Grant crossed "That's appare
eventually conl
and homo superior. Both new and old humans are in the same boat—marked to be ruled or destroyed.”

Baron Sharpe's eyes clouded over with the intensity of his emotion. "Academically, | can see a certain logic
to it. If the control mechanisms are installed at key points throughout history, then the nukecaust will not be
necessary."

Quietly Brigid said, "l know we've dropped a lot on you. Some of our claims are very wild and impossible to
prove. The final decision as to whether we're right or wrong is up to you."

Baron Sharpe blinked, then his eyes frosted hard. "What do you expect me to do?"

"Spread the word to ail the other barons," Brigid answered. "Form a consortium of barons and pool your
resources to occupy Area Fifty-one. Do whatever you have to do to fight the future, to keep the Imperator's
adaptive Earth from coming to pass."

"And what of you?"
"We have our own fronts to fight on," Grant responded brusquely.
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SEA OF PLAGUE

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

Almost two hundred years after the global holocaust, Kane, a former Magistrate of
Cobaltvilie, often thought the world had been lucky to survive at all after a nuclear device
detonated in the Russian embassy in Washington, D.C. The aftermath— forever known as
skydark—reshaped continents and turned civilization into ashes.

Nearly depopulated, America became the Deathlands— poisoned by radiation, home to
chaos and mutated life forms. Feudal rule reappeared in the form of baronies, while remote
outposts clung to a brutish existence.

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

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

In the villes, rigid laws were enforced—to atone for the sins of the past and prepare the way
for a better future. That was the barons' public credo and their right-to-rule.

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

there was forgiveness if he pledged his unquestioning allegiance to Baron Cobalt and his
unknown masters and abandoned his friends.

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



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

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

For Kane, it wouldn't do. So the only way was out— way, way out.

After their escape, they found shelter at the forgotten Cerberus redoubt headed by Lakesh,
a scientist, Cobaltviile's head archivist, and secret opponent of the barons.

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

Prologue
The Xian Pyramid, Central China

Sam, the imperator, turned dightly toward the hel-meted guard standing just outside the balcony.
Instantly the uniformed man stepped forward, hefting his SIG-AMT rifle. Hisboots, coverdls and helmet
were midnight blue with afacing of bright scarlet. A batonlike club hung from his belt.

In sharp contrast to the soldier's garb, Sam'stal figure was draped in an impeccably tailored white linen
auit. It seemed to shimmer in the boredlis-like nimbus exuded by the Heart of the World fifty feet below
the balcony. Underlit by itslambent glow, Sam resembled a specter.

Sam was S0 exceptiondly lean, helooked like a poster child for anorexia. His hollowed-out cheeks
stressed his high, jutting cheekbones. He had no facia hair to speak of, not even eyebrows. Beneath the
brow arches, sunken very deep in hishead, asif hiding from the light, haughty golden eyes shone like
polished ingots. Below the crag of brows and probing eyes, hisface seemed to taper down likea
teardrop. A sharp, narrow nose and along, thin mouth that never curved far from agtraight line
completed the face.
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A white turban covered the top and sides of his head, and light glinted from the blue diamond broach
pinned at the turban's forefront. The subtle dant of his golden eyes beneath the prominent supraorbital
ridges gave his pae skin avaguely ASan cas.

His hands were inhumanly long and dender, but the backs and palms were crisscrossed with a network
of deep lineslike those of avery old man. Y et judging by his smooth, unlined face, Sam could be no
more than twenty years old.

Kane pretended not to notice the summons to the guard. He kept his bearded face blank of expression,
even when hefdt his shoulder-length hair stirring from the static discharge due to the energy field
surrounding the Heart of the World. Hisflesh prickled asif thousands of ants were crawling over every
inch of hisskin.

He, Sindri, Sam and Tanvirah stood upon arailed bacony that encircled avast circular chamber more
than two hundred feet across. Positioned al around the bal cony were arrays of consoles, power
conduits, displays, switchboards and computer terminas. Some fifty feet below, in the center of the
chamber, yawned what appeared to be a pit or apool. On closer ingpection, the pit looked morelike a
sphere of dense black, its obsidian surface dotted with pinpoints of intense light. A swirl of white
vaporous dust formed along, sweeping curve that cut through the center of the black mass.

The black masswasn't solid, nor wasit liquid. It gave the impression of being utterly empty, and yet it
was sprinkled with amultitude of tiny sparks shin-
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ing and glowing within it. There was the impression of motion, asif each spark were moving and asif the
centra spiral misty mass dowly revolved, each glittering facet of it dive and fighting against the
eye-hurting blackness—which, according to Sam, was not so much blackness as the complete absence
of color. It was adeep emptiness, atota lack of existence.

The pool lay at the bottom and precise center of the twelve-hundred-foot-tall Pyramid of Xian, the
largest megalithic structure ever found on Earth. No oneredlly knew who had constructed it or precisely
when, but apparently it had been built to protect the Heart of the World.

Many years before, Sam had described the pool as a nexus point, a convergence depot of geomagnetic
energy, from which ahub of ley lines spread outward across the planet. Now, after Sam had dtered it
with technology, he referred to the center of Earth energies as the microcosmos, penetrating the
gpace-time continuum. The pool contained adice view of the universe, compressed and condensed,
visible through adimensond window he had created.



Only moments before, Kane had been rooted to the spot by terror at the very concept of the power at
Sam's command. He claimed he could enter the coordinates of a particular point in Space or even atime
period and inject whatever elements he chose. It wasthe fina component in what he referred to asthe
Great Plan, adream to create and then control all of redlity.

If dwarfish Sindri wasintimidated by Sam's casud proclamation of guiding human destiny, he gave no
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sgn of it. Nodding toward Kane, Sindri impatiently said to Sam, ™Y ou didn't answer his question about
the plague.”

Sam sghed. "It's not quite the horrible genocida act you might think it is. | merely borrowed afew
lessons from history. When a disease ravages a society, economics shatter, poverty movesin and trust in
governments and fellow human beings dissolves.”

"Not to mention,” Kane said darkly, "new mes-sahs and messengers from God emerge from the chaos,
especidly if somekind of religious prophecies were gpparently fulfilled during the plague times™

Sam gave him afleeting, appreciative smile. "Exactly. In the Middle Ages, acentury of progresswas
brought to a crashing halt by smultaneous outbreaks of the bubonic plague. When | inject my own virus
into the various key points of time and place, | will effect changesjust as mgor...but the nukecaust will
be avoided because the circumstances that led up to it will have been averted.

""There will bewaste, of course, and that isto be deplored, but the plague victims will be mostly from
the underclass of the stricken societies who contribute the least.”

"The usalesseaters," Kanedrawled. "That old saw."

Sam chuckled. "But | want you, Kane, to be part of the Great Plan—especidly asit movesinto itsfina
phase. If youre my dly, the tempora-ripple backlash will be minimized. | will give you whatever you
want. Just nameit."
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Kane forced a contemptuous smirk to hisface. "Can you give me back Brigid?'

When Sam's smile fatered, Kane gated, "What | want is not within your power to give. And even if you
tried to convince methat it was, dl you'd do is hold the possibility of returning her to me over my head
likeasword."

Sam began clicking the memory cards together again. ' "'Then what can | do for you?'

Kane shrugged. "There are some questions you can answer, suspicions I've harbored for many years
that you can confirm or deny. I'd like to find out why you financed the Nirodha movement...what the
sgnificance of the entire Scorpia Prime alter ego and Tan-trie sex ded was dl about.”

Sam opened his mouth asif to reply, but Kane held up ahand. "But as much as 1'd like to know those
things, the fate of human civilization, maybe even of dl humanity, restswith me. That's not something |
ever bargained for. But I've come to accept it, and I'll do what | can.”

Kane moved with the blinding speed and the controlled explosion of near superhuman reflexes that had
been hisas ayounger man. He hurled himsdlf forward, shoulder-rolling between Tanvirah and Sam. He
caught aglimpse of fearful desperation on the face of the soldier when the man redlized he was Kane's
objective.

Hetried to bring his autorifle to bear, but Kane rose smoothly to hisfeet right in front of him. The edge
of hisleft hand lashed out, catching the man full acrossthe neck. There was amushy snap, as of astick
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of wet wood breaking, and the red-and-blue-garbed trooper dropped dead after uttering only one
choked cry.

Kanetried to wrestle the wegpon out of the man's hands as he sagged, but they had reflexively tightened
around it and he had no time to wrest it from his grip. He caught ablur of movement from behind him.
Tan-virah launched an expert kick at his back, and he twisted aside, taking the impact on his hip.

Pain shivered through him, but if her foot had struck solidly whereit had been aimed, the impact would
have cracked his spine. She wore knee-length stilt-heeled boots, and he already knew she could use
themto kill him. The girl wasamaster of unarmed combat, as skilled as any opponent he had ever met.

Tanvirah'sface wasfull cheeked and bold nosed, her skin the rich brown of coffee and milk, her eyes
large and black and flashing with fury.



Her deek, straight hair was athick, ebony cascade sheening over her shouldersfrom a part inthe middle
of her scalp. She wore a black-and-red uniform ensemble, the colors of the imperia forces. The pants
hugged her long, lithe legs, and her waist wastightly cinctured by ared sash. The narrow shoulders of
her satiny black tunic were lifted by tapered pads.

The fabric wastailored to conform to the thrust of her full breasts, agoodly portion of them visible due
to the tunic's plunging neckline. It revealed not only the smooth sweep of cleavage, but dso asilver
medallion in the shape of a scorpion.

Kane kept twisting, reaching out for the astonished Sam, putting the imperator between him and Tanvi-
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rah. She had started to launch another kick but checked the movement, shrieking in frustration. She
sumbled off balance, and Sindri chose that moment to cannonball hissmall body into her legs. Shefell
heavily, and Sindri legped atop her. Kane knew from painful experience that despite his
three-and-a-haf-foot height, Sindri was far stronger than he looked.

Sam tried to contort himsalf out of Kane's grasp, twisting and turning wildly. Kane turned with him,
locking the man'sleft arm under hisright and heaving up onit. Sam'slipswrithed over histegthina
grimace of pain. His nerve-numbed fingers opened and dropped the data cards.

Kane caught them, snatching them out of the air. Maintaining the pressure on the captured arm, he
forced Sam down on the floor grille. " Stay there, messiah,” he snapped. To show he meant business, he
drove hisknee into Sam's pointed chin, damming him hard against the meta floor plates.

Hewhirled toward the computer consoles, noting as he did so that Tanvirah and Sindri werelockedin
thrashing, cursing combat. He swept his eyes across the machines and saw with asurge of relief that they
were al networked. Swiftly, he inserted the cardsin the proper ports, praying they could be read.

Within afew seconds—which fdt like achain of interlocking eternities to Kane—symbolsindicating the
cards had been successtully uploaded flashed on the monitor screens. Kane then began inputting the
gpatiotempora injection coordinates into the keyboards.
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Even he was amazed by how swiftly and surely he moved. "Sindri!" heydled. "Get over herel™



A hand suddenly closed around Kane's shoulder from behind. Fingers dug in deep, seeming to puncture
flesh, muscle and bone. He was too engulfed by the pain even to cry out. Then aforce hauled him
violently away from the keyboards.

Hedidn't fal, but he staggered nearly the entire breadth of the circular walkway. He saw Sindri lying on
hisface, breathing hard with Tanvirah knedling on hisback, holding both of hisarmsin hammerlocks.
And he saw Sam, the imperator, saunter toward him, carrying himsdlf with the completely confident
manner of alion gpproaching its prey.

"You aresuch afool,” he said. "1 was your salvation, your only hope and you threw it all awvay." He
shook hishead in pity. "All away."

Kanelegped a Sam in adropkick, throwing dl of hisweight againgt the tall, dender man. Both feet
impacted against Sam's chest, but he merdly took two stumbling steps back while Kanefdl heavily on
his back.

Before he could rise, Sam sidled in and caught hold of the back of his neck and squeezed. Kane choked
off ascream of agony. The sensation was like being trapped between the jaws of ahydraulic bear trap.
Hetried but failed to prize Sam'sfingers gpart. Then he pistoned hisfistsinto Sam's midsection asthe
imperator lifted him clear of the balcony's floor and twisted him around so they were face-to-face.

""Y ou want to know why you were redly implanted with the SQUID?" Sam asked pleasantly. The pupils
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of hiseyes suddenly sparked with afamiliar crimson glow, like pinpoints of fire.

Agony overtook Kane. He screamed in mindless pain and fury. Forgetting Sindri, even Tanvirah, he
bellowed an animal wail of rage and pain, cursing the deet sorm of hot coa s that seemed tofill the
ingde of his skull. He was unable to form words or even to think a single cogent thought.

When Sam released him, Kanefdl limply onto the floor plates, writhing and twitching feebly. The
im-perator toed him onto his back, and Kane gazed up at him blankly, his nervous system overwhelmed.
Sam reached up and pulled off histurban—reveding anaked cranium pedled clean of flesh, the skull
bone open to the air. Sprouting from it was aseries of tiny electrodes, sudding it in an orderly pattern.
Between the e ectrodes stretched flat ribbons of circuitry.



In agentle tone barely above awhisper, he sad, "That'swhy you were implanted, Kane...just like
everyone will be oneday...so we will be unified and | never need be alone again. No onewill ever be
doneagan. All the units—the human brainsin the world— will be linked to me. Chains, enabling my
mind to take over that of another, to influence, to guide, to control in dmost total assmilation.”

Thepainin his head ebbed sufficiently so Kane could move and think again. "That'savery old dream,”
he muttered.

"Yes," Sam agreed. "Many others attempted what | have. But they never completely redlized their dream
of an orderly world, a controllable and unified universe. Until now."
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Kane managed to shambleto ahaf crouch. Sam negligently drove akneeinto hisface. He heard and
felt hisnose cartilage collgpse under the impact, and he fell over on hisside. The pain was nothing
compared to what he had experienced from the superconducting quantum interface device, the SQUID.

"Timewill expand my horizons and build on the accomplishments of my predecessors,” Sam continued.

"Predecessors?' Kane croaked, dowly trying to climb to hisfeet again.

Sam grinned, avery human grin, made horrific and macabre by hisfleshless crania bone. "Surely you've
figured it out by now, Kane. Remember what | told you along, long time ago in another place

dtogether.”

Kane wiped at the blood threading his face and tottered erect. He knew now who Sam redlly was. The
imperator had confirmed suspicions he had secretly harbored but dared not even conscioudly examine
for many years.

"I remember," Kane husked out. "Y ou said that you're a program, not an individud entity.” Hemade a
Statement; he didn't ask aquestion.

Sam gtarted to nod—then cried out more in shock than pain when Sindri struck him from behind with
the truncheon taken from the guard's body. He had performed atruly prodigiousleap in order to doit.
Sparks flew in ashower from the top of Sam's head.

Sam staggered forward—directly into Kane'sleft fist. Kane glimpsed Tanvirah grabbing Sindri and
hauling him down to the floor, then afountain of
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scorching rage erupted out of Kane. He moved to the attack, raining blow after blow on the imperator's
face, trying to pulverizeit to a bloody mass of pulped flesh. The imperator didn't bleed and Kane hadn't
redlly expected him to, athough his pounding fists lacerated his prominent cheekbones and knocked out
acouple of teeth.

Kane kept up the battering, driving hisfistsinto Sam's body, then hisface in aflurry of hooks, right and
left crosses and uppercuts. He was encouraged by the lack of neuronic energy pouring into hisbrain
from the SQUID. Sindri had apparently knocked something askew and Kane wasn't about to alow the
imperator the opportunity to repair it.

Sam suddenly siwung afist from the hip, driving ablow into Kane'sleft side. The cracking of bone was
audible, and razors of pain dashed through Kane's torso. He doubled over, jackknifing around the fist.
Sowly hefdl, coughing up amixture of blood and phlegm. The blow had been too swift, ddivered with
unerring accuracy and precison. Kane understood dimly that Sam had been learning while he was being
pummeled. He had processed dl the finer points of hand-to-hand combat. He knew exactly whereto
grike.

Kanelay doubled up around where the blow had landed, his eyes clouded with tears of pain. He panted
through his open mouth, tasting blood. He waited for Sam to reach down and crush hislarynx or kick
him to death. Neither happened.

The imperator walked right past him and bumped against therail. Kane gaped at him as Sam extended
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his arms and waved them through the air. In avoice high and wild with fear, he cried out, "1 can't seel
Tanvirah! | can't seel”

Kane amost laughed. The blow Sindri had landed on his SQUID network had damaged the optic nerve
feed to hiseyes. Theimperator was blind. Tanvirah shrieked in horror and tried to hurl Sindri away from
her, but he held on by double handfuls of her black hair.

Kane forced himself to hisfeet, ignoring the grate of bonein hisside. Helashed out with astraight-leg
kick, catching Sam in the center of the back. V ertebrae crunched under the impact, but Sam didn't
scream or plummet over therail. Instead his mouth opened but no sound issued out. He jerked and fell,
long limbs thrashing uncontrollably, like a puppet whose strings had been cuit.



Kane guessed his entire network of neuronic energy was disrupted, but not necessarily on a permanent
bass. He leaned againgt therail to ease the pain of his shattered ribs and cdled, "L et her go, Sindri...
timefor usto implement the last phase of our own greeat plan.”

Snarling, Sindri punched Tanvirah in the sde of the head before letting her go. She flopped onto her
back, arms and legs sprawled. Panting, Sindri staggered over to him. ™Y ou've uploaded the data cards?’

Kane nodded. " So you knew that'swhat | was going to do?

Sindri snorted, then winced as he touched the welt swelling on the side of hisface. ' 'It was pretty damn
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obvious. | did everything | could to piss Sam off and make him careless.”

"Youdid afinejob."

"You might say itsacdling, Mr. Kane."

"How well | know that." Kane forced asmileto hisface. From the pocket of his bodysuit he withdrew
the CD and handed it Sindri. "Here you go. Peopl€s Exhibit A."

"And | guessI'm Exhibit B...providing | get to where you want meto go." Sindri moved dongtherail in
the direction of the computers, peering over the sideinto the pool. "How do you figure to inject meinto

the past?’

"Thesmplest way isto—"

Kane'swords were drowned out by the stuttering report of the SIG-AMT. Tanvirah had pulled it from
the soldier'shands and fired it in Kane and Sindri's generd direction. She shrieked wordlesdy as she did
50, the recoil making her upper body shake violently. Bright brass arced from the gector port and
clinked at her feet. Sindri uttered ahowl of fright.

Kanelunged forward, kicking himsdf off the ba cony floor, the jackhammering roar of the subgun a



thundering drumroll in his ears. Bullets smashed into the computer consoles, gouging through the plastic
keyboards and tearing scarsin the meta. Two dedgehammer blows landed against his back and hurled
him forward. He dammed into Sindri.

The little man toppled over the balcony rail but clung to Kane'shand and held it tightly for along
agonizing moment. The gunfire ended, replaced by the mechanical clack and snap of ajammed cylinder.
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Sindri stared up uncomprehendingly into his face. Kane opened his mouth to speak, and blood vomited
from hislips. Sindri uttered ashort cry of disgust. By summoning dl the energy left in his broken body,
from toetip to the crown of his head, Kane managed to gasp out a haf-gagged, imploring sentence:
"When you get there, tel him—tdl me—who the im-perator redlly is. He's Colonel C. W. Thrush and—"

Tanvirah shrieked, hurling hersdf onto Kane. She pounded hysterically at his back with the butt of the
autorifle. Kane's hand opened and Sindri plunged down into the maw of the universe. When he struck
the pool, the microcosm of infinity, acloud of star sparks shot up like a stream of embers cast from a
burning log. Then hewas gone.

Kane hitched around and pushed Tanvirah away from him. She sat down hard on the floor, then crawled
over to Sam's spasming body. She cradled him in her arms, but he didn't speak. His eyes were vacant,
his gape-mouthed face ablank mask.

Tanvirah burst into tears, burying her face in her hands, sobbing asif her heart would bregk. Kane
hoped it would. Gritting histeeth, hetried to make himsalf comfortable, but he knew that was an

imposshility.

He ruefully eyed the raw, pulsing exit wounds on his chest. They were bleeding profusely, and he thought
he saw bits of lung tissue mixed in with the scarlet flow, but he figured he would recover. He dwaysdid.

Then he chuckled at the absurd way his mind was congtructed. It didn't seem capable of accepting death
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or defeat even in theface of utter and completefinality.

Asdarkness crept in on the edges of hisvision, he wondered how |ong he would be dead. Only timewill



tell, hethought.

Chapter 1

Cerberus Redoubt, twenty-seven years earlier

In the main operations complex, lights flashed and needle gauges flickered on the primary mat-trans
control console. In the anteroom, a droning hum arose from the gateway chamber.

Both Bry and Lakesh jumped in surprise. Brigid, seated at the main ops console, spun her chair away
from the keyboard and stared at the armaglass-enclosed unit. "Isit atrue matter stream carrier,” she
demanded, "or another quantum fluctuation like happened the other day?"

Swiveing his head, Lakesh stared at the Mercator relief map that spanned the entire length of onewall.
Pinpoints of light shone steadily in dmost every country and were connected by athin pattern of glowing
lines. They represented the Cerberus network, the locations of dl indexed functioning gateway units
acrossthe planet.

His eyes searched for any light that blinked steadily. A flashing bulb indicated atransmitting gateway, but
there was none. However, lights of al colors of the spectrum blinked and winked on the control
consoles within the center. The panoply of eectronics and lights was watched over by adozen men and
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women, most of them wearing one-piece, tight-fitting white bodysuits. They scurried from station to
station, consulting the readouts and calling out status reports to one another.

Bry announced gtridently, "Weve definitely got amatter stream, Lakesh! Coming into full phase!™
"How can that be?' Brigid asked, coming to stand beside Bry.

For along moment, Lakesh didn't answer. He only shook his head in confuson. The main reason for his
bewilderment was pure shock. Long ago he had dtered the modulations of the Cerberus gateway unit's
trangt feed connections so its transmissions were un-traceable. Nor could anyone gate into the redoubt's
mat-trans, or beam in so much asamolecule, ether by accident or design—uwith onerelatively recent
and very notable exception.



Recalling that exception kept his mind from working properly, and the bright flares, like bursts of heet
lightning on the other Sde of the armaglasswalls of the chamber, distracted him further. The low hum
climbed rapidly in pitch to a hurricane howl asthe device cycled through the materidization process.

"Weve dfinitely got amateridization,” Bry said fearfully, pushing his chair back from the consoleon
sgueaking cagters. His eyes were wide beneath his touded mass of coppery curls.

Staring at the flares of energy on the other side of the brown armaglass, Brigid said loudly, "L akesh,
you'd better get an armed detail in here"

The green-eyed woman'sterse tone of voice freed Lakesh from his state of mental paraysislong enough
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for him to thumb down the cal button on the trans comm system. " Armed security detail to operations!
Sat!" he haf shouted.

His voice echoed throughout the redoubt. A forma security force didn't exist as such in theingtalation.
All of the personndl, including the recent M oonbase emigres, were required to become reasonably
proficient with firearms, primarily the lightweight *point and shoot" SA80 subguns. The armed security
detail Lakesh summoned would be anyone who grabbed a gun from the armory and reached the control
center under hisor her own power.

The dectronic wail from the jump chamber faded, dropping down to silence. The bursts of energy
behind the trand ucent dabs disappeared. Within aminute Kane rushed into the complex, wielding a
nickel-plated Mustang .30, amemento of his escape from Area 51. He was wearing jeans and a black
T-shirt, but no shoes, so he had apparently been relaxing in his quarters.

"Weve got an unauthorized jumper,” Brigid told him, nervoudy brushing her thick mane of red-gold hair
back over her shoulders.

Kane snorted. "It's happened before, hasn't it?"

"Yes, and it'snever been afriendly vist from anyone, ether,” Bry said.

Domi rushed in, double-figting her .45-cdiber De-tonics Combat Master. The smal abino girl followed
Kane's hand signals and took up position on the left side of the jump chamber. She wore a short red
jerkin that displayed most of her pearl-colored body. Her
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short, ragged mop of hair was the hue of bone, contrasting sharply with her ruby-red eyes.

Reba Defore hustled in, looking both frightened and annoyed. A stocky, bronze-skinned woman,
DeForesusudly tidy hair hung in disarrayed ash-blond wisps. Instead of agun, she carried amedica
kit. She hung back in the operations room, watching as Kane and Domi took up cross-fire positions on
ether sde of the mat-trans unit, weaponsheld at hip leve.

Brigid stepped up to the platform and gripped the door handle. ' 'No matter who—or what—isin there,
don't shoot until | give you the go-ahead.”

Carefully, Brigid disengaged the lock mechanism, lifted the handle and sivung open the heavy door on its
counterbal anced hinges. Most of the mist produced by the quincunx effect's plasma bleed-off had
dissipated, so the figure douched over againgt the far wall was easily discerned. |dentification wasn't so

exsy.

Brigid stared at the smal man-shape huddled on the hexagond floor plates, then stepped in, dropping to
one knee beside him. Despite the damp coating of blood half covering hisface, she recognized the
unconscious man. It took her two attempts, but she managed to call out, "It'sdl right...I think."

Kane peered around the open door, stared in disbelief for along second and half, then shouted,
"Sn-dri!"

Sindri's eyesflew open, wide and wild. Convulsions racked him violently from head to toe. He dragged
in agreat shuddery breeth asif hislungs had been deprived of oxygen for along time. He clawed
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out with hisright hand, finding Brigid's hands and closing his fingers around them asif they were anchors
to life. Hisglassy eyes asked a silent, beseeching question.

"You'rein Cerberus™ Brigid told him. "I'm assuming it's where you meant to end up.”

Air rasped in and out of Sindri'slungs as hetried to Sit up. He managed only aflailing spasm of amsand



legs. Kane stepped in and pulled him up to aStting position by the collar of his shadowsuit, then dragged
him out like asack of corn, letting him use the table as support.

Lakesh and DeFore camein cautioudy and joined Kane, Domi and Brigid asthey stared at the little man
in dumbfounded silence. Despite suspecting they would encounter Sindri again, the notion he would gate
right into Cerberus covered in blood had never occurred to any of them.

"How the hell did you get here, pissant?' Kane snarled out the words.

Sindri leaned againg the table edge, his eyes passing over the people and guns surrounding him. At
length, he said hoarsdly, "Mr. Kane, Miss Brigid. Y ou probably won't believe this, but I'm overjoyed to
see both of you again.”

L akesh stepped between DeFore and Domi. "And why isthat?" he challenged. "Friend Kane and
dearest Brigid told me you intended the most ghastly fatesfor them during your last meeting.”

Sindri favored him with ablesk smile. "Y esterday's news. And | mean that in the most litera way
posshble”
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He started to reach into a pocket, but Domi snapped up her gun barrdl and he subsided. " Surely none of
you think | can conceal awegpon in this outfit?"

"I think if anybody could,” Kane snapped, "you'd be the one. Move dow."

Sindri carefully did out the dip-deeved compact disk. Lakesh made amoveto takeit, but Sindri
snatched it away. "No," he said firmly. "I have been charged to give thisto Mr. Kane and Mr. Kane
only."

Brigid arched a questioning eyebrow. " Charged by whom?”'

"That Mr. Kanewill find out after he reviewsits contents."

Kane gazed at the disk distrustfully asif he half suspected it wasreally aradioactive isotope. Gingerly he
took it.



Defore stepped forward, eyeing Sindri clinicaly. "1 should get you to the infirmary and treat that wound.”

Sindri shook his head. "No need. Thisblood isn't mine."

"Who doesit belong to, then?' Domi demanded.

Sindri wiped a bit from hisface and looked at it shining on hisgloved fingertips. "I believeif you test i,
you'll find it belongsto Mr. Kane."

Kane'sjaw muscles knotted in angry frustration, and he took athreatening step toward Sindri. "I've had
enough of this. Tel ushow you got here Sindri— and from where—or I'll do what Grant said he'd do
thelast time we were in each other's company.”

Sindri's brow furrowed asif he were dredging up amemory. ' 'Oh, right. Rip my arms off and hammer
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them down my throat. Whereisthe truculent Mr. Grant anyway?"

"Heisaway at present,” Lakesh responded gruffly. "I suggest you comply with friend Kane's request.”

Sindri laughed with genuine amusement. "Very well. It'sworth being pushed around just to see the looks
on your faces. | cameto be here through the venue of aspatia and tempora dimensional window,
cutting across the continuum through amicrocosmic pathway. It was put together by someone you
know...he calls himsdlf theimperator.”

He paused, apparently enjoying the surpriseflickering in al of their eyes. "However,” he continued, "you
know him best by the name he travels under— Colond C. W. Thrush.”

