before. Kane drew on the memories, but

f

asheenfolded her tal body inhisarms, it dtill felt like an exciting and unique experience,

Fand was completely uninhibited in her passion, her desires as basic and as naturd as her tempers. Her
eyes burned with molten lust, adelight as she forced Kane onto his back and knelt between hislegs.
Lowering her head, shetook him into her mouth.

Kanelay therefor long moments, luxuriating in the excruciatingly pleasurable sensations she sent
coursing through him. He tugged her around until she straddled his body and her hot and moist mound
met hiseager lips.

Within aminute she exploded in an orgasm of such shuddering intensity she nearly fdll from the bunk.
Thebalsin her hair clicked in afrantic, castanetdike rhythm.

After she recovered, she renewed her vigorous oral attention. Kane cried out as he jetted.

It was only the beginning and both their bodies glistened with a sheen of swest hi the sarlight. He drew
on Kane's memories of what and how Fand liked and modified afew. She enthusiastically reciprocated.

With her legs over his shoulders, Kane plunged deeply into her and later he knelt behind her, noting how
nicely that part of her anatomy fit into the hollow of hiships.

Fand mounted him, riding him skillfully, bringing him savera timesto the brink of release but not dlowing
himto crossover it.

But flesh and blood could take only so much, despite the willingness of the spirit. Amid their mingled
cries, Kaneredized that dthough Fand might not
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have been completely human, she was human enough—more than enough.

Afterward, asthey lay panting together, Fand propped herself up on an ebow and smiled down into his
face. Softly she said, "Kain and yet not Kain. But the sum is more than equa to the parts.”

Chapter 17

The chronometer on the command deck read 0300. A voice on the speaker intoned, "Thisis Parallax
Red flight operations. Main power umbilical disengaged. Sabre dl clear for departure.”

Kane sat down at the comm-con and adjusted hisrecoil harness. He glanced toward Grant, who met his



eye and said, "Wegpons batteries fully charged and functiond.”
Then, very discreetly, Grant lifted hisright index finger to hisnosein the wry one percent salute. It was a

gesture he and Kane had devel oped during their Mag days and reserved for undertakings with small
ratios of success. Now it wasasignd, surreptitioudy informing Kane he had achieved fuson with his

doppelganger.

Kane gravely returned the salute. Grant nodded in understanding and turned back to his station.

"All departments signa green for go," said Bap-tiste from the main systems operations console. Kane
couldn't help but discreetly admire the way the blue bodysuit with its red piping fit her form, but the skin
around her eyeswas puffy. Asyet, she had not given any indication of which Brigid Baptiste sat at the
dation.

"Grav-gtator fully engaged,” Cotta reported.

"Engines on-line and powered up,” Farrell sated.
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"Departure plot on the board, sir,” said Domi. "Helm responding.”

Crigply, Kane said, "Aft thrusters. Two quarter burn.”

"Aye, gr."

"Take usout. Steedy as she goes." Kane's calm voice did not reved the excitement pulsing within him.
The hull vibrated dightly asthe Sabre's thrustersignited and propelled it out of the docking cradle.

He remembered the time, months ago, when he stood on the heaving deck of a ship breasting the waves
of the Irish Sea. Now, dthough he couldn't smell the brine or see the restless panorama of the ocean, he
fdt the samewild thrill.

On the overhead monitor screen, he watched as the docking assembly did past and saw work pods and
drones appear to get out of Sabre's way. He glanced to thelittle tactical screen on hisright, focused on
adeparture angle and watched as the space hab seemed to grow smaller, as did the battered surface of
the moon. He returned his attention to the main monitor and the open space ahead.

"Fire up the geon drive, Domi. Standard accel eration schedule. Build up the bricksto half awall.”

The cruiser acceerated, the inertia dampers reducing the forward lunge to little more than abump. Kane
sat back and gazed at the screen asthe Sabre sailed at twelve thousand kilometers per second through
the solar system. None of the planetary stations hailed them as they passed within their sensor spheres.

Although the crew hadn't evinced much outward concern or curiosity about the mission, Kane knew
they were boiling with both resentment and curiosity.

Outer Darkness



217

Perhapsif any man other than J. T. Kane had strode onto the command deck and sat down at the
comm-con, Bry, DeFore, Farrell and Cottawould have demanded profandly to know what was going
on.

Kane announced their destination coordinates, which Domi dutifully punched into the navigation
computers.

The ship day passed dowly for everyone on the command deck but Kane. He went to grest lengths not
to show thethrill coursing through him at the contradictory sensations of aroutine both familiar and
grange. Hisinitid reaction upon sitting at the command console and seeing the intricate network of dials,
keyboards and circuit linkswas to be appalled. Then their meaning and purpose did into the proper
placesin hismind.

Unlike his other fusions with his doppelgangers, he sensed the other Kane standing in thewings of his
mind, aoof but not unfriendly, prompting him on what to do and when to do it, but interfering in nothing.

Kane occasiondly glanced Baptiste's way, but she studioudy avoided looking at him, her attention
completely devoted to her duties. Grant, however, seemed completely at ease. He bantered
good-naturedly with other members of the command staff and exchanged jokeswith Domi.

Most of the crew had served with one another for severa years and on long patrols, they lived ina
macroscopic society, dmost familia in their interactions with one another. They bickered and quarreled
and grew sick of one another as family members were wont to do, but they dl viewed Kane asthefind
authority over their squabbles. He symbol-
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ized the family'sfather figure, counsdor and big brother. Despite complaints and even secret criticisms of
him, they held Kanein aposition of high respect that did not stem from fear.

That, too, was refreshingly unique.
We made it, went the delighted refrain through Kane's head. We chose the stars instead of the dag heap.

For the very firg timein hislife, hefdt pridein his own species, in the human race who, when given the
option, had refused to live down to its basest impul ses, instead transcending its savage heritage.
Mankind had united in order to deceive the deceivers.

The Sol 9 Commonwesalth was not a perfect society, certainly not a Utopia as Kane understood the
definition, but at least it used the appropriated Totality Concept technology to explore and to build, not
to hunt and destroy. Even the thought of Salvo brought asmileto hislips. Here he was not a bitter
enemy, consumed by jealousy and hatred, but truly a brother.

Onthetactica viewer insde the curve of the comm-con, the asteroid belt showed asablur of dots
againg the colorful bulk of Jupiter. On the main screen, the torrent of rushing stone and endless stream
of debris appeared as adistant, danted line, like abird's-eye view of amountain range with only the

pesksvisble.



"Commander," Baptiste spoke up, "I'm picking up mass activity. The readings are at the extreme range
of our sensors. It'savess.”

"Configuration?’

"Too distant for an accurate reading, but it'sfol-
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lowing a course oblique to ours, dmogt asif they intend to intercept us.”
Kanetapped the arm of his chair but said nothing.

"Should we hail them?' Cottaasked. "Warn them of f?"

Kane thought a moment, then shook his head. "No, |et's maintain radio security until we can get a
configuration reed.”

In alittle more than seven hours, with the Sabre's velocity gradudly increased to ninety thousand kloms
per second, the sprawling complex of the Uranian navy yards began to take shape on the screen. The
dry docks and congtruction bays glittered with thousands of lights.

Kane said. "Domi, plot dliptical approach to navy yards. Coordinates eight-ten-/ero-niner. Start
dumping bricks at your discretion.”

AsDomi punched in the program, Kane unbuckled his harness and arose from hischair. "Dr. Baptiste,
Mr. Grant, join mein the wardroom. I'll open an intraship channel so the crew can hear what we're
doing out here and why."

Domi muttered something in a peevish tone, but Kane affected not to have heard her.

The wardroom on the lower deck was much like therest of the ship, austere and Spartanly furnished.
Fand was aready waiting and she nodded politely to al three of them, asif they werejoining her for a
spot of tea. She gppeared charmingly incongruous in the standard-issue Ranger uniform.

Kane opened the intraship channd on the trans-comm and brought the crew up-to-date on the situation.
He maintained a calm, almost detached tone, but he stressed that arenewa of hostilities between the
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Commonwedth and the Directorate could spell catastrophe for humanity.



"Thisisan unofficid flight,” he concluded, "Wewill not reduce our speed until we reach our destination
nor will we deviate from the set course except at my orders. We will not respond to any hails. The navy
yard and security boats have been apprised to some extent of the Situation and won't try to flag us
down." He closed the channel and glanced expectantly at Fand.

Responding to the silent prompt, she said, "I can sense the energy residue where the dreadnought

appeared and disappeared, the activation signature of a star gate. |'ve calculated the exact coordinates.
It lies six thousand kilometers off the navy yard's eastern border, azimuth ten, Z minusfive on the

planetary plane.”

Baptiste eyed her alittle distrustfully. "The sensor sweep of the area detected nothing unusua. No
energy anomalies, no gravity flux. Nothing.”

"Y ou'retaking sensors," Fand responded coally. "I'm talking senses.”
Frowning, Baptiste said, "Why can't the ship'sinstruments detect the signatures?

"Because your ship's sensory gpparatus does not rely on being in tune with the energy fields of the
universe," shereplied. "These techniques cannot be programmed—they can only belearned.”

Baptiste found the answer unsatisfactory, but she didn't voice her opinion. Grant asked, "What good will
pinpointing the sgnature do? Well just know they've been there.”

Fand shook her head. "WEe'l open the porta oursalves, with the interphaser. But it'll require absolute
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accuracy...and an acceleration to near light speed. Theoreticaly, we should exit where the dreadnought
exited."

Kanereplied, ""Theoretically isnot one of my favorite words.”

"Achieving such velocity this closeto acdestia body isdangerous,” Baptiste pointed out. "And the
maneuversfor accuracy will betricky/

"If you want to take the battle to Thrush and the Directorate,” Fand said tonelessly, "thereisno way
around it. Waiting for another appearance and attack isfutile, snce they could show up anywherein the
sysem."

Kane nodded in reluctant agreement. To Grant and Baptiste, he said, "Sister Fand and | discussed
earlier thelikelihood of Thrush having possession of the tra-pezohedron on his ship. She tends to doulbt
itandsodol.”

Grant's eyebrows rose. Facing Fand, he asked, "Y ou know about the Black Stone?"

"My order does, or at least legendary versons of it. Thereis, of course, the Speaking Stone of
Cas-corach, which soundslikeit has properties smilar to the Chintamani Stone.”

Confused and annoyed, Baptiste demanded, "What's a stone got to do with this?'



"We have reason to believe," Kane said curtly, "that an ancient artifact, areligiousicon of the Ar-chons
may beinvolved in thisStuation.”

Baptiste's eyes went emerad hard with suspicion. "There was nothing in the archives about that, or even
that the Archons had anything approaching areligion.”

"Not by human standards, perhaps,” interposed
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Fand. "But my forebears knew abit more about the entities you call Archonsthan was ever recorded in
your histories. Haven't you ever wondered about Thrush's extremely long life span?”

"Y es, but there's nothing mystical about that," Baptiste countered. "Hislongevity can be explained any
number of ways that don't include the powers of darkness." She paused and added, "From what |
understand about you, Sister, you don't exactly look your age.”

A fleeting, frivolous notion raced through Kane's mind. Neither he nor his doppel ganger had any idea of
Fand'strue age. He redized with an inner start he might have spent the night with awoman a century or
more older than himsdlf.

"Secondly," Baptiste went on, "there's no mention of a stone of any sort associated either with the
Directorate or Thrush."

Fand declared coldly, "The Tuatha De Danaan knew that stone and meta and crystdlinethingsretain a
'memory.’ They can be charged with it, like a storage battery. Quantum theory dedlswith this
electromagnetic effect, as you should know. The stone to which the commander refersis based on the
same ancient principle.

"Asfor Thrush's connection to such an artifact, in the lore of my people there are legends of the Daemon
Prince, aMeélchizedek who had turned evil, who kept his soul locked in ablack stone dtar for
safekeeping.”

When Fand had mentioned thistae last night, Kane had been shocked into speechlessness. Aspects of it
dovetailed with his experiences on the fase casement. ;e;.-.

"All those years ago,” Fand continued, "when the conspiracy cameto ahead, my mother recognized the
figure of the Daemon Princein Thrush—if not who he was, then what he symbolized.”

Baptiste did a poor job of disguising her disgust with the story, and Fand did an equally poor job of
disguising the anger the woman's reaction triggered in her. She sat up rigidly in her chair.

Inalow, silky tone that sounded no less threatening than a shout, Fand asked, "Doctor, do you doubt
the veracity of my words?"



"I'mascientist,” announced Baptiste, not the least bit intimidated by the glare from Fand's huge eyes.
"Anecdotd information doesn't count for much in this situation.”

"Yet," Fand whigpered. "The missonisstill young."

Grant interjected hagtily, "We need to run some projections through the tactical comps, come up with a
successratio of the Sabre actudly hitting thisstar gate.”

Kane nodded to him. "Get it done before we reach the navy yards."

Grant, Fand and Baptiste stood up to leave the wardroom, but Kane remained seated. "Doctor, if you
wouldn't mind staying amoment?'

Asthe other two people filed out, Baptiste eased back down in her chair, eyeing nun apprehensively.
When they were adone, he asked, "How are you feding?’

She looked taken aback by the query. With awan smile, she rubbed her forehead. "A headache | can't
seemto get rid of. | didn't deep well, ether. Other than that, fine.”
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"S0," he ventured, "you don't quite fed yoursef yet?

One of Baptiste's eyebrows arched. "I'm afraid | don't understand the question.”
Kane smiled at her encouragingly, his gaze not straying from her face.

"Isthis about my job performance?’ she asked. "'l don't think you can levy afair assessment so early in
the mission. Other than shuttles, I've never been aboard a spacecraft before.”

Kane's smile broadened. "Would you believe that before today, neither had 17
Her arched eyebrow lowered truculently. "Is this some kind of joke, Commander?’

Kane shook his head in frustration. For some reason, he and Grant had achieved fusion with their
dop-pelgangers with remarkable dacrity and ease, compared to their previous experiences. Onthe
other casements, fusing their consciousnesses had been a prolonged struggle full of pain and mental
turmoail.

He assumed the lack of conflict on this casement was due to the fact the versions of themselveswere
more emotiondly and mentally in sync with their true minds. The breakthrough trangtion was completed
when their doppelganger's brain underwent biochemical and electrical changeswith arelease of
endor-phins, and the stimulation of neuronsin the cortical and subcortical portions.

Onthefirg parale casement, it had happened when he and Brigid made love. On the second, they
achieved fusion in the face of extreme stress and emotiona trauma.

Recdling the method Brigid used to bring Grant's mind and perceptionsto the fore on the first lost
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Earth, Kanesaid, "Let'stry alittle word association.”

"What isthis?' demanded Baptiste angrily. "A hazing ritud for green recruits? Thisisredly disrespectful .
Kane said quickly, "Lakesh. Cerberus.”

Shelooked at him blankly. "L akesh and Cerberus what? They went up ahill to fetch apail of water?'
Kane repressed a curse. Those names held historica significance for Baptiste due to her career, but they
contained no persona or emotiona resonances. He sifted through his memory for any tidbit of
informeation about Brigid that was unique to her done.

Bleakly heredlized he knew very little about her past. She was dways disinclined to discuss matters of a
personal nature, and he had never drawn her out. Whether the fault lay with him or Brigid, he didn't
know. Suddenly hefelt very guilty about histryst with Fand the night before and foolish because of it.

Baptiste folded her arms over her chest, unmistakable body language that et him know to keep his
distance. Hedid.

Formdly, hesaid, "Dr. Baptiste, you do understand the working principles behind the mat-trans units,
don't you?'

"Of course. That's onereason I'm here, remember?’
"Provide mewith abrief overview, please”

Her eyes narrowed suspicioudy, but she replied briskly, "What we understand as spaceis
non-Euclidean, that isto say, it has more dimensions than smple length, breadth and relative thickness.

"The quantum interphase inducers open connected cavities, alink-up forming akind of quantum tunnel
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through third-dimensiona parameters of time and space.”
In achdlenging tone, she concluded, "I hope that illuminates your doubt about my qudifications. Sir."

Kane dlowed afriendly smileto play over hisface. "I'm not testing you, Doctor, I'm soliciting your
expert opinion.”

"In regard to what?"

"Taking into account what you said about space having more dimensions that can be measured, might
we not concede that some of these dimensions are parallel to our own, duplicates, asit were, different



only from the one we know by individua changesin history?"

"Branching probability universes," she dated. "Sidered space, the multiverse theory. Causdity. Hardly
new or obscure theories, Commander."

He ignored the observation. "Once we accept that possibility, might we then not accept that
other-dimensiona versions of people—oursdves, for example—might not pass through these
hyperdimen-sond tunnes?'

Baptiste suddenly winced and her hand went re-flexively toward her head but she quickly checked the
motion. "l accept the possibility, of course. Quantum theory alowsfor dmost all possbilities, but not
necessarily probabilities.”

"And to take it a step further, these dternate-redlity versions of oursalves don't pass through sideredl
gpace as flesh and blood, but as e ectromagnetic patterns holding our identities, conscious thoughts and
personalities. These patterns seek out physical versions of themsalves and fuse with them.”
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Baptiste smiled wryly. "And how would | know if such athing happened?!

Kane gazed a her levelly. "The main symptoms of the fusion are intense heedaches and flashes of
thoughts, fleeting ingghts that don't seem to be your own. Memoriesthat aren't redly your memories”

Eyes snapping wide behind the lenses of her glasses, Baptiste set her teeth on agroan of pain.
"l ret my case" Kanesaid mildly.

Baptiste lowered her head, shoulders quaking. Theinterna struggle was familiar by now to Kane, but he
was gtill disquieted by how intense it seemed with Baptiste.

Inafirm, clear voice, he said, "Brigid, listen to me. Remember who you are, why you're here.” On
impulse, he whispered fiercely, " Anam-chara.”

Her shudders became shivers. Shelifted her head and stared a him, face pale and drawn. "1 assure you
| remember exactly who | am, Commander, but I'm not so sure about you. Anam-chara? Asbest as|
recal, it'san old Gadlic term.”

Kane stared at her slently as she pushed her chair back from the table. "With your permission,
Commander, I'll return to my post.”

Kane continued to stare &t her, then he nodded. "Permission granted.”

She left the wardroom swiftly, without looking back. Dry-washing hisface with his handsin frustration,
Kane uttered severa oaths.

"Nothing has ever come easy for you, hasit, Kain? Not in thisreality or your own."

Fand stood just inside the door, bestowing upon him asad, yet affectionate smile. She had retrieved her



gaff from her quarters. She caught him looking
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at it and she laughed. "' Perhgps touching her with thiswill trigger the trandtion, asit did yours. Perhaps
not. If not, the report she'd file to her superiors would effectively end both of our careers, our respective
reputations notwithstanding. And wouldn't that be a nasty trick to play on your host body?!

Kane didn't share her laughter. " Something's blocking her. | don't know what itis."

Fand shrugged.' 'If this Baptiste is as strong-willed as the woman you know, her sense of self and
purpose are like forged stedl. Not easily breached or compromised.”

Kane examined Fand's observation. The other paralel versons of Brigid, though not weak-willed by any
means, were trapped in depressing life circumstances. They were haunted and unhappy.

Reflectively, he said, ' The other Brigids may have been unconscioudy predisposed to accept the
fusons. ThisBrigid isn't undergoing any need to escape from her life"

Fand nodded. ' 'Very likely. But apparently thisKain, my Kain, is
"What do you mean?"

"I know him, know his strength of will. If hedid not wish to alow this meld with you, even on the most
subconscious of levels, he would have booted you out into the hyperdimensiona ether long before now.”

Kanerealized she spoke the truth. His past fusions were marked by periods of ever intensifying head

pain as the disgplaced minds tried to reassert their dominance. This casement's Kane seemed content to
share his memories without forcing his own persondity traits, asif he were grateful to step away from
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center stage, amogt asif he were taking along-denied but well-deserved respite from hislife.

The trans-comm whistled, and Parrel!'s voicefiltered into the wardroom. " Commander, I've got a sensor
hit from aship. Moving fast, plotting an interception course with us.”

"Configuration?"
"It'sone of Nippon Interplanetary’'s security boats, Gaka Deki class. Coming up on usfagt.”

Before he could reply, a shock jarred the deck beneath hisfeet. Fand nearly fell, staggering against the
bulkhead.

"Farrel|!" he shouted into the trans-comm. "What the hell's going on up there?"

Grant's voi ce responded, dripping with tension. "The Nippon ship has opened fire on us."



Kane bounded to hisfeet and snapped into the transceiver, "Battle fucking stations!™

Chapter 18

When Kane reached the command deck, the lights had been dimmed and Grant was intoning into the
intraship trans-comm, "All handsto battle stations. All hands to battle stations."

Sitting down at the comm-con, Kane looked up at the monitor. On the screen, dmost dominating it, was
a Gaka Deki-class Nippon cruiser.

"Status," he said.

"Low-yield PEL discharge on our number-two portside screen,” Farrell reported. "No damage. Very
wesk fied strength. Just strong enough to nudge us.”

"To get our attention or to warn us away?' Grant muttered.
Studying the image on the monitor, Kane felt anagging chill. The dark gray shape looked like agiant
netherworldly bat, preparing to attack with aloyed fang and meta taons. It was a psychological ploy

and he knew it. A Rapier-class cruiser was amatch for a Gaka Deki any day.