No one spoke or moved or even appeared to breathe for along, slent moment. Sindri made shooing
motionswith hishands. ' 'Off with you, Mr. Kane. Timefor you to find out what the future holds and
how you can get the hdll out of the arrangement.”

All the humor in Sindri's voice, eyes and manner disappeared as he added, "And believe me, dl of you
have avery long way to go."



Kane's pale blue-gray eyesturned cold. Hisjaw muscles clamped tight as he reached out to put a hand
on Sindri's shoulder. The little man started to dap Kane's hand away, but he sensed the violence just
below the surface and checked the movement.

"Whét the hell do you mean?' Kane growled. "How do you know about Thrush?"

Sindri nodded toward the disk held between Kane's
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fingers. "That should provide you with enough background to contrive your own hypotheses. I'm just the
messenger, Mr. Kane, | assure you. Y ou need not fear me."

The two men locked eyes. Sindri's expression remained neutral even as Kane'sfingersdug into his
shoulder. Standing an inch over six feet, Kane towered over Sindri by amost afull yard. Every lineof his
supple, compact body was hard and stripped of excess flesh. He was built with the savage economy of
atimber wolf, with most of his muscle mass contained in his upper body.

Benesth thick dark hair, Kane's high-planed face was set in agrim mask. A faint hairline scar showed
like awhite thread againgt the sun-bronzed skin of hisleft cheek.

Sindri, despite his small stature, possessed such perfect proportions, Kane's sense of perspective was
aways confused at first Sght of him. Unlike Sindri'sfellow genetically engineered transadapts, hislegs
weren't sumpy, nor were hisarmstoo long or his head too big.

Sowly, reluctantly, Kane relaxed bis grip, but he didn't release him. He turned toward Brigid, extending
to her his Colt Mustang buitt first. "Do you and Domi want to escort our guest to detention?”

Brigid's eyes widened in surprise, but she took the pistol. "I assumed that was a chore you'd ook
forward to—give you a chanceto find an excuse to kick him around alittle.”

Pushing Sindri toward her, Kane'slipsquirked in
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amirthlesssmile. "l don't need an excuse to do that."



"Me, ether,” Domi announced, leveling her Combat Magter at Sindri's nape, right at the point where his
long blond hair wastied back in afoxtail.

The little man turned, eyed the hollow bore of the autometic pistol, then looked Domi up and down. She
wasasmall, curvaceous white wraith, barely ahair over fivefeet tall. Though petite to the point of being
childlike, she was exquisitely formed. One of the genetic quirks of the nukecaust aftermath wasarisein
the abino population, particularly down south in bayou country. Albinos weren't exactly rare anywhere
else, but they were hardly commonplace.

Chuckling scornfully, Sindri said, "The one characteristic adl of you peoplein Cerberus shareisalack of
gratitude.”

No one responded to Sindri's oblique reference to how he had once saved Domi'slife. They didn't need
areminder of theincident, nor of the fact he hadn't performed the act motivated by anything other than
the most conniving of whims.

L akesh stepped forward, running a nervous hand over hisglossy, jet-black hair. "I'll tag along to make
surefriend Sindri does nothing to aggravate his escorts.”

Sindri looked L akesh up and down and smiled dyly. ™Y ou look far less spry than the last time | saw you,
Dr. Singh."

Lakesh's eyebrows knitted at the bridge of his nose. "What do you mean? The last time we saw each
other wasinthe Anthill and | hadn't—"
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He broke off, not putting his memoriesinto words. Sindri's smile widened as he interposed, "Hadn't had
your imperator-designed makeover yet?'

L akesh stared at him in wonderment. He nodded but didn't speak. When he and Sindri had last
encountered each other, hisblack hair wasn't thick or glossy, nor was his deep olive complexion clear
and relatively unlined. He couldn't hazard even the most extreme of guesses how Sindri knew about Sam
restoring him to the condition of hisyouth—or his early middle age. But Sindri's enigmatic referenceto
hislooking even younger bewildered him.



Impatiently Kane declared, " Get him out of here. Find Farrell or somebody to search him before you
lock him up.”

"Likel told you," Sindri replied. "I am not here to cause you harm. Quite the opposite.”

"Right," Brigid drawled with undisguised sarcasm. "Y ou've said that to us at |least threetimes before.”
Shejerked the short barrdl of the Colt Mustang toward the exit. "Move dong.”

Kane stepped toward a computer station, removing the compact disk from thedip deeve. "I'll takea
look at what's on this."

"'Make sure you run avirus scan before you openit,” Bry ingtructed sharply.

Sindri groaned in weary exasperation. "Oh, please. Do you think | risked my lifeto makean
interdimen-siond incursion here, into the sanctum sanctorum of my most dedicated enemies, sSmply so |
could screw up your computer systems?”

Reba Defore said flatly, ' 'None of us knows what
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to think about you, Sindri." She regarded Kane with achadlenging stare. "And not dl of ushereare
necessarily your enemies.”

Sindri snorted disdainfully. "Name two."

Nobody answered. Domi poked him in the back with the bore of her gun. "Move."

Sindri grimaced at the pressure of stedl, but called out, "Mr. Kane, | intend to cooperate, but might |
have aword with you in private?'

Kane glanced toward him. "No."

In ahushed, grave voice, Sindri said, "Mr. Kane, it'simperative you lisgento me. All | ask isafew
seconds. | have something to tell you, not ask you. What you do with the information istotally up to you,
but it has to do with the security and safety of your little sanctuary here.”



Kane gusted out an exasperated sigh and stepped toward an aide between two computer stations.
"Comeover here"

Sindri did as he was directed. Everyone watched with aert, suspicious eyes as Kane bent and Sindri
whispered into his ear. He didn't whisper for very long, only afew seconds. When Kane straightened, he
glowered first down at Sindri, then glanced over at Lakesh with akeen, searching gaze.

"Take him to detention,” he ordered.

Sindri rgjoined Brigid, Domi and Lakesh. Asthe four people crossed the operations center toward the
door, waking between adouble row of computer consoles, the little man demanded peevishly, "Can't
you at least let me wash up before I'm consigned to durance vile? Although | did not find the sight of Mr.
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Kane shedding hisblood particularly upsetting, | find wearing it most disgugting.”

"Therésasnk in your new quarters” Brigid told him.

They exited the control complex and moved aong the twenty-foot-wide main corridor. Thewalls of the
passageway were sheathed with softly gleaming vanadium aloy, and shaped like asquare with an arch
ontop. Gresat curving ribs of metal and massive girders supported the high rock roof.

From the main corridor, side passages and elevators led to awell-equipped armory, bunk rooms, a
cafeteria, adecontamination center, individua apartments and an infirmary. On the bottom level werea
gymnasium, apool and the detention area.

Brigid took the lead, walking in her characterigticaly swift, dmaost mannish stride. Despite her gait, the
men she encountered in the passageway gave her swift, admiring glances. Shewas atdl woman, less
than half an inch shy of matching Lakesh'sfivefeet ten inches. Her fair complexion waslightly dusted
with freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her big feline-danted eyes weren't just green; they werea
deep, clear emerad. A high forehead gave theimpression of aprobing intellect, whereas her wide mouth
with the full underlip hinted at asensud nature.

A mane of red-gold hair fell inloose waves dmost to her waist. She wore awhite bodysuit identica to
Lakesh's, which showed off her willowy figure to full advantage. It was dender with aflat belly, rounded
hips and taut, long legs. Her arms rippled with hard, toned muscle.
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Sindri looked around and murmured, "1t's quite the improvement over thelast time | saw this place.

Domi scowled down at the small man. "Y ou've never been here before.”

Sindri smirked impishly. "Very true. Not before. Definitely after.”

Lakesh's eyes narrowed and he started to speak, but Brigid put aforefinger to her lips and shook her
head. After asecond of brow-creased consternation, Lakesh nodded in understanding. He recalled
Kane and Brigid once commenting that the best way to persuade Sindri to reveal aplan or a secret was
to pretend they had no interest whatsoever in anything he had to say.

They encountered anumber of people on the way to the eevator, men and women dressed in white
bodysuits. They eyed the procession herding the little man along at gunpoint with curious eyes.

"Arethese folks die Moon base refugees?’ Sindri asked.

Lakesh and Brigid exchanged swift, startled glances, neither one wanting to answer the question. Sindri
cast them anirritated glance over hisshoulder. "Well?!

"Yes" Domi sadflatly.

"How do you know about them?' L akesh demanded.

Sindri shrugged. "Y oull find out soon enough.”

Ever since the destination-lock code to the Luna gateway had been discovered a month before, the
immigrants from the Manitius base had been arriving on afairly regular basis. Whether the people
intended to
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remain in theingalation or try to make separate livesfor themsdavesin the Outlands was till an open
question. At the moment, Brigid fdt that discovering how Sindri knew about them at dl was abit more

urgen.

"I'd prefer to find out now," she said, letting ice edge her voice.

"That'sashame," Sindri retorted blandly, "because you won't. Thisis one occasion wherel don't mind
Mr. Kane caling the shots. Besides, you won't believe anything | haveto say."

"Dueto nobody'sfault but yours,” Domi stated coldly.

Asthey turned a corner, they met Brewster Phil-boyd, another emigre from the Moon colony. He was
an adrophysicist in hismid-forties, alittle over six feet, long limbed and lanky of build. He wore the
white, zippered bodysuit, the unofficid duty uniform of Cerberus personnd. Blond-white hair was swept
back from areceding hairline. He wore black-rimmed eyeglasses, and his cheeks appeared to be pitted
with the sort of scars associated with chronic teenage acne.

He gaped down in surprise at Sindri. "Who isthis?!

Sindri eyed him contemptuoudy. "Who wantsto know?"

Repressing asmile, Brigid said, "Dr. Brewster Philboyd, thisis Sindri. Y ou may recal hearing about him."

Philboyd's gape became more pronounced. "The little Martian maniac?'

Sindri's blue eyes glittered with sudden anger. "Doctor, if | hadn't been told of the noble sacrifice
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you made—will make—to save the people here, my hand even now would be removing your scrotum
fromyour groin.”

Philboyd's hands reflexively covered his crotch, and he moved back a pace. His expression twisted in
irritated astonishment. "What sacrifice?"

"Y ou won't get an answer out of him," Lakesh said. "Friend Sindri isenjoying hisrole as the Sphinx of
Thebestoo much.”



Philboyd blinked at him in confusion. "I don't get you."

"Hemeans," Sindri said waspishly, "that I'm teesing and tormenting you with intentiondly cryptic
comments.”

"Oh," Philboyd said asif he understood.

"Y ou can help us, though,” Brigid said. "Were taking him to the holding cells and we need someone to
seachhim.”

"| aready told you such a precaution wasn't necessary,” Sindri growled.

"Kanethinksitis," Domi declared. "But | can do it aswell asanybody.”

The hint of athreat in her tone caused Sindri to cast her an gpprehensive sdewise glance. With a
resigned sigh, he said, "Oh, very well, then. But for the sake of propriety and my own safety, | request
that Dr. Philboyd do the honors."

Philboyd swallowed hard. "I don't think I'm comfortable with that.”

Domi grinned and stepped away. "Everybody hasto do their part here.”

She marched away, back in the direction of the
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operations center. Lakesh looked to be on the verge of calling after her, but then he laughed shortly.
"Let'sget it done"

Thefour people entered the elevator and rode it to the bottom level of Cerberus, some 150 feet below
solid, shielded rock. It held the nuclear generators, various maintenance and machine rooms and the
ar-conditioning core. A semidetached wing contained ten detention cubicles, al of them asnicely
gppointed asthe averageflat in the Cobaltville Enclaves.



L akesh tapped in the sec code on the door leading to the wing. Followed by Sindri, Philboyd and
Brigid, he waked through adimly lit corridor that had once been bisected by awire-mesh security
checkpoint. Only the frame remained now.

He stopped in front of an open cell door and gestured for Philboyd and Sindri to enter. "WEell beright
outsde," he said, nodding meaningfully to the pistal in Brigid's hand.

Sindri heaved adegp sgh and strode into the smal room. Philboyd followed him. Brigid shut the door
and the eectronic lock clicked and held. She and Lakesh took up positions on either side of the door
and regarded each other gravely.

Inalow voice, Lakesh asked, ' 'Any ideas on where he came from?”

Brigid shook her head. "None. But it might be more appropriate to wonder when he camefrom.”

He angled an eyebrow at her. "What do you mean?"

As she gtared into Lakesh's bright blue eyes, Brigid redized she still hadn't grown accustomed to dedling
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with ardatively youthful Lakesh whose eyes weren't covered by thick lenses and whose voice no longer
rose to areedy rasp.

Brigid said, "Thelast timewe saw Sindri wasin the Operations Chronos ingtalation on Thunder I1de.
Thetempord dilator was running wild, building to critica mass™"

He nodded. "Right. There was aventing of its chronon energy, and after the explosion, you found no
sgnaof him."

"It's probable he used the dilator to escape,” Brigid declared solemnly. "He either was injected into
another timeline or survived in aform of tempord stass sncethat day.”

Lakesh tugged a hisnose, agesture that meant he found Brigid's speculation intriguing. "A zero time
pocket, perhaps.”

Brigid raised a questioning eyebrow. "What's that?*



"'Badcally agtate of nontime, aform of nonexist-ence. Perhapsfor the past few months, Sindri was
trapped in the tempord dilator's memory buffer matrix, reduced to digital information. He was outside
the space-time continuum more or lessin anoncor-porea suspension.”

"Something like the quincunx effect?" sheinquired.

Henodded. ''A smilar phenomena. In certain circumstances, photons—the particles of which light is
made—can jump between two points separated by abarrier and freeze in what appearsto be zero time.”

Brigid'slipstwitched in awry smile and then com-
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pressed into atight line. "He obvioudy came from somewhere, aswell as somewhen. What do you think
he meant about having Kane's blood on him?"

Lakesh lifted ashoulder in ashrug. ' "'Who can say? But snce Sindri isthe proverbid cunning runt,
nothing he says, implies or infers can be taken at face value without abody of supporting evidence.”

"So you don't necessarily believe what he said about Sam, a spatiotempora window and Colonel
Thrush?'

"I don't necessarily dishdieveit, either. Sam'strue nature has been amystery for quite sometime. If heis
Colond Thrush, that would tend to explain agreat ded."

"Likewhat?' Brigid asked.

L akesh's brow furrowed for athoughtful moment. He opened his mouth to reply, but arap sounded on
the other side of the door and Philboyd called, "We're done here.”

Obligingly, Lakesh keyed in the unlocking sequence and swung open the door. "That didn't takelong."

Philboyd hastily stepped out of the cell. "Good thing, too."



Brigid glimpsed Sindri bent over thetiny sink. The upper portion of his shadowsuit was peeled down
from historso, and he wasindustrioudy scrubbing the layer of dried blood from hisface.

As Lakesh closed and relocked the door, Philboyd said, "He wastdling the truth. He didn't have
anything under that suit of hisbut him. And that was enough.”
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The astrophysicist's face was a shade paler than normal, and Lakesh eyed him quizzicdly. "What was
enough?'

His eyesblinking repeatedly behind the lenses of his glasses, he murmured, "I thought he might be
smuggling something because of—"

He broke off and glanced down meaningfully at his crotch. Taking adeep breath hesaidinarush,
‘Because of what it looked like down there. | had him strip off completely, see—"

"Never mind," Brigid interrupted. "I know what you're referring to."

Philboyd looked at her in surprise and opened his mouth asif to voice a question. Then he thought better
of it and kept hisinquiriesto himself. Brigid wasjust as glad. Even without her gift of an eidetic memory,
she gtill retained vivid recollections of thetime Sindri had tried to rape her—and the Sight of his
disproportionately huge male member.

If Lakesh knew about Sindri's unusua endowment, he made no comment. He said only, "Let's go back
topside and tdll friend Kanethat Sindri is safely confined.”

"I'm not worried about Sindri anymore." The unexpected sound of Kane's voice, echoing hollowly
through the corridor, caused al of them to jump and swing their heads around toward the screened-in
checkpoint.

Kane marched through it, hisface drained of dl color. His eyes shone startlingly bright and hard in his
face. He had apparently stopped by his quarters before taking the eevator, because he now wore run-
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ning shoes. He had also made aquick trip to the armory. All of them noticed that his Sin Eater was
hol-stered to hisright forearm.

"Philboyd, Baptiste, step away from Lakesn." Kane'sflinty tone held an undercurrent of athrest.

"What's your mgor mafunction, Kane?' Philboyd demanded hotly.

"Doas| say." Kane's response came back as sharp asawhip crack. "I'll explain later.”

Lakesh and Brigid stared at Kane with wide eyes, stunned into speechlessness. Neither person moved.
"Kane—" Brigid began.

"Doit!" Ashe barked out the words, Kane'slips peeled back from histeeth. Helifted hisright arm,
and senditive actuators attached to the holster popped the Sin Eater into his hand. There was no trigger
guard, and when thefiring stud came in contact with his crooked trigger finger, the pistol would fire
immediately. Fortunately Kanesindex finger washed out straight.

"Unlock the cell, Lakesh," he snapped. "Let Sin-dri out and put yoursdf in."

After three faltering attempts to spesk, Lakesh findly found hisvoice. His"What?' was astrangulated
screech of outrage.

"You heard me," grated Kane. "I'm not going to argue with you, Lakesh. Just do what | say and make it
quick."

Angrily, Brigid rushed toward him, eyes glinting like polished emeralds. "Are you fused out, Kane? Why
the hell are you doing this?"

When she reached a point in the passageway where
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she was within hisarm's reach, Kane grabbed her by the shoulder with hisleft hand and jerked her
roughly through the checkpoint frame. She cried out in wordless fury and confusion. He blocked the
open gate with his body, preventing her from rejoining Lakesh.

Philboyd, spots of red glowing on his cheeks, started to lunge forward, but he just as quickly subsided
when Kanetrained the pistal bore on him. Still, he shrilled in agitation, "Have you gone nuts? | thought



Sindri was an enemy of yourd!™
"Thistime around, Sindri isn't the menace," Kane declared grimly. "Lakeshis."

L akesh was too astounded to speak or even to move, but Brigid shouted in fury, "How did you cometo
that conclusion? Who told you that?"

Kane's tone was steely with conviction as he tapped his chest with athumb. * 7 did. Theme
twenty-saven years from now told me. And | seeno reasonto call mysdf aliar.”

Chapter 2

After five minutes of shouted accusations, mattersfindly tapered off to a subdued mood of resigned
shock and Smmering anger.

Kane refused to be swayed from his single-minded insstence that Sindri be freed and Lakesh locked up
inhisplace.

L akesh seemed to be dmogt in a condition of somnambulism and didn't appear to be truly aware of
what was happening until the cdll door closed and locked behind him. Then he began cursing, pounding
and kicking. Kane kept Philboyd from intervening by the smple expedient of training his Sin Eater on
him, counting on its wicked appearance to intimidate him.

Stripped down to askeletal frame, the Sin Eater was barely fourteen incheslong. The extended
magazine held twenty rounds of 9 mm ammao. There was no trigger guard, no fripperies, no
ornamentation, no wasted inch of design. The Sin Eater looked exactly like what it was supposed to
be—the most vicioudly efficient handgun ever made.

Sindri stood aside and didn't interfere during the confusion, for which Kane was both grateful and
disturbed. He didn't so much as crack asmile a hisdiscomfiture. If Brigid noticed Sindri's unusua
complacency, shegaveno sign.
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"The you twenty-seven years from now said to lock up Lakesh?' Her normally melodious, amost
musical voice was ragged and harsh.

"Hedid." Kane directed Philboyd through the checkpoint and closed the gate. ' 'The disk Sindri gave me



was recorded by mein the future and sent back asawarning.”

"So you're saying the future you sent Sindri back in time?"' Brigid's tone was rich with incredulity, but it
was underscored by fascination, too.

Sindri folded hisarms over his chest and smiled triumphantly. "1 told you | wasjust the messenger.”

"How did you—the future you—find Sindri? He looks exactly the same as he did the last time we saw
him, only afew months ago."

"He's been trapped in zero time," Kane replied matter-of-factly, asif the answer should have been
obvious. "No time passed for him."

Philboyd's mouth worked asif he were either trying to laugh or spit. Finally he husked out, "Y ou're
crazy, Kane. Y ou told me awhile back you were only ababy step from insanity, but | thought you were
joking. You redly are afucking lunatic!"

Brigid studied Kané'sface closdly. His narrowed eyes glittered in away that made her distinctly
uncomfortable, setting her flesh to crawling. She said, "No, he'snot.”

Philboyd swung his head toward her, expression twisted with disbelief. "Brigid, you can't possibly
bdievethisbullshit!"

Brigid stated crisply, "Kane believesit. That's
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enough for me." She paused and added darkly, "For the moment.”

Sindri laughed hissinigter rattlesnake buzz of alaugh, which raised the nape hairson dl of them. "Quite
the testament of trugt.”

Kaneforced ableak smileto hislips. "Under the circumstances, that's about al | can hopefor.”

"You'd get abit moreif you leathered your pistol,” Brigid told him. ™Y ou wouldn't shoot me, and you



knowv it."

Kane's smilewidened, but it didn't increase in warmth. "Very true." He shifted the barrel toward
Philboyd, who murmured in fear. "But if he getstwitchy again, I'll damn sure disable him.”

Brigid stepped in front of the frightened man, her eyes glinting with adefiant light. "No, you won't do
that, either. If you want meto trust you on this, leather your weapon.”

Kane barely repressed a curse that |egped to histongue. But after a second or two, he twisted hiswrist
and retracted the pistal into its holster. " Satisfied?"

Brigid nodded. "For afew minutes anyway."

The four people entered the e evator, and Kane pushed the button to return them to themain level. He
studioudly avoided looking in the direction of Philboyd and Brigid. Her defensiveness of the lanky,
myopic astrophysicist had reached a stage that seemed amost motherly. He didn't understand what she
found so gppedling in Philboyd, even if shewas drawn to hisintellect. He knew, however, that dthough
Philboyd wasn't aman of action, he wasn't acoward, either.
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During the nightmarish Moon mission, when Kane waslocked in brutal hand-to-hand combat with
Mac-can, thelast of the Tuatha de Danaan, Philboyd and Brigid were facing Enki, the sole survivor of
the An-nunaki, the legendary Dragon Kings. According to Brigid, Philboyd's courage might have
cracked but hadn't completely crumbled, and Brigid had been glad to have a solid bulwark at her side
on thet terrifying night.

Kane found the notion she might be attracted to the man foolish, but not so foolish he didn't fed atwinge
of angry fear that Brigid might prefer the astrophysicist to him. At the moment, the notion seemed not
just foolish, but so utterly irrdlevant he had no words to describeit.

Sindri eyed Kane supercilioudly. "I'm alittle surprised you're taking such decisive action so quickly, Mr.
Kane, particularly under these less than norma circumstances.”

A muscle jJumped in Kane'sjaw. His eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. Sindri continued smoothly,
with astudied nonchaance, "After dl, even your future counterpart expected you to waste severd hours
accusing me of contriving an elaborate ruse.”

Kane cast his gaze downward. ' 'Did you watch the CD?"



Sindri shook hishead. "I didn't have the opportunity, not with al the traveling from here to Colorado and
then to China" He smiled dyly. "That Xian Pyramid isquite the place.”

Brigid stiffened, dlarmed at Sindri's casua admis-
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sion he knew the location of the imperator's stronghold, but Kane did not react to it. "The story | told
mysdlf was very believable," he said to Sindri. "I didn't see any reason to doubt mysdlf. Besides, part of
the story | told can be easily verified.”

The elevator door did open on the corridor. Phil-boyd exited first, with undisguised haste. He
demanded, "Are you going to explain what the hdll is going on here, Kane? Or isthisa coup?'

"Of course I'll explainit,” Kane retorted sharply as he, Sindri and Brigid left the elevator. "But | want to
doit only once. I need someone to volunteer to gate to Thunder 1de, so word can be gotten to Grant
over on New Edo."

"What word?' Brigid asked dourly.

Kane favored her with agrim, level stare. He held up apair of fingers. "Two words, actudly. ‘Come
arunning."

"It'sthat serious?”

Sindri took it upon himself to answer the question. "Oh, yes," he said somberly. "Oh, yes, indeed. It's
that serious”

A few weeks previoudy, Grant had announced hisintention to resde more or less permanently with
Shi-zuka on the Western Ide of New Edo. The term Western Ileswas a catch-all to describe aregion
in the Cific Ocean of old and new landmasses. Two centuries before, the tectonic shiftstriggered by the
nuke-caust dropped most of California south of the San Andreas Fault into the sea. During the
intervening decades, undersea quakes
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raised new volcanic idands. Because the soil was scraped up from the seabed, most of theidands
becamefertile very quickly, except for the Blight Belt— idands that were origindly part of the Cdifornia
coadtline but were il irrediated.

New Edo and its companion idet, known as Dca-zuchi Kojima, Thunder 1de, were part of the Santa
Barbaraor Channel Idands. The primary Operation Chronosingtallation, code-named Redoubt
Y ankee, had been built on the small idand, disguised as a satdllite campus of the University of Cdifornia

Many of the other Western Ideswere overrun by pirates and Asian crimind organizations known as
Tongs. The people of New Edo gave these awide berth but established afriendly relationship with a
coadtd ville cdled Port Morninglight. Thelittleidand empire traded with them for severd years, until it
was wiped out by aforce of Magistrates dispatched by Baron Cobalt. When Shizuka and a contingent
of New Edoan samurai, the Tigers of Heaven, tracked the murderous Mags, their pathsintersected with
that of Grant, Kane, Brigid and Domi, who were engaged in the same enterprise.

Sinceinitidly meeting the femae samural Shizukaand visiting her littleidand monarchy inthe Cific, the
concept of relocating only gradually occurred to Grant. Like most of the Cerberus personnel, hewas an
exile from the baronies and felt he was needed at the redoubt. However, with theinflux of people from
the Manitius base, Grant reached the conclusion his presence wasn't quite as critical to the work of
Cerberus asit had been only acouple of years earlier.
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Besides, he had taken no vows or sworn oaths of service to battle the tyranny of the barons. Kane and
he were partners of many years standing, true enough, and it was amatter of Mag policy never to desert
apartner regardless of the circumstances, but they weren't Mags any longer. Kane had more of avested
interest in seeing the barons overthrown than he did. It was Kane's vengeance trail and vendetta, not his.
His primary contribution wasto cover Kane's back. But now there were other people who could be
trained to perform that function just aswell.

But more than that, Grant had redlized he was weary of contending with threats, with menaces, with
madmen and with weekly doses of violence. He had witnessed many violent desths, and even been
responsible for dozens of them during his Mag days and after.

Hisfirg yearsin exile had been hard and desperate, but they'd been good ones, too. Still and all, at the
end of the day he owed Cerberus nothing. He had put in histime, shed hisblood, lost his pound of flesh
and broken his bonesfor the cause.

It was no longer enough for him to wish for aglorious desth as a payoff. Hislast brush with mortaity



resulted in weeks of partiad pardysis. Although the condition had been temporary, it proved something
he had known for years but never admitted to himsalf—when death came, it was usualy unexpected,
swift and dmost never glorious.

On adeeper, more viscerd level, hewas smply emotionally and spiritually drained. He was getting old
and feared that he was dowing down, that his
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reflexes could no longer achieve what hiswarrior ingtincts demanded.

Kane understood his old friend's reasoning, even if hefet Grant was somewhat misguided, too
intoxicated by Shizukato think clearly.

Using the Operation Chronos ingtallation on Thunder Ide asaconduit was the only way to reach Grant
on New Edo, since the monarchy was within trans-comm range of thelittleidet. A misson afew months
before had brought Grant, Kane and Brigid to the installation, a place they assumed had been
uninhabited and forgotten since the nuclear holocaust of two centuries before. Only much later did they
find out the ingtalation was indeed inhabited by none other than Sindri.

When confronted, the dwarf told them that when hed first arrived in the facility, he found the tempord
dilator's chronon wave guide conformas were activating on wild, random cycles. They either
recongtituted trawled subjects from the memory buffer matrix, or snatched new onesfrom dl epochsin
history. Thus, specimens of people, animas and plants were randomly trawled from past times.

Sindri managed to get control of the dilator and use it abit more judiciously. One of the usesto which he
put it wasto retrieve Domi amicrosecond before her death in Area51. However, histampering with the
technology caused it to become dangeroudy ungtable. With aminimum of tampering from Brigid, the
dilator overloaded and reached critical mass, resulting in aviolent meltdown of its energy core.

When theradiation in theinstalation ebbed to a
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nonlethd leve, Brigid and L akesh made severd vidtsto the Operation Chronos redoulbt, reclaiming
what could be salvaged of the technology. There turned out to be a surprising amount of usable
equipment. After the arriva of the Moon base scientific staff, a group was assigned to do acomplete
examination and investigation of thefacility, in order to make Thunder Ide aviable dternativeto the



Cerberus redoubt in Montana.

Back in the operations center, Kane briefly explained to the personnel present that he needed an
emissary. Farrell wasn't interested. He was arangy, middle-aged man who effected a shaved head, a
goatee and agold hoop earring, after watching an old predark vid called Hells Angels On Wheels.

Bry, who served as L akesh's technicad lieutenant, declined, as well—very vehemently. His expression
and attitude were always ones of consternation, no matter histrue mood. Although he and Farrdll were
gudiesin physical contrasts, they now shared smilar attitudes—both eyed Sindri with amixture of
suspicion and fascination.

Nora Pennick, another emigre from the Manitius base, volunteered for the job. She had been gating
back and forth to Thunder Idefairly frequently for the past three weeks, identifying and catal oging the
tech found in the Chronosingtalation.

Kane aways experienced aquiver of surprise when he saw her, since she looked nothing like the
woman she'dd been when he, Grant and Brigid met in the DEVIL control nexus of the Manitius colony
only amonth or so before. Then, she was adirty, under-
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nourished-looking vagabond. Her clothes were ragged and her shoulder-length dark hair was atangle of
uncombed Medusasnarls. Since her arrival in the Cerberus redoubt, she had been sampling the supply
of cosmetics|eft there by the female personnd of the ingtallation before it had been abandoned in the
days preceding the nukecaust.

The white bodysuit she wore clung tightly to her trim, smal-waisted figure. Her hair was coifed and
neetly trimmed. The makeup she had gpplied had evidently been in fashion before the nukecaust, even
though Kane's private opinion was that it made her look like agaudy dut.

He wrote a brief message on a square of note paper, folded it and handed it to her. Some weeks before,
ashortwave radio unit had been ingtdled in the Thunder Ideingalation. Although itsrange was limited,
New Edo's matching comm was well within its frequency limit. "When you get Grant on thewire," Kane
ingructed her, "read it to him word for word."

Noraangled a plucked and darkly penciled eyebrow at him. "Word for word." She spoke with an
unmistakable British accent. She and another Britisher, Cleve Randolph, had been part of the DEVIL
scientific saff on the Moon. However, Cleve had been killed when he helped Grant stedl a
Transat-mospheric Manta ship.

Unlike some of her colleagues, Noradidn't display athinly velled attitude of superiority toward her



hosts. Many of the Moon base personnel seemed amused by the Cerberus exiles ignorance of a number
of twentieth-century events and items, but she wasn't one of
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them. Kane attributed her apparent disinterest in Sin-dri to her calm and collected British heritage. She
didn't appear to even notice the small man, much less the leering examination he gave her.

Turning toward Bry, Kane asked, "Isthe gateway operable?’

Seated at the main ops console, the man lifted hisknobby shouldersin ashrug. "I've completed a
level-two diagnogtic. Everything from the autosequence scanner to the coordinate lock shows green.”

Kanewas abit surprised by Noraswillingness to undertake amat-transjump, sincetraveling in such a
fashion was till new to her. No human being, no matter how thoroughly briefed in advance, could be
expected to remain unmoved by a hyperdimensiond trip viathe quantum interphase mat-trans inducer,
colloquiadly known as agateway.

After stepping into the armaglass-enclosed chamber, one second a person was there, surrounded by
glowing mist, and in the next second, the universe seemed to cave in. Perceptions changed, time jumped
and for a heart-stopping ingtant, the cosmos at large seemed to stand still. Then the traveler was
wherever the transmitter had been programmed to materialize him or her. Whatever ese, atrip through
the gateway was unsettling to the mind, to the nerves and to the soul itsdlf. But asa scientist, Kane
supposed Nora Pennick found the experience more stimulating than upsetting.

Kane and Norawalked through the operations center, through the ready room and then entered the
freestanding gateway unit. Right above the keypad en-
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coding pand, imprinted in faded maroon letters were the words Entry Absolutely Forbidden to All but
B12 Cleared Personnel. Mat-Trans. Even Lakesh didn't know who the B12 cleared personnd had
been, or what had become of them, though he had opined they had probably jumped from the
installation after the nukecaust, desperately searching for a place better than Cerberus and doubtlessly
not finding it.

Kane closed the heavy armaglass door behind the woman. Instantly the lock solenoids caught and
triggered the automatic jump initiator. Thefamiliar humming vibration rose, climbing to ahigh-pitched



drone. The hexagona metd disks above and below exuded a shimmering glow that dowly intensified.
Thefine mist gathered and climbed from the floor and wafted down from the celling. Tiny crackling static
dischargesflared in the vapor. Bright flares, like bursts of distant hest lightning, flashed on the other sde
of the armagllass barrier.

Manufactured in the last decades of the twentieth century from a special compound that plasticized the
properties of steel and glass, armaglass was used as walls in the jump chambers to confine quantum
energy overspills.

Within seconds, the hum climbed in pitch and volume until it sounded like acombination of arunaway
locomotive and a hurricane howl, then it ebbed, dowly cycling down.

Brigid came to Kane's side and asked, "What was in the note?"

He smiled thinly. "Basically the same old shit— world on the brink, millions of lives at stake, degth,
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destruction and horror right around the corner. The usud."

Brigid Sghed. "Doesn't it ever get to beapain in the ass?'

"It ssemsto me you spend most of your life waiting for someoneto come dong and try to end it. Isn't
that apainin the ass?'

"Youtdl me" he countered. "Y ou're atarget as much of thetimeas| am.”

She snorted derisvely. "Mainly dueto my association with you.”

Kane snapped, "Do you have a point to make, Baptiste? If so, let's get it out in the open now, not when
werein front of Sindri.”

Brigid ran impatient hands through her mane of hair. "Y ou'reredly enjoying this, aren't you?"



He regarded her with asdeways, dit-eyed stare. "Explain.”

Gesturing to the operations room in particular and the redoubt around them in generd, Brigid declared, '
"Taking control, assuming command of Cerberusis something you've wanted to do for along time."

Brigid spoke without heat, with no hint of accusation underscoring her words. She sounded asif she
were commenting on an exceptionally mundane matter. "Ever since we confronted L akesh about the
way he recruited people, you've wanted to completely displace him.”

Almost two years before, Brigid, Kane and Grant learned that Lakesh had used his position asa
Co-bdtville adminigtrator to choose likely prospectsto
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join his underground res stance movement. In the twentieth century Lakesh had been amgor player in
the conspiracy that led to the nuclear holocaust of 2001.

After hisresurrection from cryostasis nearly 150 years|ater, he became instrumenta in establishing the
baronia society and served as atrusted member of Baron Cobat'sinner circle. However, al that hed
seen and lived through, and everything he remembered from the past dtered Lakesh's alliances.

Instead of remaining akey facilitator of the unification program'sams and gods, Lakesh becameits
most dangerous adversary. Over the past forty years held put his plansto build an active resistance into
action and manipulated the palitical system of the baronies to secretly restore the Cerberus redoubt to
full operationd capacity. But having aheadquartersfor aresstance movement meant nothing if there
were no resistance fighters.

The only way to find them was through yet more manipulation. Using the genetic recordson filein villes,
Lakesh selected candidates for hisrebelion, but finding them wasfar easier than recruiting them. With
his authority and influence, he set them up, framing them for crimes againgt 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.

To hiseverlasting regret, Lakesh had never married or fathered children. The closest he came to produc-
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ing offspring was when herifled the villeé's genetic records to find desirable qudificationsin order to build
acovert res stance movement against the baronies. He used the barons own fixation with genetic purity
againd them.

By his own confession, hewas aphysicist cast in therole of an archivig, pretending to be agendticigt,
manipulating apolitical system that was still in astate of flux. Kane was one such example of that political
and genetic manipulation, and the last thing he felt toward him was fatherly.

After acriss erupted dueto this practice, Lakesh's machinations were exposed. Grant, Kane and Brigid
had staged something of aminimutiny over theissue, but nothing had been decisively settled. However,
Lakesh was put on notice that histitular position asthe redoubt'sfind authority was extremely wesk.

Kanesaid, "Y ou damn well know | could have dumped L akesh off the cliff at any time since then and
taken over if | wanted to."

Brigid nodded. "Y es, but you would have had to convince Grant to go along with you. Now that he's out
of the picture, you don't have much in the way of opposition votes.”

Inaneutrd, flat voice, Kaneintoned, "What I'm doing may very well save the entire future froma
tyranny worse than anything the barons might impose.”

Brigid'slipscurved in adisdainful smile. " And how will locking up Lakesh fight the future?”

Kane said, "That'sagood question, Baptiste. Sup-
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pose we vist DeFore? She might have a couple of answers.”

"Answersto what questions?' Brigid demanded.

"Mainly," Kanereplied in avoice pitched low but packed with conviction, "about whether Lakeshisfull
of nanites. And if heis, does that make him atraitor or apawvn?'

"Nanites?" Brigid stared at him in wide-eyed incomprehension for along moment of silence. Then she



husked out, "Brewster isright. You are crazy.”

Taking her by the ebow and guiding her toward the exit, Kane said genialy, "L et'sfind out together."

Chapter 3

They found DeFore not in the infirmary, which was her private domain, but seeted in the redoubt's
cafeteria Sinceit was close to dinnertime and shift change, it wasn't too much of asurpriseto find her
there. However, Kane experienced amoment of queasy discomfort when he saw her dining companion
of the evening. Quavell sat across from her, daintily eating from aplate of oatmed that had two scoops
of drawberry ice cream svimming init.

Quavdl was ahybrid, ablending of human and so-caled Archon genetic materia. She was smdll,
smdler even than Domi, under five feet in height. Her huge, danting eyesof aclear crystd blue gave
Kane aslent gppraisad at hisand Brigid's approach.

Her eyes dominated aface of chisded, efinloveliness. If not for the grave austerity of her expression,
she would have been beautiful. White-blond hair the texture of silk threads fell from her domed skull and
curled inward at her dender shoulders. Her tiny form was encased in aslvery-gray, skintight bodysuit. It
only accentuated the distended condition of her belly and the denderness of her limbs. The materia of
the one-piece garment was a synthetic polymer with ahigh degree of easticity, and it provided adequate

support.
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Asahybrid, Quavell required food that was easily digestible for her smplified intestind tract. Although
Lakesh had undertaken alot of time and trouble to make sure the food lockers and meat freezers of the
redoubt were exceptionaly well stocked, there was very littlein the way of single-cdll protein
microorganisms hybrids normaly ingested. Oatmedl and ice cream were improvisations until away to
manufacture the microorganisms could be perfected. DeFore was testing a synthesization process using
equipment recently arrived from the Moon base.

DefFore's eyes widened in surprise when Kane asked, ' 'Mind if wejoin you?'

In the month and ahalf since Quavell'sarrival at Cerberus, Kane had shown amarked disinclination to
bein her company at al, much less share atable with her. The medic nodded toward apair of empty
chairs. "Make yoursaves a home."

Before sitting, Kane and Brigid poured themselves cups of coffee at the serving station. One of the few
advantages of being an exilein Cerberus was unrestricted access to genuine coffee, not the bitter



synthetic gruel that had become the common, sub-par substitute since skydark, the generation-long
nuclear winter. Literally tons of freeze-dried packets of the red article were cached in the redoubt's
dorage areas. There was enough coffeeto last the exiles severd lifetimes, even with the influx of new
personnel.

AsBrigid and Kane sat, DefFore eyed them both alittle suspicioudy and asked, "Where's Sindri ?"

Brigid nodded in the generd direction of the op-
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erations center. "Kane reeased him. We're letting Bry nursemaid him for abit.”

"Redlly?' DeFore's eyebrows rose. "And what does Lakesh think about that?"

When Kane didn't respond to the query, Brigid interjected dryly, " Since you dready brought him upin
conversation, Kane has something to ask you about his medical condition.”

Defore's eyebrows lowered, bracketing apair of horizonta lines that creased the bridge of her nose.
"Your guessisasgood asmine."

Brigid and Kane knew the meaning of her oblique reference. The matter of Lakesh's restored youth had
been amajor topic of speculation for the past few months. Not even Lakesh himsalf pretended to
understand how it had happened. The process he described flew so thoroughly in the face of scientific
and medical fact, he might aswell have relegated the cause to drinking amagic dixir.

All DeForereally knew was that more than sx months earlier she watched Mohandas Lakesh Singh
step into the gateway chamber as a hunched-over spindly old man who appeared to be fighting the grave
for every hour he remained on the planet.

A day later, the gateway chamber activated and when the door opened, Kane, Brigid Baptiste, Grant
and Domi emerged. A well-built stranger wearing the white bodysuit of Cerberus duty personnel
followed them. Defore could only gape in stunned silence at the man'sthick, glossy, black hair, bis
unlined olive complexion and toothy, excited grin. She recognized only the blue eyes and the long,
aquiline nose asbe-
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longing to the Lakesh she had known for the past five years.

L akesh attributed the miracle to Sam and hislaying on of hands. Even he knew the processwas far
more complex than that, but he could engage only in fairly futile speculation how it had been
accomplished. According to him, Sam smply laid hislittle hand against his midriff and atingling warmth
seemed to seep fromit.

Thewarmth swiftly became searing hest, like waves of liquid fire rippling through hisveins and arteries.
His heartbesat picked up in tempo, spread the rhythms through the rest of hisbody, like apulsing web of
energy that suffused every separate cell and organ.

He described how his body became aflame with a searing pain, the same kind of agony aman would
fed when circulation was suddenly restored to anumb limb. His entire metabolism seemed to awaken to
furiouslife from along dumber, asif it had been jump-started by apowerful battery.

Hetold them in tones of hushed awe that after the sensation of heet faded, he realized two things more
or less smultaneoudy: he wasn't wearing his glasses but he could see his hand perfectly. And by that
perfect vison, he saw the flesh of hand was smooth, the prominent veins of old age having sunk back
into firm flesh. Even liver spots faded away as he watched.

Sam claimed he had increased Lakesh's production of two antioxidant enzymes, catal ase and superoxide
dismutase, and boosted up his akyglycerol leve to the point where the aging process wasfor dl intents
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and purposes reversed. For thefirst few weeksfollowing Sam's treatment, his hair continued to darken
and more and more of hiswrinkles disappeared. But then the entire process reached a certain point and
cameto ahalt. Lakesh estimated he had returned to aphysica state gpproximating his mid-forties.

L akesh assumed Sam possessed the ability to transfer hisbiological energy to other organic meatter,
which in turn stimulated the entire human cdllular structure. Beyond that, he could only guess.

Lakesh didn't try to convince DefFore or anyone e se that he believed his condition was permanent. He
clamed he had no idea how long hisvitdity would last. Whether it would vanish overnight like the
fabulous One Horse Shay and leave him a doddering old scarecrow again, or whether he would smply
begin to age normaly from that point onward, he couldn't be certain.



However, hetold dl of them he wasn't about to waste the gift of youth, astranstory asit might be.
Nobody knew who One Horse Shay had been or what was so fabulous about him, but DeFore noticed
L akesh surreptitioudy eyeing her bosom in away he had never done before.

Kane suspected that L akesh was taking full advantage of his restored middle age. The glances he caught
Domi and Lakesh exchanging from timeto time hinted a that. He was also increasingly assertive and
chdlenging. The confrontationa behavior Kane attributed to ahigher hormond leve.

Still, Kane was no more inclined to tolerate highhandedness from amiddle-aged L akesh than an € -
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derly one, so their clashes had actually become more frequent.

Kanetook asip of coffee, then said casudly, "There might not be any guesswork involved any longer.”

Both DefFore and Quavell looked a him quizzically. "No?' queried the medic.

"No. That'swhat | want you to confirm."

Stffly, DeFore retorted, ™Y ou damn well know | can't discuss a patient's medical condition with anyone
other than the patient. | can't violate physician and patient confidentiaity unless permission has been
given in advance—and in this case it haan't,”

Kane wanted to ask her when she had taken the Hippocratic oath, but he knew she wouldn't appreciate
the sarcasm. Reba DeFore had never disguised her antipathy toward him—or rather to what he
represented. In her eyes, asaformer Magistrate, he was the strutting embodiment of the totaitarianism
of thevilles, glorying in his baron-sanctioned powers to dispense justice and death. At one time she had
believed that due to his Mag conditioning he was psychologically conflicted and therefore couldn't be
trusted.

Once, in aprivate, unguarded moment, Defore had been driven by frustration to admit that she didn't
believe she wasredlly adoctor, not by the predark definition of the term. She described her training as
superficid, down and dirty. At best, shefdt shefulfilled the functions of what was once known asa
generd practitioner.

Kane knew he needed the medic on his side, so he dispensed with the old resentments and his tendency
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toward making snide comments. "A couple of weeks ago,” Kane said matter-of-factly, "L akesh suffered
acollapse”

DeForeslips pursed. "That much is public knowledge. But I'm not obligated to explain why."

Kane nodded asif he expected the answer. Choosing hiswords carefully, he said, "Doctor, | wouldn't
beinquiringif | didn't fed the matter was of utmost importance.”

As he had hoped, DefFore reacted with afleeting, appreciative smile to being addressed by the honorific.
"How 07"

"The redoubt's security might be at stake.”

"Dueto Lakesh?"

"YS"

She lifted ashoulder in anegligent shrug. "That wouldn't be anew Stuation.”

Kane and Brigid knew DeFore was making a backhanded reference to the occasionaly hostile dynamic
she shared with Lakesh. Although she was one of thefirst exilesrecruited by him, the two people il
disagreed on awide variety of matters. She had accused him of being overdemanding and high-handed
and sometimes she outright distrusted him, particularly after he supplied Balam with the destination lock
codes of the redoubt's gateway to bring in Sam.

"Anyway," said DeFore, "before | breach the confidentidity of my patient, you'll have to convince methe
circumgtances requireit.”

"That'swhy we're here." Kane took a deep breath and stated in aneutral tone of voice, 'l believe that
Lakesh'srestored youth is due to the introduction of
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nanitesinto his system. Not only did Sam put them there, he's exerting a certain amount of control over
them, too."

Defore's face molded itsdlf into an expression of shock, but she said nothing as Kane continued, "I can't
even guess at the extent of the control, but I'm not taking any chances. I've confined Lakesh to aholding
cdl until further notice. How long he stays locked up will be partly determined by what you tell me. So, if
you can seefit to Sdestep your confidentidity oath just this onceto either confirm or deny what I've just

said, we can al decide a course of action together.”

During Kane's remarks, even the normally stoic Brigid expressed first surprise, then a degp unease. Due
to her many years asan archivigt in the Cobalt-ville Historica Division, Brigid had worked hard a
perfecting apoker face. Since archivists were aways watched, probably more than anyone else working
in the other divisions, she had worked diligently to develop an outward persona of cool calm,
unflgppable and immutable,

Reba Defore had no such tradition to which to adhere. Her eyes had become so wide the brown irises
were completely surrounded by the whites. Her lips worked, then she sputtered, "How did you— Y ou
couldn't have— How—"

Quavdl spokefor thefirst time since Brigid and Kane sat at the table. Her voice wasamusica yet
amog childlike lilt despite her claim of being nearly seventy yearsold. "I believe the doctor istrying to
ascertain who provided you with that information.”
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When an answer from Kane wasn't immediatdly forthcoming, Brigid asked, "It'strue, then?' Her tone
vibrated with barely repressed tension.

Swallowing hard, DeFore nodded. Pitching her voice to barely above awhisper, even though no one
elsewas present in the cafeteria, she said, "Y es. Hisentire cdllular structure is infested with nanites, from
hiscirculatory system to hisglands.”

Swiftly shetold Kane, Brigid and Quavel how in an effort to find the cause of Lakesh's collgpse, she
had taken a blood sample and found severd different kinds of nanomachines floating within the red
blood cdlls. At firgt, the nanites had inflicted organic damage on Lakesh, but then repaired it dmost as
they watched. Lakesh had ominoudy speculated that Sam had caused the nanites to run briefly amok as
ademongtration, adisplay of power, to show what he could do from his stronghold in Xian, China.

Neither Kane nor Brigid found the possibility of such long-range control out of the redlm of probability,



since Sam could manipul ate the convergence of e ectromagnetic energies he caled the Heart of the
World. The Heart existed dightly out of phase with the third dimension, with the human concept of
pace-time. From its central core extended aweb of electromagnetic and geophysica energy that
covered the entire planet. Exerting a degree of remote control over tiny machines seemed like aminor
accomplishment for someone of Sam's ahilities.

DefFore added that trying to flush the nanites from Lakesh's body would not be an efficacious trestment;
even acomplete blood transfusion and filtering of al
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of hisbodily fluidsthrough didysiswouldn't work. There were millions of the microscopic machines
embedded throughout the soft tissues of hiscdlular structure.

Brigid pushed her coffee away and husked out, "I didn't make the connection before. The
implications—" She bit off the rest of whatever sheintended to say, asif it weretoo horribleto utter.

Kane cast her asideways glance. Her face was shockingly pae, but he knew what she wasfeding and
why. To DefFore, he chalenged, "Y ou didn't think any of that was worth sharing with us?'

DefForeslipstightened. "I didn't perceiveit asathredat to the redoubt. Y ou apparently fed otherwise,
and I'd like to know why. Who told you about the nanites? Domi?"

"Domi?" he repeated. " She knew about them?"

Defore nodded. " She was there when he collgpsed.”

Kane shook his head in angry frustration. "No, Domi didn't say aword."

"Then who told you?' DeFore demanded.

Kane pushed his chair back and rose. ' That'll have to wait until Grant gets here and we can convene a
formal briefing. Until then, consider Lakesh under complete quarantine. Nobody isto go near him, much
lesstouch him."

Why?

"It gandsto reason,” Quavdl said camly, "if theimperator could transfer the devicesto Dr. Singh



through physical contact, it's possible Dr. Singh may be able to do the same to others.”
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"For al we know," Brigid declared, "the nanites could have aready infected our computer systems and
arewaiting for asgna from Sam to take them over or destroy them.”

A little defensively, DeFore said, "The types of nanites| found insde L akesh were designed to combine
sensors, programs and molecular toolsto form systems able to examine and repair individua cdlls”

"'What did you do with the ones you removed from him?' Kane asked.

"They're hermetically sedled,” DeFore said, trying to sound reassuring. "1've been studying them when |
havethetime"

Brigid rose swiftly, standing shoulder to shoulder with Kane. "I'd like to take alook at them.”

Chapter 4

It wasn't asif the Cerberus exiles had no prior experience with nanotechnology. Every personin the
redoubt had been implanted with biolink subcutaneous transponders based on organic nanotechnology
developed two centuries before by Overproject Ex-calibur. The transponders were composed of
non-harmful radioactive chemicalsthét fit themsavesinto the human body and alowed the monitoring of
heart rates, brain-wave patterns and blood counts. Lakesh had ordered all of the Cerberus redoubt's
personnd to be injected with them. The transponders fed information through the Comsat relay satellite
when personne were out in thefield.

The signa was relayed to the redoubt by the Comsat, one of the two satellitesto which the ingtalation
was uplinked. The computer systems recorded every byte of data sent to the Comsat, and directed it
down to the redoubt's hidden antenna array. Sophisticated scanning filters combed through the telemetry
using specid human biological encoding. The digital data stream was then routed to alocationd program
in order to precisdaly isolate the team's position in time and space.

However, as Brigid examined the nanites through a microscope, she noted that the dark gray thingswith

Sea of Plague



73

bulbous bodies and feebly kicking triple-jointed legs didn't resemble in the dightest the subcutaneous
transponders. The nanites legs swiveled in their sockets, perforating both sides of their torsos.

Brigid straightened from the eyepieces of the microscope and fixed DeFore with aleve, unblinking stare,
full of ungpoken recriminations.

"What?' the medic demanded harshly.

"Y ou shouldvetold us about thisimmediately, Reba."

Defore gestured angrily to the microscope, then to the capped, transparent glass tube in Kane's hand. "'l
just didn't think they were dangerous to anyone but Lakesh.”

"I'll admit," Kane said grudgingly as he tapped afingernail againgt the tube, "they don't look very
threstening.”

At firgt, even on second glance, the transparent cylinder appeared to be empty. Only by holding the tube
up to the laboratory's overhead fluorescent lights could he discern the tiny, amost invisible specks on the
inner wal of the tube. Even then, they looked like ascattering of dirt particles. They were the nanites
found in Lakesh's blood sample. The medic had explained how she used the infirmary's centrifuge to
separate them from the plasma.

"I didn't view them as athreat, either," DeFore said.

"But," Brigid interposed grimly, "even repair nanites would have to be connected to alarger computer by
means of mechanical datalinks. The devices pass aong information, and the governing computer
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would pass back genera instructions. Lakesh would've redlized that.”

Defore nodded alittle contritely. ' 'He did. But he also said the machine could repair abody's hardware
while neither understanding nor changing its software. In other words, they couldn't control hismind.”

"Unless," said Kane, " Sam programmed the damn things to make him say that—or even make him



bdieveit."

The medic sighed asif she had grown very tired of thetopic. "Wéll, it's obvious now the nanitesinjected
into Lakesh's metabolism held it in astate of biostass. The naturd aging process was dowed, maybe
even frozen. When they ran wild and damaged tissues on amolecular level, they concentrated their
attack on the weakest areas of his body, where the transplant surgeries were performed over fifty years

ago.

After Lakesh'sresurrection from cryostasis haf acentury earlier, he had undergone severa operationsto
further prolong hislife. His mafunctioning heart had been traded for a hedlthy one, his glaucoma-afflicted
brown eyes exchanged for bright, abeit myopic blue ones, hisweak lungs changed out for astrong new

pair.

Cdcified, arthritic jointsin his shoulders and legs were removed and replaced with ones made of
polyethylene. None of the reconstructive surgeries or physiologica enhancements had been performed
out of Samaritan impulses. Hislife and health had been prolonged so he could serve the Program of
Unification and the baronies.
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Brigid narrowed her eyes. ' 'Areyou tdlling us Sam is arranging for Lakesh's dow destruction from
within?'

Defore hesitated before replying. "1 wouldn't make that kind of extreme diagnosis, that the nanites are
egting him away on amolecular level...but they definitely can have an adverse effect on hismetabolic
functions. Whether it's accidenta or part of aprogram | don't know."

Kane snorted derisively. "I know. I'd say it's pretty safe bet that Sam wouldn't have introduced the damn
thingsinto hisbody without away to control them."

"Which means," DeFore declared, "he's not the flesh-and-blood entity Lakesh thought he was."
"Exactly." Kane bit out the word. He replaced the tube in ametd clamp attached to the trestle table.
Bitterly Brigid said, "Damn Lakesh and damn dl of his secrets.”

Neither DeFore nor Kane responded to her contemptuous comment, nor had she expected them to.
Despite her grest fondness for him, Brigid knew that Lakesh, during his double life asabaronia adviser
and insurrectionist, had grown too accustomed to se-cretiveness to be comfortable sharing much of
anything about his persond life.



Sometimes the reticence was understandable, but most often it was enraging. More than onceit had
been downright dangerous, with dire consequences that had been barely avoided. Even Lakesh himsdlf
had shamefacedly admitted that his plans had nearly gotten them dl killed—worse than killed—on a
num-
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ber of occasions, often dueto his giving them just enough information to plunge them into serioustrouble.

Although there were many things Brigid faulted Kane for, she knew at least she could trust him with her
life. She was dways prepared to defend him if the circumstances warranted. With Lakesh's secretive
and dmost conspiratorialy questionable behavior, Kane—no matter how often she disagreed with
him— was the only congtant she had in her life.

The suspicion rising to the forefront of her mind troubled her, especialy since she didn't know why

L akesh had been slent about the presence of the na-nomachinesin hisblood. Back in Cobaltville,
Lakesh had been her mentor. Hed matricul ated her and educated her, promoted her to a high-ranking
position asan archivigt.

But Lakesh had also been the one who had set in motion the events that led to her exile from Cobaltville,
driving her away from everything shed ever known. Her citizenship was stripped from her, and she had
been reclassified as an outlander.

Sheld dways considered herself important to the man, but old doubts that she had never fully examined
could no longer be ignored. The way Lakesh had recruited Beth-Li Rouch and attempted to set up his
own breeding farm by pairing her off with Kane had been the first indication that L akesh cared more for
the success of his own plans than the fedings of others.

For amoment Brigid considered returning to detention and confronting Lakesh, but she knew she
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would only bewasting her time. If Lakesh decided he was going to maintain his secrets, then he never
said aword about them. Kane seemed to be the only one who could occasionally thresten the truth out
of the man.

"What was Lakesh's take on the nanites?' Kane wanted to know.



Defore shrugged. "Hed been operating under the assumption Sam possessed the ability to transfer his
biologicad energy to other organic matter. Histheory wasthat Sam's energy transfer might have
rejuvenated the MHC in the six chromosomal structures, which resulted in turning back the hands of his
metabolic clock, persuading the cellsto reproduce and repair themselves.