"Message coming in," Baptiste sad. "They identify themsdves asthe Okami-Maru, flagship of the Tigers
of Heaven security fleet.”

"Tieusin. Shipto ship."
The screen shimmered and a second later coalesced to form the head and shoulders of aman at-
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tired in the traditional Tigersof Heaven armoria uniform, silver and black based on ancient samurai
designs. Kane could not help but blurt, " Jozure, you son of abitch.”

The mustached, handsome face broke into adisarming grin. " Captain Jozure, Commander Kane. It's
been saverd turnings of the Earth, hasit not?"

The familiar face and the memoriesit evoked made Kane amost return the grin. He had memories of
encountering Jozure on anumber of occasions, and each time the warrior had gone hisway bested but
rarely thewiser.

Kanefdt no true hodtility for the man. Jozure had received histraining in the Ranger Corps but had
never held aparticularly high rank. They were dways adversaries, rivas even, but not enemies. Still, he
turned the beginnings of hisgrin into ascowl and demanded, "What's the meaning of this attack?"

Jozure's eyes widened with ingenuous surprise. "Attack? It ismerely the custom we Tigers of Heaven
practice when greeting respected comrades.”



"When did it become acustom?' Domi grumbled. "Thirty seconds ago?'
"Pardon me, Commander?" inquired Jozure. "1 didn't catch that."
"Never mind. What are you doing here?"

Jozure's shoulders moved in ashrug beneeth their protective epaulets. " There were anumber of other
candidates, officersjust as eager as mysdlf. But | was the most qualified with the most scoresto settle.”

"Y ou know goddamn well what | meant, Jozure. Why are the Tigers of Heaven here?'
Jozure's reply was smooth and practiced. " The same asthe Rangers. To investigate the threst to the
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Commonwedth. Inasmuch as Marsis part of the Commonwesalth and the threet was actualy directed
againgt the colonies, | was dispatched for reasons much the same as yours.”

"The agreement—" Kane began.

"Did not forbid the colonies taking action on their «wn," Jozure broke in, the friendliness disgppearing
from histone. "Nippon Interplanetary has many interests at risk, Commander.”

"And maybe they see other agreementsto make," Kane suggested coldly.
"That isnot in my province. Protecting thoseinterestsis.”
"I presume you are aware of the attempt we are about to make to oppose the threat?"

Jozure's expression became dark and foreboding. "The gist of your meeting with Ambassador Takaun
was conveyed to me. My suspicion isthat you are mad or attempting to deceive us. Or both."

"Or neither," Kane shot back.

"That'swhy I'm here, Commander. To ascertain the particulars of that 'neither.”
"Asan observer?’

"Hardly. Asaparticipant.”

"Impossible," Baptiste's outburst sounded as sharp as awhip crack. "The energy-to-mass ratio of the
interphaser field is configured for only one ship.”

Jozurestonelogt itsaily charm. "I'll not bandy words with you, Kane. If this scheme works, then dll
should benefit fromit. The Okami-Maru will accompany you to wherever it isyou plan to travel.”

"Impossible,” repeated Baptiste. "Thefield isn't strong enough to open the portd for two ships.”

"I have my orders.” Jozure said smply.



Outer Darkness

233

His face vanished from the screen.

"The Okami-Maru's shields have just doubled in particle strength,” Farrdll said,

Kane cursed and directed wearily, "Double-front ours." He called engineering. "Bry, we may need some
maneuvering speed.”

"You'l haveit, Commander," Bry responded.

The Okami-Maru floated in their path, drawing alinein the vacuum and daring them to crossit.
Quietly, Baptiste said, "'The best that can be hoped for from a conflict is astalemate, you know."
Harshly, Kanereplied, "Yes, | do know that. Give me an dternative.”

She tapped her chin contemplatively. "There's no way to know how long the portal will remain open or
evenif it will openat aU. | supposeif our two ships could share thefield, link them by atractor line..
that isif the shidd frequencies of the two ships could be attuned.”

Kane quickly thumbed atrans-comm. " Jozure, we may have come up with asolution.”

There was no response.

In an impatient, flinty tone, Kane repested hiswords and added, "It's away to resolve this deadlock,
unless of course you smply want afight. I'm sure you remember what happened the last time you chose
thet option.”

Jozure's face regppeared on the monitor. ™Y ou cheated that time, Kane. What is your resolution?”

Tersaly, Kane repested Baptiste's suggestion and provided him with the portal's coordinates as
caculated by Fand. The Tigers of Heaven captain did not appear impressed.

"Weve been scanning the area of the gateway
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portal for the past five minutes," he stated. "Thereis nothing out there but space.” He looked off-screen,
said afew wordsin Japanese, listened to a response in the same language and faced back toward Kane.

"Wevetriangulated that position,” he announced in achallenging voice. "Nothing.”

With aforced note of patience, Baptiste said, 'Until we activate the interphase field, nothing isdl ether
of our sensorswill detect.”



Jozure nodded, lipstightening. "Very wdll. Let usbriefly discussthis proposd.”

Jozure'sideaof "briefly" was an argument that lasted nearly forty minutes. Every minuscule point was
reviewed over and over again. Once or twice, Jozure took affront at something Kane said and was on
the verge of terminating the discusson.

Finaly, with awolfish smile, he relented. "I cannot deny your proposa has merit on anumber of counts.
The main one being that | will be able to avenge myself upon you at the dightest hint of deception. But
thisisan dliance of convenience only.”

"Hell," grated Grant, "aren't they al?"

The Sabre and the Okami-Maru sailed over the navy yards, toward the portal coordinates provided by

Fand. Asasecondary precaution, ahoming beacon connected the navigational computers of the two
cruisers so one could not stray far from the other.

The shipstook position and halted at ten thousand kloms from the gateway coordinates. Kane waited
for Jozureés sgnd that al wasin readiness aboard his vessdl. He hadn't felt so apprehensive since Sabre
had threaded its way through an asteroid field in pursuit of the clone-davers,

The sgnd from Jozure came. The geon-drive en-
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gines of the Sabre and the Okami-Maru engaged. They arrowed forward. Kane kept hiseyeson the
tactical plot, which despite the computer-generated concentric circles till showed nothing but awedge
of star-speckled blackness.

"Entry point in ten seconds...mark," announced Domi, hands on her instrument pand.

"Interphaser activation in five seconds," Baptiste said.

Not looking &t the digital chron on the arm of his chair, Kane counted benegth his bresth, "One
Mississippi, two Mississippi—"

"Interphaser on-line," Baptiste reported. "Field cohesion holding.”

"Coordinate ETE in two seconds,” Domi intoned.

Kane shifted in hischair, dividing his attention between the tacticd viewer and the main monitor.
Suddenly al the stars winked out.

Then space screamed with light. Raving, shrieking energy in ablinding flare of multicolored lights burst
from the screen. Kane fdlt the Sabre shudder brutally asthe artificid gravity and inertia dampers skipped
in their rhythm. Everyone on the command deck shared an assault on their senses—sight, hearing, touch
and tagte. For along, terrifying moment, they felt the ship around them dissolve, then re-form.

Rubbing the flash-induced spots from his eyes, Kane saw nothing on the screen but araging cosmos,
wild plumes and whorling spindrifts of violet, of yellow, of blue and green and red. They swirled likea



whirlpool, glowing filaments that were congealed and stretched.
Kane |ooked to the comm-con's plot board. All indicators were dark, so the instruments could not say
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whether the revolving effect was due to the Sabre's motion or to that of the porta.

After thefirst shock of portal penetration passed, status reports began coming in. Negative engine
control, communications frequencies jammed, shields and sensors operative only on the most nominal
level. The dedicated shipboard systems that did not draw power from the engine cores till functioned,
s0 they wouldn't suffocate or freeze.

"Sensor scan," Kane demanded.

"Nothing," Cottaanswered. "We register no radiation or energy fields. Therésno way to tell if the
Okami-Maru isdill linked to us."

After afew moments, Kane redlized aring at the whirling patterns on the screen induced a pronounced
sensation of nausea and vertigo, so he ordered filters to be put over the exterior scanners. His chron was
frozen at 1230 hours. The seconds and microseconds changed very dowly. He counted out twenty-eight
seconds before the tenth-of-a-second indicator changed.

"What happensif we missthe exit point?' Domi asked. "Would we just travel through hyperspace
forever?'

Baptiste shrugged. "I surmise we would eventually become patterns of energy to be absorbed by the
porta's matrices."

"Your surmiseiscorrect,” Fand's voice said. Kane hadn't seen her arrive on the command deck. "My
concernis sensing the exit point in time, or the result will be as Domi said—we will indeed trave forever.”

"l hope you can senseit soon.”

"'l will. One of the curious characteristics of such
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tunnels through the quantum field is that the farther one must travel, the less distance one hasto go.”
Baptiste smiled wryly. "Lewis Carroll logic if | ever heard it. | could give you the geometries.”
"Thanks anyhow,” Grant put in hadtily.

Theinterior of the ship seemed dead silent, without even the rumble of enginesto reieve the unnerving
quiet.



The command crew stared in awed slence at the pyrotechnics arcing and revolving on the main viewer.
Even muted and filtered, they were still spectacular. Suddenly, so suddenly that everyone jumped in their
Seets, ascanner began emitting a steedy electronic chime.

Kane saw the glowing indicator, with its LCD needle flicking to and fro. "Approaching area of extreme
ionization," Cottawarned.

"The exit point, " Fand announced. "It's il in agtate of flux from the passage of Thrush'svessd.”
"Exit to where?' asked Farrell nervoudy.
"Wewon't know till we get there," shereplied camly.

With agtartling abruptness, al the systems came on again. Engines rumbled, sensors and computers
hummed, chronometers picked up speed.

The comm board crackled with static. " Okami-Maru is il with us," Cotta noted.
The Sabre rocked. "Tacticd," Kanesaid. "Adjust for theflux.”

Thetactical plot screen displayed a 360-degree view at extreme range. The relative positions of the
Okami-Maru and the Sabre were shown approaching a seething, color-coded mass.
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"Exit point in twenty-seconds...mark," Domi reported.

The radiance that had filled the main monitor wasn't quite as brilliant as before. Streaks of gray and dark
blue were interspersed with the colorful swirls.

"Extremely complex patterns of energy impulses,” Cottasaid. "Also anumber of opposing magnetic
fidds"

"Wemust rideit out." Fand's cam voice was a soothing balm to the crew's wire-tense nerves.
"Exit point,” said Domi. "Now."

The Sabre lurched violently. Burgs of light flared in agarish, eye-stinging display on the screen. The ship
was hammered, tossed and buffeted by concussions of energy.

The Sabre seemed to plunge through an dternately brightly lit and shadow-shrouded abyss, an endless
fdl into infinity. It took al of Kaneswill to prevent him from gritting histeeth and shutting hiseyes.

Then the sensation of afreefdl lessened. Sowly, asif vellswere being drawn away one by one, the
darker colors on the screen deegpened and finally became star-speckled sepia. Far in the distance, ared
sun shone like amalignant cyclopean eyein the midst of agreat black emptiness. Kane guessed it to be
al.4-magnitude star. Two dimmer stars bracketed it.

Grant gusted out adeep sgh of relief. "1 hate thesefucking things"



Chapter 19

Kane ordered the drive and interphaser disengaged and thrustersto be put at station keeping. The crew
recalibrated the instruments and ran diagnostics on the systems. According to the chron, only 5.3
seconds had el gpsed since they entered the portd. Thefina status report was reassuring—there were no
casudties or damage.

The Okami-Maru had exited only afew seconds after the Sabre. A cursing Jozure claimed thet al was
wdll. Kane ordered acomprehensive scan of the constellations.

Heturned to Fand. "I don't suppose you know where we are?’

She amiled and shook her head. "I think were till in the galaxy.”

Kane frowned. "That's alittle vague, Fand."

"Best | can do, Commander. In thisinstance, your technology will be more helpful than my senses.™

After afew minutes, Cotta announced the results. " Telemetric congtdlation configuration confirmswe are
inthetrinary system of Sirius, nine light-years from Earth, approximately eighty-six trillion kilometers

from our favorite restaurants.”

If their mission had been one of scientific exploration, the man's proclamation would have triggered
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aceebration, but under the circumstances the crew's reaction was hardly jubilant.

Kaneingantly recaled that ancient Asian legends aleged the Chintamani Stone originated hi the star
system of Sirius. He knew arriving here was not acoincidence. Reflexively helooked toward Baptiste,
on the verge of pointing it out to her, then redlized she knew nothing of the Chintamani Stone.

But to hissurprise, she sad, "Interesting. The Do-gon people of West Africaclaimed that dien beings
from Sirius arrived on Earth many thousands of years ago. The Dogons possessed detailed astronomical

knowledge of the system, claiming it had two Sster stars long before their existence was ever verified."

Grant did not seem impressed or particularly interested. " So we're the firss Commonwedl th ship to reach
another solar system. Now what?'

"Good quegtion,” Kanereplied. "Maybe Jozure has a suggestion.”
"I'll bet he does," Baptiste put in. "But | doubt it'll be gpplicable to this Stuation.”
Thethree of them exchanged easy, comfortable smiles. Then Baptiste squinted in reaction to pain.

"Sensors and scanaysers at max output,” Kane ordered. "Genera sweep. Let's head out on anice
Sraight course, dow and easy.”



Both vessdals crept through space at acrawl, barely five hundred kloms per hour. They eased through a
long sdlient between two vast dust clouds that towered like apair of cosmic mountains and skirted
nebular migts. A vast sprawl of cinderlike debris stretched for millions of kloms.

Kane studied the vistaon histactical screen. The kilometers-wide ribbon of cinder was fuzzy from
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minute particles of cool hydrogen drift. The long-range infrascopes couldn't get aclear reading.
Studying his scanners, Cottasaid, "Cosmic dust, Commander. Some calcium and alot of slicon witha
few heavier e ements mixed in. However, there are rocks the size of Mount Everest every million cubic

kloms"

"If | wanted to liein wait for any ship that might come through the gateway, I'd hide in the drift. It fouls
up sensors," Kane said thoughtfully.

Fand glanced hisway. "Wouldn't it foul up theirs, too?"

"Not if aship just hung in thefilamentaries™

Grant said, "There's no point in guessing. We need to recce.”
Domi's eyebrows rose. "Need to what?"

"Takeascout,” Kane interposed smoothly. " Cotta, apprise Jozure what were up to. Tdl himto takea
flanking position. Have him use hislong-range scanners and well switch to short-range.”

Under Domi's experienced hands, the Sabre eased to the outer rim of the debrisfield, quartering the
vague, rock-clotted boundary between it and open space. Kane kept his eyes on histactical viewer, but
there just wasn't anything to see but cindery rocks. Larger particles hissed againgt the pulse shidds,
triggering the automatic proximity arms.

Jozure's voicefiltered in over the comm-link. "Not athing but hydrogen-drift particulates so far.
Molecular, mogt of it."

The Sabre continued on, her powerful short-range sensors probing in adeep search program. Jozure
chafed at the dow going.

"Y ou know," spoke up Domi, "thisregionisre-
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aly not the best place to stage an ambush. Would Thrush risk his ship on the off chancea
Commonwedth vessdl came through the gateway?"



Kane and Grant exchanged glances. Kane said quietly, "If hethinks | may be aboard, yes."
Domi gave him askeptical look, but she said nothing more.

Suddenly, Cottayelped like an excited terrier. "An infratrace hit! Something'sin there, dl right. A big
something. Moving on acourse pardld with ours.”

Steep bands seemed to tighten across Kane's chest but he kept his face composed. "Postion?”
Cotta consulted hisboard. "Too far for avisual, but there's no doubt at al on the scan sweep.”
"Hang ontoit,” ordered Kane.

Baptiste, suddenly tiff and tense, said softly, "Paralel? Isit going to attack us?”

Grant growled, "Why dsewould it be there?"

"It could be abluff," suggested Farrell, "to scare us back."

"It'sno bluff,” Kane said confidently.

Baptiste eyed him suspicioudy. "Y ou seem pretty sure.”

" am, Doctor. Believe me."

"If it's Thrush's dreadnought, he's armed with more than amolecular destabilizer. A GRASER cannoniis
probably the lesst of it."

The short hairs on the nape of Kane's neck prickled. A gamma-ray-powered laser projector was an
gppalingly unsafe and destructive weapon. Not even the Infinitor carried one. Opening a channd to the
Okami-Maru, he gpprised Jozure of the Situation. "I'd like you to hang back on the extreme limit of
sensor range, be our aceon theline.”
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"Beyour what?" Jozure demanded.

Kane sighed. " Secret weapon. Our backup.”

Jozure hesitated before saying, "Asyou wish."

Minutes passed but the sensor hit was il too distant for avisua, and the hydrogen drift blurred the
sgnd.

"Still on aparale course," Cottareported. "Pacing us, maintaining the same speed and distance.”

"Grant," Kane said. "Arm and target-lock two Shrikes. Let's seeif we can't get some kind of reaction
out of it."



The man quickly obeyed, hitting keys and snapping toggles. "Armed and locked.”

"Hre"

Thetactical viewer registered the pair of unleashed missles aslittle more than white-glowing threads
stresking their way through the floating cinder field. Then a sheet of nuclear flame paled the stars, surging
outward. Dust sprayed in clouds from the twin atomic explosions.

"Sensors?' Kane barked.

Cotta shook hishead in frugtration. " The explosions caused asqudl of hydrogen, jamming the
transmisson. Give me sometimeto cleer it."

"A moot point,” said Baptiste stiffly. "I think we've got the reaction you wanted.”

On both the main monitor and the tactical viewer gppeared a spark-shedding column of hell-hued light.
It lanced directly toward them.

"BEvadve" bdlowed Kane,

Domi'sringers played over her control board, but even asthe Sabre began its veering maneuver, the
energy beam impacted blindingly portside aft.

Thelights on the command deck flickeredina
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grobing pattern. A blinding flare of crimson-and-white light burst from the main monitor screen. The
Sabre shuddered brutdly asthe artificid-gravity and inertia dampers fluctuated.

Knuckling the flash-induced spots from his eyes, Kane shouted, " Status!”

The Sabre rocked again. Kane had to grab Fand to keep her from staggering into Domi at the
navigation ation. "Tacticd. Give me athree-aixty view. Thrusters at station keeping until we establish
another target lock."

Baptiste said, "Another moot point, Commander. | believe our target has found us.”

On the screen, outlined by regularly placed running lights, amassive, ominous shape did into view,
blackly outlined by the distant red light of Sirius. The wegpons emplacements bristling the huge,
disk-shaped craft were clearly vishle.

"Domi! Hard to port. Evasive maneuvers, thrusters at maximum!" Kane yelled.

Domi's hands never reached the controls. Another stresk of hell light erupted from the dreadnought. The
deck jumped underfoot. Kane's comm-con squirted ashower of sparks. The Sabre lurched ten degrees
on her sarboard side. All rightsflickered, came up, flickered again and finaly flashed on dimly.

In the semidarkness, Kane struggled to find and punch the comm-link button. "Bry, engine status.”



"Checking," camethe strained reply.

Baptiste said, "Our aft shield generators are down. Enough of the GRASER beam leaked through to
make glancing contact with the hull."

"Wegpons satus."
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"Shrike pods unaffected and operable," Grant said from the fire-control panedl.

"Bry, bleed some power from our fore shield generators to cover our ass,” Kane ordered.

"Thereésno point in that,” Baptiste countered. ' ‘At full strength, our screenswere easily pierced. A
weakened deflector won't resist asecond GRA SER shot of the same intengity.”

Kane gritted histeeth. From engineering, Bry said, ' That shot made confetti out of the thrusters. Were
not going anywhere for awhile."

"Do we dlill have maneuvering ability?' Kane asked.

"Thewing gyrosare dtill operative,”" Grant answered, "but without the main thrusters, welll just wallow
like Venusian doughpots.”

"Deploy them anyway. Give me acontrolled burn.”

Grant'sfingerstouched a series of buttons. A moment later, ribbed wings of aloy unfolded on either sde
of the craft. They were designed to alow the Sabre to make an atmosphere entry like a jet plane, not be
used for degp-gpace maneuvering. The small rocket tubestipping the wings spit narrow tongues of blue
flame, and the cruiser dowly rotated.

Cold fingers of terror knotting inside his chest, Kane looked to the screen. The dreadnought hung onit,
like avulture poised over adying victim. Hefound himsdf laboring for breath and redlized the oxygen
recyclerswere a half power. He said to Baptiste, "Divert our remaining power to the environmental
sysems.”

The dreadnought did closer, hdting at one kilometer from the Sabre's port bow. Its dark bulk com-
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pletdy filled the monitor screen. On the hull, running lights hal oed an inverted triangle containing the
stylized silhouette of abird of prey, crested head thrown back, beak open, claws outspread, wings lifted

wide. Kane clamped his teeth on agroan of despair. The dreadnought was the personal warship of
Colond Thrash.

The Sabre was agood ship. Nothing in the system was faster or more maneuverable. But the



dreadnought had dl the other advantages—its defensive screens were more sophigticated, and its
gamma-powered lasers could dice through a meteorite like cardboard.

Kane muttered, "I only we could get off one missle—"

"Pointless," Baptiste argued. "The dreadnought's pul se shields would detonate it beforeit reached its
target.”

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

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

A wavering ribbon of scarlet light whiplashed from the port, and Kane gripped the armrests of hischair
tightly. Scarlet light flooded the control deck, and an extended thunderclap filled his ears as the pulse
shields absorbed the energy and transmitted it through the hull as a high-pitched vibration. Fire the color
of blood seemed to cling to the Sabre's pulse shields. Then it faded.

Cottasaid in agroaning voice, "Wewithstood that one. But that's the [ot. Our shields are overloaded.”
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" 'What about the Okami-Maru?" Grant demanded. "Where the hell is Jozure?'

Asif in answer, the monitor screen showed the black backdrop of space being pierced by intermittent
pulses of intense light. The pulses connected with the dreadnought, dim flares showing briefly asthe huge
ship's deflectors registered the multiple impacts.

Baptiste decreased and compressed the magnification so the entire scene could be witnessed. The
Okami-Maru attacking the dreadnought in traditional Tigers of Heaven method—no cleverness, no
cunning maneuvers, just roaring in head-on with her autolas-ers blazing.

A flurry of particle-beam laser bolts streaked toward the dreadnought like a glowing deet scorm. The
dreadnought's shiel ds repulsed the barrage, and it returned the fire with apair of intersecting GRASER
beams.

The Okami-Maru began an evasive turn, but both beams struck dead on target amidships.

"Their defensive screens are down seventy-two percent,” Cotta announced.

A third GRASER beam scorched a path across the starboard side of the Okami-Maru, splitting opena
five-meter-long gash. Men and equipment tumbled out to be cremated in seconds.

Another bolt from the dreadnought licked out, touching the Okami-Mar u's rear engine assembly,
fragmenting it and dl but shearing it away. The cruiser spun helplesdy, frozen atmosphere spuming from
itinacloud.

Watching the screen, Kane winced. The ship's stabilizers had obvioudy been knocked out, and itsin-
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ternal gravity systems had probably been blasted to hell and gone in the process.

"Who's on board that goddamn ship?' Domi shrilled fearfully, angrily. "Why don't they contact us?'
Kane met Fand's eyes, but she shook her head in resignation.

Asif on cue, Farrdl said, "Transmission from the dreadnought.”

"Put it on screen,” Kane directed.

The dreadnought's image wavered, dissolved, and C. W. Thrush's smiling face replaced it.

"Kane." Theman'svoice waslike sted meeting sted, asif metd were catching in the back of histhroat.
"Predictable.”

"Y ou knew | was coming?'

"I hoped that you would. Obvioudy, you must surrender immediately.”

Kaneforced adetached noteinto hisvoice. "What are the terms?”

"What do you expect? Complete and unconditional surrender. Y ou have no dterndtive.”

"Do you guarantee the safety of my crew?"

Thrush'slips curved inamocking smile. "Y ou should know | guarantee nothing. Y our answer. Now."

Kane'sforced patience vanished. Heroseto hisfeet in asavage, furious rush. "'It's me you want, you son
of abitch!"

Thrush acted asif he hadn't heard. "My wegpons emplacements are locked on to your engine array. If |
do not have your answer in five seconds, | will fireal banks."

Kanefdt al eyestrained upon him as he stood on
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the command deck, fists clenched, face pae and tight with fury. How many timeswill | concedeto this
inhuman bagtard's terms? he asked himsdlf. When will it sop? When will | stop him?

Another voice, the voice of the Kane whose mind and body he had appropriated, cried, How many
times have | dreaded the day when | will make the wrong decision and it kills my command? 1 can't do it
anymore. I'm all out of ideas. Somebody else make the decisions—

C. W. Thrush intoned, "Y our five seconds are up.”
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Chapter 20

"I surrender,” Kane said coldly. "What of the Okami-Maru?"

" 'lts commander will be offered the same terms. Prepare to be towed.”

Thrush'sface disappeared. The viewer showed the dreadnought again. Suddenly, astream of gibbous
light flowed from its undercarriage and washed the screen with a pale luminescence. The command crew
felt the racking jar that jolted the Sabre from bow to stern.

"Tractor beam,” Farrdll said.

"l figured," muttered Grant, grabbing the Sides of hisconsole.

Domi fed more power to the thrusters. The Sabre smply hung in gpace, her hull vibrating furioudy.
Every insrument on the main operationa console began to whine, blink or both.

"Commander,” Baptiste said urgently, "well have to shut down the thrusters or well burn them out.”
"Doit, Domi," snapped Kane.

"Something else" Cottanoted. " Some sort of negative polarity particles contained within thefield of the

All eectronic noise of the ship's systems ceased. Indicators went dark. In the uncomfortable silence
that followed, Kane noticed that the displays registered no energy output.

"The computer system has been shut down," Baptiste reported. "Dataretrieval and memory access
nonfunctiond.”

"Lifesupportistill on," Domi observed.

"Evidently the beam is sdlectiveinitsinhibiting properties™

"Try your manua overrides," Kane ordered.

In afew minutes, the results were in—only essentia shipboard systemswere working. Everything from
sensor andyssto the navigationa computers were down. Extraship communication wasimpossible, too,
athough the external scanners il transmitted and relayed. They had no way of learning the extent of the
Okami-Maru's damage or casudlties.

They saw on the monitor that Jozure had gpparently given in to the better part of vaor. The

Okami-Maru too was cloaked by the tractor beam. The dreadnought lumbered through the vacuum,
abovethe cinder stream, dragging the two smdler shipsbehind like apair of recacitrant children.



"Where could Thrush be taking us?' Fand wondered aoud.

Kane turned toward her. "l wish | knew."

"Sigter Fand," Baptiste spoke up, "do you sense any life or thought patterns aboard that vessel ?'
She replied with anegative shake of her head. "No."

Grant Sghed heavily. "If only we could get off one missileinto its engines—"

"Pointless," Cottadeclared. "That ship's shields could brush it off easily. However, triple redundancies
are designed into our computer systems. If we
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gtarted on one of the auxiliaries, it might be possible to bypass the main memory nexus and regain
control of the ship."

Kane gave him an exaggerated, appreciative nod. "Good idea. Get on it. Maybe Bry can bring our
engines back on-line before we reach our destination.”

He made amove toward his chair. "Until then, | guessal we can do is st back and try to enjoy the
ride—"

A great shuddering fear consumed Kane, aprima terror that nearly crushed himinto afeta postion on
the deck plates. He fought its suffocating pressure, tried to ssamp it back into the hole in his psyche from
which it had sprang.

In onetiny lucid portion of hisbrain, hewastotally aware of everything going on, of the people, activity
and voices on the command deck. The rest of hismind was saturated by fear, a soul-deep anguish.

I've led my peopleto their deaths! | can't do this anymore! Somebody should've stopped me, |
should've stood down long ago....

Names and faces flew by, men and women who had died while serving under his command, who had
followed his ordersto their violent desths. Some of them till bobbed out in the void, their spacesuits
poor substitutesfor coffins, meteor fragments serving as headstones.

These were the guilty memories the Kane of this casement had hidden from him, buried deeply in his
subconscious so they were not ble.

With the ondaught of fear came understanding and he stood immobile until he felt he had digested it dl.
Now he knew why hisfusion with his doppel ganger's
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mind had been so smooth, why he had not been forced to expend effort to remain in control.
Commander J. T. Kane was an exhausted soul, in torment, faced with losing everything that had given
his Me meaning, and now redlizing it ultimately meant nothing. He had been riving on sheer momentum,
by habit, playing arole. He was more than willing to let someone else do it, to take up his burden, to
accept the respongbility and let him rest.

Kane cut hiseyes over to Grant and felt a spasm of inner pain. He had ruined the man'slife, exploited his
loyalty and friendship, used his devotion to shore up his own flagging enthusiasm. He and others aboard
the Sabre had refused many opportunitiesin order to patrol the spaceways with him.

And Fand—beautiful Fand who had loved him with awild passion, but who had chosen to let him go,
rather than share him with the Sabre, with duty, with the risks he undertook. And now he had led her to
her death, aswell.

Before heredlized it, the other Kane spoke, in amuffled, choked voice. "I'm sorry—"

Farrell's head whipped toward him. "Sir?"

Kane dragged in abreath, wrestling, righting with the fear. He made a blind move toward thelift. "I'll be
inmy quarters.

He sensed all eyes on him, startled, confused and fearful.
"Commander—" Baptiste began hesitantly.
"Somebody take the con." Then he was through the door and riding the lift to the lower deck.

Kane's cabin waslittle more than amodule with windowlesswalls covered with thick, textured foam.
One part of him knew that all cabinswere cushioned
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At thetiny sink, Kane splashed water on hisface. He gazed at hisreflection in the mirror aboveit. The
features were of course familiar, but it was the face of this casement's Kane who stared back at him.

Hislipsweretight, and his complexion had become waxy. He could see his pulse bumping through the
vensa histemples. The expression waslike that of an anima with itsleg caught in atrap.

The door buzzer sounded.
"Go away," hesaid, dill saring at the mirror.

Instead, he heard the door pandl dide aside and soft footfals. He looked over his shoulder, haf
expecting to see Fand. He experienced an instant of wonder when he saw Baptiste standing there.

Before he could check the movement, he moved toward her, blurting desperately, "Brigid—"



He caught himsdf, biting back the rest of hiswords.

She shut the door behind her and regarded him keenly, with troubled eyes. "Commander, is everything
al rignt?’

He chuckled hitterly, without mirth, arasping rattle. "Return to your post, Doctor."

She clasped her hands behind her back. "I'm herein my capacity aswarrant officer. If | understand the
job description, awarrant officer supervises every ship function, from manning the comm-con to
over-seeing maintenance details and evauating personne performance.”

"Y ou're as officious here as you are back home, Baptiste." He sank down on the edge of the bunk.
Shedidn't react to bis comment, not even aflicker
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of eye movement. "We could bein acritica Situation at any moment. If you're unable to perform your
duties, you must gppoint someone as acting commander.”

Kane'sjaw muscles bunched, and he felt a surge of anger, but he wasn't certain of the source. "I don't
recall slanding down, Doctor."

Then he closed hiseyes as atidd wave of memories crashed over him, sweeping him out into a sea of
dread. Hisvoice wasthick. "He's all out of idess, Brigid.”

"'He?" she echoed.

Kanetried to stop himself from saying more, but it was like trying to slem aflood with ateacup. "He's
tired, beaten. He hasno redl life, but he hasalegend to live up to. All he hasleft isthisfucking rattletrap
ship and he's about to lose that—if he doesn't get her destroyed firgt, with all the people aboard her.”

Through clenched teeth, he hissed, "God, he doesn't know what to do anymore. 7 don't know what to
do."

Dimly, he became aware of her sitting down beside him, pulling his head to her shoulder, enfolding himin
her ams. Asif from agreat distance he heard her husky whisper. "The fear has hit you, that'sdl. But
you'll put the fear behind you and walk out of here and do what needs to be done, like you aways do,
like we dwaysdo."

Hefdt agtirring within him, aglimmer of hope.

"Remember who you are," she continued. "The man who aways bests the odds. One percent,
remember? '

He heard asharp, startled intake of breath from
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her, and she repested in a soft, faraway murmur, "Remember.”

Kane dowly straightened up. Her expression was amask of bewildered concentration, lines deeply
creasing her forehead.

"Y ou said the same things to me once before," he said quietly. ™Y ou remember that.”
"How could | have—?" Her lips clamped tight to prevent agroan of pain from escaping.
Shetried to push hersdf away from him, but he held her tightly by the shoulders. He said urgently, "You

remembered, part of you remembered those words. | needed to hear them again, just like he needed to
hear them for thefirg time."

Baptiste's hands went to hisfingers, franticaly prising a them. VVoice high and wild, she said, "L et me go,
Commeander—"

He increased the pressure. "Goddammit, Bap-tiste—Brigid. | need you, the commander needs you. My
Brigid senses that, that'swhy she directed you to come here, that's why you said what you did.
Remember who you arel”

She struggled with him. "I know who | am, what | am. | don't need to remember who | am!" Her words
tumbled out in aspirated moans, her eyes squeezed shut, limbstrembling.

She pushed againgt him with an astounding burst of strength, breaking hishold on her. Shefell off the
bunk, collapsing in aheap on the deck, hands at the sides of her head. Her "Stop it!" was a pleading cry

of agony.

Kane went down on his knees beside her. The trans-comm unit buzzed. Cotta's tense voice filtered out
it. "Commander, something's happening.”

"Likewhat?" he snapped.
Cotta coughed. "Y ou'll haveto seeit for yoursdf.”
"Onmy way," he responded autometicaly.

Baptiste lay on the deck, knees drawn up, entire body quivering. Helaid ahand on her back, but she
flinched away from the touch.

With a sense of resigned gloom, Kane said, "We're needed on the command deck, Doctor. If you're
unable, I'll call the dispensary and have DeFore comein.”



She drew in ashuddery gasp and lifted her head, hair in disarray, loose strands hanging over her face.
Her glasseslay on thefloor. Swiveling her head, she trandfixed him with abrilliant jade stare. "No need.
Besides, she's probably just as short-tempered here as sheisin Cerberus.”

Kane'srelief was so absolute, so overwhelming he couldn't move amuscle. He stayed on hisknees as
Brigid climbed to her feet, trying to pat her hair back into place and seating her glasses on the bridge of
her nose. Extending ahand toward him, she gave him aquestioning look. "Are you coming?'

Numbly, Kane took her hand and alowed her to pull him up. He husked out, " Slow but sure. About
time you got here, Baptiste."

Smiling wryly and wanly, she touched her forehead. "Unexpected degree of resistance. ThisBrigid didn't
want to be displaced on any level, unconscious or subconscious. She's completely satisfied with who
and what sheis."

She added atouch resentfully, " A refreshing change.”

Kane smothered the desire to hug her close. He
258

JAMES AXLER

knew what had findly triggered the fuson, how she had followed an impulse to render him aid. All he
could think of to say was, "Anam-chara."

Brigid nodded once in understanding, and they |eft the cabin together. She gave up trying to arrange her
hair the way she had been wearing it and let it hang loose, draping her shoulders and upper back.

When the lift doors opened onto the command deck, Kane caught the swift, sideways glance Fand
threw their way. It was dightly suspicious, dightly amused, but only dightly. The primary emotion
glimmering in her big eyeswasfesar.

Liketherest of the duty personnel, her attention was focused on the monitor screen. Kane took two
steps toward the comm-con and then froze, rooted in place.

On the screen, black space pedled back on itsalf as great blossoming splashes of color poured through
from behind it. Faintly at first, asthrough rolling multicolored clouds, a shape began to materidize,
surrounded by an iridescent hao of white mist.

Kane could fed its presence asit seemed to shift through dimensions, moving through awhole series of
casements.

Likeaglobe of light, the sphere glowed againsgt the sepia sea. Geometric patterns of light pulsed around,
along and across the greet disk shape. Ruled lines of luminescence bisected it, from poleto pole. The
equator was aband of seething, living fire.

Asthe dreadnought drew closer, more detail s became apparent. The surface of the globe was plated
with kilometers-wide sections of dark metal, each plate intersecting and interlocking with the other. The
gphere was like amoon-size city or factory, with bril-
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liantly lit streets and buildings. Somehow Kane knew that nothing made of flesh had ever trod those
drests.

Hefdt an inward cringing. He wanted to blank out the screen, to convince himsdlf that what he was
seeing was ahdlucination, or better yet, amafunction.

Instead, he forced hislegsto start moving, and he took his place at the comm-con. In a measured tone,
he sad, "Report.”

Chapter 21

Voicetrembling, Cottasaid, "Our computers are till down, so afull analysis can't be made. However,
our navigationa telemetry gtill works—marginaly—and weve got apartia scan.”

Kane eyed the orb on the screen with mounting fear, but histonewaslevd. "Results?”

"Body constructed of metal, asis apparent. Mass and circumference measurements can't be accurate,
but I'd guesstimate it to be gpproximately the diameter of our moon, maybe alittle smdler.”

"Wherethe hell did it come from?' Domi demanded. "Our long-range sensors should have detected it
when we were scanning the area.”

Kane glanced over a Fand. She trembled ever so dightly, but her voice was steady. "It came from
outside, through asmal holetorn in the fabric of our universe. It doesn't redly exigt, not inrelaion to this
universe. | can make no close assessment of where it came from, or of itstrue nature. Except that it
doesn't belong here.”

"The manner in which it gppeared indicates energy-to-matter converson,” Brigid said.

"Asif it hasagateway unit?' Kane asked.

"It could very well be a gateway unit.”

"Isevery inch of that thing covered with metal ?* asked Grant.
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"Probably," Cottasaid. "No doubt the sheathing extends far beneath the surface.”
"Thedreadnought ishailing us" Farrdl said.

"Visud," responded Kane.

Thrush's masklike face appeared on the screen. 'Y ou, Kane, Mr. Grant and Miss Baptiste will prepare



to board thisvessdl. | have extended the same invitation to Captain Jozure."

"For what purpose?’

"That will bereveded to you. | will extend docking chutes to both your ships.”

"If | refuse?'

"Y ou are perfectly cognizant of the results. | aso order the Danaan hybrid to accompany you."
"She's not amember of my crewv—she'sacivilian.”

"I was not making arequest, Kane." Hisface rippled away.

"Voluble heisn't,” Farrell remarked.

Which was not characteristic of the Thrush they had met before, but Kane didn't say so. "We've no
choice but to do as he says. Cotta, what's the progress on activating one of our auxiliary computers?”'

"Sow, Commander. To perform primary ship functions, reprogramming is necessary.”
"Can you restore engine control ?*

"'If dl goes according to plan. Bry has been working on the geon energizers and maneuvering thrast-ers.
The computer should be reprogrammed within the hour, but the engines may take longer.”

"I have afedling we don't have much time," Grant said dourly.
Domi frowned. "Thereslots of posshbilities.

"Too goddamn many," Grant retorted.
262

JAMES AXLER

On the screen, they watched as the moonlight-colored tractor beam reeled in the Okami-Maru likea
hooked fish, pogitioning it abreast of the Sabre, with barely twenty meters separating them. The ghastly
dashin her hull was on thefar side, so the Sabre's scanners couldn't accurately evauate the damage she
had sustained.

Two flexible, ribbed cylinders extended from the dark underbelly of the dreadnought, questing outward
like the trunks of elephants. They were about Sixty meterslong and fifteen in overall diameter. Their
magnetic collars affixed tightly to the emergency airlocks of both craft.

Thrush'svoice grated over the speaker. "Y ou have ten minutes.”

Leaving Cottain charge, Kaneled Grant, Fand and Brigid from the command deck. They took the lift
down to the very bowels of the ship, to asmall, dark and cold area beneath the second deck. The
emergency escape hatch, more complicated than the general access docking port on the Sabre''s
fusdlage, humped up from the floor plates.



A grizzled-haired, large-framed Ranger waited for them, aman named Macrough. He had served
aboard the Sabre longer than anyone, even Kane, Wordlesdy, he extended hisright arm with five gun
belts draped over it. They dl held bolstered ASP pistols.

Macrough could have chosen from saverd kinds of small arms, from kinetic kill blastersto nonlethal
electropulse sunners. Obvioudy, his assessment of the Situation was that weapons that discharged
accelerated streams of protons would be more efficacious than those that fired projectiles and eectric
current. The energy bolts spit by ASP pistolsinteracted
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with anything possessing an atomic structure, whether it was organic or inorganic. They were extremely
dangerous weapons, so their manufacture and distribution were severdly restricted.

Fand refused the pistol, but Brigid reluctantly accepted abelt, strapping it around her waist. Grant's eyes
glinted as he took his, popping the ASP from its spring-powered holster, gauging its weight and balance.

Softly, Brigid said, "At least it's more aesthetically pleasing than a Sin Eater.”

Grant threw her afleeting, appreciative smile and inclined his head in anod, acknowledging her subtle
message.

Still not speaking, Macrough handed Kane and Grant two flat, small curves of metd. They placed the
commi-tachs againgt the mastoid bones behind their right ears. Implanted sted pintels embedded in the
bones did through the flesh and into tiny input portsin the comm-tachs. A burst of static filled their
heads, then they heard Cotta's voice echoing insidetheir ears.

"Tedting," Cottaintoned. "One-two-three. Testing,"

"Got you," said Kane. "Cadlibrate the audio pickup for Grant, too."

"Cdlibrated, Commander."

Lights changed color on the hatch cover, and gas-keted pressure locks separated with a clank they felt
through the soles of their boots. The hatch irised open, releasing a puff of cold air and an eeriewhistling
sound. The boarding chute stretched away at agradud inclining angle. Regularly placed light rings on the
chute'sribbing cast ablue-green illumination.
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Kane started to climb down, looked toward Ma-crough, paused and lifted his right forefinger to his nose
and snapped it away in asmart saute.

Macrough didn't return the gesture, but he nodded gravely, asif he understood its significance.

Theinterior of the cylinder held an atmosphere but no gravity. Once away from the bleed-off of the



Sabre's grav-dators, everyone became weightless. The inner walls of the chute came equipped with
staple-shaped rungs by which they could pull themsalves along. Kane took the point, followed by Brigid
and Fand. Grant floundered adong at the rear, filling the hollow tube with breathless curses.

Thewomen's hair floated around their heads like clouds. Fand'slong tressestied with the golden balls
streamed out behind and above her like aflaxen cloak.