"I told him that if aging was controlled by a sort of biologica darm clock, akind of genetic switching
system and the hands of his clock were turned back, logic suggested they'd start moving in theright
direction and the normd fashion again.”

"Did he buy it?" Brigid asked.

"I don't know," replied DeFore. "There was no reason for him not to, particularly after | told him
different kinds of clocks and watcheswere designed to run for different lengths of time after being
wound—therefore different kinds of bodies were genetically designed to run for different periods. |
warned him the mainspring of his body's clock could break at any time, or it could go haywire and he
could ageten yearsin ten seconds. At first that's what | thought might be happening to him.”

"Until you found the nanites.” Kane wasn't asking
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aquestion; he was making a statement. "Then the entire theory about Sam transferring hisown
bio-energy into Lakesh went down the toilet.”

"'Could the nanites redly exert some form of control over hismind and his behavior?' Brigid asked.

Defore frowned musingly. ' 'l doubt it. At least not to any greet extent. From the little research I've done
on nanotechnology, it appears there are certain kinds of medical treatments beyond the capability of cdll
repair machines for different reasons—maintaining mental health, for ingtance.

"Obvioudy, cdl repair nanites would be able to correct some problems, since deranged thinking
sometimes has biochemicd causes, asif the brain were dragging or poisoning itsdf. Other menta and
emotiona problems stem from tissue damage. But most behavior problems havelittle to do with the
hedth of nerve cdls and everything to do with the hedth of the mind."

"Unless" Kane said, "the nanitesfunction like SQUID implants.”

Brigid squinted toward him. " Superconducting quantum interface devices?'



Kane nodded. "Ericavan Soan, Sam's so-called mother, invented them, remember?’

"I'm not liable to forget much of anything, Kane." Brigid'stone wasterse. Dueto her eidetic memory,
everything sheread 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.
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Although Kane often accused her of using her photographic memory to make herself appear far more
knowledgeable than she actually was, she viewed her ability as avaluable resource that had nothing to
do with ego.

"Anyway," Brigid went on, "Ericadidn't actudly invent the SQUIDs. But sherefined them to
sophidticated levels and pretty much used them as the foundation to make thefirgt fully functioning,
large-scde mind-machineinterface.”

A brilliant predark cyberneticist, Ericavan Sloan had perfected the SQUID implants as away to control
the personnd of the Anthill complex. Since the main difficulty in constructing interfaces between
mechanica-e ectric and organic systems was the wiring, Erica hersdf oversaw the implantation of
SQUIDsdirectly into the subject's brain. They were only one-hundredth of amicron across and drew
power from the eectromagnetic field generated by the neu-ronic energy of the brain itsdlf.

Defore ventured cautioudy, "Sam can't really be amachine. | saw him that time, when he and Ericavan
Soan gated in here. Helooked human enough to me.”

A corner of Kane's mouth twitched, either in agrimace or ableak smile. "So have alot of monsters
weve met over the past few years, Colond Thrush first and foremost among them.”

DeFore scowled a him. "Y ou still haven't told me how you knew about the nanitesin thefirst place,
Kane"

"I'd like to know that myslf."
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Kane turned at the sound of Domi's angry voice as she swept from the dispensary into the laboratory.



Eyes sngpping crimson sparks, shesaid, "l just talked to Quavell. What the fuck do you mean by letting
that devil dwarf have the run of the place while you lock up Lakesh?'

Kane stood his ground as she strode up to within afoot of him, her bare toes nearly treading on thetips
of hisshoes. Camly he said, "At the moment, that devil dwarf doesn't present athreat to us.”

"And Lakesh does?' Domi's question was a strident haf shriek of outrage and incredulity.

"Yes," Kaneanswered firmly. "And it's partly due to you by withholding the information about the
nanitesin Lakesh'sbody."

Domi thrust her head forward pugnacioudly, asif she intended to Sink her teeth into the base of Kane's
neck. ' ‘Little bitty mitesin blood? Who cares? They bite him, not ug”

She had reverted to her abbreviated mode of Out-land speech as she usudly did when under stress.
Despite his anger with her, Kane couldn't redly blame her for being upset. Only recently had she
confided to him about the intimate relationship that had devel oped between her and Lakesh.

He hadn't spoken about their affair and Domi had revealed very little of her own fedlings about it, but
Kane had wondered if she wastrying to deal with the bitterness she ill harbored over her unrequited
lovefor Grant.

Kane guessed L akesh's rel uctance to et anyone know about his rel ationship with Domi derived
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mainly from the habit of keeping two centuries worth of secrets—or the fact that at 250 years old, he
might be considered a shade too old for her.

"Theproblemis" Brigid said, trying to sound soothing, "we don't know if those miteswon't end up biting
al of useventudly. That'swhy he's been isolated from the rest of theingtalation.”

Domi didn't even so much asglancein Brigid's direction. Staring directly into Kane's eyes, she hissed
fiercely, "Let im out!"

"I can't." Kanereached for her shoulders, but Domi evaded his grasp, dapping his hands away.



"Youlet im go," she said between clenched teeth, "or | doiit.”

Kane's jaw muscles knotted. "No, you won't, Domi. If you try, I'll lock you up, too."

She uttered a hooting, scornful laugh. ' ‘Like to seeyou try!"

Kane took amenacing step toward her, but she stood her ground, not in the least intimidated by him.
Her eyes never |eft hisface. Brigid sdled in between them, one hand on Domi's shoulder, the other
pressing against Kane's chest.

"Knock it off," she said crosdy. "Both of you."

Domi drained againg Brigid'srestraining arm. "Then tell that full-of-himsdlf bastard to let Lakesh go free
and lock up that goddamn dwarf!"

Kane made an obvious attempt to compose himself, forcing himself to relax and inhaling a deep breeath.
In as unemotiond avoice as he could manage, he said, "Domi, you don't know the whole story. Once
you do, I'm pretty sure you'll agree with what I've
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done. But right now you'll have to take my word for it. Once Grant gets here, I'll tell you everything |
know—-but you'll have to accept that Lakesh islocked up so he won't contaminate Cerberus.”

"Contaminate how?' she demanded.

Before Kane could respond, Bry's voicefiltered over theintercom on the laboratory wall. "Grant and
Noraareremateridizing.”

Domi exhded noisily inrelief, and some of the anger |eft her posture and eyes. ' 'Good. Now we can get
to the bottom of this."

Thetrans-comm unitswere voice activated, and Kane cdled, "1s Sindri till there?'

"Yeah." Bry'sresponse was dour. "He's ill loitering around.”



"Get him out of sght. Tell Grant to Say in the ready room."

Inavery aggrieved voice, Bry asked, "How do you expect me to do that? Since when has he ever
listened to me?”

Wearily Kane said, "1 don't know. Tell him we're planning abirthday party and if he comes out hell spail
the surprise.”

"'Isit hisbirthday?' asked Bry.

"Hdll, I don't know. Just tell him anything so helll stay put. For the moment, | need to control the
information he gets.”

"What information isthat?' Bry's tone sounded decidedly confused.

"Bry, goddammit—"

"All right, dl right. Will do." Bry paused and
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added, in atone that sounded a hit trepredatious, " Just 0 you'll know...Shizukaiswith him."

At the mention of the name, dl the anger returned to Domi's eyes and comportment. In asoft, disgusted
voice shesad, "Shit."

Chapter 5

Grant and Shizukawere waiting for Kanein the ready room, their stances telegraphing impatience and
suspicion. To Kane's congderable surprise and amusement, Grant was attired in the formal samurai
dress known as the kamishimo, which consisted of wide-legged trousers and a red-and-blue jacket
cdled a ka-taginu. Theflaring, stiffened shoulder epaulets only accentuated the massive breadth of the
man's shoulders and chest.



Even in theflat-soled sandas, he stood four inches over six feet tall. Gray threaded his short, curly black
hair. A gunfighter's mustache swept fiercely around his lips and curved halfway down to his prominent
chin, showing jet-black againg his coffee-brown complexion. Smiles didn't come easily to him, and as
usual his mouth was drawn in afrown, just as his heavy brows were knitted together at the bridge of his
nose, casting his dark eyesinto deep shadow.

His blunt fingers tapped a nervous ditty on the hilt of the short wakizashi sword thrust through asilk
sash knotted around hiswai<.

Before Kane said anything, he cast his gaze around surreptitioudy for aglimpse of Sindri. Fortunately,
thelittle man was nowherein sght. "Well," Kane began, letting agrin spread across hisface, it didnt
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take you long to go native. Or isit laundry day on NewEdo?'

Grant didn't laugh, but Shizukadid, alovely musicd fluting. A dender Japanese woman a couple of
inches over five feet in height, Shizukawore an ankle-length surcoat of blue silk accented by
white-and-red embroidery. Benegath it was a pae green billowy kam-ishimo, the uniform of the
daimyo'sretainer. She carried a dai-sho pair of swordsin her sash, along curved katana and a tanto.

Her tumbles of glossy black hair framed a smoothly sculpted face of extraordinary beauty. Her
complexion was avery pae gold with pink roses and ivory for an accent. Beneath a snub nose, her
petaled lipswerefull.

Shizukas dark brown, dmond-shaped eyes held the fierce, proud gleam of ayoung eagle. Her hair was
gathered in atortoiseshell barrette at her ngpe, one stray wisp dangling across her cheek.

She started to speak, but Grant growled "No" in hislionlike rumble of avoice. ' 'It wasaday like any
other—one that began with me waking up and wondering if thiswould be the day you'd come up with a
thin pretext to drag my ass back here.”

Kanesgrin fdtered a the edge of genuine hostility and accusation in Grant's deep voice. Kane didn't
blame him for resenting being yanked unceremonioudy from hisnew life on New Edo, sncethét life
redly hadn't had much timeto get started. However, hefdt the dow flush of anger risng on his neck at
the implication he had contrived an emergency in or-
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der to summon hisfriend back to dedl with the respongbilitiesof hisold life.

"I don't have apretext,” he stated flatly. "1 have adamn good reason. Probably the best damn reason
snceweleft Cobdtville

Grant seemed unmoved. Crossing hisbig arms over bis chest, he rumbled, "What old sparring partner
has come looking for arematch now?"'

Kane understood the reference he made to the circumstances of the last time they embarked on an op,
when Grigori Zakat apparently returned from the dead, seeking revenge for apast defeat. That incident
was only two weeks in the past, but Grant had brought the situation to Kane's attention, not the other
way around. For the sake of diplomacy, Kane decided not to point that out.

"It'snot so much an old enemy who has come back,” Kane told him, "but one that's been under our
noses for quite some time without us knowing it."

Shizukas delicate eyebrows arched. "What do you mean, Kane-sarc?"

Grant nodded to the Sin Eater strapped to Kane'sforearm. "Isthat why you're walking around hedled?’

Before Kane could even partidly frame aresponse, Sindri chose that moment to saunter into the
anteroom from the operations center. Both Grant and Shizuka stared a him in dumbfounded silencefor
along tick of time. Then Grant bellowed, "What the hel|—!"

He made a clumsy, fumbling motion to unshesthe his wakizashi sword. His motor functions were ill
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impaired due to the residue of the terrible shock that had temporarily pardyzed him lessthan four weeks
before.

Shizuka's sword did from its lacquered wooden scabbard with lightning speed, the naked sted glittering
brightly in the overhead light. The tip touched Sindri's neck and she muttered in low, grim tone, " Zur ui
chibi. |1 wondered if wewould ever meet again.”



Kane knew she had said " Sneaky dwarf,” and judging by the red spots of anger appearing on Sindri's
cheeks, he knew it, too. His face remained impassive even as the razored edge of the sword forced him
totilt his head back. The blades of the Tigers of Heaven were dmost supernaturaly sharp, ableto
cleave smoothly even through polycarbonate. Shizuka had once attributed the cutting quaity to an old
technique of laser-sharpening the edges to only afew molecules of thickness.

"What the fuck is he doing here?' Grant snarled, jamming his sword back into its scabbard. He seemed
dightly embarrassed that he had been able to withdraw only aquarter of itslength in the time Shizuka
had completely unsheathed her own wegpon.

"I'd liketo know that mysdlf," Shizukasaid in asilky soft tone, dthough her eyeswere cold. "I haven't
forgotten how this koitsu imprisoned mein the Chronosingtalation, used me asatool againg you. |
owe him abloodletting.”

Kane had picked up enough Japanese since meeting the New Edoans to know koitsu meant “littlerat.”
He aso knew Shizukareferred to the incident some
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months ago when she and a contingent of samura arrived on Thunder Ide searching for him, Grant and
Brigid. She hadn't found the three friends she sought, but Sindri, who had commandeered the facility,
found her.

When the outlanders returned to Thunder Ide acouple of weekslater, Sindri used Shizuka as ahostage
and in the processinflicted very superficid cuts on her arms. Therega samurai commander hadn't
forgotten either the wounds, or the more serious blow to her pride. Kane was a so sure she hadn't
forgotten the threat Sindri had levied against New Edo if she refused to cooperate with him during her
short imprisonment.

For better or for worse—and New Edo was certainly better than most of the Western Ides—the idand
was her home. Dangerous, but till hers. Moreover, she considered the well-being of its citizens her

responsbility.

A few months before, during an attempted insurrection, the daimyo of New Edo, Lord Takaun, was
grievoudy injured and the former captain of the Tigers, Kiyomasa, wasdain. It fdl upon Shizukas
dender shouldersto end the rebelion, and she did it in the only way that would satisfy the honor of both
factions—by killing the seditionist leader in Sngle combat, literally dicing himin two with her katana.

The rebels saw only two options—to continue to presstheir faltering coup and die to aman, or to swear
loyalty to the samurai who had dain their leader. They decided to swear loydty and live. Ironicaly, many



of them didn't live long after making their
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oaths, but instead perished repulsing the invaders dispatched by Baron Snakefish. Despite the losses
New Edo suffered, Shizukaled her forcesto victory over atacticaly superior force.

After that, New Edo obeyed her every command, appeased her every whim with akind of devotion
different, yet more powerful than what they would have given aman. Shizukawasn't viewed asa
woman, or even a Tiger of Heaven; she was revered dmost as a goddess.

Defiantly Sindri said, "'l didn't redly harm you then, Captain, | only inconvenienced you. | could have
killed you very easily, but | did not. I show mysdlf to you now, in order to proveto you that my
intentions are not multilayered.”

"In other words," Grant grated, "you're trying to convince uswere not being hustled. Again. Weve
heard that shit from you before—"

"Yeah," Kaneinterrupted, "we have. And there's no reason to believe he's sincere thistime, ether.
Frankly, | couldn't give a swampi€e's ass about whether he's playing usagain.”

Grant blinked a him in surprise, abit of theflinty anger softening in hiseyes. With alittle hiss of
annoyance, Shizukaintoned, "1 thought this dani was dead, killed in the explosion.”

Before Sindri could offer aresponse, Kane said, "I'd hoped much the same thing, but I'm glad now it
didn't happen.”

Shizuka cast him a puzzled, searching glance, then dowly removed the blade from Sindri'sthroat, leav-
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ing athinline of blood on the underside of hisjaw. "Why isthat, Kane-san?"

"Because | want the chance to be godfather to your children.”



Grant and Shizuka both stared at him asif he had just sprouted donkey ears. Grant inquired mildly, "A
little premature, aren't you?"

Kane shrugged. "Not necessarily. From the information given to me, you'l have twins, aboy and girl.
Thegirl will be named Tomei, the boy Kiyomasa."

Shizuka, in the process of resheathing her katana, frozein midmotion to gape a Kane with wide,
disbelieving eyes. "How could you possibly know something like that?!

"You'l find out when the rest of Cerberus does. I'm ordering an assembly for 1900 hours."

"You're ordering?' Grant's expression and tone were rich with suspicion. "Where's Lakesh?"

Kane hesitated a moment before answering. That and Sindri'sdy grin didn't help dlay Grant's sudden
apprehension. His big brown hand closed over the hilt of his sword and he growled, ' 'What the hell is
going on here, Kane? Are you and Sindri up to something?'

Sindri'sthestrica laugh wasfull of mock evil. "Do you mean that |'ve somehow taken over Mr. Kane's
mind and turned him and everyone hereinto my brain-controlled daves?'

"Oh, shut up, pissant,” Grant grunted dismissive-ly. He raked Kane with a penetrating sare. "Did
something happen to Lakesh?"

"Moreor less" Kanesaid. "He'sdown in aholding cell. | locked him up.”
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Grant's reaction was restrained, amost disinterested. " Sounds to me like you've got everything under
control.”

"l don't,” Kanereplied flatly. "I need you here, at my side.”

"To do what?'

"Just be yoursdlf." Kane offered hishand. "I need you."



At firgt Grant ignored the proffered hand, then he scowled &t it. "What if being myself meansthat me and
Shizukajust gate back out of here?"

Kane said nothing but kept his hand outstretched, waiting patiently. He knew Grant was ssimply tweaking
him. They had been partnersfor nearly fifteen years, and it was part and parcel of Magistrate
conditioning to dways back a partner'splay.

Grant's deep brown eyes met his. It fdlt like avery long time, apainfully long time, before the big man
reached out and clasped Kane's hand, their mutual grasp reminding them both that whatever their many
differences, they shared common goals.

Grant released hisfriend's hand and opened his mouth to voice ademand, but Kane cut him off with a
short, sharp gesture. "Let'swait until after the assembly. I'll answer al the questions | know the answers
to."

"What about the questionsyou can't answer, Kane-san?" inquired Shizuka

Kaneforced asmileto hisface, but it felt and looked stitched-on. "Then dl of uswill have to work
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together to find those answers. And it might not be an easy search.”

Sindri snorted. "That'savery certain thing, Mr. Kane."

The Cerberus redoubt had an officidly designated briefing room on thethird level. Big and blue wdled, it
was equipped with ten rows of theater-type chairs facing araised speaking dais and arear-projection
screen. It was built to accommodate the mgority of theingtallation's personnel back before the
nukecaust when military and scientific advisersvisited.

Because the briefings now rardly involved more than ahandful of people, they were dmost dways
convened in the more intimate dining hall. The mini-auditorium hadn't been used since L akesh reactivated
the ingtallation, except when the personnel watched old movies on DVD and laser disks found in storage.

Kane wondered if the entire personnel of the redoubt had ever been assembled in the room even during
predark days. For that matter, he wondered if he was making atactical error by ordering the mesting,
setting himself up more or less asthe ingtdlation's leader. But if even afraction of the tale contained on
the disk Sindri had given him was true, then he and everyone else in the redoubt had reached a



crossroads—one path led to extinction and the other to survival. There was no middle road.

He knew it was important that he be able to gauge the personnel’s reaction to what they were going to
see and hear on the screen, particularly the reactions of the more recent arrivals. During his Mag days,
Kane had learned that the sharp edge of peril was
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aways blunted when standing—or in thisinstance— sitting shoulder to shoulder with acomrade.

Kane aso hoped that being in the company of otherswould help blunt the inevitable sharp edge of
dishdief. When he had first seen the contents of the disk, al the skepticism Kane had ever knownin his
life swarmed over him, like asuffocating blanket of denial, shock and negation. It waslike being struck a
physica blow. He had found himself suckingin air in greet, painful gasps. He couldn't recall the last time
his heart had beat so violently within his chest. He had watched it dl and believed it, then refused to
believeit. Findly, he had no choice but to accept it asfact.

When Kane mounted the stage at 1900 hours with Brigid Baptiste and Grant flanking him, he faced the
seventy-plus members of the Cerberus staff who had gathered in the miniauditorium. He experienced a
rush of disorientation and asurge of stage fright. Intellectualy, he had accepted the fact that the
redoubt's population had swelled over the past month, but he hadn't seen everyone assembled in one
place until now.

Although the redoubt had been constructed to provide a comfortable home for well over ahundred
people and despite the fact there were less than that now, there were currently more peoplein the facility
than had been seen there in the past two centuries.

When he, Grant, Domi and Brigid had arrived at the instdlation two years before, there had been only a
dozen permanent resdents. Like them, they were all exilesfrom the villes, but unlike them, the others had
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been brought there by Lakesh because of their training and abilities.

The redoubt had suffered casuaties over the past couple of years: Adrian and Davis, killed on amisson
to Mongolia; Cottain the Antarctic; and Beth-Li Rouch, killed right within thewalls of the ingtalation
itsdlf. For along time, the Cerberus personnd were outnumbered by shadowed corridors, empty rooms
and sepulchral slences.



Asthethree people stood shoulder to shoulder on the stage, dl of them heard their nameswhispered in
tones that were almost touched with awe, which was the reaction Kane had hoped for when he asked
hisfriendsto join him.

The three of them represented the heroic trinity that had freed the inhabitants of the Moon base from
lives of unending terror and offered them an dternative to dying unknown and unmourned on Luna.
Kane's status among the Manitius emigres sprang more from the fact he had faced the fearsome Maccan
and imprisoned the crazed Tuatha de Danaan in astasi's chamber than freeing them from alunar tomb.
The mad god had been asymbol of terror among the colonists for generations, and Kane's battle with
him was aready approaching the level of hero-myth. Asfar asthe Moon base personnel were
concerned, that particular accomplishment made him ablend of ninja, demon and rabid wolf.

Kane recalled what Brigid had said to him after Tibetan bandits had bestowed upon him thetitle of
Tsyanis Khan-po, the King of Fear. She had wryly

Sea of Plague

95

commented, "Y ou're earning quite the reputation in the far corners of theworld.”

Lessthan amonth after that incident, when Sky Dog's warriors had bestowed upon him the name of
Unktomi Shunkaha, or Trickster Wolf, he had realized that he was crossing over the bridge from
flesh-and-blood man and entering the realm of legend. He wasn't pleased by the prospect, but he wasn't
above exploiting it on this particular occason.

The sounds of murmuring and shuffling feet faded as Kane stood at the podium and looked out &t the
faces he recognized and the many he didn't. He saw Wegmann, Auerbach and Banks scattered among
the Moon base evacuees. They were dl Sitting beside women, and Kane repressed asmile.

As more women arrived from the M oon colony, the redoubt's permanent male popul ation was for the
first timein their memory in the minority. Bry, Banks, Farrell, Auerbach and even the misanthropic
Wegmann had acted at first either like shy schoolboys or Magsin agaudy house after along patrol. He
spotted Shizuka, DeFore and Quavell sitting together. He looked for Domi, but didn't see her, though he
sensed she was nearby. He knew Sindri was lurking in the wings, too.

When slencefdl over the room, Kane said without preamble, "I called al of you here because of
information | received a couple of hoursago.”



The acoustics in the miniauditorium were such he didn't need to use the public-address system. "Thisis
information that has to be acted upon one way or another. It spells out our complete future or complete
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doom—and for most of you here, they're pretty much the same thing.”

Feet shifted uncomfortably, and there were a couple of self-conscious coughs and mutters. The thought
occurred to Kane that there were those in the room who might scoff at his announcements as contrived
melodramatics, but he didn't care. "Seefor yourselves.”

At anod from him, Brigid turned a switch on the rear wall to activate the rear-projection screen and play
the CD. The overhead lights dimmed. Kane moved aside as Grant and Brigid turned to watch theimage
forming on the screen.

A face swiftly materidized, building pixd by pixd. The face wasthat of aman who appeared to bein his
latefifties or early sixties. His eyes were hismost arresting feature, nearly the same color asthe high
Western sky at dusk, bluewith just ahint of gray. They blazed in a gaunt, bearded face.

The man's face was too harsh and hard to be handsome, even without the long, jagged scar cutting like a
lightning balt from left to right across hisfeatures, from hairline to jawline. Hisdark, slver-stippled hair
hung loose past his shoulders, stirred by atouch of the wind. He had the look of fasting, of deep
suffering about him.

Kane heard Brigid murmur in horror, "Oh, my God."

"What thehdl isthis?' Grant blurted in darm.

The man spoke in abone-chillingly familiar voice. "'If you're seeing and hearing me, then my plan
worked. | don't have any way of knowingwhois
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watching this, so I'll give you aquick back story. My year is 2227, the month is September. I'm
recording this outside the good old Cerberus redoubt.”



The man paused and showed the edges of histeeth in agrin. They were dightly discolored. "Asyou
might've guessed by looking a me, ahell of alot has happened in the past twenty-seven or so years, not
much of it good.”

Grant whirled toward Kane, eyes glinting with acombination of suspicion and fear. "Y ou expect usto
believe that's you?"

Kane shushed him by placing aforefinger to hislips, then pointing with it to the screen. "Don't interrupt
me. | have an interesting story to tell.”

Chapter 6

From the screen, Kane announced, "I'll start from the be™nning—my beginning, that is. For al of you,
that's about a month and two weeks away."

Using clear, concise language, without trying to ov-erdramatize or soft-peda the future, Kane began
relaing everything that had happened in the world and to him since the middle months of 2200. He
briefly recapped how Sam had appeared virtualy out of nowhere to assume leadership of the nine
barons.

Sam factiondized the nine barons and in the process brought anew order to the face of theworld. The
ancient Roman Empire was governed by asenate, but ruled by an emperor, sometimes known as an
im-perator. This person served asthefina arbiter in matters pertaining to government. The baronies
acted de-pendently, unified in name only. The arriva of theimperator changed dl that.

During a council of the baronsin Front Roya, Baron Cobalt put forth the proposal to establish a centra
ruling consortium with himsdf asitsleader. But Sam hijacked not only Cobalt's plan but dso thetitle of
imperator. A series of battles began, known as the Imperator Wars. The conflict was short-lived and

ended with the sege of Cobaltville and the ousting of its baron. Y et peace didn't come with the impos-
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tion of imperid rule. Instead, it sparked dozens of smaller wars and a succession of plotsand
counterplots.

Sam the imperator was fixated on unification, as the barons were, but with adifferent objective. His
gtated intent was to end the tyranny of the barons and unify both hybrid and human and build anew



Earth. In the months following his appearance, the entire structure of the baronies changed. He made
congderable inroadsinto toppling the old order and enfranchising hisforces, dthough not dl the barons
supported him.

The genera consensus among the Cerberus personnel was that even the barons who withheld their overt
support wouldn't undertake organized resistance againgt him. Even if every one of the baronies united
againg the imperator, it would require monthsto prepare any kind of military campaign and they had to
do soin secret, or else they would not have access to the medical treatments. And Baron Cobalt, the
only hybrid lord who bore Cerberus and the imperator persona malice, was missing, presumed dead.
For ashort time, an uneasy peace prevailed.

However, Cobalt wasn't dead. No one really knew where he had been, or why he hadn't died when his
metabolic treatments were denied. He had been setting the stage for amgjor, winner-take-dl
confrontation between theimperator and his alies and the disenfranchised barons.

Major uprisngsin severa baronies marked the first anniversary of theimperator-inspired rule. Later, out-
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law armies of Roamers began moving againgt baronia operationsin the Outlands.

These events proved to be mere diversions. Baron Cobalt, who had been covertly plotting for months,
infiltrated Area 51 with the forces of several other baronswho didn't care to answer to an imperator.

Cobdt viewed Cerberus as a dangeroudly unbalanced X factor, awild card that needed to be dedlt out
of the equation before Sam could be challenged. The vengeful baron and his anti-imperia forcesdid just
that, by essentially neutralizing the redoubt, destroying the mgority of its personnel and the advanced
tech available to them.

Kane not only told the assembly about what befell Cerberus and most of its personnel on the day the
combined forces of Barons Cobalt, Samarium, Thuliaand Mande had al converged on the mountain
plateau, but the screen dso showed them the aftermath.

The scene shifted to an exterior view of the plateau that sheltered the redoubt. Cratersayard in
circumference and nearly twice that deep pocked the surface of the tarmac. Scattered chunks of asphalt,
meta and other lessidentifiable objectslay in haphazard patterns.

The gutted shell of aManta transatmospheric ship was piled up against the rocky abutment at the base
of the peak. Although the hull was overgrown with tangled vines, the burned-out wreckage of a
Deathbird could be identified enfolded within the Manta's extended alloyed wings. The rust-edged rotor
vanesthrust up at thirty-degree angles, giving the entire mass the look of ablack windmill snking into a



queg-
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mire. An unfamiliar broad-axled assault vehicle Kanereferred to asa SPIDE lay onitsleft Sdeafew
yards away.

Along the dope rose triple rows of headstones and grave markers projecting up from the grassy
covering. The markers bore only last names, only afew of which could be made out—Domi, Farrell,
Fak, Weg-mann, DeFore, Quavell. The others were obscured by high grasses and discol oration.

Matter-of-factly, Kane talked about how the battle raged for less than an hour. He described how the
plateau had become literally sodden with blood, spilled by defender and attacker aike. He told how for
one magnificent moment after Brewster Philboyd crashed the Manta TAV into the Degthbird, the
Cerberus warriors swept the plateau clear of black-armored Magistrates. But the Mags regrouped and
swarmed into the redoubt.