The four people floated and bobbed along the cylinder. Kane refused to alow himsdlf to be assailed by
doubts and worries. The end of the chute came into view, acircle of white gh'mmering light. Asthey
neared it, their bodies felt the drag of gravity, theweight gradudly settling over their limbs until they no
longer bobbed aong like corks but were forced to climb, hand over hand.

They exited the boarding chute into a spacious, dome-ceilinged chamber. Opposite their pogition, they
saw aduplicate of the round hatch they had just clambered through. Kane tapped his comm-tach's send
stud. "Sabre, do you read me?"

There was no response, not even ahiss of gtatic. The commfrequency was jammed.
A panting, grimacing Jozure gppeared in full battle armor, from visored slver helmet to acurved tachi
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sword at his hip. The blade was ceremonid, gtrictly for show. The standard Tiger's weapon was the
RAZER rig hewore at the small of hisback. Power conduits snaked to the tight-beam laser emitters
mounted on his gauntleted forearms.

Hisface bore astreak of red, blistered flesh and hisleft hand was encased in ahastily applied cast.
Before Kane could speak, Jozure ssomped over to him, bellowing, "Twelve of my samurai dead, Kane!
Fiveinjured, my ship crippled—"

Hisvoice held equal measures of anguish and rage. Rumor had it that Tigers of Heaven officerswere
contractualy bound to commit seppuku if they failed in amission and lost men and materid inthe
process.

Kane eyed him sympathetically, resisting the urge to remind the captain about the proverb regarding
angelsand rushing fools.

"Now what?' muttered Grant.
"Y ou will not draw your Sdearms.”

Theflat, oily voice, so finely projected it seemed impossible not to have come from one of them, echoed
over their heads. As one, al five people skipped around, necks craned as they peered upward.

A gleaming device, barely two feet long, hovered overhead. It was avaguely birdlike configuration, with
ashort pylon for aneck supporting a beaked head. Winglike flanges were studded with extruder hooks
and extensors. A photoreceptor shoneredly in the head. Jozure raised both of hisarms. A needle-thin
ray shot from anozzle on the exterior of the gadget and impaled hisright hand. Crying out, he sumbled
backward, athin tendril of smoke curling up from the cauterized pinholes on the back and pam of bis



gauntlet.
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"| repeet,” said the device. "Do not draw your sde arms.”

The voicewasthat of C. W. Thrush. The gadget hummed toward the door. "Y ou will follow."
"What isthat thing?' Fand whispered.

Brigid said, "A servo mechanism, aremote drone. Thrush can see and hear usthroughiit.”

Kane knew she was drawing on her memories of asimilar device they had encountered during their time
trip back to the twentieth century.

The corridors of the dreadnought were broad, aflat gray in color, and they exuded a cold impersondity.
They followed the bird ong the hal, Kane noting there didn't seem to be any doors aong the bulkheads.

The corridor ended at an open lift platform. The bird halted, floating aboveit. "Thiswill bring you to my
vessd's bridge. Do not attempt to manipulate the controls. Enter."”

Asthe devator whisked them upward, Jozure said to Kane, "Y ou seem to know Thrush, Commander.”
Kane didn't respond.

"Isthere any chance of reasoning with him, striking aded ?'

Fand said coldly, "It isthe conceit of your upbringing that maintains every form of intelligence can be
reached through bargaining. Has it never occurred to you, Captain, that there may be intelligences so

different from your own that compromise or understanding isimpossible?!

Jozure |ooked on the verge of cursing her, but the lift stopped ascending. The five people stepped onto
the dreadnought's bridge. It wasimmense, nearly
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three times the breadth, length and diameter of the Sabre's command deck.

It wastwo leveled. Banks of glass-covered consolesran the length of both levels. Overhead lights
gleamed on aloys, the glass, the CPUs. Smdll chairs, not designed for Earth humans, rose from the deck
before each console. A quick count told Kane that each level contained a dozen chairs. But none of the
chairs was occupied. The entire bridge seemed to be deserted except for a bird-shaped drone, hovering
over the wide curved sweep of a control console.

But there was something else hi the vast chamber, an odor that caused a sick shudder to rack Kane's
shoulders. It was the unforgettable miasma of death. The fetid reek of rotting flesh permesated the clean,
antiseptic environment. Everyone smelled the daughterhouse stench and reacted to it in different ways.



Beneath ahand covering her nose and mouth, Fand murmured, "Where isthat smell coming from?"
"Whoisin control of thisship?" Grant asked, voice strangely hushed.
"Weae"

Threeflat voices spoke in unison from three points around the huge bridge. On theleve directly
overhead, afigure stepped to the guardrail and Kane was barely able to repress an exclamation of fright.

It was the Colonel Thrush he and Brigid had encountered on the fina day of the twentieth century,
looking as Kane had last seen him—wearing atailored black business auit, but with hiswig and
sunglasses missing. Missing, too, wasthe left sde of hisface, only rotting scraps of flesh clinging to the
burnished metal benegth. His eye on that side was awet, gelid smear, looking like a pit of black jam.
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Heraised hisright arm asif in greeting, but only aragged, bloody stump protruded from the
bullet-chewed shirt cuff.

On the opposite end of the bridge, a second black-clad figure shuffled into view, dragging adead leg
behind him. Fidld Marshd Thrush wore the black uniform of the Reich, atunic with the slver piping
running in atight line dong the shoulder and chest. Theinsignia patch on the deeve, three black inverted
triangles againgt atriangular red background, looked like a splotch of blood. High black boots rose
nearly to his knees, and a peaked, leather-visored black cap sat upon his head.

Both sdes of hisface were horribly distorted, punched out of shape, the flesh ripped and hanging down
in decomposing scraps, meta gleaming dully benegth the skin. His huge obsidian eyes glittered with a
ferd malevolence,

Another figure gpproached from the direction of the control console. Director Thrush, like the colonel
and thefield marshal, wastal and thin asafamine victim. He was dressed in what Kane remembered as
an eegant black suit with wide lapels with an equaly black cummerbund as an accessory.

The suit now resembled dark ash, held together by afew threads and stitching that had somehow
survived the terrible flames. There was no need for the wraparound sunglasses to disguise his eyes,
because this Thrush had no eyes or much of ahead in which to hold them.

His synthetic flesh was crisped and blistered, the once finely drawn nose ablackened stub. His ears
were barely discernible lumps. His mouth hung open, making wet, rasping whistles.
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They were dl incarnations of Thrash they had met on different casements, shambling forward like the

living dead, their organic tissues in advanced states of decomposition. Fand shrank in horror against
Kane.



"Whet the hdll isthis?' demanded Jozure, eyes darting wildly from onefigure to the other.

"To accede to your wishes," the three Thrushes replied, voicesin perfect sync, though the ddlivery of the
burned one sounded somewhat durred, "that we meet face—"

"To-face" said Fidd Marsha Thrash.
"To-face" said Colond Thrash. "And dlow you aglimpse.”
"Of what?" Grant asked, voice pitched low to disguise the tremor of fear underscoring it.

The three figures made the same diffident gestures at the sametime, like agrotesquetrio of mimes. " Of
the pagt, the present and the future.”

Eyeing the maimed Colonel Thrush standing on the second level* Kane said, "We see the past. I'm not
S0 sure about the present and | don't see anything about the future.”

The bird drone spoke. "Y ou are standing in the present, Kane. The future awaits off thisvessdl's port

"Do you mean that moon?" Brigid asked.
"If it pleases you to refer to it as such, then yes, | mean that moon.”

Kane glared at the hovering bird shape. "Isthat your new body, Thrush?1 can't deny it'san
improvement over the others, but it'll makeit difficult for you to blend in.”

A laugh of genuine amusement floated from the
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machine. "It isonly achannd of observation and communication. My true self awaitsyour arriva on, as
Miss Baptigte cdlsit, the moon.”

"What about this ship?' demanded Grant "Who built it? Whereisits crew?’

"This craft isnothing but arelic, aprop—certainly it is more advanced that anything your engineers have
developed. It holds the secret of interstellar travel, which has euded you ever since your race used it as
atemplate for your own spacecraft. But it isarelic nonetheless, at least athousand years old.”

Brigid glanced around, noting the resemblance in layout to the huge disk she had entered buried benegath
the Black Gobi. "It'san Archon mother ship.”

"That wasitsorigina function,” the drone agreed. "But | used it to impress Archon technologica
superiority upon the minds of twentieth-century military men and bureaucrats. | dlowed them to think it
was the flagship of avast fleet.”

"That was two centuries ago,” Fand pointed out. "Why wait until now to do anything with it?"



Field Marshd Thrush nodded in the direction of Kane, Grant and Brigid. "They know why. The answers
awat dl of you."

The drone passed over their heads to the opposite end of the bridge. Door panels hissed aside. " Follow
me, please.”

The people hesitated, glancing from the foulsmell-ing versions of Thrush to one another. Grant's hand
strayed to the butt of hisASP.

A heavy sghissued from the metd bird. ™Y ou vex me, you truly do. How often do | have to remind you
of the consequences of disobedience?’

A needle of light sprang from the machine and
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touched Fand's right cheek. A scream started up her throat as she clapped ahand to her face. She
staggered backward afew paces. Kane's ASP was out and aimed at the bird within ashaved diver of a

second.

"Redly, Kane," mumbled the blackened and charred Thrush. "At what are you going to shoot? That
device?'

"l have dozensmore," said Fidd Marshd Thrush.

"And what was doneto the hybrid," spoke up Colonel Thrush, "could just as easily be the molecular
destabilizer turned loose on your unshielded and helpless ship.”

Teeth clenched so tight his jaw muscles ached, Kane lowered his wegpon and turned toward Fand.
Brigid stood beside her, examining the black-edged pinhole marring the smooth perfection of her cheek.

"I'mal right," she murmured. Her eyes seethed with molten, aureate hatred, and she muttered afew
words hi hard-edged Gadlic.

"Follow me, please," said the bird, and hummed from the bridge.

Asthey entered another corridor, Jozure fell into step beside Kane. The man looked ill, hisblack eyes
darting wildly like somefrantic anima's. "What is going on here, Kane?' Hisvoicewasastrained
whisper. "What does dl this have to do with the Archon Directorate? Y ou seem to have someidea
about thisinsanity."

"l do, Captain.”

"How? Tdl me!"

Kane smiled coldly. " Still think your colony can strike aded with him?”

Jozure's eyes stopped their shifting and fixed him
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with aglare. He forced a chuckle. "Very perceptive, Commander. | guessthat'swhy you'retheliving
legend and I'm just apoor samural with adisembow-ement clause in his employment contract.”

"Dowhat | say, Jozure, and when | say it, and you may be able to keep your bowels where they belong.”

The remote-controlled drone led them to an open set of double doors. Beyond them stood a duplicate
of the Cerberus mat-trans jump chamber. Even the armaglass walls were of the same brown hue.

"Form follows function even here,” Brigid said lowly.

The bird hovered over the chamber's door. "Enter.”

Jozure's step fatered. "What isthat thing?"

"A quantum interphaseinducer,” Kane answered. "A mat-trans gateway."

Jozure's eyeswidened. "Where will it take us?'

"To aglimpse of the future,” Thrush's voice responded. "Y ou've earned alook at it."

Without hesitation, Kane stepped onto the platform and took a place on the dightly raised hexagona
floor disks. When everyone wasingde, the door swung shut on its counterbalanced hinges. Immediately
the jump cycle automatically engaged.

A familiar yet il dightly unnerving hum arose, dimbing in pitch to asubsonic whine. The hexagond
diskson the floor and ceiling exuded a shimmering sivery glow that dowly intengfied. A fine, faint mist
gathered on the floor plates and drifted down from the ceiling. Thready, static discharges crackled in the
wispy vapor. The migt thickened, curling around to engulf them.

Kane watched the spark-shot fog float before his eyes. Right before his conscious thoughts ebbed, he
replayed Fand's comment about travel s through the quantum field: "The farther one must travd, the less
distance one hasto go."

For some reason, it made sense now.

Kane closed hiseyes.

Chapter 22

Kane opened his eyes and dmost instantly squeezed them shut again. Hot, acrid air seared hisnasal
passages, hislungs. Carefully, he haf opened one eye. Devadtation was too restrained aword for the
gght that met hisgaze.



He, Fand, Grant, Jozure and Brigid stood on a street surrounded by the gutted, flaming shells of
buildings. The pavement was strewed by rubble where it wasn't gone atogether. The sky was hidden by
adense pall of black, choking smoke. The heat was o fierce great globes of perspiration literally burst
from his pores.

Eyestearing, fighting againgt a coughing fit, Kane turned to Brigid and Grant. "Thisislike the vid
Lakesh showed us, recorded right after the nukecaust.”

They didn't answer. The ground quaked beneath them, riven suddenly with deep, spreading cracks. All
of them quickly scuttled to one side before a huge section of the street collapsed in on itself. They began
walking. The longer they struggled through the smoke, the worse the scenes of horror became.
Lampposts sagged like haf-melted candles, hegps of debris and masonry smoldered and at one point
they stumbled upon the fire-blackened skeletons of amother and infant.

There was no sound other than the crackle of
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flames and the tramp of their feet. The auraof nightmarish unredity numbed them.

"This" Jozure gasped, sounding half-strangled, "isthe future?'

"No," said Kanewith grimly. "Maybe a future somewhere, but not your future.”

"How can you be so sure of that?' Jozure wheezed.

"Because we're here to make sureit doesn't happen.”

Asthey skirted the remains of awall, adark shape loomed up and out of the roiling plumes of smoke, in
avalley between two high heaps of debris. Blurred asit was by the dense mi, it looked like a hideous
travesty of humanity.

Tdler than Grant, leaner by far than Kane, it was alizard-thing walking upright on dightly bowed,
powerful legs. The tough, brownish hide had asuggestion of scaliness. The narrow, € ongated skull held
large, amond-shaped eyes, black vertica dits centered in the golden, opalescent irises.

Fand cameto astumbling halt, shrinking back against Kane. "Na Fferyllt," came her horrified whisper.
She used the old Gaelic word for the AnnunaM, the serpent kings of legend. There had been no
An-nunaki on this casement or hisown for fifty thousand years or more. J x>ng before the Tuatha De
Danaan arrived on Earth, the Annunaki had claimed it, dl of its natural resources and itsinhabitants as
their own. The Danaan had been locked in conflict with them for hundreds of years, and memory of that
terrible struggle was till strong within Fand.

As Kane understood it, they were the root race of
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the Archons. He, Brigid and Grant retained exceptionally vivid memories of the preserved corpse they
had seen of Enlil, the last Annunkai. That sight had been disturbing enough, but to actudly see one dive
and afoot filled them aAl with aprimd terror.

The creature paused, gesturing behind it with afour-fingered hand, each finger tipped with razor-sharp
spurs of bone. Out of the shifting curtains of smoke gppeared a horde of figures, dl moving with alight,
amost dancer's grace. Far smdler than the Annunkai, at first glance they appeared to be half-grown
human children. Asthey drew nearer, their high-domed craniums and ddlicate features became apparent.
They were the Archon-human hybrids, the inheritors of the Earth Kane, Grant and Brigid knew. They
mewed and capered asif they were delighted. Kane's belly turned a cold flip-flop, remembering the
identica noises made by the hybrid horde they had battled in the underground geneticsingdlation in
New Mexico.

Kane couldn't take his eyes off the hybrids. He felt Fand's hand tighten around his. "Thisisn't red," he
grated.

Jozure extended his RAZER emitters. In avoice choked with smoke and fear, herasped,’ 'l don't givea
shit.

"Such predictable optimism,” intoned Thrush's voice.

Thevison of Hell on Earth shimmered and rippled away, like water duicing over adugt-filmed
window-pane.

Thefive people stood in an immense open space with white, festurdesswalls. They had no point of
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reference by which to gauge perspective or true distance.

"Anilluson,” gusted Jozurein relief.

"Virtud-redlity imagery, probably,” Brigid said, sounding just asrelieved. "Trickery. Cheap psywar
tactics”

Sheraised her voice. "Find another gpproach, Thrush. Y ou've gone to the well once too often with that
one"

"You'rein my world now, Miss Baptiste," echoed Thrush's voice, from everywhere and nowhere. "Not
only do | decidetherules, but | can dispense with them as| wish.”

Kane swiveled his head, trying to fix the source of Thrush'svoice. "If you're not flying around in one of
your birds, why not show yourself?"

The hollow reply purred with amusement. "Why not indeed?"



All around them, the walls shivered with light and motion. Niches appeared, hundreds, perhapsa
thousand of them. Within the niches, lying flat on metd dabs, ranked and packed nestly like so much
stacked wood, were bodies. Each one was a duplicate of the other, identical twins upon triplets upon
quadrupletsto quintuplets and to sextuplets. All of them were cadaveroudy lean, palid and hairless, with
big black eyes staring outward a nothing.

Kanefdt hisheart jerk painfully within his chest. It waslike standing in an amphitheater that had been
turned into amorgue. He knew it wasn't amorgue— it was more like ahuge closet, holding Thrush's
bodiesinstead of his clothes. Out of the corner of hiseye, he noticed Jozure trembling violently, his hand
gpasmodicaly closng around the hilt of his sword.
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The man's nerves were stretched to their breaking point.

"Why are you showing usthis, Thrush?" Brigid demanded, a hint of contempt in her tone, asif she
weren't sartled but only irritated. "We figured we were outnumbered. Thisishardly areveation.”

Kane scanned the rows of naked bodies, wondering if they wererea or smply illusions created to
intimidate. He decided it didn't redly matter one way or the other. "What isthis place?"

The bodies vanished from the walls and they became dead and black. Kane stood hi avoid surrounded
by emptiness. He groped for Brigid's hand and couldn't find it. He could not find or even sense his
companions. A crushing weight of loneliness bore down on him. Hefelt cut off from everything he knew
asredlity. Thelimbo in which he stood was like being trapped in a purgatory between existence and
nonexistence. Somehow he knew life and death were utterly meaningless concepts here.

A blend of whispers spoketo him, asif the echoes of many voices floated through the void. He detected
Thrush's voice among them, but it held an indefinable note of sad serenity.

"Thisisahub, an artificidly created nexus point, a miniature verson of the center of the universe from
which dl things came. There are no separate casements here—they all coexist, a once and the same
time. Each plane of the multiverse can be reached from here."

"For what reason?' Kane asked, somewhat surprised he heard himsalf so clearly.

"Each casement of the multiverse serves as a separate seeding bed for arace that may survive and
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thrive. And progress. Pieces of this congiruct movein different dimensions, al interdependently,
following basic redity unitslike you would follow atrail .

"Basic redity units," repeated Kane. "I've heard that before. What are they?"

Before Kane's eyes, ashape appeared in the void, shifting and shimmering. It was black, so he should
not have been able to seeit. The shape constantly faded and reappeared like a poorly tuned vid image.



He gazed a the representation of the shining trape-zohedron and felt its vibrations caress him, striking
responsesin hismind and body.

"The Black Stoneis simply an object, but an object of akind that can only exist under a certain set of
physical laws. It does not contravene natural laws, but conserves and enhances them.”

"What kind of laws?" asked Kane.

' "The same ones under which we existed and under which you, for the most part, aso exist. You just
refuse to understand them.”

Kane detected a conceal ed note underscoring the voices, a hint of reproach, atouch of achalenge. He
suddenly recognized an echo of the voices. He blurted, "Bdam. You're here, aren't you?”'

His question was not answered. "Y ou are our cousins, our children, our hope for survival. Y ou wereto
succeed us, to carry our uniqueness to higher stages of development. We afforded you the means and
the time to overcome the limitations set upon you.

"Either you findly succeed in achieving your birthright, or like us, you will perish in chaos and agony.”
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"Whois'us?' Kane haf shouted, panic beginning to creep into his mind.

A snarl of laughter throbbed againgt him. It belonged strictly to Thrush. "We should have let the human
race die when the ancient cataclysmstore the Earth asunder. Y ou knew of the coming catastrophe on
your own casement, yet you used none of the resources provided to you to prevent it.

"For millenniayour race has built on false assumptions, even given your perceptions of redlity. Y our
entire existence became alie that you implanted in your offspring and they in theirs."

Anger pushed out the panic. "What isthe truth?' Kane demanded. "And don't give me any metaphysica
horseshit about souls or being one with the goddamn universe.”

The odd blend of voices spoke again, muting Thrush's hostile energy. "To acknowledge grest forces at
work isnot ametaphysical conclusion. We were materidists, and yet we knew that. Is not the Black
Stone amateria object?’

Kane stared a the image of the trapezohedron, wishing it would solidify instead of strobing so he could
focusonit. A cold wave of redlization sivept over him, and instantly everything Balam had said about the
black stonelegped fullblown into hismind:

"It does not fit atomically with any of the tables your science understands. Y ou would be unable to study
it because only part of it exists within your concept of matter in space.. .it isacrestion, pure matter
crafted from scientific principles understood millennia ago, then forgotten. Through it the pul se-flows of
thought energy converge. Through it the flux lines
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of possihility, of probability, of eternity, of alternity mest....

"It isakey to doorsthat were seded aeons ago. Now they may be thrown wide and all the works of
man and nonman will be undone. Tune and redlity are agtic, but they arein ddlicate baance. When the
balanceis dtered, then changeswill come—terrible and permanent....

"When my peoplefirst determined the course of their future, they consulted the trapezohedron. Through
it, they saw al possible futuresto which their activities might lead. From the many offered to them, they
chose the path that appeared to have the highest ratio of success....