Kane's voice acquired atone of pride when he related how the people fought back with anything they
could get their hands on. They shot, hacked and stabbed until they themselves were shot, hacked and
stabbed. No one gave up, nobody surrendered or begged for mercy, not even the few personnel Kane
had once contemptuoudy dismissed as cowardly "teeks," technical geeks.

On the screen, Kane paused long enough to say, "For al of you out therewho | labeled as such, |
gpologize. Y ou made me proud that day and ashamed of mysdlf.”

The scene shifted to the dark interior showing the main corridor benesth grest curving ribs of metal that
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supported the high rock roof. The twenty-foot-wide passageway was clogged by the tons of stone and
twisted metd that had fallen from the ceiling.

The next view showed the operations center, or what was | eft of it. Naked lightbulbs dangled from a
network of wires and cords cruddy affixed to the high calling. The vanadium dloy walswere smeared
with scorch marks and perforated with bullet holes. No circuits clicked, no drive units hummed, nor did
any indicator lightsflash.



All the consoles had been blasted into twisted masses of metal, plastic and broken glass. Every piece of
equipment had been shot, smashed and torn. There didn't gppear to be asingle intact microprocessor
within any of the computer casings or chasss.

"I know it lookslike shit," Kane commented from the screen, "but it wouldn't look even thisgood if it
weren't for thisman."

A figure appeared on the screen, that of afrail old man. His emaciated body was hunched over ina
wheslchair. The slamp of years and suffering accentuated the skull-like contours of the old man'sface.

Waxy white and deeply seamed, it was the face of aman nearing the conclusion of hislife. Hewore
large dark glasses with heavy rims. What little hair he had was no more than tufts of tangled coppery
curls. He wore a patched gray bodysuit that bagged on his scarecrow frame. He appeared to be dozing,
his head nodding.

"Hey," Kanesvoice caled from offscreen. "Give usaamile, tough guy.”

The man's head jerked up and he snorted in sur-
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prise. Appearing to glare out at the audience, he brayed, " Get that goddamn camera out of my face,
Kanel"

"Ladies and gentlemen,” Kane's smooth voice said, "you've just met my housemate of the past few
years, thelovely and talented Dondd Bry."

"Fuck you," theimage of Bry snarled. Spittle sprayed from his toothless mouth.

From the audience came gasps and surprisingly, even amuffled but quickly repressed chuckle. Kane
heard Bry husk out in adazed tone, "What happened to him, to me?"

Kane's face appeared on the screen again. "Bry, if you're out there, I'll tell you right now your manners
never improved with age. Fortunatdly, your technical skillsdid.”



Kane went on to describe how there were survivors of the Battle of Cerberus—Grant, Brigid Baptiste,
Bry, Lakesh and ahandful of Moon base Emigres. They had no choice but to join the imperator in his
China stronghold. Even before the smoke had cleared from the Cerberus battlefield, they planned and
launched thefirst counterattacks against the barons that became known as the Consolidation War.

The Consolidation War lasted for nearly five years. Early on, the barons scored a string of impressive
victories, occupying severd villeswith troopers conscripted and recruited from the dums of the fortress
citiesand Outland pestholes.

According to Kane, atrocities became commonplace wherever baronia armies marched or encamped.
He provided visua proof of this. No onein
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the auditorium was prepared for the scenes of horror that began flashing across the screen, some of
them so repulsive that even hardened veteranslike Grant and Kane averted their eyes.

They saw living people with the flesh pedled away from their bones, screaming to be dlowed to die,
Out-land settlements completely consumed by flames. There were sickening scenes of black-armored
Magistrates laughing at bloody men and women flopping around blindly in the dirt with their hedl tendons
CUt.

However, Baron Cobalt's policy of merciless cruelty was counterproductive. Instead of breaking the
spirit of the conquered outlanders, it only fired resstance, particularly when the people knew therewas a
viable dternative to baronid rule. Many of the hybrids who shared the Archon-derived DNA of the
baronsjoined imperia forces, although most of them made very poor soldiers dueto their physica

fragility.

To offset this manpower deficit, Sam and Lakesh saw to the creation of geneticaly engineered warriors,
the Pischacas, named after the demon warriors of Hindu myth. They augmented theimperia armies. On
the screen appeared creatures that only remotely resembled humans. Greasy, greenish-gray skin sagged
around their massive frames, loose and thickly knobbed, with fist-sized warts. The clots of raised,
calused flesh gave them hdf-formed appearances, asif they were sculpted out of modeling clay by an
amateur.

The hairless, smian faces of the Pischacas were broader from side to side than their heads were deep
from front to back. Their mouths were straight hori-
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zontal gashes, with almost no trace of lips. Their deep-set eyes were yelow, with hazdl irisesand tiny
pupils, like black beads.

Part of Kane's dutieswas to lead troops of the Pis-chacasinto the Outlands and recruit the people
there, if not making them official soldiersin Sam's armed forces, at least convincing them to become
guerrillafighters. Those who refused to take sides were neutraized.

By harnessing the energies of the Heart of the World, Sam implemented along-range strategy that
eventudly culminated in the systematic and utter destruction of everything baronid. Over the course of
the war, the entire system of baronia rule withered from within and without. More and more Outland
territories plit away from the direct influence of the barons. By the time the imperator claimed those
territories, the baronieslacked their former strength-in-unity that had once enabled them to hold firm
agang dl threets.

The end, when it came, was swift. All the barons were killed, either in battle or executed. The
Consolidated Confederation of States was formed shortly thereefter. Victory, athough absolute, wasn't
celebrated for very long due to the revolts of the Pischa-cas. They were created to wage war against
baronial forces. With those forces defeated, they then turned on their creators.

The Consolidation War was won by the sheer determination of the newly formed Consolidated
Confederation of States. By war's end the armies of the barons were not only broken and scattered to
thefour
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winds, but the entire feudd system of god-kings was aso dismantled.

Thus Americawas united again. But soon afterward there were rumblings of new threats, new menaces
to the hard-won peace, first and foremost among them the Nirodha movement.

"According to what Lakesh told me," theimage of Kane declared, "Nirodhais a Sanskrit term meaning
complete destruction, or the utter cessation of existence. It's nihilism in its purest form...nothing from
nothing and into nothing."

Kane described the Nirodha as having roots that took seed in India before the Consolidation War. It
had been the remnants of aloose affiliation of fanatics that emerged fifteen hundred years earlier fromthe
steamy jungles of Indiato loot and pillage everything from settlements to merchant ships. It adhered to
the cataclysmic teachings of athirteenth-century prophet known as Scorpia Prime.



Its most public incarnation had been in late twentieth century Japan, surfacing as adoomsday cult known
asthe Aum Shinrikyo. That particular verson was a heavily financed movement that infiltrated dmost
every aspect of Japanese life. They were rumored to have been intimately involved in the devel opment of
doomsday wegpons to hasten Armageddon. The nuclear holocaust of 2001 was a fulfillment of their
prophecy, but it had not gone far enough, since humanity as a species survived.

In the two centuries following the nukecaust, the cult dowly revived. The movement regained itsformer
strength during the chaos and carnage of the Con-
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solidation War. It fell under the control of afemae Skh militarist who took thetitle of Scorpia Prime.
No one knew where thetitle originated, other than the obvious fact the name trandated as Royal
Scorpion or Scorpion Queen.

Kane held up an e aborate helmet that |ooked to be crafted out of burnished silver and fashioned to
resemble the body of agreat scorpion. "Thisiswhat shewore, asymbol of her office. Whether it wasa
crown or adisguise or both, | never found out.”

The helmet's gleaming mandibles swept down to form amask over the wearer's eyes. The foreclaws and
pincers curved aong the sides, resembling the jaw guards of ancient Roman helmets. The stinger-tipped
tail curved up over theridged crown of the headpiece like acrest.

"The philosophy of the Nirodha," explained Kane, "was to bring about the Tandava, the Dance of Shiva,
the destruction of al creation. As Shivadances, he brings about the time of Pralya, the destruction of the
universe, Everything disintegratesinto nothingness... even the ego is consumed and everyoneis rendered
pure and without spiritud blemish.”

The Kane on the screen took a deep breath and said in arush, "1 know they don't sound like much of a
threat, but the Nirodha extended their claws out of the jungles of Assam to hook onto like-minded
fanaticsherein America

"In the early days, the Nirodha's set policy wasto destroy asthey moved in. The Scorpia Prime
intended to impress upon the Consolidated Confederation of Statesthat our country would bein
shamblesif any-
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oneresisted their movement. So, of course, we went looking for them. But before we did, wetried to
get on with our lives the best way we could.”

On the screen flashed aseries of candid shots, of people familiar and unfamiliar laughing, at work and at
play. There was an extensive sequence shot on the palace grounds of New Edo, where Shizuka cradled
identica dark-haired babiesin her arms. Both infants seemed to stare at the audience with solemn,
shoe-button eyes. Grant and Brigid fawned over the twin babies. Their dark golden skins and
firm-chinned features unmistakably marked Grant asthe father.

The scene shifted to different views of Brigid, looking heartachingly, hauntingly beautiful inawhite
digphanous gown, agarland of bright flowers binding her ringleted hair. The Kane who stood beside her
looked little different than the Kane who stood upon the stage, except he wore an anachronistic but
formal-looking black-and-white suit.

Dressed in e aborate Japanese finery, Shizuka and Grant stood on either side of the couple. Behind
them, awaterfal poured into afoaming, crystal-clear pool. A fine mist drifted around the people, the
droplets of water reflecting sunlight like powdered diamonds. It was obvioudy awedding ceremony.

Standing on the podium and watching the sequence for a second time, Kane didn't so much as glance
toward Brigid. He figured she was probably as stunned as he had been when hefirst saw it.

The next sequence was along, high-angle view of areception, with people gathered by long tables and
dancing. Two of the dancing people were Kane and
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Brigid. Asthe camerafollowed them, it panned past some of the guestsin attendance. The scene paused
briefly on ablack-haired, sultry and very voluptuous woman wearing a sheer dress stretched taut across
her sculptured body. Her eyes were masked by dark glasses, but Kane, Grant and Brigid all recognized
Ericavan Sloan. The expression on her face as she watched Brigid and Kane was inscrutable.

"Inthelong run," Kane's grim voice-over declared, ' 'trying to get on with our liveswas amistake. It
gave the Nirodhathe opportunity to grow in strength and influence. By the time we took the fight to
them, it wasadmogt too late.”

The scene shifted back to Kane's bearded face. He stared out at the audience, not speaking or moving
for along moment. When he spoke again, hisvoice was ahoarse, harsh whisper, like the grate of
chipped pottery. "I won't go into detail about what happened when we penetrated the Scorpia Prime's
gronghold in Assam. I'm not withholding information because I'm afraid of dtering thetimdine—hell, if |



cared about that, you wouldn't be seeing or hearing mein thefirst place. It'sjust too damn painful for me
to talk about even twenty-four years|later."

Chapter 7

Everyonein the miniauditorium watched in rapt sllence as, on the screen, Kane traced the scar cutting
across hisface with atrembling forefinger. "And | don't mean the kind of pain associated with this. I've
got ahdl of alot more of them under my clothes. No, we may have succeeded in overthrowing the
Scorpia Prime and breaking the Nirodha's power, but we paid for the victory with our dearest blood.”

Kanes eyes grew wet. In astrained, snuffling tone he said, "Excuse me,” and hisright hand swelled in
sze as he reached toward the camera. The image broke up in aseries of jagged lines and pixe-shot
SoW.

When the visud returned, Kane's bearded, haggard face looked asif it were chisdled from granite, his
eyesdry and gimlet hard. "All right,” he declared flatly. "1 won't dance around the subject. Bry, Grant
and mysdlf were serioudy wounded during the op. Bry ended up as a cripple. Grant was shot three
times and stabbed at least twice. Brigid and Shizuka were killed, murdered and muitilated before our
eyes. We both lost our wivesthat day."

"No." Thesingleword issued from Grant'slips as awhispered groan of anguish. Kane glanced toward
him. The big man, never oneto register much emo-
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tion other than irritation, was for once profoundly affected. His eyes glistened with moisture.

On the screen, Kane swallowed hard. "Our bodies eventually healed and our liveswent on, after a
fashion, but we never redly recovered. Grant ended up assuming the daimyo's position on New Edo,
sharing it with his children, Tome and Kiyomasa. At the point I'm recording this, | haven't seen or
spoken to him in nearly ten years. We had a disagreement about the best use for the Operation Chronos
tech on Thunder Ide.

"L akesh married Ericavan Soan and they produced a daughter, Tanvirah. Sam turned dl of his attention
into reshaping first the CCS and then theworld at large.”

Kane described how Sam developed amethod of insuring that menaces from within the body poalitic,



like the Nirodha fifth-columnists, would be neutralized in the future. Theimperator ordered that every
citizen of the CCS be required to receive SQUID implants. During the last couple years of the
Consolidation War, the implants were mandatory for new recruits. Now, even infants born within the
direct sphere of influence of the CCS cities were implanted with the devices.

By the time Sam ingtituted this policy, the Consolidated Confederation of States was completely
entrenched asthe form of government, far more securely rooted than the god-king system practiced by
the barons. With every citizen now linked by the neuronic energy of the SQUIDs, old and new human
dikeliving in harmony, Sam announced hisintention to build
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anew world—an adaptive Earth, he called it. He described it as aworld where everyone had an
important nicheto fill. Therefore, they would be able to adapt to any changes or new set of
circumstancesthat might arise, confident they could deal with them efficiently.

Now, twenty-plus years after the fact, the citizenry of the CCS were so accustomed to obeying the
edicts of imperid law that any question, much less opposition, was unthinkable. From babyhood they
were indoctrinated to serve the universal good of imperid law.

It was aworld of peace, of modern cities that were connected by monorail tunnels, where hellzones had
been remade into Eden-like parks. Ruins of old nuke-scarred cities were torn down and playgrounds
were built in their place. On the screen flashed images of beautiful buildings, sometal and e egant, others
with augtere lines and many windows.

Human and hybrids, once bitter enemies, one perceiving the other much like the Neanderthal had looked
at the Cro-Magnon, now coexisted, even intermarried. They had adapted as Sam had wished. He
envisoned transforming Earth into a garden of beauty and knowledge, but only if the planet'sinhabitants
could adapt to hisvision.

"I never adapted,” Kane declared grimly. "Infact, | began to suspect that Sam'svison was afalse one,
the result of interfering with timdlines, of deliberately triggering tempord distortions, dternate event
horizons and probability wave dysfunctions. So | started looking for and found—at |east to my personal
Sat-
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ifaction—seaverd incidentsin my past but your future, that met my criteriaof tempord fault lines.”



The screen displayed the Cerberus mat-trans unit. An access plate was missing from the elevated
platform, exposing the confusing circuit network of the emitter array. From the aperture Stretched a
webwork of fiber-optic cabling, terminating in a control console spanning the far wall.

The console was crescent shaped, surrounding asingle operator's chair in the center. It bristled with
thousands of tiny eectrodes and complexities of naked circuitry, leading to a switchboard containing
relays and readout screens. Below the console rested asmall square generator bolted to awhedled

palette.

Jutting above the inner horseshoe curve of the console, attached to a stanchion, revolved amodel of
Earth. The diameter was around three feet. The contoured surface showed rivers, lakes and oceansin
blue, forestsin various shades of green, desertsin beige and light gray for mountain ranges. Citieswere
rendered in pale yellow. The carefully detailed surface was mostly beige.

Kane's voice announced, "Thisiswhat is known as a Sloan Spatiotemporal Dissociator, an early
prototype of what eventualy became the Operation Chronos temporal dilator. It was designed by Erica,
back in the twentieth century when she was still working for Overproject Whisper'stime-travel divison.
Bry and mysdlf have been working to reconstruct it for the last ten years. We've refined it from the
origina specs, using the gateway unit as the basic channeling conduit to pierce the quantum field.
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"No, | don't intend to go back intimeto the fault line | described and try to repair it mysdlf. That would
trigger adouble-occupancy paradox. Nobody can coexist at any point in the past where they aready
exiged. A tempora fault line will then be created, knocking causdity onitsass. So my present sef and
my past self can't coexigt...or at least | don't think they can. And | don't want to take the chance of
undoing al of our work."

The scene panned rapidly away from the jump chamber and stopped on the wheel chair-bound Bry, who
glared at the camera. "Explain what we have in mind," Kane's voice urged.

With an exasperated scowl, Bry said, ' 'For atime-travel mission of this sort to have any chance of
success, well require a subject who was completely out of the chronon streasm during the last two and a
half decades...someone who didn't contribute to the tempora fracture lines.

"So, ingtead of either Kane or myself going back in time, well use the dissociator to pull someone out of
nontime, zero time. For the past twenty-eight years, he's been in the Operation Chronos memory buffer
matrix, reduced to digital information. He's been outside space-timefor al those decades, frozen for
nearly thirty yearsin anoncorporea holding pattern.”

"The subject we're discussing,” Kanesvoice sad, "is Sindri. What | havein mind isto retrieve him from



the matrix and then dispatch him down the chronon stream with thisrecord. If he arrives, you'll havethe
opportunity to repair the mgor tempora fault lines at the fracture point. One of themisto keep
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Baron Cobalt from returning to power and enlisting the aid of the other baronsto attack Cerberus.

"The second fracture point isin India, when the Nirodha movement rises out of Assam. It was starting to
form even in your time period. It'll be up to you which fault line, which tempora breach you want to

repair.”

The camera switched back to aview of Kane again, as he stood in front of the console. "But dl of it
depends on whether we can retrieve Sindri from the memory matrix. To do so means| haveto gate to
Thunder Ide and steal the data cards from the dilator's main processor, get out without Grant finding and
executing me. | might mention that Grant indtituted a desth penalty for anyone found snooping around
Redoubt Y ankee on Thunder 1de. Even Sam obeysit."

Kane shrugged. "Grant's only had to implement it acouple of times, | think. If | get back diveand
whole, | can only hope to God the data cards are compatible with the dissociator. Who knows? This
may be the most stupendoudy unworkable ideain the entire history of stupendoudly unworkable idess.
Stay tuned.”

The scene faded. When it returned, a head-and-shoulders view of Kanefilled the screen. Hewore a
black shadowsuit, and though the background was blurred, the setting was obvioudy his quarters. The
impression was that quite abit of time had el gpsed since the last recording.

Pitching hisvoicelow, asif hewere afraid of being overheard, he said, " Apparently our ideaisn't quite
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as stupendoudy unworkable as | thought. The Cerberus redoubt is now playing host to none other than
Tanvirah Singh, Ericaand Lakesh's daughter. Although she clamed she came hereto enliss my helpin
stopping anew Nirodha uprising, I'm pretty damn sure her mom and dad and maybe even Sam himself
are afraid of what our dissociator might accomplish.

"That's a confirmation that me and Bry are on the right track, but the only way to make sureisto go to
Thunder Ide and recover thelagt bit of hardware we need to finish out Sindri'sretrieva circuit.”



Kane grinned wolfishly. "Morelater.”

The image dissolved, then anew one appeared a moment later. Once more it was a head-and-shoulders
view of Kane. His bearded face was split by ajubilant smile and his eyes shone brightly. "I've just gotten
back from Thunder Ide," he declared proudly. "Grant cooperated with me—findly. He allowed meto
take the tempora dilator's memory cards.”

Kane leaned toward the lens, hisface growing large on the screen. He squinted, asif he were trying to
seeinto the pagt. "Grant, if you're watching this—thank you. Y ou had alot to forgive and even though it
took you ten years, you forgave me at last.”

He sat back in the chair. "But you let me have more than the memory cards...you helped me crystallize
theories and suspicions I've had for many years, and I'm going to put them into words for al of you to
chew on. When Sam and Ericafindly redized none of usin Cerberuswere going to join themwillingly in
their war to overthrow the barons, they
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decided to reduce our options. They purposefully alowed Baron Cobalt to return and take over again.”

Kane heard Grant mutter something indistinct, asthe implications sank in. Thedigital copy of hisfuture
sdf continued, ' "There was no way Cobalt could have secretly enlisted the backing of the other barons
and managed to grab back the reins of power without help from some quarter. | always suspected Sam
had something to do with it. How else could Cobalt and the other barons know Cerberuswas
occupied?'

The on-screen Kane shrugged. " It's possible Sam could have pretended to negotiate terms with Cobadlt,
knowing in advance he couldn't be trusted. If that happened, Sam would have essentialy financed his
own war of attrition.

"Asfor the Nirodha movement, at this point in your time period, they're just asmall rag-ass sect of
fanatics controlling an isolated part of Assam. In the near future, they'll receive aspecid kind of
assstancein order to expand their field of operations and sphere of influence and gain new recruits. The
practice of Tantric sex worship never died out completely in India... that was a powerful tool and
inducement to join up.

"And thus the shit continued to be stirred up, with the Pischaca revolts and the Nirodha exporting their
terrorism. A society built on war and threats of war is usualy too distracted to question itsdlf. With those



goddamn SQUIDs linking his mind to everybody €l sg's, Sam pretty much owns humanity. He's
accomplished in one generation what the baronstried to do
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for ninety years...unifying the world under one whip, like ateam of horses."

Kane paused to inhde along breath. He exhnded it and tilted his head toward the camera. "For me, for
Bry, for Grant, it's been twenty-seven years of suffering through wars, hardships, strife, persona loss
and recently, faulty plumbing. | grew old and gray while Erica, Lakesh and Sam retained their
youth...and the three of them stay together, linked by the SQUID implants while everyone and
everything that meant anything to me was taken away, so they could build the world the imperator
wanted. His adaptive Earth. Thisismy last chance to keep it from happening.”

Kane pushed his chair back from the camera. "I dready turned the data cards over to Bry, and welll be
making the retrieval attempt shortly. Before we do, | need to locate Tanvirah, because | don't trust her
to be out of my sight when we power up the dissociator. | don't know if she's here as apawn of Sam or
if the reason she gave actudly has sometruth toit, but at thisjuncture | can't take the chance."

The scene faded and almost ingtantly returned, the screen once again displaying amedium close-up of
Kane. "It worked," he announced. "Sindri came through dive and whole and apparently as nasty ashe
was when |—you—Ilast saw him. I've dready briefed him on what Bry and | hope to accomplish by
injecting him into your time period. HEs agreed to it, but then | haven't given him many options.”

He paused to smile, but it looked alittle forced. "I hope thisworks, but if it does, | won't know it. |
won't be here to think about it. But if it doeswork, do me and yourself afavor even though you won't
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like hearing this—" He took a deep bresth, then declared in arush, "The next time you're lone with
Brigid, stop acting like anidiot and tell her how you—"

There was a distant sound from offscreen, like the bursting of awet paper bag. Kane turned to hisright,
his face registering surprise and consternation. Then the screen went dark. No other image flickered
acrossit. The people assembled in the auditorium didn't spesk or so much as cough.

When the lights came back up, Kane walked to the center of the stage. Gravely he surveyed the stunned
facesin the auditorium he knew and the many he didn't. He couldn't bear to look at either Grant or



Brigid. ' 'Wejust saw aglimpse of thefuture, one that beginsin about amonth. It starts with the assault
on Cerberus, and we aready know how that ends."

Therewas gtir, ashuffling of feet, acreak of chairsand fearful murmuring. Kane sensed Brigid moving
up behind him. It took agreat dedl of effort not to look at her. He couldn't think of anything relevant or
comforting he could say to her or the assembled people. For those who couldn't deal with what they had
just seen and heard, nothing he could say would change their reactions.

"I'm expecting Sindri to fill out the rest of the picturefor me," Kane said quietly. "But regardless, we
have two options, two pathsto follow that might avert the future. Y ou're free to make your own choices.
I've dready made mine."

Then heturned and |eft the stage, passing Brigid, Grant and Sindri on hisway. He beckoned to thellittle
man with aforefinger. "Comewith me."

Chapter 8

Lakesh logt dl track of timewhile waiting in the cell. The overhead neon strip dways burned bright,
unlike the lights on the upper levels, which could be adjusted to smulate daytime and sunst.

He had tired quickly of shouting through the heavy door and of pounding on it. All he had accomplished
was to make hisvocd cords and his hands sore. For alittle while hetried to distract himsdlf by pacing
around the cdll, measuring it off, even though he knew itsdimensions.

Although Lakesh hadn't taken ahand in actually designing the Cerberus redoubt, he had often looked
over the congtruction specs and blueprints while it was being built, back when the Totality Concept's
Overproject Whisper still shared space with Overpro-ject Excalibur in the ArchuletaMesa.

Congtructed in the mid-1990s, no expense had been spared to make Redoubt Bravo, the seat of
Project Cerberus, amasterpiece of concealment and impenetrability. The researches to which Project
Cerberus and its personnel had been devoted were locating and traveling hyperdimensiona pathways
through the quantum stream. Once that had been accomplished, the redoubt became, from the end of
one millennium to the beginning of another, amanufacturing facility.
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The quantum interphase mat-transinducers, known colloquidly as"gateways," were built in modular
form and shipped to other redoulbts.

Thethirty-acre, three-level ingtdlation had come through the nukecaust with its operating systems and
radiation shielding in good condition. When Lakesh had reectivated the ingtallation somethirty years
before, the repairs he made had been minor, primarily cosmetic in nature. Over a period of time, he had
added an el aborate system of heat-sensing warning devices, night-vision vid cameras and motion-trigger
aamsto the plateau surrounding it. He had been forced to work in secret and completely done, so the
upgradestook severa yearsto complete. However, the location of the redoubt in Montana's Bitterroot
Range had kept hiswork from being discovered.

In the generations since the nukecaust, asinister mythology had been ascribed to the mountains, with
their mysterioudy shadowed forests and hell-deep, dangerous ravines. The wilderness areawas virtualy
unpopulated. The nearest settlement was nearly ahundred miles away in the flatlands, and it consisted of
asmall band of Native Americans, Sioux and Cheyenne.

Planted within rocky clefts of the mountain pesk and concedled by camouflage netting were the uplinks
with an orbiting Ve a-class reconnai ssance satdllite, and a Comsat. It could be safely assumed that no
one or nothing could approach Cerberus undetected by land or by air—not that anyone was expected
to make the attempt, particularly overland. However, there had been a recent exception when Quavell
arived.
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The road leading down from Cerberus to the foothills was little more than a cracked and twisted asphalt
ribbon, skirting yawning chasms and dliffs. Acres of the mountainsides had collgpsed during the
nuke-triggered earthquakes nearly two centuries earlier.

It was almost impossible for anyone to reach the plateau by foot or by vehicle; therefore, Lakesh had
seentoit that the facility waslisted asirretrievably unsalvageable on dl ville records. Although officia
designations of al Totality Concept-related redoubts were based on the phonetic aphabet, dmost no
one dationed in theingdlation referred to it as Bravo. The mixture of civilian scientistss and military
personnel smply called it Cerberus. It had been Lakesh's home far longer than he cared to acknowledge.

Sitting in acorner, hugging his knees, Lakesh examined the door. It was asingle dab of unprepossessing
stedl. It bore a peephole but no other opening, not even a Judas window.

Astheword Judas popped into his head, Lakesh fought back a surge of guilt. It wasn't an emotion he
was used to grappling with, and certainly not one he enjoyed. Nevertheless, the guilt was neither neurotic
nor misplaced. Sometimes he felt that he and his scientific colleagues should have been locked up, if not
in adungeon then in amadhouse.



He and other twentieth-century scientists had willingly traded in their human heritage for a shockscape of
planet-wideruins. After dl, they had been selected to survive in order to reshape humankind in anew
image, and if that meant planning the eventud ex-

Sea of Plague

123

tinction of the old humans, then that was smply part of summoning the future. The Totality Concept
would insure that the future would be a glorious one, wherein the most € dritch workings of the universe
would be like an open book.

All of the scientists and military officidsinvolved in the Totaity Concept endeavors were too fixated on
reaching short-term goa's, making quotas and earning bonuses, to devote much thought to the workings
of the universe, or even where the basic componentsto build the first mat-trans unit had come from.
Lakesh included himsdlf in this number, although he hadn't been so much fixated as blinded to the vast
sea of disastrous consequences that could result from the Totality Concept's myriad divisions.

Asitwas, he had lived daily with the fear that he would anger Grant or Kane over some matter or
another and they would expose his biggest secret—of how and why there were any exilesin Cerberusin
thefirst place. He doubted that was the reason he had been confined to detention.

And perhaps thiswas the most fitting way to end it, he thought bitterly. Thelong career of ascientist, an
exiled insurrectionist, ameaster planner and schemer—it wasal digtilled down to oneman gtting in
londliness, waiting and dmost wanting someone el se to decide hisfate. He knew he couldn't expect
gratitude from anyone he had manipulated into joining his cause.

Because of learning to think several steps ahead, L akesh was unaccustomed to being caught flatfooted
by circumstances. Hisimprisonment was dl very puz-
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zling—and very upsetting because it was so puzzling. Lakesh had no ideawhat had motivated Kaneto
exchange him for Sindri asthe cdl's occupant.

He dredged through his memory, sifted among recent events, looking for asingle incident no matter how
trivia, that might have angered Kane. He couldn't find one, but then Kane hadn't seemed redlly angry.
Beneath his no-nonsense "get the job done”’ demeanor he had displayed while locking him up, Lakesh
had sensed avery red fear. He supposed Kane's reaction might be connected to Sindri's enigmatic
reference to Coloned Thrush, but even that didn't strike him as particularly reasonable.



Sindri had proved himsdf to be aliar and trickster on numerous occasions, but how he could have heard
about Thrush was beyond even Lakesh's ability to speculate. Then again, the ingenious dwarf had once
sent him, viathe mat-trans unit, his sgnature walking stick. The theetrica gesture told him Sindri was il
alive and could overcome the gateway security locks. Therefore, there wasn't much beyond the reach of
an intellect who could accomplish such afeat.

L akesh sghed wearily. There were too many conjectures and memories crowding in. Gazing moodily at
the wire-encased light strip on the celling, Lakesh knew the motivation for imprisoning him was
somehow connected to Sindri's arrival. He had no doubt the little man had traveled the chronon stream,
since he was somewhat familiar with Operation Chronos due to his occupation of Redoubt Y ankee on
Thunder I1de.

"Lakes!"
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Domi'svoice, asfaint and as muffled asit was by the thickness of the door, neverthel ess galvanized
Lakesh into struggling to hisfeet and rushing acrossthe cell. "Yes, I'm here, darlingest one.”

"You dl right? Bastard didn't hurt you?"

"No, of course not," he said reassuringly. "Unless you count confusion as being hurtful, then I'm in agreat
ded of pain.”

Domi didn't respond immediately. He was on the verge of calling out to her when he heard distantly, at
the edge of audibility, the eectronic beep-beep of the lock keys being pressed.

"Don't know combination,” she spit in frustration. " Sorry."

"I'll be released sooner or later. Somebody will have to bring me food—I hope." He paused, then
asked, "Darlingest one, do you have any idea of what's going on?"

"Only alittle," she admitted. "Kane called abig mesting for everybody in the place. Attendanceis
mandetory."

L akesh forced a chuckle, even though his mind whedled with conjecture and fearful speculation. "Except



for you?'

A little self-conscioudy, she answered, "Peeked in afew minutes ago. Kane was showing amovie."

Lakesh fdt hiseyebrows crawling toward his hairline. "A movie?" he echoed increduloudy. "Whet kind
of movie?'

"Not amovie," Domi corrected hersef curtly. "It wasthat disk Sindri gave Kane."

"What wason it?'
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Domi was so quiet for so long, Lakesh wondered if she hadn't heard him or had walked away. When
shedid reply, her voice was pitched so low, Lakesh had to strain to hear her, putting his ear to the door.
"It was supposed to be made by Kanein the future. He sent it back with Sindri to warn us.”

Tenson coiling in the pit of his ssomach, Lakesh asked queruloudy, "Warn us about what specificaly?'

"'Warn us—" Domi broke off, then blurted in desperation with asob catching at the back of her throat,
"Oh, Lakesh—qot to get you out! Afraid they kill you because of those bugsin your blood!™

The fear that washed over Lakesh was so overwhel ming his knees grew watery and his temples began
throbbing. He took astumbling step away from the door. "Nanites," he said mechanicaly.

"Nanites" Domi confirmed, the quaver in her voice chilling his blood. "Kane knew about them, talked to
Defore, then me! Thinksyou're threat to redoubt, to the future! Thinks you dave to impera-tor!”

"How—7" Lakesh coughed, then asked loudly, "How did Kane find out about the nanites? Not from
you?"

"No!" Domi's response was sharp and even alittle accusatory. "He knew about them already. Think
Sindri told him."

L akesh raised his hands before his eyes and inspected them, not in the least ashamed by the sudden
tremor causing the fingersto tremble violently. He hoped the shivering was due to tension-induced
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adrendine flooding his system, not the nanites attacking his cells again, but he couldn't be sure.

"Lakesh?| can get gren and blow door out...me and you then escape.” Domi'stone carried aplaintive,
worried note. "We can useinterphaser, go someplace they can't follow."

Lakesh felt tears sting hiseyes. Throat constricted, he managed to say, ' Thank you, darlingest one. But
such an overreaction isn't necessary. I'll face up to this criss, not fleefromit.”

"I'll faceit with you, too. They haveto kill both of us."

L akesh whedled around, eyes bunded by unshed tears. He went to the far wall and leaned his head
agang its padded surface. Domi'sfatalistic yet self-confident proclamation of loyaty nearly had him
weeping. He had been fond of Domi since the day they first met, and over the past couple of yearsthat
affection had grownto love.

He hadn't been able to demondtrate hisfedingsfor her until sx months or so, when he regained his
youth. It was still asource of joy to him that Domi reciprocated his fedings and had no inhibitions about
expressing them, regardless of the bitterness she il harbored over her unrequited love for Grant. In any
event, he had broken afifty-year streak of celibacy with her and they repeated the actions of that first
delirious night whenever the opportunity arose.

Y et he had felt compelled to keep his reationship with Domi a secret, and he wasn't surewhy. At firgt
he tried to convince himself it was concern over raising Grant'sire, but he knew that was smply afeeble
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excuse. With Grant's heart more or less pledged to Shizuka, the big man was too preoccupied with his
attempts to make anew life with her to give more than cursory attention to the more covert—and
personal—activities among the redoubt personndl.

At first Lakesh figured hisreticence to dlow hisaffair with Domi to become common knowledge derived
mainly from the habit of keeping two centuries worth of secrets. Domi had recently accused him of
being ashamed of their relationship, despite histrying to prove to her that wasn't the case a al. Now,
with her promise to stand by his side in the face of adversity, he suddenly redlized the true reasons he
had kept their relationship a secret—he feared she would be swept up in the same karmic backlash that
had at long last caught up to him.



L akesh returned to the door, leaning againgt it. In avoice packed with urgency and desperation, he said,
"'Domi, darlingest one—I beg you not to interfere in anything that might happen. Do not put yoursdlf a
oddswith Kane or anyone who supports him in this course of action. Do you understand me? Thisisa
Stuation | have earned and deserve.”

Suddenly the door opened, swinging outward, and Lakesh ssumbled literally into Kan€'sarms. The man
ingtantly recoiled, pushing him back into the cdll. He glimpsed Brigid pensively standing in the corridor
behind him. Domi stood off to one sde, giving Kane an up-from-under glower of pure venom. He
effected not to notice.

"I don't know what you've earned, old man," Kane said, reverting to his habitua form of address
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to Lakesh, "but | think you deserve to know what's going on. I'm going to release you under the
condition you promise not to touch anyone or anything on our way out.”

Lakesh'sbelly turned a cold flip-flop. "Our way out? To where? A place of execution?

Kane shrugged. "That's sort of up to you."

Chapter 9

As Lakesh marched dong the corridor, flanked by Kane and Brigid, acomment Grant had madeto him
long ago kept echoing in hismind. "I think they'll lynch you.”

Grant's bleak opinion had been voiced on the occasion of learning Lakesh's method of enlisting new
recruits. He had chalenged Grant's anger by asking if he thought hisfellow exileswould vote him out of
officeif they knew thetruth.

Lakesh smiled sourly at the recollection. Grant had spoken partly in jest, but anugget of truth gleamed
there. At thetime, Lakesh had entertained himself with afanciful vision of the Cerberus exiles marching
on his quarters, waving torches and pitchforks, hauling him to amakeshift gallows out on the mountain

plateau.



Now theimage didn't ssem quite so fanciful, particularly snce neither Brigid nor Kane seemed inclined
to answer any questions he put to them. Only Domi trailing along in the passageway behind them, cursing
periodically under her breath, gave him any comfort. Hetried to convince himself he wouldn't be
summarily executed before her eyes—or at least not until ahearing or tria of some sort had been
convened.
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The passageway ended at the massive sec door. The multiton vanadium panels opened and closed in an
accordion-like fashion. It was so heavy, the door took several minutesto seal and unsedl, so it was
usudly left partialy open, with two of the thick panelsfolded aside. The door was controlled by a
keypad and lever on theright-hand wall.

L akesh glanced at theillugtration of the davering black-and-tan hound painted on the wal beneath the
controls. Three snarling heads grew out of asingle corded neck. One of the enlisted men with artistic
aspirations had rendered the image of athree-headed hellhound. Rather than attempt even avaguely
redigtic representation, he used inddlible paintsto create atrio of snarling heads sprouting out of an
exaggeratedly muscled neck. The neck was bound by a spiked collar, and the three pairs of jaws gaped
wide open, blood and fire gushing between great fangs. The eyeswere solid crimson orbs. Benegth the
image, written in exaggerated, Gothic script was asingle word: Cerberus.

L akesh paused before squeezing through the door. He glanced back at Kane, only dightly reassured by
the fact he was no longer armed. "We're going out there?”

Kaneslipstwisted asif he tasted something sour. "What do you think? Get moving.”

Inhaling a deep breath, giffening his spine and squaring his shoulders, Lakesh sidled through the opening
and onto the plateau. The touch of the wind was cool, with just ahint of the past winter'sfrigidity
underlying it. The constellations whedled overhead,
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burning frogtily in the vast, blue-black canopy of the night sky. They glittered there like powdered
diamonds sprinkled by the diffident hand of creation. The light provided by a haf moon struck silver
highlights from the scraps of the chain-link fence that once enclosed the perimeter.

At thefar edge of the plateau yawned an abyss. There was nothing at its bottom to see, even had he
been able to pierce the deep dark. It plunged straight down athousand feet or more to a streambed



where the rusted-out carcasses of severa vehicleslay. They were probably submerged by the torrent of
meltwater rushing down from the mountain peaks during the spring thaw.

To hismild surprise but great unease he saw Grant, Shizuka, Quavell, Bry and Sindri assembled at the
center of the plateau. The moonlight sculpted Sindri's face with sinister shadows. The black shadowsuit
he wore blended with the surrounding murk so his head seemed to float disembodied in the air,

Lakesh'seyestraveled to Grant, and despite the Stuation, he couldn't help but smile a the big man's
mode of dress. His smilefatered and faded when he glanced at Shizuka. Her raven's-wing hair framed
the chill beauty of her face, and her dmond-shaped eyes gazed at him, glinting with dark, accusing flame.

Lakesh surveyed dl the sllently staring people with an appraising, neutra glance, then asked sardonically,
"Isthisthe end of al my noble thoughts, deeds and sacrifices?"

"Wed haveto credit you with them first,"” Kane retorted with icy sarcasm.

Sea of Plague

133

Lakesh frowned a him. "What's going on? If you intend to throw me off the cliff, then by al means get
onwithit."

Brigid said earnestly, "We brought you out here for two reasons, Lakesh. First is because of the nan-ites
infesting your body."

Lakesh knotted hisfists and snapped angrily, ""'Damn the woman. So much for patient-and-physician
confidentidity.”

"Rebadidn't tel us about the nanites," Kane interjected, nodding toward Sindri. "He did. Rebaonly
confirmedit.”

L akesh gazed with ditted eyes at Sindri. "'Indeed? And who told you?"

A cold, ironic smiletugged the corners of Sindri's mobile mouth. "Y ou did. So did your wife and

daughter."

Sindri's cam words stunned L akesh into speech-lessness for along moment, long enough for Brigid to



say, "We don't know the extent of Sam'’s control over the nanites or if they can leave your body and
infect other organic or inorganic material. We brought you out here, awvay from our dectronics, soif
Sam by some chanceislistening in, he won't command the nanites to jump into the computers.”

"The second reason,” Kane said, "issmply so we can dl talk privately, away from the new personnel.
Sindri hasagreat deal moreto tell us about the future. From what he's said dready, we're the ones—the
core group of Cerberus—who can best effect the changes, to keep the future from coming to pass.”
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"How s0?' Domi demanded, coming to Lakesh'sSde.

"Well be the onesto decide and implement a course of action,”" Grant rumbled.

Lakesh's voice shook when he asked, "What are you talking about?'

"Thefuture," Kanereplied grimly. "And away to avert it. We may al diein the attempt, but at least welll
die asfree aswe possibly can be—and if we succeed, we may save the world from suffering any kind of
tyranny, baronid or imperid.”

In aterse voice, usng unadorned language, Kane provided Lakesh with an overview of the history his
future self had related. When he was done, the man |ooked more than shaken; he appeared to be
profoundly shocked, dmost sickened by what he had heard. Sweat glistened on hisforehead.

"That'sthe way it'sgoing to be," Kane said flatly. "More or less.

"But," Lakesh said in afdtering voice, "it can be stopped?’

"According to what Sindri says, it can. If we're lucky and if you cooperate, we can keep the Great Plan
from coming to fruition.”

Domi's eyes narrowed. "The great what?"

Lakesh looked from Kane'sfaceto Sindri's. "Tdl me," he said hoarsdly, asudden terror tingling his
nerves. "Tel mewhat | can do.”

Sindri glanced expectantly toward Kane. "Shall |?"



Kane gestured to Sindri. "It's your show."
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Although Sindri enjoyed being the center of attention, thistime he didn't indulge histaste for the thestric
or the mel odramatic—or at the very least, he refrained from making it too intolerable.

He skipped over the back story about Sam, since everyone present was familiar with how, some six
months before, amysterious figure calling himsdlf the imperator appeared and set himsalf up as overlord
of dl the villes, with the barons subservient to him. That bit of newswas surprising enough, but it quickly
turned shocking when they found out that none other than Balam, whom they had thought was gone
forever, supported the imperator, who liked to be called Sam.

Sam not only claimed to carry the DNA of Ericavan Soan and Enlil, the last of the Annunaki, but he
aso restored Lakesh's youth in order to swing him to hisside.

None of the Cerberus exiles was disturbed by the concept of an entity bearing the blended genetic
materid of three races. However, the powers he appeared to wield and his autocratic attitude were
frightening. Sam hadn't come right out and threatened the lives of thosein Cerberusif they didn't join his
cause, but he hadn't needed to. The inference that he could do so if they turned down Sam's offer
certainly hadn't been subtle.

Ontheface of it, what Sam offered was exceptiona ly tempting and even logical. Rather than have
Lakesh and his Cerberus warriors continue to wage their uncoordinated guerrillawar on the barons,
Sam
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wanted those resources under his dominion, where they would be given direction and focus.

By alying with the imperator, Lakesh and his people would be protected and he would have avoicein
the implementation of anew order. There would be no more need to hide, and the Cerberus exiles
wouldn't bear the stigma of being outlanders any longer.

Therefore Sam's proposal made perfect sense—and that was what made al of them so suspicious.



According to what Sindri had learned in the future, that suspicion was wel-founded. In the politica
backwash of the Consolidation War and Nirodha conflict in Asa, the standard of living for the
population at large dropped off. Most of the individua governmentsin Europefdl, and dmogt dl of Asa
came under aworldwide military dictatorship formed by imperid forces.

Thefledgling economy of Sam's Consolidated Confederation of States was thrown into turmoil. The new
government groaned under the weight of countless unskilled unemployables who had to be fed, clothed
and housed at the expense of the states. The corrupting influences of state-supplied SQUID implants
kept theidle from rioting and committing crimes, true enough, but it aso deadened them to truth and
individud initiative, blinding them with acloak of illusory beaty.

No one knew or cared any longer about the difference between freedom and cushioned davery. Behind
the facade of well-being created by the SQUIDs, the culture seethed with indolence and ugliness, but it
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wasal part of the long-range program Sam called the Great Plan.

Ambition, even the Olympian aspirations of an im-perator, had to accept the limitations of redlity. It
required much time and greater effort to control the wild, mad human beings who infested the planet.
Even twenty-seven years hence there were still people scattered throughout the Outlands who refused to
become part of the imperia society and therefore hadn't been subjected to the SQUID implants.
Although the advent of the imperator had changed the old caste system, those who didn't submit willingly
to Sam's authority were threats to the Great Plan.

The sheer enormity of the Great Plan was enough to intimidate anyone. But Sam'sidedls governed his
life, and those ideal s were focused on one goal—to dominate everyone, to control every destructive
urge, to diminate waste, to unify, to establish the law of pitilesslogic and cold reason wherever humanity
could befound. The only way the species could survive was by the domination of it.

However, the neuronic energy provided by the SQUIDs channeled through the Heart of the World
didn't dlow the imperator to read or directly control minds. It did, however, permit himto give and
receive impressons, ideas and visudizations. From these various stimuli, Sam possessed the ability to
extrapolate from a handful of known facts and to predict the logical sequence of events. It wastruly a
talent, not necessarily alearned skill that relied solely on cerebration.

To gauge and evaluate and to extrapol ate a conclu-
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son that was so probable as to be amost certain, was more than precognition. It was agiven. He had
blended technol ogy to augment his own natura psionic abilities.

Definitely, Sam employed nanotechnology to maintain hishedth. Theill, the old and the injured dl
suffered from misarranged patterns of molecules, whether misarranged by invading viruses, passing time
or genetics. Sam's nanotechnol ogy rearranged and corrected cellsat amolecular level.

Therefore, in the eyes of many, that one single ability made Sam as close to agenuine messiah aswas
ever born in the history of theworld. He made no rea claim of divinity. He didn't need to, inasmuch as
he set out to earn the title of messiah by deed, not by word.

An aspect of those deedsinvolved doing away with those who didn't share hisvision or hislofty god's of
aunified world, of an adaptive Earth. His control of the SQUID implants helped that dong, too.

The implants kept the population of old and new humansin check by numbing the drive to procreate. It
was a cleaner way to exterminate the useless eaters than pogroms and mass executions, but just as
effective. Sam foresaw that the population would be dashed from millionsto mere manageable
thousands in less than a decade. And those thousands would be slaves adapted to meet various needs.

Even the hybridswho in the future coexisted peacefully with humanity were at risk. No matter that they
were not completely Homo sapiens, they sprang from essentialy the same roots and were humankind
trans-
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formed. Therefore, they were till acontinuation of the race. Hybrid females and human males had been
pairing off, and the past two decades had seen arise in mixed-breed offspring, children bearing the best
qualities of old and new human.

Theworld may not have been asviolent and brutal as before, but it was far from being the Utopia Sam
had described. It was a comfortable prison, but a prison nonetheless.

But Sam had built more than a prison for the human soul—he had constructed awindow that would
reach into the past or the future and inject matter throughout the chronon stream whenever and wherever
he wanted.



Sam cdlled it the microcosm, and he described it as that which arose from a conjunction of two laws of
physics. Thefirgt had to do with the changesin the mass of aparticle asit approached the speed of light.
Through hiswork with the Heart of the World, he determined that measurements of particlesthat had
been raced up to close to the speed of light showed a strong and rapidly rising increasein their
mass—so much o that it seemed asif it would always be impossible to supply enough energy to bring
the particlefinaly to that ultimate speed.

The second factor that occurred to him was at dmost the opposite end of the research spectrum, the
concept of absolute zero in temperature. 1t was known that the temperature of an object wasthe
product of the relative speed of its molecules. Asabody heated up, its molecules moved farther apart
from one another and moved faster.
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At absolute zero, the moleculeswould lose all motion and come to a dead stop. Such a stop would
presumably cause dl the moleculesto come together to form one mass without interna motion. Thefina
phase of the Great Plan was to combine both operations.

To atempt to have a particle of matter reach both the speed of light and absol ute zero smultaneoudy
was achalenge. But he suspected that by combining the molecular speed-up with ultra-low-temperature
physics, he would reach his goa—even though conventiona physics stated he could never attain it.

But Sam did attain it, and found an interesting quality about the speed of light and the absol ute zero of
temperature—both were gpparently boundaries of our universe. Both were part of the restraining wals
of our particular continuum.

In achieving hisgoa, Sam pierced the restraining walls of the continuum and the Heart of the World
became a true independent space-time unit, free from the congtraints of the quantum field, yet till
connected to it. That was why he feared Kane's tempora manipulations. He worried hisown
experiments might cause chronon ripplesthat could impact negatively on hisambitionsto topple the
entire principle of causality, that causes precede effects. Once the microcosm was created, it negated
tempora paradoxes and Sam was free to inject whatever matter he chose into the chronon and spatia
continuum.

The matter he chose was amutated plague virus, adeadly pathogen that could decimate population
centers and empires, monarchies and democracies. The
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survivors of the plague would be struck down by an enervating weakness. Resentments and jealousies
between nations that were once alieswould be exacerbated, since none of them could extend aid to the
other. A savior would be sought, and Sam would be there with his trestments.

By the time Sam's Great Plan reached the pinnacle of its success, not only would he have everyonein
this future time period neuronicaly linked by the SQUIDs, but dso he would have accomplished it
throughout the past. Everyone who was ever born, or who might be born, would be his servant.

Of course, no onewould ever redlizeit, because after the tempora manipulation ripples faded, thewhole
of humanity's history would have always been determined by Sam. He would wield infinite power over a
finite existence, an eternity stamped with the impression of his consciousness.

"Unless, of course" Sindri said in conclusion, "you stop him. And | presume dl of you will at the very
least want to take ashot at it. That's the kind of work you do here, isn't it?"

"Weve certainly tried to stop you often enough, pissant,” Grant rumbled, but histone was distracted, as
if he made the comment out of habit aone.

"And Thrush." Brigid's voice was arustling whisper. ™Y ou mentioned him.”

Sindri shrugged. "Actually, it was Mr. Kane—the Mr. Kane twenty-seven years hence—who told me
that the imperator's true identity was Colonel C. W.
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Thrush. Hewas very insgstent | convey that messageto dl of you. They wereliterdly hislast words."
He arched quizzica eyebrows at Lakesh. "l presume that name means something?”'

Lakesh stared at Sindri, wide- and wild-eyed asif hewere seeing him for thefirst time. Then he took
two fatering back steps and fell to his knees, burying hisfacein hishands.

In an agonized groan, Lakesh said, "Thrush...'m adave to Coloned Thrush...and I've betrayed dl of you
tohim."

Chapter 10



The baronid oligarchy that ruled postskydark Americashared very littlein theway of culturd legends
and dmost nothing that corresponded to spiritua beliefs. They worshiped no pantheon of deities, made
no pilgrimagesto holy sites. There were no versions of Mount Olympus, Jerusalem or Mecca.

The one possible exception was Front Royal. The barons didn't hold Front Royal in any kind of awe,
and they certainly didn't sanctify it, but the ville occupied asignificant placein their common history. The
villein Virginiawas the birthplace of the Program of Unification, the undertaking that consolidated power
in the baronies and returned ameasure of order to the brutal and chaotic land.

Almost acentury earlier, the Council of Front Roya met for the first time. The ten most powerful barons,
those who had survived territoria wars and clawed out stable enclaves of civilization in the Deathlands,
convened to discuss their admitted strengths and definite weaknesses. All of them had been summoned
to the villein the foothills of the Shensby amysterious, black-clad emissary who went by the sinisterly
smplenameof Thrush.

Front Roya was chosen for the historic summit because it the was the most influentia and democrati-
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caly governed ville on the eastern seaboard. Its current baron had expressed his desire to decisively end
thereign of blood and anarchy. Front Royal was probably the most powerful of the baronies, despite the
fact it never made raidsinto other territories or endaved its people. The ville was well-known and envied
for its high standard of living, despite the fact the baron's home and seat of government resembled a
medieva fortress.

Long-ago siege damage had been repaired to the keep, restoring its former appearance of forbidding
majesty. The weathered bricks and blocks were clean of vines and lichens. The main building, the castle,
rose above thewadlsin adefiant thrust of chiseled stone, flying buttresses, stained-glass windows and
forged sted!.

Thevillewas enclosed by walls nearly haf amilein circumference and fifty feet tal, offering flat
buttresses of impregnable fortifications. The walsin turn were surrounded by ariver with only asingle
bridge that crossed it into a central cobblestone plaza.

Despite the setting, or because of it, the ten barons met with the diplomatic envoy who outlined al the
rewards that would be theirsif they put aside their differences, concentrated on their commonalties and
united. Barons had united before, observing trade agreements and nonaggression pacts. What Thrush
proposed was different. A new form of government would be ingtitutionalized in the baronies, and dl the
villeswould be standardi zed according to preexisting pecifications.

The baronswould be provided with al the mate-
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rials needed to achieve these godls, including avast treasure trove of long-lost predark technology, as
pristine asthe day it was manufactured. Thrush wove athoroughly spellbinding tale of avast vault
designed to protect everything stored in it from the ravages of time.

Not just afew boxes of ammo, he hastened to point out, or a couple of crates of guns or the odd wag,
but literally tons of materiel—advanced wegponry, € ectronic equipment saved from electromagnetic
pulses, even aircraft. All of it wasin perfect operating condition. No longer would the individua barons
be forced to cobble together electrical generators with spit and baling wire or waste time with long
periods of trid and error to figure out how to repair rusty engines. Moreover, they would be
participating in agrand, radicaly new kind of socid engineering.

Although intrigued and gavanized by the morsels of bait, the barons harbored doubts that such items il
existed. They knew dl about the Continuity of Government stockpiles, and they aso knew most of them
had been looted years before. Only the baron of Front Royal accepted Thrush's words at face value,
having ventured into just such vaults more than once and barely escaped with hislife.

When asked about the socid engineering plan, Thrush argued that humansweretoo intrinsicaly
destructive to be dlowed free will any longer. The ruined planet was mute, utterly damning testimony to
the philosophy of individua choice and freedom. The old predark system of smoldering desperation and
unchecked societal chaosthat burned out in afind nu-
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clear conflagration wasinferior in every way to the society the barons could build.

The barons quickly understood they weren't being offered an option as much as being given an
ultimatum. Essentidly, they weretold if they didn't endorse the doctrine of unification, the same power
that had turned the world into a nuke-scoured hellscape more than a century before would devastate it

again.

The tough and cynica baronsweren't easily intimidated or impressed by promises with threats attached.
They chdlenged Thrush to bring forth this so-caled power, so they might seeit with their own eyes. For
al intents and purposes, they sneered in Thrush'scalm, paleface.

Much to the surprise and unease of the ten assembled barons, Thrush rose to their chalenge and



introduced the representative of the Archon Directorate. Thrush referred to him asBaam. The Archon
was strange, unsettling in appearance, but no more so than some of the strains of human mutants
skulking through the Deathlands. The smdll, dight-framed, big-skulled and -eyed cresture didn't [ook
even asfearsome asan infant stickie.

But even the dullest of the baronsin attendance couldn't deny he radiated adisquieting aura, an eerie
sense of otherworldliness. Without preamble or socid fripperies, Balam addressed them, speaking to
them without opening his mouth, imparting the same message at the sametimeinto al of their minds. His
black, fathomless eyes held dll of theirs captive, peering deep, deep through them into the roots of thelr
ouls.
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We are old, they weretold. When your race was wild and bloody and young, we were already
ancient. Your tribe has passed, and we are invincible. 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 shall still reign when man is reduced to the ape
again. We stand, we know, we are.

At the same time, images crowded into their minds, glimpses of a history hidden from humanity for aeons.

They learned how the entirety of human devel opment wasinextricably intertwined with the activities of
the entities called Archons. Balam showed them how modern humankind was bioengineered millennia
ago, and how his race had maintained a covert dominance over humankind ever snce. Alwaysthe
Archons subtly—and sometimes not so subtly—influenced human affairs. The Archons standard
operating procedure was to establish a privileged ruling class dependent upon them, which inturn
controlled the masses for them. Throughout history, their manipulation of governments and religionswas
dl-pervasve.

Their god wasthe unification of theworld under their control, with al nonessentia and nonproductive
humans eliminated. Now, over ahundred years after the nukecaust, the seeds planted long ago were
ready to besar fruit.

Baam's telepathic speech and the images he conveyed were more than rhetoric, lessthan athreat. It
was the scornful, prideful doctrine of arace so old that the most ancient civilizations on Earth were only
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ayesterday besdeit. The underlying psychologica message of the address was intended to stimulate
panic, fear and despair. Y ou cannot win, the barons were told. We are undefeatable, bow to the
inevitable. Surrender.

The barons attending theinaugura council of Front Roya, after two days of discussion, agreed to the
Ar-chon Directorate's terms—except for the baron of Front Royal. He perceived the program as
nothing more than tyranny with anew face. He had spent much of hisadult life opposng the tyrants who
gprang up like maign tumorsin the aftermath of sky-dark. He had no intention of participating in aplan
that would indtitutiondize despotism.