"You just don't understand them...."

Now Kane did, on avery basic, dmost gut-level. He concentrated on the fluttering two-dimensional
shape, willing it to solidify, to acquire clarity and substance. For along moment, nothing happened.
Abruptly the Black Stone swelled in hisvison, blotting out al €se, plummeting straight for him.
Ingtinctively, he threw up an arm to ward it off—

And stumbled into Jozure. He, Grant, Fand and Brigid stood in the huge amphitheater of suspended
bodies again. But risng from the floor, resting on asix-foot-tal pillar, was the shining trapezohedron, dl
of itsfacets restored and gleaming, blue highlights dancing on its obsidian surface. Kanefelt, or thought
he did, theinvisble waves of force pulsing fromit.

Shocked surprise showed on every face. Jozure said hdtingly, "l wasin avoid, voices spoketo me..."
"And |, aswell," Fand said.
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Kanethrew aquizzical glancetoward Brigid and Grant. "Y ou two?"

They nodded. "One second | was nowhere," Grant rumbled. "Then | saw that" he nodded toward the
gone"—and here| am.”

"What isthat thing?' Jozure demanded, eyeing the Black Stone asif it were an enormous radioactive
isotope. "An ore or what?'

Brigid said softly, "It'sastone, but it's more than that. | think I'vefinally figured it out. | don't know why |
didn't make the connection earlier, especidly with al the clueswe were given.”

"Figured out what?' asked Fand

"It'sthe primad brain of the Archon Directorate. And Thrush isonly amemory withinit."



FARRELL ADJUSTED THE IMAGE on the monitor screen, decreasing the perspective to make the
scene gppear far more compact than it actualy was. The command-deck crew watched tensdly asthe
boarding tubes were dowly retracted back into the body of the dreadnought. No one voiced what they
feared the action meant—Commander Kane, Grant, Fand, Bap-tiste were not returning to the Sabre.

Cottawastoo busy crosdinking the auxiliary comp redundanciesto pay much attention, but he was just
as scared as his companions. The ghostly tractor beam still held the cruiser in position.

Narly, who had taken over the scanner station from Cotta, said, "We're starting to drift. | think the

dreadnought has notched down the tractor line alittle bit. We may be able to break freeif it'staken
down further."

1

"Until we get the engines back on-line," Cottareplied, it makes no difference.”

Domi, seated at the main operations console, suddenly stiffened. "I'm receiving asignal from the
Okami-Maru"

"Let'shear it," Cottasaid.

She shook her head, turning adia on the board. "It's not avoice—it'sin some kind of code.”

The command deck filled with asporadic series of taps.

"Morse code," announced Farrell.

"Do you understand it?" Cotta asked.

Cocking his head, eyes hdf-closed in concentration, Farrell listened intently.

After aminute, Domi asked impatiently, "We1?"

Farrell waved her into silence. Asthe taps began to repest, he said, "It'sfrom one of their officers. He
says Jozure boarded the dreadnought. He says the Okami-Maru's main driveis disbled, but they've
gotten their maneuvering thrusters and weapons systems working. He proposes a concerted attack on
the dreadnought.”

Cottalifted an eyebrow, then looked at the image of the dark disk filling the screen, and the
meta-sheathed orb beyond it. "I'll bet a case of Scotch againgt akilo of navy beans that moon out there
iscontrolling that ship. If the Okami-Maru could get off afew misslesat it..."

"If only we could," Domi said gloomily. A second later, her face brightened. "Why couldn't we?"

"The comps are till down, remember?’ replied Cotta with some asperity.

Nodding, Domi arose from her station. "Comps
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aren't usad for firing our Shrike missiles, only targeting.”
Cottaturned toward her quickly. "Could you arm and launch one manually?'

"'Right in the tube. Aim would only be direct line of Sght, but since our forward pod isfacing that
moon—"

"It sounds damn dangerous,” Farrell interrupted dourly.

"Itis" Domi retorted grimly. "But by the time we get our comps back on-line, that dreadnought could
haveits MD emplacement zeroed in on us. And if we synchronize an attack with the Okami-Maru, have
them fire a the ship while we target the moon..."

Her voicetrailed off, and she made a gesture with both hands to symbolize an explosion.

Cottaran anervous hand over his sweat-pebbled forehead, looking into the eager face of Domi. He
caled engineering and asked Bry for an update. Bry doubted the auxiliary comp would be
reprogrammed for another haf hour. The work on the thrusters was nearly completed, but without the
compsfor navigation, they were usdess.

Cottalooked at the dark dreadnought on the screen, then at the dightly built abino. He bit out acurse,
then said, "Gotoit, Domi."

Chapter 23

Brigid turned adow, complete circle, surveying the bodieslining thewalls. "Thiswas atrap,” she sad
loudly. "A setup from the sart.”

"A ruse, yes," Thrush'svoicereplied. "l revived the old fear of the Archon Directorate. The
Commonwedlth'sterritorial imperative was threatened just enough to ensure pursuit.”

"For what purpose?' demanded Fand.

"War," said Kanetondesdy. "To foment hotility and mistrust between the colonies and the
Commonwesdlth. To arrange for humans to spill human blood again. This casement's future.”

"| care nothing for either the Commonwedlth or your colonies. It iswhat they represent.”
Brigid inhded along breeth. "They represent unity, a program of unification conceived and implemented
by humanity for humanity, through cooperation and mutua self-interes—not through coercion and

terroriam.”

"Therésmoreto it than that,” Grant declared. "The domino principle, remember?If hefalson one
casement, ripples of that failure might undo what he's accomplished on others.”

Kaneforced acold grin to hisface, baring histeeth. "Thisis the casement where none of your
machinations and dirty deals worked, right, Thrush?
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Y our conspiracy was defeated by another conspiracy.”

Jozure stared at him asif he had gone completely mad. "What are you jabbering about?"

Kaneignored Mm, addressing the arrayed bodies on hisright. He raised his voice. "What wasit you
said to usat our first meeting, something about conspiracies only succeeding because humans overlook
the obvious?'

Gesturing to the trapezohedron, he continued, "Y ou were right on that score, Thrush. I've overlooked
the obvious answer that liesin thisstone. It'swhat gives you an imitation of life, but you shareit with the
mind patterns of the race we called Archons. Isthat dl that isleft of them on this casement?’

Thrush's voice whispered to them, sounding asif it issued from amultitude of lips. "On dl casements,
save for incarnations of the entity you know as Balam. The so-called Archons were weary. They had
drained all their resources to stave off extinction. They failed. All that remained of their knowledge was
embedded in the trapezohedron.”

Somehow that flat tone conveyed a sense of hopel essness and resignation.

"So they poured their hopes into humankind, with their essence blended with yours. The Archonswere
confident your race would conquer al obstaclesin your development. In this, they were naive. Y our
kind istill driven by savage impulses. The vitaity the Archons coveted from you sprang from that
savagery. They hoped it could be channeled in congtructive rather than destructive directions. Therefore,
they determined you must be controlled for a period of time."

"A period of time," Grant repested bitterly. "How long wasthat? A thousand years? Two? Ten?"'

"It depended on the casement in question, of course," returned Thrush's bland voice. "Actions
undertaken on one casement to save humanity from perils of its own devisng may not have saved it on
another. Different redlities required different solutions. | was charged with the task of applying them.”

"Solutions?' Kane haf snarled. "Conspiracies, deception, assassinations, wars? Those were the
solutions?”

"In many waysthey were. The Archons never did anything to help or hinder your development directly.
At best, they merely put certain aidsin your path, such asthe Totality Concept technology. If you could
make use of it, so much to the good. If you could not, or misused it, then you suffered.”

Brigid made awordless sound of angry frustration. "Why go to al thistrouble over such along period of



time?Why didn't they just contact humankind directly and ask for our help?!

"The Archonsdidn't want your help,” Thrush'svoiceretorted. 'Y es, they made things particularly difficult
for humanity. But it wastheir way of testing your worth, atest of surviva of the fittest. They hoped you
werethelarval stage of an organism that would eventually transcend the limitations of both races.™

"And the Archons alowed you to decide the tests?* Kane asked.

"Who better? For example, on your home casement, your people had despaired of ever attaining
anything beyond physicd, immediate comforts. They
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had lost the urge to transcend the materid, to creste, to question. And in doing so, they lost pride.

"They conceded dl rightsto their lives and spirits. They were free for the taking. They lost Status as
intelligent, thinking creatures and chose to become tools.™

Kanefet hisface flush hot with anger, but it prickled with shame too when he remembered Balam's
words of afew months ago: "Y our race was dying of despair. Y our race had lost its passion to live and
to creste.”

He redlized now Balam had not been mocking them; he had chastised them, expressed his
disappointment over the fact humanity had so quickly accepted defeat and effortlessy returned to the
condition of animals, first as scavengers douching through the Deathlands, then asthe daves of the
baronies. They were conditioned to obeying the victor and so they could not question the victor'sright to
do ashewilled with their livesand spirits.

Brigid murmured sadly, softly, ' ‘Ashistory clearly shows, if you do not create your own redlity,
someone elseisgoing to createit for you.”

It was something Lakesh had said to them upon their first meeting. Unknowingly, he had been far more
correct than either he or any of them had imagined.

"Y ou said before you were the Archons envoy,” said Grant. "An emissary.”

"True, asfar asit goes," Thrush replied. "1 was charged with the task of arranging probabilities so
humanity would be unified and therefore safeguard the essence of the Archons.”

Brigid said, "Y our task wasredly a program, and
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you interpreted it as accomplishing your objective by any means necessary. Y ou aways took the path of
least resistance, seeking out those whose monomaniafor power was pathologica. The Nazis, the

military, the intelligence services. They were the easiest to manipulate, because their paranoiaand
obsessions blinded them to other options.”



Brigid paused, waiting for aresponse from Thrush. When it was not forthcoming, she made an
al-inclusive gesture with her arms. "With this machine, this hub, al times and casements were open to
you. How many genocidd warsdid you trigger? How many guises did these bodies of yours adopt?
How many demons and chimeras did you pretend to be?"

"| followed the program. To control and unify humanity so that the Archon seed would not vanish.”

"But the program is over,” snapped Grant. "It'sdone. Y ou'vefalled on dl three casements. And on this
one, al of your schemes backfired.”

"Such hubris, Mr. Grant." Thistime, Thrush'sreply did not have a hollow, whispery quality, sounding as
if it echoed from everywhere and nowhere.

Asone, thefive people whirled and saw Thrush sauntering toward them. But thiswas an unfinished
Thrush, not like the bodies arrayed dl around them. Thiswas a Thrush without his coating of synthetic
flesh, without his accoutrements for passing, however unconvincingly, as human.

The hair lifted from the nape of Kane's neck, and his hand closed around the butt of hisside arm.

The metdlic surface of Thrush's skull gleamed adull slver, made even more ghastly by the black eyes
burning in sunken sockets. Dlicateinlays of circuitry coated hislanky, fleshlesslimbs. Smal white teeth

-
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grinned in amirthlessleer. Only historso was covered by apdlid, hairless epidermis.

Although hisblood ran ice-cold, Kanefiercely took hold of himself, recollecting how Thrush had once
described himsdf: abody basicdly composed of protein molecules; ahighly smplified digestive system;
bones bonded with a Teflon-ceramic mixture; brain cells fused with metal dectrodesaretied into a

mainframe computer.

Thrush showed himsdlf in thisway smply to unnerve and intimidate, and Kane, after thefirst shock of
revulson passed, silently admitted it was an effective ploy.

Mainframe computer... Kane kept the sudden surge of eation from showing on hisface. When Thrush
had origindly made that comment, he hadn't even hinted at its location. Now Kane thought he knew.

Grant managed to maintain his composure. "Don't you know that you should dress when you have
gueds?'



Jozure murmured afew words in Japanese, hislips ashen with terror.

"Get hold of yourself, Captain,” Fand snapped. "He wants your emations stimulated—nhorror, fear,
despair.”

Thrush chuckled, a human sound made even more disguieting emanating from a nonhuman face. Y ou've
guessed well, Danaan. But humanity will dways surrender to its most prima emations. That ishow I've
succeeded so many timesin so many places.”

"What do you mean?' Brigid demanded.
"Fearing the return of the Archon Directorate, the

colonieswill soon rebel againgt the central government, and rebellion will lead to open war. They will
learn to hate and fear and kill their own kind again. Beforeit isover, dl the planetsin your solar system
will be consumed with flame, drowned in human blood."

Kanetried to repress a shudder but he could not All hisredling brain could think of was that the Earth of
this casement was abouit to lose dl of its grand accomplishments. The nukecaust on his own world had
reduced humankind to a culture of admitted sinners, too cowed and beaten to determine their own fates.

On his casement, the stlarswould never know human curiosity, the driveto learn, to explore. His
humanity was nothing but dave [abor for the baronia oligarchy, the hybrid hierarchy.

Kane said camly, deliberately, "No, Thrush, that won't happen. We won't |et that happen.”
Grant, Brigid and Fand moved beside him, standing shoulder to shoulder.
Thrush uttered ataunting laugh. "Here we go again, the heroes once more facing their arch foe."

He shook his aloyed head in mock pity. ™Y our fondness for melodrama never failsto stir my blood—or
itwould if | had any. Y ou may have enjoyed small victories on the other casements, but not here. As
Miss Baptiste adduced, thiswas atrap and you salled right into it.”

He nodded to the surrounding walls. "To employ your own vernacular, thisismy hometurf. | lured you
to the hub ddliberately. As| told you, from thishub al of the lost Earths can be reached—or none of
them.”
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"But dso asyou sad," Brigid pointed out, "it'san atificid congtruct. It'sunnaturd. In the other
casements, you forced nature into new forms. Here, you're trying to do the same thing with the very
fabric of space-time. Y ou've overwritten established laws, and you've sivung the pendulum too far in one
direction. Nature always corrects for an overbaance. That's why you keep contending with us."

Kane stated, "If you were truly meant to succeed, we wouldn't be around. | think the Archons may have
had the foresight to anticipate your excesses, the extremes to which you would go to complete your
program. That's why you're linked to the trapezo-hedron.”



Brigid pointed to the Black Stone. "Thisisyour last chance to complete the program, isn't it? The stone
doesn't truly exist in the space-time continuum of any casement. It overflowsinto other dimensions, and
S0 doesyour program.”

Grant said, "Y ou're afucking shadow of Me, Thrush, amingling of human irrationdity and pitiless
Archon logic. No wonder you went crazy."

Thrush cocked his head toward him. "Archon logic? Another presumption, another error.”

Thefive people looked at him, baffled. Then Fand exclaimed, "Na Fferyllt, the Annunaki, the root race
of the Archons. They were the template for your neural pathways."

Thrush nodded. "Finally, one of you approaches the truth and it takes an arrogant half-breed to do it.
Y es, the Annunaki, your own root race's most implacable enemies. They lived in akind of mental
symbiosiswith one another, sharing and utilizing one
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another's gifts and skills and potentials. The so-called hive mind of the Archons derived from them.”

"That'swhy you showed ustheimage of the NaFferyllt," Fand said accusngly. "It symbolized you
leading hybridsto conquer the Earth.”

"No," Thrush said smoothly. "To unify the Earths. All of them. And now that | have you here with me hi
the hub, there will be no more opposition. Y ou will never visit another casement again. For dl intents and
purposes, you will ceaseto exist.”

Kane forced a contemptuous smirk to hisface. "That's what you want usto believe, but it's more of your
bullshit. My mind islinked with the sone."

"Asismine"

"No, yoursistrapped init, forcing you to obey aprogram that came to an end long ago. Y ou can't do
anything to meunless| bdieve. And | don't."

Heindicated Brigid and Grant with hishands. "We form atrinity. Aslong as I'm unconvinced of your
ability to end me, so arethey.”

"Y ou're forgetting the half-breed, Kane," Thrush countered, but just abit too quickly. "She's not linked
withyou."

For just an ingtant, he experienced a quivering doubt.

Thrush detected his momentary hesitation and pounced on it. "Regardless, | am interfaced with the hub. |
canmaintainitin apandimensond void for literdly eternity. And you will spend thet literd eternity here.
That is afate worse than death.”

The memories of the Kane whose body and mind he occupied swelled to the fore. ™Y ou don't know
shit, Thrush. And I'll proveit to you."



His hand streaked down for his ASP pistol, but aviolent concussion shook the floor and sent him
sorawling.

Chapter 24

Cottadivided his attention between the computer console and the scene on amonitor screen. On the
screen, Domi, her dight body encased in abulky environmenta suit, crawled through the missle launch

pod.

Attaching anylon safety line to a stanchion, Domi dropped down into atube and approached a Shrike
missleresting onitsdidedais. The sinister black casing reflected the dim lights like a huge chunk of
ebony. Asthe command crew watched, Domi kneeled beside the fantastically lethal device and carefully
cracked the seal on the case. Photon energy spilled out, washing the tube in arainbow radiance.

Over her hamet comm+-link, Domi said, "'I'm attaching the detonator to the warhead. WhileI'm doing it,
nobody speak to me. | can't be distracted.”

"WEll be as quiet as mice up here," Cottasaid.
"God bewithyou," Farrell said softly.

""That's not much of ablessing for atried-and-true athelst,” Domi replied, "but thanks." She crouched
over the contained flow of deadly energy.

Cotta couldn't bear to watch. If the plasmaflow was disrupted before the detonator was attached, the
Sabre would not blow up—she would smply disincorporate, like a snowflake on a stove burner.

The dark bulk of the dreadnought till filled the
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main monitor screen. Narly reported that the power output of the tractor beam had dropped again.
Negligible, but adrop nevertheless.

The officer aboard the Okami-Maru signaded that they had aimed a spread of missiles directly at the
huge ship and they would fire when the Sabre was ready.

"Done," announced Domi'svoice. "And we're dill here.”
Cottaswung bis head toward the small screen. Domi crawled backward toward arow of
manud-override buttons on the tube's upcurving wall. "I've timed the Shrike's propulsion unit to kick in

twenty seconds from now. Let the Okami-Maru know."

AsFarrdl did so, tapping out the code, Domi continued, " The warhead isarmed. Shell homein onthe
largest mass reading and detonate on impact.”

"Can't we open the pod from up here?' Narly asked worriedly.



"No," replied Cotta. "She's got to hit the emergency manuad override."

Domi tugged at the length of nylon rope. "That'swhy I've got this safety line. Prepare for explosive
depressurization.”

"I'll compensate atmosphere as soon as you close off the tube," Cottatold her.

"Good." Domi'sthickly gloved hand covered the buttons. "Hang on up there.”

"You hang on,” Farrdl| called.

Farrel'singtructions were drowned out by the activation of the Shrike missile. A screeching rumble came
over the comm-link, and light, like aminiature sun going nova, burst from the screen. The deck lurched

as atmosphere and missile were g ected S-
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multaneoudy from the Sabre. The command crew jounced in their seats, but no one fell.

Asthe glare faded from the screen, Domi could be discerned, bobbing like acork, fighting her way hand
over hand aong the safety line. She struggled againgt the drag of depressurization to close the pod's
launch hatch. Twice her groping fingers missed the button. Findly, she managed to close off the tube and
she floated free. Her voice was bresthless from exertion.

"Repressurize. Please”

Before Cotta could hit the appropriate controls, acry from Farrdll caused him to whedl. On the monitor,
apinpoint of light was vanishing againgt the brilliant disk of the metal-sheethed globe. A second later, the
pinpoint was back, swdling larger and larger until it glowed like a bonfire,

At the sametime, two flares of yellow-orange fire bloomed on the hull of the dreadnought. Its pulse
shields shimmered. The pale wash of the tractor beam became even paer.

Narly suddenly sat bolt upright in his chair. "Comm interferenceis gone.”

"One of us must've knocked out something for sure,” Cottaexclaimed happily. "Try raising the
commander.”

Narly began depressing frequency buttons. "I'll try."

THE HUGE AMPHITHEATER didn't seem to so much quake as vibrate, asif the floor werea
gargantuan gong shivering from ahammer blow. Kane tried to regain bisfooting as the deck trembled,
but Jozure ssumbled into him. The Tigers of Heaven captain managed to keep his
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feet. Hefired hisRAZERs a Thrush, but the vibration threw off hisaim. Pulses of white light spit from
their muzzles. One missed atogether, and the other struck Thrush high on the left shoulder. Hisarm fdll
off. No blood spouted from the arm or shoulder stump.

Thrush barked one word. "ldiot."

From the domed ceiling afunnd of light sprayed down, surrounding Jozure with afaint halo. He did not
react to it or even seem to notice it. When the nimbus faded, he still stood, but he was very dead, his
armor fused solid around him, turned to dag and bonded with hisflesh. He could have been astatue
except for the stink of roasted flesh and superheated metd rising from his body.

Grant and Kane drew their ASPs more or less a the same time, fingers depressing the trigger plates.
What looked like little yellow beads squirted from the bores.

With awhipping, Snuous grace, Thrush put his body behind the tall pedestal supporting the
trape-zohedron. The concentrated streams of protons splashed againgt the pillar, turning fist-gze sections
into black-edged craters.

Scrambling to hisfeet, heart pounding, Kane rushed to the right while Grant took the |eft. He wasted no
time examining Jozure.