The baron of Front Royd raised arevolt, and those who ralied to his cause were known as baron
blasters. Even former adversaries made common cause to oppose an inhuman enemy. The early years of
the unification program were very violent and bloody and launched an entire cycle of legends and myths.
The band of wolfsheads led by Front Roya's baron were revered asfolk heroes, the subject of ballads
andtdl tales.

Eventudly, dthough the origina projected timetable was skewed by severd years, the united baronies
were established, through propaganda and sheer naked force. Unity Through Action wastheradlying cry
that had spread across the Deathlands by word of mouth and proof of deed. Thelong-forgotten trust in
any form of government was dowly reawakened, generations after the survivors of the nuclear war had
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lived through the deadly legacy of politics and the suicidd decisons made by dected officias.

The leaders of the powerful baronies offered a solution to the constant states of worry and fear—join the
unification program and never worry or fear or think again. Humanity wasresponsible for the arriva of
Judgment Day, and it had to accept that responsibility, before atruly Utopian age could be ushered in.

All humankind had to do to earn this Utopiawas to follow the rules, be obedient and be fed and clothed.
And accept the new order without question. Surrender.

For most of the men and women who lived in the villes and the surrounding territories, thiswas enough,
more than enough. Long-sought-after dreams of peace and safety had at least been transformed into
redlity. Of course, fleeting dreams of personal freedom were lost in the exchange, but such abstract
agpirations were nothing but childishillusions.



Over thefollowing four generations, order was indeed restored to America and the barons themselves
represented the new order aswell asanew form of humanity. Only the barons themsalves knew how
different they were, not only from their human progenitors from whom they inherited their names and
territories, but also from the humansthey ruled.

A mgjor aspect of the unification program was improving the breed. Thiswas accomplished through
bicengineering, employing advancesin genetics made in the years leading up to the nukecaust. The
primary link between the baronid oligarchy and the Archons was the incorporation of their genetic
materid into
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offspring of the barons. Thus was created the hybrid dynasty, areviva of the ancient god-king system
that deified monarchs as semidivine.

Furthermore, the Archons saw to it that the barons would have at hand, in vitro, genetic samples of the
best of the best of humanity. In the vernacular of the time, it was known as purity control. Only the best
of the best were alowed full ville citizenship. The caste distinctions were based primarily on eugenics.
Everyone selected to livein thevilles, to servein the divisons, met asirict set of genetic criteria, one
established before the nukecaust.

Thein vitro egg cdls were devel oped to embryos. Through ectogenesis techniques, fetal devel opment
outside of the body diminated the role of the mother until after birth. The ancient socid patterns that
connected mother, father and child were broken. That bresk was crucid in order for the unification
program to succeed to itsfina level.

The existence of the family asaunit of procrestion and therefore asa socid unit had to be eiminated.
Everyone who enjoyed full ville citizenship was the direct descendant of that undertaking.

Of course, the gene pools of theindividual barons derived from combinations of superior human DNA
and Archon—or so they believed. That belief kept them from wondering too deeply why, if they were
S0 superior, they suffered from so many physicd allments.

Like Bdam, they were dightly built, with oversized craniums and large light-sensitive eyes. Thetissue of
their hybridized brainswas of the same viscerd
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matter as the human brain, but the fifteen million neurons that formed the basic wiring operated abit
differently in the processing of information. The brains of the barons could absorb and process
information with exceptional speed, and their cognitive abilities were little short of supernaturd.

Almost from the moment the barons emerged from the incubation chambers, they possessed 1Qs so far
beyond the range of standard tests as to render them meaningless. They mastered language in amatter of
weeks, speaking in whole sentences. All of Nature's design flaws in the human brain were corrected,
modified and improved, specificdly in the hypothaamus, which regulated the complex biochemica
systems of the body.

They could control al autonomous functions of their brains and bodies, even to the manufacture and
release of chemicals and hormones. They could speed or dow their heartbests, increase and decrease
the amount of adrendinein their bloodstreams.

They possessed complete control over that mysterious portion of the brain known asthe limbic system,
aportion that predark scientists referred to as the "god module," which possessed great reserves of
€lectromagnetic power and strength.

But since they were bred for brilliance, al barons had emotiond limitations placed upon their enormous
intellects. They were captives of their shared Archon hive-mind heritage, aremorsaless mind-set that
didn't carry with it the smple comprehension of the importance to humans of individud liberty.

Viscera emotionsdidn't play alarge part inthe
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psychologies of the so-called new humans. Even their bursts of passion were of the most rudimentary
kind. When they experienced emotions, they only did so in moments of stress, and then so intensdly they
were dmost consumed by them.

Although thetissue of their hybridized brains was of the same organic matter as the human brain, the
millions of neurons operated differently in the processing of information. Their thought processes were
very structured, extremely linear. There were variations among them, of course. A few of the barons
were gifted psonicdly, ableto tap into flashes of clairvoyant ingght during periods of meditation or to
invade amind telepathicdly. All indl, they were asintdlectudly superior to humankind asthe
Cro-Magnon was to the Neanderthal.

But they paid aheavy pricefor their superior abilities. Physicaly they werefragile, their autoimmune
systems at the mercy of infections and diseasesthat had little effect on the primitive humansthey ruled.
Nor could they reproduce by intercourse. The nine barons were the product of in vitro fertilization, as
would bether offspring and dl hybrids.



Therefore the baronslived insulated, isolated lives, cloaking themselvesin theatrical trappings mat not
only added to their semidivine mystique, but aso protected them from contamination—both
psychologica and physical.

Onceayear, the oligarchy traveled to an ingtallation beneath ArchuletaMesain Dulce, New Mexico, for
medical treatments. If not for the Directorate, the vast ingtdlation within and beneath the Archuleta
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Mesa, on the border of New Mexico and Colorado, would not have been built.

If not for the Totality Concept's Overproject Ex-calibur and its three subdivisions, the barons would not
have existed in the first place or continued to do so. During the annua visits to the mesa, they received
fresh transfusions of blood and aregimen of biochemica genetic thergpy designed to strengthen their
autoimmune systems, which granted them another year of life and power. They aso were recipients of

organ trangplants if necessary.

Although dl the hybrids were extremdly long-lived, cdlular and metabolic deterioration was part and
parcel of what they were—hybrids of human and Archon DNA. And even though they were abiological
bridge between two races, the barons weren't precisely sure of the reasons behind the hybridization

program.

They knew the Archons had been adying race, on the verge of extinction before the nukecaust. They
aso knew the nukecaust itself to have been amagjor component of their program. After the masses of
humanity had been culled, the herd thinned, then the hybrids would inherit the earth, carrying out the
agendaof the Archon Directorate. All of the barons believed that they acted as the plenipotentiaries of
the Archons and therefore, they were the intermediaries between gods and Man.

But the barons weren't so blinded by arrogance that theirony was lost on them—in order to rule
humans, they were dependent on the biologica materia they provided.
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Just asthe barons had traveled once a year to the underground facility in New Mexico, they aso met
onceayear at Front Royal to discuss matters of state—or at least that had been the custom for nearly a
century. The oligarchy of nine barons amost never had face-to-face exchanges except at the yearly
councils. Occasiondly, an emergency demanded aspecid summit.



Thelast such emergency council had been several months before, shortly after the destruction of the
Ar-chuleta Mesafacility. Now another council was about to be convened, but this one was very
different, snceit excluded dl but two of the oligarchy and had been called, not by afellow baron, but by
Ericavan Soan—theimperid mother herslf.

Chapter 11

In Ericavan Sloan'sworld there was a place, adefinition and a purpose for everything and she had
spent the better part of the past forty years placing everything, from people to objects, in their proper
categories. She had decided to make cybernetic science her profession because she was attracted to the
geometric order and pristineimmutability of gpplied satistics. The lesser educated or the jeal ous might
have called her tendencies and retentive or obsessive compulsive.

After her resurrection from cryostasis more than four decades before, Ericahad served as an adviser to
the baronia oligarchy in generd, rather than to an individua baron. Like ahandful of other predarkers,
Ericavan Soan had been revived when the Program of Unification reached a certain stage of
development.

Ericawasn't assigned to any one barony for an extended period of time. She was given quartersin Front
Royad and from there she traveled from ville to ville, setting up computer systems, training personnel in
their operation and the troubleshooting procedures. The systems, dthough in pristine condition, were not
sate-of-the-art, certainly not by the standards of the late twentieth century.

None of the mainframes employed the advanced biochip features that would have been commonplace
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had the nuclear megacull not occurred. Most of the software, hardware and support systems werefairly
basic, not much more complicated than the persona home computersin wide use before the nukecaust.

Ericahad always suspected that the truly advanced predark tech was ddliberately withheld so the new
baronial society wouldn't become as dependent on technology asthe old one. She didn't disagree with
the principles behind the suppression, but she couldn't deny it made her job more difficult. But, when
digtilled down to its essence, her job conssted primarily of pigeonholing and compartmentaizing.

She never had been able to find the right mental pigeonhole for Front Royal, snceitsform followed
neither function nor aesthetics. That the barons preferred to maintain the keep's quaint, medieval
architecture, in lieu of redesigning it to resemble the Adminigtrative Monalithsin the villes didn't makeit
more defensible. However, as one of the concessions to modern times, powerful halogen spotlights were
mounted both on the walls and atop the turrets. Projecting from each corner of the wallswere



Vulcan-Phaanx gun towers, the heavy-caliber weapons ready and waiting to fend off any sort of attack,
not that there had been any kind of mgor assault in living memory.

Front Roya was occupied only by askeleton maintenance staff and agarrison condisting of twenty
soldiers. It wasn't avillein the conventiona sense, but more of aneutral zone, a place where the barons
could meet on equd termsfor their annua council.

Themain hdl of the keep wasimmense. Its heavy-
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beamed ceiling and waxed, oak-paneled walls always danced with the light of ahundred false dectric
candlesin the wrought-iron chanddlier.

The floor was of polished marblein swirling patterns. At the far end was a hearth big enough to
comfortably deep four barons and two of the security staff. A yard-long dectric log aways glowed there.

Asfar as she knew, none of the barons objected to the installation of amat-trans unit within ashielded
cubicle complete with stripped-down control room, on the opposite Side of the main hall. Ericadidntt
think the six-sided elevated chamber with its sky-blue armaglass walls added or detracted from the Old
World fed of the big room. It smply stood there, at the far end of the control room, like an ugly
conversation piece.

Sitting in the main hal and facing the control room, she nearly jumped out of her chair when she heard
the characterigtic high-pitched drone from the emitter array within the platform. The sound was an
electronic synthess between a hurricane howl and bee-swarm hum, dropping down to inaudibility asthe
mat-trans cycled through amateriaization.

The noise was nerve-racking, but she didn't bother trying to make out the two vague shapes shifting into
corporedlity on the other side of the trand ucent armaglass shieding. She knew the identity of &t least one
of the people. Ericaaso knew she was undertaking asizable risk by greeting the arrivals alone, dressed
as shewas. But shefollowed the imperator's will and she understood he had his reasons for ordering her
to
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wear the Shakti priestess raiment—what there was of it.



Ericavan Soan was clad in awhite, floor-length shift composed of about five percent loosely woven
linen. Silver bracelets, ajeweled bangle and apair of sandas made up another five percent of the
ensemble. The other ninety percent was dl her, but she didn't really mind.

Shewastal and long-limbed, with a flawless, honey-hued complexion. Her long, straight hair, siwept
back from ahigh forehead and pronounced widow's peak, hung in athick braid down the middie of her
back. It was so black asto be blue when the light caught it. The large eyes above high, regal
cheekbones ooked amost the same shade of indigo, but glints of violet swam in them. The mark of an
aristocrat showed in her delicate features, with the arch of brows and her thin-bridged nose. Her eydids
glistened with narrow stripes of crimson and silver.

When she heard footfalls, Ericarose, noting absently how her full breasts swayed benegath their thin
covering. She knew the sexud effect would be wasted on one of the visitors, but she hafway hoped the
other man would show arousa at the sSight of her barely concedled charms. Asanewly appointed Shakti
priestess, it was only fitting that her body would be one of sinuous perfection. At least, that was what
Sam had told her when heimparted the information about the Nirodha movement. During that same
meeting, he had imbued her with more of hisbioenergy, and the gray stregk in her hair amost
immediately darkened. She had been secretly preening ever since.
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Two figures entered the main hall from the mat-trans control room. There wasaforma council room
adjacent to the main hall, holding a conference table twelve feet in diameter. Thewalls, ceiling and floors
of the huge, sprawling chamber were sheathed with dick, dightly reflective vanadium aloy. Not only was
the shielding for security purposes, but it aso provided protection just in case a Roamer firedaLAW
rocket at the keep.

Ericahad decided not to convene the meeting in the conference room, inasmuch as the primary topic of
the discussion was located elsewherein the fortress. She worked hard to keep her face composed,
despite the surge of anxiety the sSight of Baron Cobdt evoked within her, even though he was physically
no different than hisfellow barons.

All of the barons were so similar in appearance they might have been born from the same mother and
father. In many ways, they had been. Their builds were smal, dender and gracile. Their faceswere
uniformly sharp with finely complexioned skin stretched tight over prominent shelves of cheekbones.

The craniums were very high and smooth, the ears small and set low on the head. Their back-danting
eyeswere large, shadowed by sweeping supraorbitd ridges. Only hair, eye color and dight differences
in height differentiated the barons from one ancther.



Even their expressons were markedly alike—avast pride, adiffident superiority, authority and even
ruth-lessness. They were the barons, and as such, they were the avatars of the new humans who would
inherit the earth.
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The last time Erica had seen Cobalt, he wore the ceremonid garb of the baronia oligarchy—flowing,
bell-deeved robes of gold brocade, and atal, conica crested headpiece, ringed by nine rows of tiny
pearls. No one, not even the humans who had advised them for yearslike Ericavan Sloan, knew from
whence the tradition of ceremonia attire sprang. She dways presumed the design had something to do
with Archon culture, whatever that might be.

Baron Thulia's adviser, aman named Bakshmi, had told her in an unguarded moment that there was an
uncomfortable smilarity between the barons ceremonia garb and that of Tibetan high lamas. If indeed
the entities called Archons had influenced humanity since the dawn of time, then it stood to reason they
had interacted with Tibetans.

As he gpproached, Ericasaw that Baron Cobalt wasn't wearing ceremonia garb. In fact, his mode of
dresswas even more unusua, so sartling for abaron that Ericafound herself staring, shocked into
gpeech-lessness. Faded blue denim overdls swallowed the baron's dender figure, making him look
amogt asif he were wearing abarrel. The ephantine legs of the pants had been hacked off crudely,
and the cuffs were frayed and uneven, accentuating the fact he wore battered and discolored moccasins
soled with old tire treads.

Although dl the hybrids were dight of build, the baron looked thin to the point of starvation. Hisamost
poreless skin was stretched drum-tight over protuberant facial bones, al sharp angles of cheeks, brow
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and chin. Hiseongated skull tapered from a high, round, completely bald skull down to a pointed chin.

Deep lines marred the face and scored the high forehead. Below it large, danting golden-brown eyes
stared out from deep sockets. The thin dash of the mouth showed bardly repressed pain, and the tiny
nogtrilsin thefine, thin nose flared with a soul-deep anger. His untrimmed fingernails were caked with
dirt down to the cuticle. He had the ook of living in desolate places, burned by the sun, scourged by

blowing sands.

Ericawas so taken aback by Cobalt's wasted appearance, she didn't realize for amoment that the tall



figure looming beside him was not aman, as she had first assumed, but a hulking woman. Erica guessed
her height at six foot three and her weight in the vicinity of 250 pounds.

The giantessswiry dark blond hair was cut exceptionaly short. She wore a one-piece zippered coverdl
that looked very old, judging by its threadbare elbows and knees and the patches sewn onto it in places.
When she got agood look at Erica, her mouth gaped open, revealing tobacco-stained teeth. Her
features were so coarse it wasimpossible to gauge her age, but Ericadidn't care oneway or the other.

Baron Cobalt stared, too, but Erica could easily guesswhy. The last time he had seen her, nearly ayear
ago in this very room, she had been a seam-faced cripple. She knew it was difficult even for so
regimented a mind as ahybrid's to reconcile the memory of awithered old hag hunched over ina

whed chair with the redity of thetal, vibrant, superbly built
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beauty standing before him now. She had difficulty accepting it even now herself.

By now, Ericarealized Cobdt had learned how the imperator had not only restored her youth, but also
put life back in her legs again. Sam had also given her a purpose beyond acting as an adviser to the
baronia oligarchy. She dedicated her life to building anew, productive society on the framework of the
ville system.

Asacyberneticigt, she gpplied those same mechanica principlesto management and organizationa
theory. Just as everything that occurred in the universe could be analyzed according to cause-and-effect
chains, the chains themselves could be used to build organizationa models.

Now, months after the end of the so-called Imperator War, anew model was being constructed. Erica
had rebuilt Cobdtville so it would serve asthe template for al the others. She was positive the baron
had heard about that, too, and hated her for it.

"You are Ericavan Soan?' Cobalt challenged, the rich, musical tones of his voice sounding harsh, asif
he had been gargling with gravel. ' 'Former adviser to the oligarchy, now the sdf-proclaimed imperid
mother?"

Ericanodded coldly, formdly, but said, * ‘I am not the salf-proclaimed imperiad mother. Theimperator
made that claim himself, and | saw no reason to question him. Neither did anyone dse.”

Cobalt waved the objection awvay impatiently. "Y ou've changed considerably since we last met.”

"Ashave you. But, apparently, not for the better."
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Hisface flushed with barely suppressed anger. "'Is there some reason you are dressed like amahargah's
houri other than to show me you are unarmed?”’

Ericadidn't respond to the question. Sheimpaed the big woman with afrigid, inquisitive stare. "Who is
this?"

"Her nameis Mary Lou McSween," Cobalt replied. 'l cal her Mare. Sheismy servant.”

Ericaflicked a contemptuous glance up and down the woman's broad frame and then stared
chaleng-ingly into her coarse-featured face. She felt only alittle better when the woman averted her
gaze. ' 'Shelooks more like your strong-arm, Cobalt. Quite acomedown from being protected by the
baronid guardsmen, it it?"

"Y ou should know, Sloan." The baron's retort was soft, but his tone was underscored by a hatred so
strong and venomous Ericawouldn't have been surprised had he spit at her. His eyes seethed with fury.

"That | do," shereplied cdmly. "What | don't know is how you survived without access to the medica
treatments. By my ca culations, you should have been dead at |east amonth ago.”

A thin smile touched Cobalt'slips, and he cast ady glance up toward the woman cdled Mare, who
smiled back at him with undisguised adoration. Ericafdt her somach spasm in nausea. Still, shetook a
secret, gloating satisfaction in the knowledge that for thefirst timein hisartificidly prolonged life, Cobalt
was forced to achieve short-term goals—like living through the end of aday.

"Perhgps| am dead," hereplied. "And what you
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see before you is only aghogt, a shade of the Baron Cobalt you once so faithfully advised, then so
vicioudy betrayed. Perhaps | am his spirit, summoned to curse you and hound you to your own grave.”

"Or," Ericasaid, unperturbed, "it's more likely you found a secondary source of treatments. It certainly
couldn't have been the ArchuletaMesafecility.”



Cobalt nodded. "In that we arein total agreement. The Dulce ingtdlation is completely destroyed. We of
the oligarchy should have removed the entire biologica and genetic processing center from the place
after thefird...incident.”

Cobdt intoned ' 'incident” in asarcastic drawl. Ericawas familiar with the event to which he referred,
and "incident” was awoefully understated description.

More then two years earlier, apair of renegade Magistrates and aturncoat archivist from Cobaltville
invaded the medicd facility beneath the mesa during the baron's annud trestment. Kane, Grant and
Brigid Baptiste wreaked much havoc and |eft the ingtallation littered with the bodies of many hybrids. At
the time only Baron Cobalt was undergoing the process, and he, aswell asthe other barons, redlized the
invasion was not sheer happenstance.

Inasmuch as Baron Cobalt had been assaulted by Kane, hisfellow barons agreed to help him find the
criminds. For thefirgt few months following the ArchuletaMesaincursion, it was asif Kane, Baptiste
and Grant had vanished off the face of the earth.

Then reports of Sghtingscamein fromal over.
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The obvious conclusion was they were using the forbidden mat-trans units to jump from seded redoulbt
to sedled redoubt. A cooperative undertaking among the nine baronsto ingpect al of theingtdlationsin
their territories resulted only in fase trails—and violent attacks on two barons.

When Baron Sharpe was persondly investigating aredoubt near the ruins of Washington, D.C., hewas
severdly wounded. By his description, his assailant could have only been Kane.

The next, and truly horrifying incident, wasthe nation of Baron Ragnar in hisown bed. Although
intd reportsfrom Ragnarville identified awoman as the culprit—possibly theinsurrectionist historian,
Baptiste—Kane and Grant's names figured prominently.

And because their names figured so prominently, they became figures of inspiration to the
disenfranchised, to the outlander. Their acts of terrorism triggered sporadic rebdlionsin the Outlands.
The uprisings were not organized uprisings, but their frequency was of akind not seen in more than
ninety years, since the days of the baron blasters.



Barely ayear later came the event that not only threatened the barons authority, but dso their very
surviva. The medica facility beneath the mesa, which the barons depended upon to stay dive, was
virtualy destroyed. According to the intelligence reports, the unbelievably destructive chain reaction had
been triggered by the crash of an aircraft.

The crash breached the magnetic field container of afusion generator in the hangar. The result had been
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akin to unleashing the energy of the Sun itself insde an enclosed sports arena. Although much of the
kinetic force and heat were channeled upward and out through the hangar doors, a scorching, smashing
wave of destruction swept through the ingtdlation. If not for the series of vanadium blast bulkheads, the
entire mesa could have come tumbling down.

Cobalt shook his head asif trying to drive the memories from his head. ' 'How did your people succeed
in locating me?'

Ericasmiled athin, superior smile. ' Theimperator can find whomever hewishes."

Cobdt didn't refute her statement, but the glint in his eyes and the set of hismouth called her aliar. He
sad quietly, "The most important question is, why have | been summoned here under terms of truce
ingtead of being hunted down and killed outright?"

Ericas smilewidened. "Thetask of turning an enemy into an aly isdifficult enough without turning aliving
cresgture into a dead one. Theimperator needsyou... my lord baron.”

Chapter 12

Mammoth Mare McSween had lived the entirety of her twenty-five years on the raw edges of the
Out-lands frontier, and for the most part she fraternized only with others of the same background and
breeding—or lack thereof. There was never any question the people she knew were imperfect,
physicdly, mentaly and otherwise.

Outlanders, or anyone who choseto live outside baronid society or had that fate chosen for them, were
of abreed different from those who were born within the wals of the ninevilles. Birthed into abrutd,
wild world, they were accustomed to bal ancing themselves on the line of desth. Grim necessity had
taught them the skillsto survive, even thrive in the postnuke environment. They may have been the
great-great-greatgrandchildren of civilized men and women, but they had no choice but to embrace lives
of semibarbarism.



They were tough and vicious and cared little about abstract concepts of beauty or morality or even
comfort. Few lived beyond forty, and those who did rarely managed to make it without losing parts of
themsalves. Mare grew accustomed to seeing men and women with missing eyes, ears and limbs.
Therefore, perfection was not just an unreachableided; it was beyond imagining.
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But the woman whom her lover lord had addressed as Erica van Sloan was as perfect a human being as
Mare had ever dreamed existed. Other than her pliant body, Sloan's voice was as rich and vibrant asa
musicd ingrument.

In some ways, the woman's eyes reminded Mare of her lover baron's—she could verbalize thoughts
with her eyes and asmple quirk of the corner of her mouth. Of course, Baron Cobdt planted imagesin
her mind, even channdled her thoughts into directions he convinced her they should go. That was
different from the kind of communication Sloan's eyesimparted.

Mare once again surreptitioudy swept her gaze across Ericavan Sloan's sunning figure, made al the
more provocative by the gauzy qudity of her garb and the way her full breasts strained againgt the
crisscrossing strips of linen. She had never been attracted to another female before, but then her mother,
Big MaMcSween, was about the only other woman she had ever known. On the other hand, she had
never been particularly atracted to most of the men she had known, either. Theinternd quiverings of
attraction she experienced when looking upon Sloan's body confused her, but aroused her nevertheless.

"Comewith me, please.”" Ericavan Sloan turned smartly on ahed and strode with an aristocratic gait
toward adoor on thefar side of the main hal. Mare felt her throat tighten as she watched the sensuous
twitch of her buttocks beneath the digphanous gown.

Although Mare wanted to follow her instantly, she waited until Baron Cobalt took hisfirst step after the
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woman. She began marching along at his Sde, remembering his harsh remonsirance not to gawk &t their
surroundings. It was very difficult not to stop arid stare with her mouth agape.

Just as Mare had never seen awoman like Sloan, she had never seen a place like the fortress of Front
Royd, ether. But it fet asif she had been living in the epicenter of an explosion of wonders, of miracles,
marvels and terrors for the past month or so—ever since the night of the chem storm.



Shedidn't question it too much. Mare's philosophy, handed down to her from Big Ma, was awaysto
follow the path of least resistance. Although Mammoth Mare fancied hersdf a champion salvager, she
didn't liketo take risks, therefore, she suffered through one lean time after another.

L ooting the abandoned ruins of predark villeswas not only an Outland tradition, but it was aso
Mammoth Mare'sfamily business. Her mother, her mother'sfather and hisfather before him had made a
career from ferreting out and plundering the secret stockpiles the predark government had hidden in
anticipation of anation-wide catastrophe.

Mogt of the early survivors of the nukecaust had been scavengers. They redlly had no choice. They
banded together, found predark wags and recruited men and women strong enough to defend their
armored vehicles. They raided villes of the dead where the radiation had finaly weakened enough to
alow limited egress. They traded among the few settlements, swapping equipment for supplies, supplies
for gas, gasfor anmo, and the ammo they used to blast
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the hell out of whatever muties or competitors stood in the way of their scavenging.

Finding awell-stocked redoubt, one of the many underground military ingtallations seemingly scattered
all over the nuke-ravaged face of America, assured atrader wealth and security, presupposing he or she
didn't intersect with the trgjectory of abullet that had hisor her nameoniit.

But it was tougher and tougher to find untouched stockpiles. The tougher the going got, the more most of
her crew got themsalves going, leaving her operation for greener pastures—not that there were many
pastures, green or otherwise, around the Big Smoke Valey she used aswinter quarters.

Mammoth Mar€e's crew didn't have a centralized or permanent headquarters. They had to be ableto
travel with the trade, as nomadic as any group that madeitsliving from mobility. New markets often
opened up when other scavenger groups made new strikes digging through rubble down into the
predark villes, and supplies had to be gotten to the other scavengersthat joined them, aswell as
transport arranged for al the things they found. A permanent location would have been detrimenta to
profit.

Although Mare's mother, Big Ma, had discovered some fine hauls in the past—crates of blasters, of
ammunition, even clothes—by the time she died after meeting up with abullet with her name on it, most
of the easy pickings and higher-quality items had become asrare asasmiling Magidrate.

In the southwestern Outlands—New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada—small, impoverished settlements were
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isolated by hundreds of square miles of barren wasteland. Although they were prey for marauders,
Mammoth Mare didn't care to turn her mother's operation into that of awolf pack. Her reluctance had
little to do with moras or ethics. Most of the outlanderswho lived in the settlementsrarely agreed to give
up thelr possessions without afight—even if they were possess onsthey would have had difficulty giving

avay.

Asfar asMare was concerned, it wasn't worth risking life and limb to raze a settlement to the ground
and then find out al they had were some old boots and maybe some home-forged black-powder
firearms.

So, when one of her crew brought word that there was a brisk, burgeoning trade in human beings out
around the Timpahute Mountains, Mare began to serioudy consider expanding the focus of her
operation. Humans were legitimate commodities, and though there was no longer athriving market for
davelabor, duein the main to the Magidtrates, people were easer to find than useable engine parts.

Mare wasn't very comfortable with the concept of trading in human flesh, but there was nobody in her
crew shefdt intimate enough with to share her doubts. They were dl men, and thusthey couldn't be
trusted. Her mother had told her many times that the femae chief of ascavenger crew couldn't afford to
get lonely or vulnerable. ™Y ou get too close to one of them dag-jackers,” she had said, "and some night
he ditsyour throat and takes what's yours."

Big Mahad avery low opinion of men, athough Marefigured it had to have been fairly high at onetime;
otherwise she would have never been born. She
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often wished for amate, so she could have achild herself, but most of the men in her crew had spent
their lives scrounging around the edges of hellzones and hot spots. Her mother had warned that such
men could shoot nothing but strange, twisted seed that produced offspring fit only to be drowned as
soon asthey drew their first breath.