Thrush sat on thefloor, his back againgt the pillar. His mouth gaped open as though he snored, and his
black eyeswere dull, holding no luster. The overhead light glittered from his burnished skull.

Kane swallowed the hard lump in histhroat, realizing that Thrush had transferred his consciousnessto
another body and was probably somewhere near.
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"Shit," Grant hissed in disgust, nudging the motionless body with aboot. He surveyed the bodies arrayed
around them with angry revulsion. "He's got to bein one of them. Let's vaporize the whole fucking
bunch."

Heraised his pistol, but Kane pushed the long barrel down. "Waste of time and ammo. Something's
going on, and we have to find our way out of here."

Brigid and Fand moved up to them. Brigid tilted her head back, looking at the high ceiling. "Grant'sidea
may not be abad one. | think what we see around usisagiant virtua-redlity projection.”

Thoughtfully, Fand said, "We arrived here by a gateway. Wherésthe receiving unit? It should bein
here"

Grant's brows knitted. "If everything we seeisahologram, what about this?' He hooked athumb
toward the trapezohedron, but he was careful not to touch it.



"Let'sfind out." Fand reached for the stone with both hands and laid them against the base of the black
stone. "It'ssolid."

"That doesn't meanit'sred," Brigid commented doubtfully.

"Y ou forget how it cameto bein the Sirius system in the first place,” Fand shot back. ™Y ou might recall
my ability to sense energy fields. If the stone was only a projected image, even if it possessed aform of
solidity to fool my touch, it would not fool my senses.”

Irritation flashed briefly in Brigid's eyes, but she returned her attention to the celling. "He'srigged this
room with defensive measures, but they're not on automatic. Otherwise, when Thrush wasfired

upon, the same thing that happened to poor Jozure would have happened to you."

"Good point,” replied Kane. "And there's got to be some type of power transfer network up there even
if wecan't seeit.”

Brigid nodded and unholstered her ASP. "L et's see what happens.”

She raised her weapon over her head and squeezed off aburgt, firing straight up. The results were not
dramatic. They heard afaint Szzle, a series of pops, then the wals, the floor and even the celling dl
dissolved in ajagged pattern of strobing pixels.

The pixels broke up, flew apart and vanished. They were surrounded by blank gray walls. A barely
detectable grid design laid in pristine precision over them. Although fairly large, the chamber boreno size

resemblance to the amphitheater of bodies. At the far end, not more than twenty meters away they saw
an open, wedge-shaped doorway .

On the other side and occupying much of the floor space stood ajump platform, only about half the Sze
of the unit on the dreadnought. The armaglass walls were of the same brownish hue.

Fand nodded, grinning happily. "All right, Bap-tiste!™

Kanedidn't share her pleasure. "Weve il got to find Thrush. For al we know, he's unravel ed both the
Sabre and the Okami-Maru with hismolecular destabilizes™

Quite suddenly, both Kane's and Grant's comm-tachs spoke.

A SURPRISED BUT DEFINITELY pleased voice responded from the speaker. "Kane here. How'd
you
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overidethe interference?"



Cottarapidly explained. Kanesreply wasterse. "Tell Domi to put in for an insane duty bonus. Status of
repars?'

"Sow going,” Cottaanswered. "The thrusters should be margindly repowered by now, but the comps
aren't on-lineyet. Orders?’

"Y ou can contact the Okami-Maru now. Inform whoever isin charge that Jozureisdead. Tel himto
direct what fire he can at the dreadnought.”

"I'll giveitago,” Cottasaid rductantly. "But I'm no diplomat. With their captain dead, they may decide
on akamikaze run. Tigers arelike that, you know."

"Do what you can. Kane out."

Cotta suppressed a groan and asked Farrell to hail the Tigers of Heaven. As he was doing so, aplaintive
voice came from the spesker. "Cotta, haven't you forgotten something?'

A little guiltily, Cottaturned toward the smal screen. Domi floated in midair in the launch tube, ams
folded, foot tapping the vacuum impatiently.

"Sorry," he said. "Wdl-done. WEll have you out inaminute.”

While the missile pod's atmosphere was being restored, Farrell managed to get through to the
Okami-Maru. The acting commander, aman caled Mokuri claimed their visud pickup was out, but it
was easy enough to imagine his appearance from histone.

"Our captain is dead? That leaves us only one option.”

Raggedly, Cottasaid, "I've explained asbest | can. That moon or whatever out thereis controlling

the dreadnought. Fire at it and the ship will be powerless.”

"Evenif | believed you, the orders my captain gave me were specific. To destroy the dreadnought by
any means—" His gtrident voice dissolved in ablur of gatic.

Farrdll dapped a the comm board angrily. "Jamming fidld again.”

Cottaswore earnestly and glared at the Okami-Maru asflickers of flame burst from itsthrusters. It
rotated seventy degreesthen rushed directly up the pale ribbon of the tractor beam. A missile barrage
swarmed out from its pods and impacted in flaring puffs al over the undercarriage of the dreadnought.
Thetractor beam vanished.

"Werefree!" cried Narly. Helooked at his board and added, "Weve got nomina engine power. Basic
computer programs responding.”

"What about the communications interference?’
"Still there," Farrdl said gloomily.

"Wadl, we've got something of ahand to play now, anyway. | just hope the commander has one. Get us
moving—up, down or Sdeways, | don't care.”



THEIR COMM-TACHSFILLED Grant's and Kane's heads with a hash of static, and both of them
swore. Swiftly, they started across the room toward the open door, but when Kane saw Brigid and
Fand faling into step with them, he gestured them back.

Harshly, he said, "Belay that. Y ou two will stay here and watch the rock. HEll bereturning toit.”
"With four of us, the search will be more thor-
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ough," Brigid objected, taking a step toward the door.

"You heard me," Kane snapped, putting arestraining hand on her shoulder.
Glaring a him, Brigid demanded, "Who do you think you are?"

Fand interposed herself between Kane and Brigid. "On this casement, he's the commander of the Sabre
and both of us are members of his crew. WEell follow hisorders.”

Kane gave her adightly startled ook, then an gppreciative smile. Ignoring the anger glittering in Brigid's
eyes, Fand stepped up to Kane and put her arms around him. She kissed him with a sudden, passionate
possessiveness, and murmured, " Go seirbhe Dia dhut, Ka'in."

Kane did not understand the exact words of the Gaglic blessing, but he grasped their meaning.

Heturned to Grant. "Let's get it done.”

Chapter 25

On the main monitor, spears of ruby light sprang from the dreadnought, tracking the Okami-Maru. The
cruiser veered sharply away from the MD burst, looped and returned to orbit the much larger vessdl ina
tight circle. Missile after missile exploded againgt the dreadnought's shields.

Despite hisadmiration for the Tigers of Heaven's direct attack, Cotta muttered, " Goddamn fools.”

The Sabre moved at a crawl away from the battle between the Okami-Maru and the dreadnought,
ganing legswith every meter shetraveled.

"Status?' Cotta asked.

Domi, who had returned to the command deck only aminute before, replied, "We have complete missile
control. The PBL battery isfully powered."

"Triangulate position of the first Shrike'simpact on the moon,”" Cotta ordered. "FireaPBL burst at the
areq, then let loose with a Shrike. Alternate the laser with the missiles until both banks are exhausted.”

Narly declared, "That'll leave us open to attack from the dreadnought.”



Cotta nodded to the image of the dreadnought as the pulses of energy erupted fromit. "It'stoo busy at
the moment. Also, it doesn't seem to be responding like it should, otherwise the Okami-Maru wouldn't
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have been able to knock out the tractor. | think our Shrike damaged a control transmitter on the moon.
If wefollow the plan, we might pull the plug on it atogether."

THE CORRIDORS AND CHAMBERS Kane and Grant stalked reminded them of passagewaysin an
ancient tomb, not those in avehicle or amachine. The hdlswere dimly lighted by what seemed to be
globes of fireimprisoned within glass, stlanding on tripods at long intervas and shedding a greenish glow.
There seemed to be nothing but shadows behind them, and ahead of them was more murk.

They spoke little, both loath to disturb the hush of the curving passageways. They followed a smooth,
level ramp that swept up in agradud spird into the gloom aheed.

Findly, Grant whispered that which had been circling in Kaneés mind. "Assuming we find Thrush, then
what? We can't kill the son of abitch, because he'snot redlly dive.”

Kaneimitated hiswhisper. "He's linked to some kind of mainframe.”
"Y eah, which islinked to the goddamn trapezo-hedron." Grant'stone held araspy note of frustration. "If
we find the mainframe and blow it, then he jJumps into the trgpezohedron or into another body. And we

dart thisdl over agan.”

Kane shook his head, speaking matter-of-factly. "It ends here, in this place. That's why Thrush brought
ushere”

Grant scowled. "And what happensif the trangition cycle endsright aswe're ending it here and snaps us
back to Cerberus?" i
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Kane stopped and turned to face the big black man. He didn't whisper when hereplied, "I don't think
anything can snap us out of this place. Were trapped hi the hub like bugs hi amber, frozen inaplace
between casements. That's another reason he lured us here.”

Grant did an admirable job of keegping the jolt of fear from showing on hisface. "So, if wedon't end it,
thenitll never end for us—isthat what you're saying?'

Kane nodded. "That'swhat I'm saying."
Grant ran ahand over hisface. It trembled dmost imperceptibly. ™Y ou don't sesem too worried about it."

Stolidly, Kane stated, "That's because I'm not worried. I'm scared shitless. | think we've earned the
right.”



Grant chuckled, but it sounded hollow and forced. They began waking through the greenish gloom
again. Theramp led up to an intersection of two opposing aides. They paused at the branchrng-off
point, looking into both passageways.

"l guessit'soccurred to you," said Grant, "that given the Size of this place or thing or whatever the hell it
is, we could waste two lifetimes hunting Thrush and never so much as catch sight of him."

Kane didn't respond, fedling hopel essness creep up on him like achill.
[llusion.

Grant gave him asideways glance. "Wha?'

"| didn't say anything."

"Yeah, you did. It sounded like ‘illusion.™

Kanefrowned. "I didnt—" He broke off, eyes
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widening. "l didn't say it. The Kane of this casement sad it.”
Grant's brow furrowed. "Elusion what, though?'

"He's giving me amessage, telling me that the size and maybe even the shape of thehubisanillusion, like
the stuff we've dready seen since we've been here."

Grant grunted thoughtfully. "Encouraging.”
"Yeah, alittle. It's about damn time he got involved with this. Which sde do you want?"

Shrugging, Grant set off down the lefthand passage. Before he did, he flipped Kane the one percent
saute. Kanereturned it and started off along the opposite corridor.

The passage opened up onto acentra vault enclosed by towering walls that rose high above and were
lost in the darkness overhead. Kane saw another of the wedge-shaped doorways, and he stepped
carefully throughiit, leading with his ASP pistol.

Accustomed as his eyes were to the green glow, the room stung them with white light. The equipment
and machinery set on plinths and podium he did not examine or even attempt to understand.

Covering three walls were crysta-fronted panels, stretching from floor to celling. Aningenious
arrangement of tubes and conduits stretched from them to the fourth wall, which was occupied by a



centra console. A high-backed chair rose from behind it.

Light reflected back from some of the pandls, almost blinding him, but Kane could seeinto the others
with clarity. In those, he saw miniature three-dimensiona representations of the Sol system. Blue-green
Earth, cloud-shrouded Venus, rust-red Mars and the golden splendor of the sun. For an ingtant he felt
thet

he was a disembodied spirit, floating hi the ether and looking at the system from agreet distance.

He understood the purpose of the panels and conduits now. They afforded the operator the facility of
bringing the hub to any desired paralel casement. For some reason, he felt comforted by the redlization.
It wasn't any technology he understood, but at least it was science of some sort, not sorcery.

He left the room, stalking along the adjacent, green-lit corridor. The silence was amost absolute, but he
knew Thrush was near. He moved as sed thily as he could, wincing each time the dight ragtie of his
uniform broke the degthly quiet.

Coming to abend in the passageway, he paused. The skin on his back itched with anticipation. Sowly,
Kane began to ease Ms body around the corner, muscles tensed, leading with the ASP. Hisears
strained to catch the dightest sound.

Hiswrist was suddenly grasped in abone-crushing grip, and he was pulled violently around the corner.
His shoulder socket burned with pain, and he went with the pull, catching the blow meant for the back of
his neck across hisright shoulder blade. Though deflected, the blow nearly drove dl thewind out of him.
He heard the ASP clatter to the floor as, by ingtinct alone, he managed to wrest away from theiron grip
and roll to hisfeet.

Thrush stood before him, posture rel axed, expression bland. Pleasantly he said, "Enough cat and
mousing, Kane."

THE OKAMI-MARU SWUNG toward the dreadnought hi afast curve. It scorned evasive tactics,
courting desth
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asit fired missile salvo after missle salvo. The dark ship's shields shimmered from the pounding.
"Heintendsto ram!" Domi cried.

Farrell screamed awarning into the comm-link between the two craft, but he received no response.
Inwardly, Cotta both praised and cursed the Tigers tenets of duty and honor. If the Okami-Maru
managed to achieve its objective, the dreadnought might be disabled, but the huge disk was a secondary

target, not the true enemy.

The cruiser collided squarely with the dreadnought topside starboard. There was no sound, for sound
does not travel in avacuum, but no sound was needed to convey the cataclysmic horror of the collision.

The Okami-Maru's nose flattened, turning up on itself, and the hull split like abanana skin. The resultant



flare from the pulse shiedlds was s0 bright that the command crew averted their faces from the screen.

When the glare faded, the dreadnought was till there, but wreckage from the Okami-Maru littered its
hull. Iridescent columns of sparks corkscrewed up from breachesin itsarmor.

Narly crowed, "The dreadnought's shields are gone, completely overloaded. It's dead in space!”

Themonitor showed the dark disk floating without running lights or pinpoints of flame from itsimpulse
thrugters. It listed dightly to port.

" Should we redirect our wegpons batteries at it?" Farrell asked.
"Negative," Cotta snapped. "Primary target isaready locked in. Domi, get it done."

THRUSH LOOKED EXACTLY as he had in the holographic message to the Commonwesdlth, wearing
dark
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glasses, awig and the exceptiondly well tailored black suit. In short, he looked like a masterpiece of the
embamer'sart.

Kaneimmediately dropped into the haf crouch of acombat stance, his arms spread low, feet positioned
for attack. Thrush bestowed upon him one of hisin-furiatingly patronizing smiles, then hisbody didinto a
blur of movement.

Kane caught only the briefest glimpse of Thrush's motion. Then hewas dammed into thewall with
breath-robbing force, and multicolored pinwhedls exploded behind his eyes.

When they faded, his stumbling thought processes required severa seconds to understand why he half
knelt on the floor, face pressed againgt the bulkhead, blood streaming from both nogtrils.

Thrush'slips compressed in arictus that |ooked more like asurgica incison than asmile. Anger drove
Kaneto hisfeet again, and not bothering to balance himsdf or feint, he rushed the black-clad figure
headlong.

Thelower haf of Thrush's body pivoted in asemicircular movement. Hisright foot caught Kane on the
left sde of the head and hammered him against the opposite wall.

Despite the fury clouding his mind, Kane managed to go with the force of the kick, cushioning the impact

with forearms and hands. He levered himsdf away from thewal, spinning ashe did, hisleft leg arcing up
and out in acrescent kick.

Thrush caught hisankle in one hand, and hisfingers closed around it, painfully grinding bone and tendon
againsgt each other. Biting back acry of pain,
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Kanejerked hisleg, bending it at the knee, trying to wrest it free of Thrash's stedl-vise grip.

Thrash twisted sharply at the waist and rammed Kane againgt thewall, the back of hishead impacting
againg the unyidding dloy. He twisted again and dapped Kane chest first againgt the opposite bulkhead.
At the last haf second, Kane managed to insnuate his hand between his face and the metal to prevent
his cheekbone from being shattered.

Thrush released his grip and Kane sprawled on the deck, pain radiating out from his breastbone and
boring degp into hisribs. It took him along moment to drag enough air back into hislungs so he could
shambleto hisfest.

"At aconservative estimate,” Thrash said conversationdly, ' 'l have four timesyour strength and at least
twice your reflexes and coordination. Unless| wish it, you cannot lay ahand on me. And if you did so,
your hand would most likely be broken. Therefore, | trust I've proved my point.”

Kane dabbed at the blood flowing from his nose and glared at him, hating him. He thought he knew hate,
but never in hislife had there been such hatred in him as he felt now. He saw his adversary not asaman
inblack but aswhat heredly was, an ancient evil thing that crept among the primordia grasses, apart
from human life but watching it with eyes of cold wisdom, laughing its silent laugh of superiority, giving
nothing but bitterness.

He had the name of a bird and the appearance of aman, but his brain was that of a serpent.

Thrush made one of his diffident gestures. "Accept this, Kane. Thereisno true death inthisplace. Itis
beyond time and without time thereisno decay. Y ou
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will have dl eternity to think about how you at last acknowledged your folly and bowed down to the
inevitable"

"l don't see any inevitability here, Thrash." Kane spoke confidently, while hiseyestried to locate his
ASP pigal in the greenish gloom.

"That's because you're as blind asthe Archons were. They feared mein theend.”

IIWI,.WI

"At the end, they learned their folly asyou have. They learned that the creature of their design, with
whom they entrusted an awesome responsbility but only afew crumbs of knowledge, surpassed their
plans. With the stone, and with the hub whose secrets they revealed to me, | made my own agenda.
When the Archonsfindly turned againgt me, it wastoo late.”

Kane asked dowly, "Why did they turn againgt you?"

Thrash laughed, asibilant hissng. "They learned of the plan I'd devel oped for them and humanity.”

"What wasit?'



"Y ou know dready. Survivd of thefittest race.

IIYGJI?I

"Of course,” Thrash responded smugly.

"You're not arace. You're not even real."

"| fit dl the other criteria. Do | not procreate, after afashion? Every verson of myself sharesthe sum
total of my knowledge, both of thought and purpose. | am the epitome of the Archons dream of
complete unity. | am Archon, | am human, | am Annunaki, | am machineand | am the Shining
Trapezohedron.”

"That's quite arésum6,” Kane muttered.
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"Do not fight anymore,” Thrash said. "Thereisno useinit.”

"Y ou've said that to me before.”

"I hope, with repetition, it will finally penetrate your centers of reason.”

"You know," said Kane, "I think it has."

Helunged forward, driving afist with dl his strength behind it at Thrush'ssmile. Thrush didn't eventry to
dodge. He easily shunted the blow aside with hisright arm, and the | eft darted up and closed around
Kane'sthroat.

Kanetried to pry those stedly fingers apart, but Thrush's hand tightened, swinging him up and off hisfeet
asif heweighed no more than astraw-filled dummy. He dammed his back againgt thewall and held him
there while Kane clutched at hiswrist and gagged for air, feet kicking for the floor.

"No," said Thrush contemplatively. "I don't believeit has."

Kane hung within Thrush's grip and knew with a crushing, terrible findity that he was beaten.

Suddenly the floor and walls shuddered and seemed to tilt around them.

Then Thrush staggered, stumbling back several paces. His hand loosened around Kane's neck and
alowed him to drop limply to thefloor.

Through the blood thundering in his ears and the fog dimming his eyes, Kane saw Thrush stare around
wildly. In ahigh, aspirated voice, he whispered, "Thisis not part of the extrgpolation.”

Chapter 26



Domi's nimble fingers played a destructive sonata upon the keys of the wegpons board, unleashing the
full fury of the Sabre's offensive systems. Flares of light gorang from the missile pods, dternating with
long scorching threads glowing likewitch fire.

The targeting viewer showed the meta-sheathed sphere literdly awash with waves of deadly energy, a
hideousinferno of writhing shapes. A seething curtain of fire seemed to drape the north polar position.
Every Shrike and every particle-beam-laser burst scored direct hits. If the target had been ared, natural
body most of it would have reduced to free-floating debris.

"All podsempty," announced Domi. "PEL battery drained.”

"Retdiatory fire?' Cotta asked.

"Nonesofar,” Narly replied. "And we couldn't answer it if there was."

"Comm-interferenceisgone again,” Parrd said excitedly. "Frequenciesare clear.”

"Hail the commander," Cotta ordered.

GRANT BRACED HIMSELF againgt awall as a series of concussions shook the floor beneath him.
He thought the light flickered, but snceit was so dim he wasn't
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certain. He had no ideawhat caused the floor and wallsto rock, then Cotta's voice filtered into his ear.

The man quickly brought him up-to-date on what had happened. "Commander Kane doesn't respond,”
Cotta concluded.

Grant only asked, "What's our wegpon status?"

"PBL re-energizing, and we're reloading the Shrike tubes. But our sensors show alot activity down
there. Think it might be repairing the damage? Orders?'

Inhaling a deep breath, Grant said, "Give me fifteen minutes. If you haven't heard from me or the
commander by then, your orders are to resume your attack on the sphere.”

"Aye, gr." Cottas voice was thick with worry. ' 'But what about you?"
"I'll let you know."
THROUGH SHIFTING GRAY MIST in hiseyes, and over the sound of awaterfdl, Kane saw and

heard Thrush lean over him. Also, on the very fringes of his awareness, he heard what he thought was
Cotta's voice shouting for him to respond.



"Cdll your ship, Kane." Thrash spokein alow tone. "Order them to withdraw.”
Hoarsdly, Kanesaid, "Why?"

"They've inflicted damage to the hub. They have no idea of the repercussons. For your own sake and
that of your friends, order your ship to stand down."”

"No." He spokein astrangulated wheeze. "L et them blow it to hdll."
Snarling, Thrush backhanded him across the face, damming nun against the wall. Blood sprang from
it lips. "1 did not factor their attack into my caculations, Kane. | have no contingency plan.”

"Improvise one," Kane mumbled. "But you don't have that ability, do you? Y ou're nothing but amachine
intelligence with an attitude.”

Thrush knelt down beside Kane, yanking his head back by hishair. In agloating croon, he said, "And it
isthat machineintelligence that will overwhem your own. | will force you to cdl your ship.”

Thrush lifted the first two fingers of hisleft hand. From the tips sprang tiny hairlike filaments. "Y oure
strong. Y ou pride yourself on that. Y ou think you can withstand physical punishment, no matter how
painful. Perhaps you could. But there are other ways, quicker, surer ways, and even astrong man has no
defense againg them.”

With a swift, thrusting motion, Thrush drove hisfingers against Kane's forehead. He started to struggle,
but the pain of the filaments piercing his skin, burrowing through the bone, consumed him, paralyzing
nun. Hefet Thrush enter hismind like awisp of smoke—poisonoudy subtle, crud and cold with a
prima reptilian disdain.

A dark confusion rose hi him. Theveins of histemples stood out like knotted cords. He felt pressure as
of something burgting, breaking its bonds, tearing itsdf free.

FAND'SHUGE EY ES SNAPPED wide, gazing a nothing, but with an intensity that made Brigid recoil.
"Kain," shewhispered.

Shewhirled on Brigid. "Y ou must help me. Kain needs us. Both of us.”
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Some of her frightened urgency communicated itsdf to Brigid. "What should we do?"
Fand grasped the base of the trapezohedron. "Do as | do. Quickly now!"

Stepping to the pedesta, Brigid started to touch the stone, then demanded suspicioudly, "How will this
hdp?'



"Kalin needs the strength we can siphon from ourselves, using hislink to the stone, to us, as a conduit.
Y ou are linked with your Kain's mind. Through you, | will be ableto reach my Kain and help them
both."

Brigid hesitated amoment, then Balam's description of the stone's nature legped into the forefront of her
memory. He had said that, asin any form of electromagnetic energy exchange, there were broadcasters
and receivers—and conductors.

He had referred to the shining trapezohedron as a conductor.

"Don't think!" Fand ordered, her shrill voice frantic with fear. "Just do!"

KANE WASNOT A CREATURE in pain; hewas a creature of pain. It was an agony that went
beyond nerves, scorning mere tactile sensation. It was a pain that sneered at his every attempt to bring it
under control. Hewas losing his ability to think or reason. Hisidentity was being fragmented, peeled
away and discarded, overwritten by Thrush's desires.

Like awhisper from along-ago dream, he heard two voices.

Ka'in...don't respond to the pain. Try to understand it. We can help you end it.

He could not concelve of the pain ending.

Vagudy, he was aware that his body thrashed convulsively over thefloor.

Kane...you must concentrate. Open yourself up to us. Please, beforeit istoo late. You can't
surrender what makes you you.

Surrender? Dimly, he remembered the long ordeal he had undergone to bregk his conditioning asa
Magidrate. That struggle had been filled with pain, aswell. He hadn't submitted to it then. But hewas
exhausted now, weary of fighting, worn down and wrung out by constant conflict.

Suddenly, likeatiny light shining through adense pd| of cloying mit, hefdt aburst of red rage. With an
effort of will beyond his capacity to understand, Kane threw open dl the channels of hismind, trying
desperately to reach inward and find the source of that anger.

"Do not fight anymore,” Thrush crooned. "Thereisno useinit.”

From the depths of Kane's mind where he had crouched hidden, Commander J. T. Kane came, surging
out with aterrible strength through every cell of hisbrain, possessng him utterly, now that the way was

open.
Kane stood aside as Commander Kane rolled out, seeming to thunder in outrage and fury.
He heard hisvoice say in aguttura growl, "Probe deeper, Thrush. | don't think you'l like what you find.”

His hands came up and locked around Thrush'sleft wrist. For along moment, he strained against him.
Then dowly, heforced Thrush's hand back, pulling the fingers away from hisforehead. Thetiny
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filaments did out from hisflesh, leaving two tiny pinheads of blood.

Levering with his hips and legs, Kane pushed himsdf into asitting position, and in the dowest of dow
motion, bent Thrush's hand back, forcing his body forward. The filamentstipping the long fingers edged
closer to Thrush'sthroat.

Then, with agasping snarl, Kane lunged up and drove the fingersinto Thrush's neck. The ululating shriek
that ripped from Thrush's lips was a cry wrenched from the bowels of the Earth.

Heflailed away from Kane, head twisting around like some grotesque marionette's. Then thetop of his
skull smply vanished, a U-shaped cavity replacing thewig. He flopped over on hisback, legstwitching
in aprolonged spasm, fingers il pressed againgt histhroat.

Grant stepped up, face locked in a bare-toothed grimace, the bore of his ASP il pointing at the lean,
black-clad body. Kane shuddered, wiping at the blood threading his face.

"What did you do to him?" asked Grant, regarding Thrush with the same kind of nervous suspicion as he
might the body of aviper he wasn't sure was dead.

Heaving himsdlf to hisfeet, Kane clamped histeeth on agroan of pain. "1 made him probe himsdf," he
said hoarsaly. "Somehow, | knew it wasthe thing to do.”

"Ishe dead?'

Kane shook hishead. "'l don't know. But | mink whatever consciousness he had is displaced right at the

"Whereisit?'

A thin, high, keening whine suddenly permeated everything, undercut with a pulsating throb. Kane and
Grant, without truly knowing how they knew, understood there must have been someintricate triggering
of afail-safe device upon thefailure of Thrush's mind functions.

They didn't know for certain. They only knew that a strange dark halo shimmered up from the ghastly
cavity in Thrush's skull. Asthey watched, the halo inexorably began to expand, like awave sweeping
outward, more of asubliminal impresson of motion than atrue visua phenomenon.

Without speaking, both men turned and began to run. The dark wave swept toward them relentlesdly,
and Kanefelt the throb of it a his hedls. Hismind cringed away from what it could be, what it could
mean.

He sensed dimly that the dark force was Thrush's essence, not asoul or spirit, but hisbasic
programming, his essentia identity. He also knew it was desperate to meld with the trapezohedron,
needing to link with it again, frantic for it as ahuman dying of thirst would be desperate for water—or a



vampirefor blood.

Thetwo men retraced their steps, sprinting flat-out, Kaneignoring the pain flaring in his chest and head
and leg. It was arace againgt the essence, with the trapezohedron serving asthefinish line.

They reached the room where Fand, Brigid and the black stone waited. The pulsing wave was right
behind them, and they increased their pace. "'Into the mat-trans," Kane managed to gasp. The women
didn't question him, but hurried toward the jump chamber. The silent dark force spread
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outward, seeking to engulf the trapezohedron. But when the wave touched the stone, Kane felt the
subtle shock of its movement being checked, asif the wave had struck a seawall and splashed back
upon itsdf.

From the facets of the trapezohedron, great whorls of color spiraed up, growing in size and brilliance
likeimmense flame-flowersblossoming into life.

As Grant dammed shut the armaglass door, the shimmering colorsroiled, absorbing the dark halo. "We
don't know where well jJump to," he husked out.

"Therésonly one place,” Brigid said breathlesdy, eyeswide and bright with fear and awe. "Back to the
dreadnought.”

Thelock mechanism clicked and triggered the automatic initiator. The familiar yet fill dightly unnerving
hum rose, climbing in pitch to a subsonic whine. The hexagona plates on the floor and celling exuded a
shimmering sivery glow that dowly intensified. A fine, faint mist garnered on the floor plates and drifted
down from the ceiling.

Right before her figure was swallowed by the vapor, Fand reached and stroked Kane'sface, aquick,
loving caress. "Goodbye, Kalin. It was good to know you. But it will be even better getting to know my
Kaindl over agan."

The mist thickened, curling around to engulf her. As Kane's mind dipped into blackness, he heard his
own voice say, "Thank you, Kane. Without you, | never could have lived up to my legend. Or continued
tolivea dl."

Kane struggled againgt the darkness claiming his consciousness. "No!" hetried to shout "I belong here—"
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AsDR. BAPTISTE CALCULATED, they materidized in the jump chamber aboard the dreadnought.
She, Kane and Grant exchanged wordless|ooks of acknowledgment. During the mat-trans jump, their
other identities had withdrawn from their minds so gently and carefully there had been no shock. Their

mindswere dtill hi touch with the strange memoriestheir other-dimensiond twins had borne, but the
dualism was ended.



Y et through the sympathy existing between the two minds that had become one for so long, Kanefdt his
other's cry of anguish, pulsing far, far out aong the pathway between space and tune. It was nonverba,
but he sensed the words nevertheless: | belong here, where | can make a differencel

With ableak redization, Kane redlized how his doppelganger mirrored his own earlier despair. That
Kane had erased it, but had perhaps absorbed it into himself.

Kane made arrangements with the Sabre to dock with the dreadnought viathe boarding chutes. Within
half an hour, al of them were back on the command deck, though Kane had to brush aside DefFore's
recommendationsto report to the dispensary for a physica examination and have hisinjuriestreated.

Of the metal-sheathed sphere Thrush called the hub, there was no sign, and Cotta obligingly replayed a
recording of the phenomenathat had marked its disappearance. The lighted globe, appearing to burnin
space, became a bubble of quivering blackness through which shot coruscating particles of brilliance,
like afireworks display seen from avast distance. Rolling multicolored clouds overlapped, engulfing it
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until it was no longer seen or registered on the Sabre's ingruments.

Kanetook his seat at the comm-con and turned to Baptiste. "What do you think happened out there,
Doctor?"

Baptiste could only shake her head. "All | can gl is speculation.”
"I'min the buying mood."

She shrugged. "What Thrush called the hub only tangentialy existed in our space-time. He used the
trapezohedron as his anchor, hisbasic redity unit. Theforceswithin it arelike atide, goingin one
direction. When you forced his neura probesinto his own pathways, you triggered a change in thet tide,
forcing it violently into two directions at once. What happened was a continuum back-splash.”

"Or," said Fand, "it was the two fundamenta principles of the universe at work—life and antilife. Thrash
had tried to balance them so he could fulfill his program but without repercussion. We dtered the
baance—toward life.”

Domi's shoulders moved in an exaggerated shudder. "I like the first explanation better. It doesn't make
any more sense, but at least it doesn't give me the cregps.”

The Sabre remained in the vicinity of the dreadnought to complete the necessary repairs. Bry dso
wanted the opportunity to inspect the dreadnought; the chance to study avessdl capable of interstellar
flight was not something to pass up. As a breskthrough in engineering, it meant humankind would soon
be exploring new solar systems.

Grant wasn't enamored of theidea. "How can we
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be sure that Thrush won't show up and take control of it again?'

"If Thrush exigsat dl, heisn't in this casement Not any longer," Fand replied.

Asthe Sabre prepared to move toward the star gate coordinates, Kane said to Baptiste, "Y ou had quite
the introduction to the Rangers Corps, Doctor. We couldn't have accomplished this mission without you.
Have you given any thought to Sgning on?'

She smiled wanly and with atouch of regret. "I wouldn't have missed thisfor the world—worlds, |
mean. But thisisn't my Me. I've got my own work waiting for me to come back to...and acertain

person.”

Kanefet atwinge of jealousy, but it was far away, buried beneath layers of his own experiences and
memories. Raising hisvoice ahit, he said, "Very well-done, people. Thank you." To Grant, he added,
"Exceptionaly well-done, Augustus. I'll be recommending you for your own command.”

Grant hid his surprise that Kane had addressed him by bisfirst name. "It'smy job, JT. And aslong as
you're being so familiar, maybe you can findly tell mewhat your initids stand for.”

Kane sad diffly, "I think solving one mystery of the universeis sufficient for this particular tour of duty.”

Heflashed aquick grin at Grant and said, "Domi, set course for the portal coordinates. Sow and
Steady.”

"Sow and steady?' she queried.
"Why not? Weve never been to Sirius before. I'd like the chance to look around.”
Asthe Sabre did through the sea of space, Kane
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redlized that for thefirst timein along time, hefdt very comfortablein his chair a the comm-con,
surrounded by his crew. He redlized he felt even more comfortable with Fand at his elbow, asif she had
alway's been there and aways would.

Softly, she asked, "How much of the other Kane do you remember?”

"All of him, athough he seemslike adream now." He sighed and shook his head. "He made me
ashamed. He's accomplished so much on his casement with so little.”

" Ships and technology are only tools. What is accomplished with them depends on the individual.
Neither one of you has any reason to be ashamed.”

"I understand that now." He hesitated before adding, " Among other things."

Fand laid her hand atop Kane's. The crew studioudy concentrated on their duties. "What will you do
now?' he asked lowly.



"I'll return to the Priory eventudly. And you?'

"I'll reserve sometime to thinking about my future.”

"Y ou don't need to think about it, Kain. Thisship isyour future.”

"It'sbeen my future for agoodly portion of my life. It'stimeto find another one.”
"Likewhat?' Fand inquired.

Kane was ashamed he had to grope for an answer. "Well," he said haltingly, "theres dwaysthe
admirdty."

Fand only laughed, the angle of her eyebrows calling him aliar. He wasn't offended. Knowing full well he
was breaching protocol and rules of conduct but
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gently

not giving adamn, he lifted her hand and kissed the pam.
"Anam-chara," hewhispered.

Then he announced, "Domi, plot the course for the portdl. Let's go home."

And the Sabre went, for the farther she traveled, the less distance her crew—and particularly her
commander—had to go.

Chapter 27

Bry's voice wafted from Cerberus redoubt's trans-comm. " T niinus two minutesto cycle completion.”
Hiswords blended in with the rumbling whine of the redoubt’s nuclear generators running at full outpuit.
Wegmann kept his eyesfixed on the gauges of the console, paying no attention to Bry's report or to
Beth-Li Rouch standing right behind him.

"It'stime,” she sad, raisng her soft voice atriflein order to be heard over the throbbing of the
generators.

"For what?' Wegmann asked disinterestedly.

Beth-Li stepped up beside him, leaning into him, breasts pressing into hisarm. Her expresson was
unreadable, her dark eyesinscrutable. "To trigger the power fluctuation, like we agreed.”

Sowly, he swiveled hishead to face her. His own eyeswere just as enigmatic. "Funny thing, Beth-Li. |
don't recall agreeing to anything of the sort."



Shedid not reply, but instead only gazed at him unblinkingly, expectantly.

Wegmann did not wither under her gtare. "'l told you awhile back | wasn't supid. And I'm not akiller,
ether. | played dong with you to find out how far you'd go. Now | know."

Beth-Li sighed, breaking the eye contact. She combed the fingers of her left hand through the silken
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fal of her hair. "So doI. Y ou thought you were pretty clever, | guess.”
"l guess," he agreed hi amonotone.

Her right arm lashed up and out. The barrel of the smal black autoblaster gripped hi her fist struck him
acrossthe face, sending him staggering half the length of the console, opening alaceration on his cheek.

"Soam|," she spit, centering the sghts on hisforehead. "Y ou do what | say or I'll blow your fucking
arrogant brainsout.”

Wegmann gingerly touched the blood seeping from the cut on hisface, eyed it shining wetly on his
fingertips and, with rueful resignation, said, " Auer-bach boosted the blaster from the armory for you, |
guess. | didn't figure on that."

"Y ou figured out most of it," Auerbach said, stepping into the generator room.

"Yes," grated Beth-Li, eyes bright with anger. "And held better figure out how he plansto stay dive for
the next minute

ALWAY S BEFORE Brigid had experienced the hyper-dimensiona trangition between casements as
little more than an ingstent tug, the sensation lasting such an infinitesmdl tick of timeit could not be
measured. What litde her conscious mind retained of the phasing process from one body to another was
like asplintered fragment of along-ago dream.

Now shefloated alone, ahandful of e ectric impulsesflung out among the stars like grains of sand. Al

around her, suns burned with a pure, clean radiance. The clouds of nebula glowed silver againgt the
prima black. Congtellationswhedled and glittered.
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She could fed the movement of the universe pulsing against her, hear the songs sung by the stars.

Then she heard ascream, afierce eagle scream of defiance and rage. She could not truly hear it, but
sensed it asaflash of energy in the cosmos.



"No! | won't go back! Not to the dag hegp!"

Kane was not actualy spesking; there could be no voice or sound in that tremendous silence. But
Kane'swords crashed againgt her awareness like a sun going nova.

"l want to stay here, where | make adifference!”

The pain in his declamation shocked her. Shetried to orient hersdlf toward him in the limitless sea of
gars. "Kane, come! It'stune.”

"No! | won't go back!"

Brigid sensed him as atiny patch of furious, crackling energy and moved close besde him. She
repested, "It'stime.”

"We have the stars here, not the dag heap. | won't go back to that life."

"You can't have alife here, Kane. It's not yours. It's another man'slife he let you borrow. If you try to
day, youll have golenit.”

Shereached for him, but his essence skated away, toward the millions of constdlations piled to infinity.
Hiscry flared. "Y ou can't hold me! Itismy life back on that ship! That Kaneisme, the Kane | should
have been."

Sheflung hersdlf after him. ™Y our two minds can't coexist. One of you will die. Isthat what you want?'

Brigid felt the pulsing of his despair, his desperate need. She blurted, "Y ou make a difference on our
world, too. Maybe more of a difference than the Kane here.”
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A twist of sneering laughter touched her. It wasfull of self-loathing. "I'm atraitor, an exile, afugitive, a
coldheart killer. What kind of difference can aman like that make?

A wave of force suddenly struck them, an invisible current sweeping them apart. Brigid felt the current as
ashock of didocation. Shetried to fix Kane's position, but he was gone. Then hisvoice made arunning
streak across her consciousness. 'Y ou go back.”

A sudden blaze of agony seemed to consume her. She didn't know if it sprang from another source or if
she sensed what radiated from Kane's naked soul.

"I'm not leaving without you, Kane."
"I'm not going back."

"Then I'll stay with you—well be ghosts together in the cosmos, looking at wonders we can't experience
or touch, smply being observersfor dl eternity, which was Thrush's plan for us anyway.

"Eventudly, our bodiesin Cerberuswill die. Even if DeFore can keep them divefor awhile, they'll



scken and weaken and findly cease functioning atogether. Itll fall to Grant and maybe Domi to dispose
of them."

Kane did not respond for avery long time, perhaps an eternity, perhaps even longer. And then she
heard him, far away and angry. "They'll get over it."

"Of coursethey will. They'll mourn and never know we made the choice not to return. They'll think we
werelogt in amat-transglitch. They'll blame Larkesh, maybe even kill him. They'll never know we
deserted them.”

"It'snot desertion,” he declared. "It'sachoice.”

"Y es, but ask yoursdlf this—would the Kane you
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desperately want to be desert his people? Would he permit one of his peopleto join himin
nonexis-ence?’

She sensed that some of her contempt communicated itself to him. "Would he dlow Fand to follow him
into thevoid, to travel the purgatory road with him?"

Then, in the most distant of whispers, like the half-heard sighing of awind, afemininevoice sad, "The
gift of the anam-chara issrong.”

Brigid recognized the voice of Fand, and knew it was a memory of something she had said to Kane,
words he now imparted to her.

Then, shefelt him beside her. Hismind insnuated itself againgt her, diding over it, ahestant caress. "That
explainswhy you stayed with me out here while Grant completed the trangtion.”

Shereturned the caress. "It redlly istimeto go, Kane."

Then, like the shock waves from asilent thunderclap, aconcussion shook them, flinging them apart. Ina
wild blazing burgt of panic, Brigid thought, felt, screamed, " Something'swrong!™

Without a body, without a nervous system, she should not have been ableto fed pain. But shedid, asa
ravening, rending flame.

VOICE DRIPPING with amused contempt, Wegmann said, ™Y ou don't need me to interrupt the power
flow. Any monkey can do that."

Angry uncertainty flickered in Beth-Li's eyes. She considered hiswords for a second, then said, "Any
monkey can flip an off switch. That's not what | wanted or what we talked about.”
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"Yeah," Wegmann agreed, obliviousto the scarlet streaming down hisjaw and making artless splatters
on hisbodysuit. Y ou want an accident that realy isn't an accident with me asthefal guy." He showed
histeeth in ahard, humorlessgrin. "I don't play the sap for anybody.”

Beth-Li smiled coldly, reached out with one long-nailed hand and threw the first of Sx toggle switcheson
the panel. "I paid attention to more than you during the time | spent down here.”

Wegmann's face remained stony as she flicked another switch. He completely ignored Auerbach
looming behind him. The sound of the generators did not dter in pitch or rhythm. Beth-Li threw athird
switch.

In amonotone, Wegmann said, "Auerbach, | knew you were an asshole, but | never took you for a
murderer.”

Auerbach did not respond. Beth-Li flicked the fourth toggle.

"Kane, Grant and Baptiste," continued Wegmann. "All of them dead, remateridizing aslumps of dying
flesh, their guts and brains smeared dl over the jump chamber. That's what you want?'

Auerbach's startled intake of bresth sounded like steam escaping from avalve. "All three of them?"

"Of course. If the power curve drops or even jumps, the quincunx baance isthrown off. They'redl
dead. Baptiste included.” He nodded toward Beth-Li. "Asfar as she's concerned, especially Baptiste.”

"Dont lisgen to him," Beth-Li snapped.

Wegmann turned his head dightly toward Auerbach. "Y ou think aspike in the balance is selective?”
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Auerbach shifted hisfeet and cleared histhroat. "It was supposed to be arranged that way."

Wegmann's smile vanished. "Shelied to you. That can't be done. If one of threeislog, dl of them are
log."

"Shut up!" Beth-Li's voice hit ahigh note. She cast her gaze toward Auerbach. "He set it up that way,
but he's backing out of the dedl. Y ou can force him to show uswhat to do.”

Auerbach didn't move. Beth-Li snapped over thefifth switch. "Tell me, or I'll just kegping pushing
buttons and flipping switches.

As her fingers touched the sixth toggle, Wegmann said, "Auerbach, if she movesthat switch, Baptiste
will diedong with Grant and Kane."

Auerbach grunted. "Not if you tell her what to do.”

"I'vetold you—there's no way to bring Baptiste through aive and whole and get rid of Grant and Kane.
Sheknowsthat.”



Closing her thumb and forefinger over the top of the switch, Beth-Li said, "If that happens, it'll be your
fault, Wegmann."

"Yeah, | know that's how you want it to work out,” he said agreeably. " Sure enough, you can kill them,
shoot me and claim you were trying to stop the fused-out weirdo loner engineer. That might fool most of
the people in the redoubt, but you won't fool everybody."

"WEell take our chances."

Wegmann nodded. "That'sfor fucking certain. Like | said, you might trick most everybody. But you
won't be able to fool Domi."

He spoke her name blandly, with no emphasis.
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Beth-Li sneered, "I don't care about that piece of Outland trash—"

Silver flashed dully. Auerbach voiced agargling cry of pained wonder and redled sdeways, clawing at
the hilt of the knife sprouting from the megt of hisleft shoulder.

Domi, awhitewraith of motion, lunged from the murky shadows between the caged generator enclosure
and aworkbench. Her eyes blazed crimson with homicidd fury.

Beth-Li Rouch spared her one feverish glance and flipped the switch. Ingtantly, the steady whine of the
generatorsfaltered, bresking rhythm.

"No!" Wegmann bowled into Beth-Li, shouldering her away from the console. His hand dapped &t the
board, chopping the toggle switch back to its origind position. The rumbling whine returned to its normal
sound.

Beth-Li squeezed off one shot as she staggered backward, but the round went high, striking sparks from
asted support beam on the celling. Then Domi was upon her like ademonic force spewed from hell.

Bry'svoice screeched over the trans-comm, "Wegmann, what's going on down there? We have a
fluctuation! Restore abilization! Wegmann!”

Auerbach, with agroaning effort, withdrew the red-filmed knife blade from his shoulder. He looked too
shocked, in too much pain to consider using it, but Wegmann took no chances. He bounded forward
and kicked the much larger man as hard as he could between the legs.

As Auerbach folded, akeening wail passng hislips, Wegmann whirled toward the struggling forms of
Domi and Beth-Li.
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Domi had wrested away the blaster, and the two women tumbled over the floor, locked in each other's
arms. Domi single-mindedly tried to inflict as much punishment on her opponent as she could. She kneed
her in the belly, she raked her with her fingernails, she pulled her hair, she bit and head butted her.

Beth-Li tried to fight back, then tried smply to defend hersdlf, but it was like wrestling with arabid snow
leopard. She shrieked in pain and anger.

Wegmann stared, amused and satisfied for the first few seconds. Then he became appalled. He knew he
should intervene before Domi either killed or permanently maimed Beth-L.i, but he feared the albino girl
would turn her mad wrath on him.

"Cycle complete," Bry'stense voice declared. "We've got them.'

The announcement penetrated Domi's fury-clouded mind, and she paused in her assault for haf a
second. That was all the respite Beth-Li needed. She thrashed wildly, planting die hedl of her hand
beneath Domi's chin and damming the back of her head againgt the corner of the raised concrete dab
holding the generators. Even over the steady rumble, the crack of bone against stone wasloud.

Uttering animaligtic sobbing shrieks, Beth-Li fought her way out of Domi's embrace, staggering to her
feet. She made ashambling dash for the door. Wegmann started to intercept her, but when she moved
into thelight, he recoiled.

Beth-Li'sright eye was but aswollen, bruised dit, both nostrils gushed blood, her lips were split and
crimson-edged teem marks marred the scul pted beauty of her face. Her long tresses hung in atangle,
inflamed patches of scap showing where Domi had

ripped out handfuls of hair by the roots. Her tight bodysuit wastorn in places, revealing long scratch
markson theflesh.

Domi struggled to her feet, eyes bearing adight glaze. Wegmann said, "L et her go. I'll call Lakesh and
have him—"

Domi growled, "Tried to chill Grant!" and gtiff-armed him out of the way. She set off in pursuit of
Beth-Li Rouch.

Hetook afew steps after her, thought better of it and turned his attention to Auerbach. Kneeling on the
floor, one hand at his crotch and the other clapped over the wound in his shoulder, he groaned, "I need
medicd atention.”

Wegmann noted that though his | eft deeve was soaked through with blood, hisinjury didn't appear
criticd. Kicking theflat, sx-inch throwing knife out of Auerbach'sreach, he said dryly, "Physician, hedl
thysdf.”

"You little son of abitch," Auerbach said between clenched teeth. Y ou set usup.”

Wegmann snorted in derision. ™Y ou set yourselves up. Did you two really think | was some loser, more
than happy to murder three people because alittle dut wiggled her assin my direction?'



"Youreaqueer,” Auerbach grated.''Should have known."

"Wrong again. | just know the difference between my brain and my dick—unlike some peoplein this
room | could mention.”

"l won't let thisdide, you pissant.”

Grimly, Wegmann replied, "Y eah, that's pretty much what Domi said when | told her what | thought you
and Rouch had planned.”
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Fear swallowed up the pain and humiliated anger on Auerbach'sface.

Turning to the trans-comm on the wall, Wegmann caled loudly, "L akesh, we need to talk.”

BETH-Li TOOK THE LIFT up to the second level while Domi pounded up the emergency dtairs. Both
women emerged in the corridor within seconds and yards of each other.

Bleating in terror, Beth-Li sprinted toward the double doors leading to the exercise area and swimming
pool. She wasfleet of foot, adrendine making her very swift, but Domi wasfar faster. She loped after in
long strides.

Beth-Li shouldered open one of the doors and flung it back violently. The edge clipped Domi'sarm,
causing her to stagger, but the bone-white girl with the red raging eyes came on. They ran through the
room filled with weight machines, sationary exercise bikes and workout mats.

Domi caught Beth-Li by the hair, and both women went down on the dick floor in atangle of limbs.
Sitting astraddle her, Domi pummeled Beth-Li's face with her small fists. The dark-baked woman
warded off some of the punches, dodged a blow and seized Domi's | eft arm. Bucking with her hips, she
toppled Domi sSideways.

They rolled over apadded mat, and Beth-Li dug her fingers deep into Domi's white throat until the duo
jammed againg the bicycle frame bolted to the floor. Grasping Domi's arm, she thrust the hand between
the metal sprockets of the chain pulley. She groped, grabbed apeda and jerked. The chain bit
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cruelly into Domi's pam, tearing the flesh and crunching againg the metacarpa bones.

Domi screamed, morein fury than in pain, and tried to wrench her hand free. Beth-Li smashed afigt into
Domi'sface, splitting her lower lip, then dammed afoot into the pit of her ssomach. Breath exploded

from Domi's mouth amid aspray of vermilion droplets.

Scrambling to her feet, Beth-Li took vicious advantage of her adversary. Y ou filthy, lowborn Out-land
whorel"



She kicked her on the jaw, driving her white-haired head hard againgt the frame of the bicycle. "You
nothing piece of At shit!"

Bracing hersdf againg the floor, Domi threw herself away from the bicycle hi awild, convulsive lunge.
Flesh ripped and pedled from her hand, but she managed to free it from the sprockets.

Assherolled to her feet with catlike speed, Bern-Li spun and raced toward the swimming pool. She
screamed over her shoulder, "Enough!™

Domi paid no attention. Face locked in aporcelain mask of ferocity, she bounded after her.

Beth-Li dammed wide the doorsto the pool. Before they began to swing shut, Domi |eaped between
them. She caught Beth-Li in aflying tackle. She had time for one frightened cry before she and Domi
plunged into the water with agrest splash.

They were at the deep end and since both women were small in stature, it seemed exceptionaly deep.
Domi and Beth-Li hugged each other as they rolled and grappled benegth the surface. Domi kept her
eyes open despite the chlorine sting. Beth-Li smashed an ebow into Domi's midriff,
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trying to knock out of her any air her lungs might hold. Domi twisted around, bringing both knees up into
Beth-Li's chest. Kicking hard, she pushed the dark-haired woman away. Striking thewall of the pooal,
Domi stroked to the surface. Both of their heads rose above the water a the sametime. They bit at air.
Domi pushed off from thewall, hands outspread for Beth-Li.

Sounding haf-strangled, raking her hair out of her face, Beth-Li cried, "Enough!™

Inaliquid burble, Domi snarled, "Tried to chill Grant!"

Hailing at the water, Beth-Li swam clumsily for the shalows. Domi seized her right arm, thrugting it up
sharply behind the shoulder. Digging her chin into the back of Beth-Li's neck, Domi shoved up the
ham-merlock with al of her strength. She forced Beth-Li's body under the surface, toward the bottom.

Beth-Li kicked franticdly to bring them back up, her long black hair floating around her head like
seaweed. Domi bore down savagely, jamming aknee into the base of the woman's spine.

She squedled with pain, astring of slver bubbles streaming from her open mouth.

Lungson fire, blinded by Beth-Li's billowing tresses, Domi maintained the pressure. Flattened againgt the
bottom of the pool, Beth-Li spasmed violently, the fingers of her free hand clawing at the smooth
concrete, her nails bresking.

Her frenzied struggles grew feeble, weakened and findly ceased dtogether.

Domi, dazed and blacking out from lack of oxygen, released Beth-Li's arm and drifted up from the
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pool'sfloor. As her head broke the surface, she gasped in air, sneezing the chlorinated water from her
nasal passages.

Coughing, she stroked to the poolside, hooking the edge with an arm. She bumped into it and astrong
hand that closed around her wrist. She struggled, thrashing the water, blinking her stinging eyes. When
she saw Grant knedling at the Up of the pool, her entire body went limp with rdlief. She dlowed him to
haul her out of the water.

Kane, Brigid and Lakesh stood at the far end of the pool. Domi noted absently they all looked dightly
disoriented and haggard, Kane hi particular. But they weren't looking a her. Their gazes were fixed on
something ese.

Hugging Grant'sarm close, Domi climbed to her feet, water cascading from her sodden clothes. Even
Grant wasn't looking at her. Sheturned her head, following hisline of sight

Beth-Li's body floated facedown hi the center of the pool, her black hair swirling out around her head.
She didn't move, and for ahandful of seconds, neither did anyone el se. L akesh made a choking cough of
horror.

Kane glanced toward him and said quietly, "I guessthe problem of how best to dedl with Rouchisfinaly
solved.”

Chapter 28

After two hours of shouting, accusatory commotion, mattersfinaly tapered off to a subdued mood of
resigned shock. Although DeFore did her best, Beth-Li Rouch could not be resuscitated. She treated
theinjuries of Domi, Wegmann and Auerbach in that order. Auerbach was then confined.

He made afdtering attempt to throw himself on the mercy of Brigid, making astammering and
unconvincing appedl to her compassionate nature. But since Brigid's compassion had alowed Beth-Li to
roam free after her attempt on Kane'slife, Brigid was unmoved.

L akesh had the mogt difficulty coming to termswith the conspiracy brewed within the walls of Cerberus.
Hetried at first to tongue-lash Domi, but subsided when Brigid coldly reminded him he had abrogated
his respongibility for Rouch.

Wegmann was the hero of the day, athough that didn't count for much, under the circumstances. After

receiving stitches from DeFore and words of gratitude from Kane, he smply returned to his
subterranean post.

Findly, Grant, Brigid, Kane and Lakesh convened in the ready room adjacent to the control complex for
adebrief. All but Lakesh spoke of their experiences on the parallel casement into atape recorder. Mem-
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ones tended to fade fast upon areturn from sidereal space, so recording averba account had become
SOP.

L akesh was not smply intrigued by what he heerd—he was dternately thrilled, fascinated and ecdtatic.

"The device or vehicle Thrush called the hub could only function by an energy exchange between
universes,”" he exclaimed. "Natura laws being mixed and held hi abaanced matrix, using the
tra-pezohedron as amultidimensiona anchor. Theimplicationsare—" He broke off, groping for aterm,
then said, "They're beyond words."

"And what about Thrush?' chalenged Grant.

Lakesh blinked a him, asif he had forgotten the entire reason for the hyperdimensiond trangts. "1 think
it likely he does not and never has objectively existed.”

Kane's eyebrows met at the bridge of hisnose. "What?'

Brigid stated, "The entity we knew as Thrush may be atruly subjective property, a creation of the minds
of the Archons. He existed only because those who interacted with him believed he did.”

"What?' said Kane again, adangerous edgein hisvoice. "'l thought he was a program.”

Brigid stated, "He was that, but he became more. He was amirror, reflecting the ugly, most prima
impulses of the human beings he dedlt with. That's one reason he was an Archon emissary—he
absorbed and transmitted to them the emotional states of the people he came in contact with. And that
gave the Archons an idea of how best to proceed with their own plans.”

Sounding very confused and irritable, Grant asked,
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"Areyou saying that if the people who dedlt with him didn't believe him, he wouldn't have existed?"

L akesh nodded. " Something like that, but not so smplistic. Audtrdian aborigind culture lived by the
thesisthat reality could be defined by subjective belief. They died when they were cursed by having a
bone pointed at them because they believed it would kill them. Thisredity was a powerful mentd
imprint.”

"In other words," Brigid declared, "Thrush was defeated on the hub because we believed he could be.
On an unconsciousleve, we unlearned thefact of his subjective redlity.”

Grant wearily massaged the Sides of hishead. In avery aggrieved voice, he said, "All | want to know is
if Thrushisgone™

"Yes," Brigid replied crigply. "Asfar as our own perceptions are concerned.”
"He threatened to cometo this casement,” Kane pointed out. "It sure as hell wouldn't be the first time."

He nodded to the duminum-walled carrying case holding the fragments of the trgpezohedron. "Those are
hisbasic redity unitsin dl the casements. Aren't they like beaconsto him?”



L akesh possessively and protectively put ahand on the case. "Not if we don't view them as such.
Whether or not Balam foresaw returning to this planein thistime, he gave them to usfor safekeeping.”

Kane frowned. "Assuming Baam knew Thrush was out there as aloose end left dangling by his
people—"

"| think that'slikely," Brigid interjected.
"'And since he needed usto tie it off so humanity
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could get on with the task of rebuilding the Earth, he gave the piecesto me."

L akesh cocked his head, perplexed. "If what you say istrue—and well probably never know—Balam
did not relinquish this most sacred of his peopl€'s artifacts Smply to end Thrush's depredations. No, |
believe he intended usto have the pieces of stone as ateaching tool, so we could unlearn the
conditioning of the baronies, so our conscious minds could transcend our parochid, subjective view of
redity.”

A smile spread across his seamed face. "Think of the wondersthat lie open to us now. We need not fed
congtrained by this oppressve redlity or fear the barons any longer. And if the domino principle, Bell's
Theorem, has any vdidity, the ripples you set into motion on the three casements will reach—or have
aready reached—this one.

"We don't have to be exiles any longer, we don't have to hide and skulk. A multitude of redlities are ours
for the experiencing.”

Kane gazed at the messanic light of awe and wonder shining from the old man's eyes. He beamed at dl
of them, asmile of joyful optimism.

Reaching over, Kane grabbed the case and pulled it across the table to him. As he stood up, Lakesh
made afrantic snatch for it. "What are you doing?' he demanded stridently.

"Watch," Kane said, turning on his hed and marching from the room and through the centra control
complex.

Grant, Brigid and Lakesh followed him, Lakesh making demands, blegting questions, shouting
recriminations. Kaneignored him. He strode down the wide vanadium-sheethed corridors until he
reached
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the sec door. The three heads of Cerberus painted on the wall stared at him, but for some reason he
fancied their lips were peded back in grins, not snarls.

He punched in 352 on the keypad, grasped the master lever tightly and pulled it up. Buried machinery



whined, the hydraulic and pneumatic system gave out with prolonged, hissng squedls. The panelson the
multiton sec door began folding aside like an accordion.

"Kane!" dhrilled Lakesh. "What are you doing? Where are you going? Come back here!™

Kane squeezed out the door and onto the broad plateau. The glory of awestern sunset rilled the sky
with ariot of pastd colors. Thewind blowing up from below held the fresh fragrance of life. He strode
deliberately across the tarmac to the edge of the precipice.

Bdancing the case on theflat of hisleft hand, he undid the latches and lifted the lid, being very careful not
to look directly at the three black stones nestled within. He heard Lakesh blest in alarm behind him, and
lunge forward. Casting aquick glance over his shoulder, he snapped, "Hold him."

Brigid and Grant secured grips on Lakesh's pipe-stem arms, and after amoment of futile struggle, he
sagged within their hands. Kane paused amoment, sensing an absence of a ceremony that might imbue
his next actions with momentous import. Without one, he might aswell be dumping out some garbage.
Then, under his breath, he said, "Fuck it." He turned the case upside down over the edge of the cliff and
watched as the fragments of the Chin-tamani Stone, the Shining Trapezohedron, plummeted straight
down toward the foaming torrent far

Outer Darkness
345

below. Within an eye blink, the stones became indistinct black specks. He couldn't see the splashes, or
even if they struck the stream. Nor did he give much of adamn.

He closed the lid and turned toward Lakesh, extending the case toward him. ' 'Do you want to keep this
or should | chuck it over the Side, too?"

L akesh shook his head mournfully, in disbelief. Tearsran down his creased cheeks, and he trembled as
if hewere grieving theloss of aloved one. Thickly, he said, "Y ou don't know what you've done.”

Kane stepped closer to him, saying in alow voice, hard with sincerity, "I know exactly what 1've done,
old man. | removed the temptation. Not just from you, but from me, too. | nearly didn't come back from
that last casement. | wanted to stay there so much | could've ruined what we accomplished there. |
wanted it morethan | ever wanted anything inmy life”

Hetook a deep, steadying breath, his eyes boring in on Lakesh's own. "Baam didn't want usto visit
those pardld casementsto repair damage done by Thrush. He wanted usto see how low humanity can
snk but how high it can reach, too. That's what we have to do here, Lakesh. Not turn our back on the
dag heap like | wanted to do, but make it agarden of human aspirations.”

Brigid said softly, sympatheticdly, "Lakesh, if the domino principle works, it'still going to requirea
concerted effort from usto help it dong. Our redity, our future lies here. Not out there. Do you
understand?"

Lakesh didn't answer. He shook free of thair
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hands, took the empty case from Kane and began shuffling back across the plateau, head bowed,
shoulders sagging. Grant threw Kane arueful haf smile and followed him.

Brigid ran her hands through her mane of hair and stepped up to thelip of the precipice, gazing down
into it sllently. Kane watched her for along moment then said, "What wasit you said to me about six
months ago when | stood there—something about when you stare into the abyss, the abyss also stares
intoyou?'

She nodded.

"I didn't know what you meant then. | think | do now."

"Andthat is?' she asked flatly.

"The abyssisthe human spirit. It's our choice whether it's empty, holding nothing, or whether it'sfull.”
She glanced at him, one eyebrow raised. "Not bad."

"Didn't think | had it in me, did you?"

"Truthfully, no,” sheintoned, "I didn't.”

Brigid sghed. "Do you miss her, Kane?'

"Misswho?"

"Fand."

"The Fand of thisworld or the other one?'

"Don't be evasve, Kane," she said sharply.

A smilecreased hislips. "Yes, | do. | missthe Sabre, | missthe crew. | miss me, who | was there. What
about you? Do you missthe life you had there?"

"It was very structured,” she answered thoughtfully. "Evenrigid. But it was complete and secure.
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| knew exactly what | was and why | had chosen that Me."

Thetimbre of her voice, the stance of her body made him fedl uncomfortable. He did not like how close
she stood to the sheer, thousand foot drop-off. The wind gusting up from below ruffled her hair, and the

strands reflected the colors of the sunset.

Softly, she said, "She didn't have to struggle just to stay dive and sane.”



Kane'stongue fet clumsy and thick. "It's always a struggle to one degree or another, no matter the
redlity. Here when we struggle, we adways score victories and each time we do, we learn more.”

"Learn more about what?"

"How to set ourselves free. Each victory against such great odds is swest."
"Sometimeswelose.”

"But we didn't today, Baptiste. We didn't today."

Brigid turned to face him, emerad eyes glimmering with an emotion he couldn't name but recognized and
understood nevertheless. "And after today, then what?'

Kanetook adow step toward her. "Like you've said to me—we wait for tomorrow."

Then hetook her by the hand and gently led her away from the abyss.