Therefore, the femae of the specieswas vastly superior, and it did no good to wish for companionship.
Mare never sought it out, but she couldn't help but admit to herself she wished she had, if not afaithful
lover, then aman she could relax around. She had resigned hersdlf to redlizing that such was an
unattainable dream, despite the fact women were at premium in her part of the country.



Although she had been christened Mary Lou, somewherein her teens the Mammoth Mare sobriquet had
been applied to her, probably after she topped six feet tall and began weighing in at two hundred plus
pounds. Once that name became common, few men cared to spend much time in her company.
Becoming known as Mammoth Mare's consort wasn't exactly ahigh ambition. So she concentrated on
business.

Aslean asthe timeswere, Mare was inclined to discount the rumors of atrade in human beings when
they reached her through a couple of her scouts. Since they were thirdhand reports she dismissed them
atogether.

When shewas achild, she had heard smilar stories of cannibals running wild in the deserts, egting
everybody and anybody they saw. She assumed the peopl e-trade tale was nothing but an updated
verson of
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that old fable with the cannies now buying human meat from intermediariesinstead of tracking it down
themselves. But the bizarre rumors persisted, and she serioudy congdered sending out ascouting party
to ascertain ther vaidity.

Before Mare could do so, one of her scavengers, alittle rodent of aman named Squint, sauntered into
the camp and began yapping in his characteristic staccato, full-auto fashion about the profitable tradein
humans conducted out in the old dry basin of Groom Lake.

Squint claimed that aband of people wasliving in acollection of shanties near old 376 just outside of
Big Creek. He assured her they weren't any kind of mutie but were genuine, bona-fide human beings,
about as healthy as could be expected, so they definitely weren't Dregs.

Dregs were the outlanders shunned even by other outlanders. One of the legacies of the nukecaust was a
fixation on genetic purity. Ville doctrines revolved around purity control, and an important aspect of the
unification program had been the extermination of al human deviates, particularly muties.

Dregsweren't muties, athough they had been classified as such, ahundred or so years before, saddled
with the labdl of scabbies. Therefore they hadn't been spared the genocidal purgesthet virtually
exterminated all the mutie strains except for afew isolated pocketsin dark territories. The Dregswere
diseased, geneticaly ruined humans who had lived too long near hellzones and rad hot spots. They were
the lepers of the postskydark world.
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Squint's story sounded convincing, athough he couldn't offer much in the way of intelligence regarding
the identity of who the people buyers were or what they wanted the merchandise for. Mare decided that
wasn't important, so the next morning she had the crew climb aboard one of her two wags and went in
search of the merchandise.

Her converted dump truck was about the only thing of any great vaue she owned, so she maintained the
vehicle as best she could, spending alot of time and jack to keep it in good condition. People could il
be found with the skillsto repair the vehicles, but making tires and finding fuel was alot more difficult.
Gasoline that even remotely approached the quality of predark supplies was dmost nonexistent
anywhere but the villes.

There were afew crude processing plants down aong the Gulf Coast of Texas, afew morein
Oklahoma, but the product certainly wasn't cheap and just as certainly it was barely acceptable asfud.
For her part, Mare had preferred to dedl with afue trader calling himself Lindstrohm.

The merchandise was exactly where Squint had claimed it would be. Mare and her crew captured the
people and transported them to the Groom Lake basin—only to find, to her commingled terror and
horror, that the buyers were Magistrates. And where there were Magistrates, there were bound to be
barons. Before the Mags could do more than ook over her captives, the entire transaction cameto an
explosive, utterly fina hat, when two terrifying aircraft screamed out of the sky.
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Neither she nor any of her crew had ever seen anything like the aircraft that skimmed acrossthe sky at
eye-blurring speeds, and apparently the Magistrates hadn't, either, judging by their panicked reactions.
The two ships swiftly destroyed the Mag's wag, a Sandcat, blew up aground gun emplacement and just
as effortlessy shot down three Degathbirds.

Mare watched the airborne assault from beneath her truck in the company of her terror-stricken crew.
What they witnessed was so0 out of the realm of then-experience, they dmost couldn't comprehend any
of it. They had been conditioned to believe in the invincibility of the Mags and their ordnance.

When the two shipslanded, Mare couldn't help but remember old folk tales told around campfires about
sky-mongters, giant bats that haunted the ruins of nuke-scorched cities. Two men in skintight black
outfits disembarked from the aircraft, and only then did Mare and her scavenger crew dimly beginto
understand what was happening and why.

The menin black were armed with Sin Eaters, the officia blasters of Magistrates. They disarmed Mare



and her gang and told her grimly they had no sympathy for them. One of the Sin Eater-toting apparitions,
ahuge black man said to her, "Y ou were going to sell your fellow human beingslike they were cattle, so
they could be harvested—their blood drained, their bodies cut open, their guts unwound, al their organs,
glands and even bone marrow removed and processed. All to keep the barons dive.”

In avoice so thick with barely repressed fury it was a guttura growl, he went on to say how the bar-
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ons needed "human blood and gutsto survive, so they set up a processing center herein Groom Lake."

The men in black turned the truck over to their captives, and after it had been driven away they returned
to ther aircraft, but not before telling her, "The barons can have you if they want."

Before the sky-shipstook off, Marekilled Squint, but the other members of her crew overpowered her
and then cast her out. Mare had no choice but to walk aone, having been deserted once and for dl by
the male sex. Not only had they abandoned her, but aso they took her beloved Maossberg rifle with
them.

Asshewaked across the hellishly rugged terrain, she spied at least half adozen Deathbirds cutting
search patterns across the sky. She knew they were looking for her crew, so she didn't mind that they
had |eft her. Most of them had stayed together and offered easy targets for the Mags.

Night fell and she tramped through agully trail that became rockier and more treacherous with every
sep asit wound through steep ravines. The detonation of thunder boomed in the distance and billowing
clouds massed above the jagged peaks of hills, less than acouple of miles away. The underside of the
clouds bore asickly green tinge, undershot by a salmon pink.

Fingers of fear stroked the base of her spine at the prospect of being trapped out in the open by achem
storm. Such storms were dangerous partly because of their intengity, but mainly because of the acids,
heavy metds and other chemica compoundsthat fell with therain.

In theimmediate aftermath of the nukecaust, chem
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storms could strip flesh from bone in less than aminute. As the environment recovered, the passage of



time diluted the potency of chem storms, but the lethal acid rain could sill melt flesh from the bones
during long exposure.

Fortunately, chem storms were no longer as frequent as they had been even a century before, but the
peculiar geothermals of hellzones seemed to attract them. Although fewer hellzones existed now, there
were gill anumber of places where the geologica or meteorologica effects of the nuking prevented afull
recovery. The passage of time couldn't completely cleanse the zones of hideous, invisible plagues.

Mare quickened her pace, even though the footing was uncertain. There was another flash of lightning,
s0 close Mare felt her body hair tingle and stand up. The thunderclap followed amost immediately. She
smelled the sharp sting of acid in the air and knew the storm would be abad one.

Then, when lightning flashed again, she saw the dark mouth of acave only afew yards ahead of her.
Mare quickened her pace but she didn't immediately enter. Cupping her eyes, she peered into the
shapdess darkness. She sniffed the air, but didn't detect the musky scent of an animal.

Then, from the blackness ahead of her, she heard avoice, taut with fear but sounding old and tired. " So,
youvefound meét lagt.”

She heard the scuff of shambling feet. From the shadows limped a gaunt, man-shaped figure with
unusually long arms. He appeared to be naked, hisbody covered with |eaking sores and discolored
lesons
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The man'sface wasin dark shadow, but Mare was able to glimpse along, narrow visage and around,
hairless skull that seemed just abit too large.

In ahoarse voice, but with asted edgeto it, the man declared, * 'l was Baron Cobalt. And | command
you to do one of two things—help melive or hep medie."

Mare had heard about the barons her entirelife, of course. Even though shelived far from hisville, she
had even heard tales of Baron Cobalt. He was reputed to be the most cunning, the most treacherous and
viciousof thenine.

She had dways pictured him as a bearded giant in armor, aroaring berserk tyrant lopping off the heads
of al who displeased with an ax. The black man's ominous parting words about the barons having her if
they wanted echoed within the walls of her skull, but even she was surprised by her lack of truefear.

She had never envisioned Cobdt or any of the barons as small-boned, fragile creatures covered with



sores and smeared with their own waste. Mare actually contemplated killing the foul-smelling dagger
who seemed more mutie than man. He had told her to help him die or help him live, and it seemed far
easer to do the former. She picked up arock to crush his oversized cranium. She contemplated
murdering him for al of five seconds.

Then Baron Cobdt turned and looked at her. His huge eyes seemed to leap from his head and enter
Mare's mind, seemed to completely fill the confines of her skull. Staring transfixed, she heard afaint,
agonized cry and digtantly, she knew it had been torn
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from her own lips. An unreasoning, undiluted terror filled her, asif her consciousness were an empty cup.

Then it was as though she were tumbling headlong down a black tunnel, and a thousand images flashed
by in kaleidoscopic flickers. She glimpsed tall, round towers of white stone and with a sense of shock,
Mare redlized she was|ooking a a barony, afortress city, asif from agreat height. She knew it was
Cobaltville and the massve white tower stretching up from the center of the walled ville was the Admin
Monalith.

She saw fireballs blooming from the impact of high-explosive shdls, punching deep, smoking cratersin
the walls and in the white facade of the Monolith. Masonry tumbled down. Mare saw whedled artillery
pieces, flame and smoke belching from their bores.

In aseries of saggered visons, she saw the Siege of Cobatville from different perspectives. Cobaltville's
armed defense was holed up in dugouts and trenches outside the bunkers, waiting wearily for the artillery
barrage to lift—waiting and wondering whether they would be able to stem the attack, or even if they
should make the attempt. All of them wore the black armor of Magistrates.

The close-packed troops of the enemy suddenly poured up from theriverfront. Acrossthe grassy fields
they swept, moving as though they were pushed forward by awind from hell. They rushed upon the
barricade, and the first burst from the mini-gun emplacements threw the ranks back in bloody confusion.
But the inexorable rush from the attackers in the rear vanguard pushed them forward. The troopers
regrouped and blastermen split to either sde, forming awedge
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flanking their comrades. Though ahail of high-velocity rounds struck them and knocked them down,
they kept coming, trampling their dead or dying comrades.

Then the images faded, but Mare felt Cobalt's emotions—terror, rage and an dmost suffocating sense of
betraya. His eyes ill held her mind captive, peering deep into it, down through the roots of her soul.



Shefelt her memories being rifled, examined, weighed and judged.

When he was done, Baron Cobalt's eyes seemed to recede, pulling away from her mind. She found
hersaf knedling before him, with the hot sting of fresh tears on her cheeks. She understood with a
terrible sense of findity how utterly empty her life as a scavenger had been. It had no purpose, no
direction and it bardly qudified as exigting, much lessliving. She had gone on egting, breathing and
scavenging srictly through unthinking force of habit.

Baron Cobalt gazed down at her, and helooked very sad. "We are kindred spirits, you and I." He
spoke softly. "We have lost everything that filled our lives. Now we are empty vessels, and we must fill
ourselves with apurpose. This can be done together, but you must help melive."

Hisvoicerolled and vibrated through her head, like the echoes of agong. The sound of it made her
hungry to hear more, and the only way to hear more wasto swear fealty to Baron Cobadlt, to give him
her undying loyaty. He explained the nature of what he needed to live and gave her detailed ingtructions
to
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In the weeks that followed, Mare submitted to Baron Cobalt's wishes, whims and commands, carrying
them out wordlesdy and efficiently. He transmitted hiswishes directly into her mind, asif hewere
showing her pictures. The picture the baron had been transmitting for the past few minuteswas dightly
disturbing, but the notion of refusal never occurred to her.

If her lover, her lord, wished Mare to wrap Ericavan Sloan's braided hair around the dender column of
her neck, thrust her kneeinto the small of her back and then garrote the beautiful woman to death, then
she would do so without question.

All she waited for was the whim to become a command, and the beautiful dark-haired, violet-eyed
woman, the mother of the hated imperator, would die.

Chapter 13

Rolling his eyes heavenward, Kane groaned, "Oh, for the love of—" He prodded L akesh's backside
with the toe of ashoe. "Turn off the waterworks and get up. We don't have timefor this."

Lips peded back from her teeth in asnarl, dmost spitting in afeline fury, Domi lunged forward and



pushed Kane backward. "Get away from him!"

L akesh reached up and grabbed her by thewrigt. "Thisisal my fault,” he said in ahusky whisper. |
should have..." Hisvoicetrailed off as he struggled to swallow down asob.

Domi dropped to her knees beside him and put her arms around his shoulders protectively. She glared
up a Kane defiantly, slently daring him to touch Lakesh again.

"Y ou should have killed Sam when you had the chance," Grant grunted, "instead of |etting him giveyou a
youth trestment.”

Quavell raised abrow arch. "What makes you think Dr. Singh had the chanceto kill him? And if hedid,
would he have been ableto do 07

"Wewere dl there with Sam, too,” Domi snapped. “"We couldatried to kill him, but we didn't.”

Brigid said sympathetically, "Y ou're absolutdly right, Domi. We can't blame Lakesh."
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Tears shone on Lakesh's cheeks as he lifted hishead to look at her. "No," he said, voice thick with
sdf-loathing, "Grant isright. | sold mysdf to Sam much like Faust traded his soul to Mephistophdesin
exchangefor anilluson of youth. But my crimeisworse than Faudt's, because | sold out al of you aong
with mysdf."

Quavel sghed. "Dr. Singh, | think you are suffering from aterrible saf-deception, if not addusion. Or
perhaps you Smply enjoy playing the martyr.”

"*Shup!™ Domi cried fiercely. In her anger, she reverted to the Outland mode of speech and combined
shut and up. "Y ou don't know what you talking about! "

"I know heistrying to retreat from responghility.” Quavell's soft voice carried no heet or edge of
accusation, but Kane found himself staring at her in surprise. The hybrid had maintained such alow
profile in the weeks since she arrived at the redoubt, her calm words now were as attention-getting as if
shewerein thethroes of ahysericd fit.

"You know shit," Domi half shrieked. "Y ou not even human—"



She bit back the rest of whatever she had to say, but Quavell nodded asif in understanding. ' '‘But we
sharesmilar interests, do we not? We are kin in spirit. Our bonds are finer and stronger than bonds of
blood. Except | will not abandon myself to hate and violence." She touched her swollen belly. "Nor will
my child."

Lakesh'sface twisted asif hewerein great pain. Then, dowly, he pushed himsdlf to hisfeet, filled his
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lungs dowly and then emptied them in aprolonged sigh. He turned toward Bry. "Have you detected any
ELINT sgndsindicating movement among the barons who oppose Sam?"

L akesh made an oblique reference to the Comsat eavesdropping system. Several months before,

L akesh and Bry had created a communications scanner with ville radio frequencies and channels,
involving the redoubt's satellite uplinks. They hadn't heard much about the reaction of the rank-and-file
ville citizen to the rule of theimperator—most probably knew very little about it, but they had picked up
sgnas confirming Quavdl's report of civil unrest in some of the baronies.

Bry shook his head. "The éectronic inteligence I've patched into is basicaly flat-line. Nothing unusua
has been transmitted from any of the villes or the outposts for the past couple of weeks. Not since the
op to the Antarctic, anyhow."

"Thereredly wouldn't be," Grant stated. "The seawater level has pretty much gone back to normd." He
glanced quizzicadly a Shizuka "Right?'

Shizukanodded. "Y es. There has been no further flooding on any of the New Edo idand chain.”

Lessthan three weeks earlier, Grant, Brigid, Kane and Brewster Philboyd had traveled to the continent
of Antarcticato prevent Grigori Zakat's scheme to cause the great ice sheet to dip into the ocean.

"So," Bry continued, "if Baron Cobalt is making amove to regroup or reach out to other barons so he
can lead aresstance force againgt Sam, he'sdoing it very covertly.”
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"Or," Quavell interjected, "he has yet to implement any plans he might have made. In his present
circumstances, survival might bedl he can focus his attention upon. Evenif hereceived afull
complement of medica treatments before the sege of Cobaltville, he would bein dire need of boosters
by now. And the question of where he has been hiding for the past sx monthsis still unanswered.”



L akesh sghed dolefully. "There are many questions, and not just about Baron Cobdlt, that have yet to
be answered.” He fixed Kane with adirect Stare. "Regardless of the information imparted by your future
sdf, it doesn't seem asif the baronisin any kind of position to accomplish what you—he—alleges he
accomplishesin such ashort time.”

Brigid said, ' Theonly other possibility isthat everything we've been told has been part of aruse” She
flicked her penetrating green gaze toward Sindri. "An elaborate plan to get insde Cerberus and gain our
confidence."

For amoment Sindri seemed unaware of both Brigid's stare or the implications of her statement. Then he
glanced up at her, forehead furrowed in consternation. ' 'l can assure you, Miss Brigid—assure dl of
you—that everything I'vetold you isthetruth. | don't have any ulterior motivesin dl of this.”

""Which in and of itsdlf isenough to make me suspicious as hell,” Grant growled. "Y ou and Sam would
work pretty fucking well together.”

Sindri sighed. "Mr. Grant, despite your judtifiable didike of me, if | wastruly in cahootswith the
im-perator, engaged in ajoint plan againgt Cerberus, this
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isnot theway | would put my end of it into action. Asatrained tactician, you should agree that there are
far and away too many eements left to random chance—first and foremost that you or Mr. Kane could
have smply shot my fair young ass dead as soon as you saw me step out of the gateway unit.”

Grant said nothing, nor did his scowl lift, but it was apparent he found himsalf in grudging agreement with
Sindri'sargument.

"Besdes" putin Bry, "if anybody should fall under suspicion of working with the imperator, it would be
Lakesh. He sent Sam our gateway coordinates, remember? He alowed him to gate right into the
redoubt.”

Domi glared at Bry, but Lakesh asked calmly, "What do you propose to do with me now that it's been
established | compromised Cerberus security?"

Kane chuckled suddenly, surprising everyone. "Don't be so melodramatic, old man. What we propose
to do ishave you contribute to an overd| strategy.”

He swept his glance across the faces of everyone assembled out on the plateau. "It's astrategy everyone



needs to contribute something to. Especialy you, Sindri. Y ou're the only eyewitness we have who can
offer firghand intdl.”

Sindri grinned up a him. "Mr. Grant's suspicionsto the contrary, | have every intention of helping in
whatever way | can. Theimperator's adaptive Earth is not my idea of aviable future. It doesn't seem like
any funadl.”

"My ideaof aviablefuture," said Shizukacoldly,
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"isone where that conniving dwarf has been tossed over acliff.”

"Please" Lakesh said with afeeble attempt at asmile. "We don't need to revive the fine old sport of
dwarf tossing."

When his comment dicited only blank looks, he cleared histhroat and announced brusquely, "First
thingsfirg, then. The sory of the Nirodha movement in Assam, led by the Scorpia Prime, isn't asfoolish
asit seemson the surface. Throughout the centuries, that land was victimized by mystery-cult Tantrism
sects, worshipers of sex and degth. In fact, some of my ancestors fought battlesto containiit.”

"But why Assam?' Bry asked. "l looked it up in the GPS database afew minutes ago. If the Indian
subcontinent has an ass, Assam would beit."

"According to Hindu myth," replied Lakesh alittle stiffly, gpparently not impressed by Bry'sflight into
punnery, "when the great god Vishnu dismembered the body of Shiva's consort, Shakti, her yoni, her
sexud organs, fell to Earth there, in adistrict known as Golapura. Later legends State that a secret
temple to venerate Shakti and her totem, the scorpion, was built there on the exact spot.”

L akesh paused to take a breath. ' 'However, matters of myth can be attended to later. At the moment,
we need to reach aquorum about who we are redlly contending with—Sam or Colonel C. W. Thrush.”

"Doesit redly matter?' Brigid asked.

"Perhaps not," Lakesh answered. "But if Samistheliving storage vessdl for the Thrush program, it's
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possible he has yet to fully download dl the algorithmic data.”

"Thrush program?' Sindri echoed in confusion.

No one responded to his query. Kane said, "I hadn't thought of that. Y ou mean Sam might not redlize
he's Colond Thrush yet?'

"It'spossible,” Quavel declared.

All eyesturned toward her. Grant demanded, "\What makes you say that?'

Quavel made a diffident gesture with one exceptionally long-fingered hand. Anyone who had dedlt with
hybridsfor any length of time knew it wastheir equivaent of ashrug. "From what | read of your
encounters with the Thrush entity, it'swell within the realm of possibility that the complete Thrush ID is
sugpended in aform of amemory buffer.”

"That hasacertainlogictoit,” Brigid said thoughtfully. "If what Sindri said about Sam and his SQUID
network in the future istrue, then it's apparent his brain was wet-wired to act asa CPU. Right at the
moment, that process might be ongoing. Therefore the Thrush identity may be compressed, not fully
downloaded into hisbrain."

Bry said dowly, "And that might mean Sam isn't as formidable as he—and we—think heis."

Dryly, with undisguised sarcasm, Sindri stated, ' ‘It might hel p me make more of an overdl contribution
to adrategy, if | knew who the hel Thrush redly is™

"Or what heis," Shizukainterjected. She cast her dark gaze toward Grant. Y ou mentioned himin
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passing, but | never redlly formed agood idea of who or what he was."

"That's because none of usredly know.” Grant'stonewas grim.

"l do," declared Kane confidently. "If theré's such athing in the universe as a pure, personified



arigocracy of evil, then Thrush is herr to the throne.”

Grant, Kane and Brigid dl retained exceptiondly unpleasant memories of thelr first meetingswith
Colonel C. W. Thrush. Even Domi had her own taeto tell of how she saw Thrush execute Adolf Hitler
on April 30, 1945.

Nearly two years before, Lakesh had embarked on the most audacious and desperate plan in adouble
lifetime filled with scheming. He had congtructed asmal device on the same scientific principle asthe
mat-transinducers, what he called an interphaser. Designed to interact with naturally occurring quantum
vortices, the interphaser opened dimensiond rifts much like the gateways, but instead of theriftsbeing
pathways through linear space, Lakesh had envisioned them as a method to travel through the gapsin
normal space-time.,

However, theinterphaser hadn't functioned according to its design, and due to interference caused by
Lord Strongbow's smilar device, the so-caled Singularity, its dilated tempord energy had sent Kane,
Brigid, Domi and Grant on a short, disembodied trip into the past. The unforeseen temporal dilation
swept them to four foca pointsin history. Asinvisible spectators, dl of them had witnessed Thrush's
involve-
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ment in past eventsthat affected the future and ultimately led to the nukecaust.

Domi saw Thrush, uniformed asan SS colond, kill Hitler in an underground bunker in the Reich
Chancdllery, instead of spiriting him to safety asthefiihrer had apparently been promised.

Brigid had watched Thrush, in the persona of an American intelligence agent, issue the ordersto cover
up the Roswell Incident in 1947.

Kane had witnessed Thrush's involvement in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963, in
the guise of the black-clad "UmbrelaMan.”

On January 19, 2001, Grant observed Thrush personally setting the timer on the nuclear warhead
conced ed within the Russian embassy. The warhead detonated twenty-four hours later, triggering the
globa apocaypse known to later generations as the nukecaust.

According to Lakesh, he had seen Thrush in the Overproject Whisper testing facility, back in the 1990s,
where he claimed to be a colond in the Air Force.

In each time period, Colond Thrush had sensed their disembodied presence, and he had even told Grant



his name was derived from apoem by T. S. Elliot, averse that asked, "Shall we follow the deception of
the thrush into our first world?"

Thrush had dways looked the same in each time period, despite adding minor disguises and cosmetic
changesto hisfeatures. His high-boned face was very pae, with sharp cheekbones and ajutting chin.
Hisearswere very small and delicately shaped, nestled
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closeto the hairless skull. Hisinhumanly large, curved eyes had no pupils, only obsidian iriseswith a
bare hint of white at the corners. Those eyes dways struck Kane asless organs of vison than apertures
leading to the fathomless ends of the universe.

Brigid had described Thrush as aprototypical MIB, aMan In Black, those sinister figures associated
with the conspiracy theories of the twentieth century, whether they dealt with UFOs or political unrest.

Despite the disembodied trips to the past, Lakesh tried to duplicate the accidentdl dilation effect by
turning the Cerberus gateway unit into atime machine. Although the interphaser had been log, its
memory disk had been retrieved, and Lakesh used the data recorded on it to write the Omega Path

program.

Two centuries before, during development of the mat-trans gateways, the Cerberus researchers
observed anumber of side effects. On occasion, traversing the quantum pathway's resulted in minor
tempora anomalies, such asarriving a a destination three seconds before the jump initiator was actually
engaged.

L akesh found that time couldn't be measured or accurately perceived in the quantum stream.
Hypo-theticdly, congtant jumpers might find themsdves physicaly rejuvenated, with thetall of time
erased if enough "backward time" was accumulated in their metabolisms. Conversdly, jumpers might find
themsdlves prematurely aged if the quantum stream pushed them further into the future with each
journey. From these tempora anomaies Operation Chronos had the

192 JAMES AXLER

garting point, using the gateway technology, to develop timetravel.

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



The concept was sound—to dispatch Kane and Bri-gid back through time to apoint only a month
before the nukecaust, so they could hopefully trigger an dternate event horizon and thus avert the

apocaypse.

The Omega Path had worked, at least insofar as trandating them into apast tempora plane, but they
cameto learn it was not their world's pagt, but another, dmost identical to it. Any actions they undertook
had no bearing whatsoever on their world's present and future.

Kane and Brigid learned the shunting to aparald timeline was not accidenta, but an intentional act
performed by Colond Thrush himsdf. Thrush claimed versons of him existed in dl timesto prevent his
interference in human history being undone and the nukecaust averted.

Brigid considered him to be afaux human, afake, and that appellation proved to be more than aguess
during their final confrontation on a Manhattan rooftop on New Y ear's Eve, 2000. Thrush had described
himself not as afake human, or even anindividud, but "A program. My body ismortd...the program will
smply animate another like me."

Kane had believed him to be an Archon agent, a chrononaut dispatched by the Directorate to prevent
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their machinationsin time from being undone. However, Thrush had never actualy admitted to working
for the Archons.

L ater, upon researching the database, Brigid learned that mysterious figureswho fit Thrush's generd
physica description and methods popped up everywhere throughout the past, usudly in times of strife or
at acrossroadsin human history.

From the era of the Roman Empire, to the UFO phenomena of the twentieth century, sinister Men In
Black appeared, influenced events or important people, then vanished. It was tempting to dismiss such
reports as paranoid fantasies, but the database contained stories from al over theworld and from all
times about the MIB.

All of the Cerberus warriors soon discovered that Thrush had not restricted that interaction with
humanity to only asingle plane of existence. Somehow he, or manifestations of himsdlf, bridged dl the
vi-brationa barriers between adternate redties, the so-called Lost Earths. Neither Brigid nor Lakesh had
aclear ideaof how he accomplished this, except he used the Black Stone asafocal point in al of the
pardld 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 Kaaba, the Chintamani Stone, the Shining



Trapezo-hedron.

Alwaysit had been associated with the concept of akey that unlocked either the door to enlightenment
or madness. It had served asthe spiritual centerpiece of the race they had known as the Archons, even
after
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it had been fragmented and the facets scattered from one end of the earth to the other.

According to Balam, the Black Stone was far more than a calculating device that extrapol ated outcomes
from actions. Balam had said, "It brings into existence those outcomes.”

Baam had referred to the stone as a channel to Sdereal space, where many tangentid points of redity
lay adjacent to one another, the parald casements of the universe, amultitude of redlities coexisting with
their own. But there was commonality linking Thrush to al of the casements, and they learned of it during
thefina confrontation with the entity in aparald casement aboard the huge, transdimensiond ship he
cdled "the Hub."

Grant, Kane and Brigid discovered that the entity they knew as C. W. Thrush had begun his facade of
life asthe envoy of the Archons, charged with the task of arranging probabilities so humanity would be
unified and therefore safeguard the essence of the Archons.

But the task was redlly a program, and Thrush interpreted it as accomplishing his objective by any means
necessary. Always he sought out those whose monomaniafor power was pathological. The Third Reich,
the military, theintelligence services.

They were the easiest to manipulate, because their paranoia and obsess ons blinded them to what Thrush
was actualy planning—complete domination of the human race. He had said once ' 'Few conspiracies
succeed unlessthe keynote is smplicity. Even then they succeed because humans overlook obvious

dangers
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such asablind man could see. That iswhy human history is such amorass of inconsistencies.”

But Thrush was more than an artificid life-form or a program—his existence was linked with that of the
Chintamani Stone. Therelic was his anchor, and hislife force was more than cybernetic or
extraterrestrial. It was not just unhuman; it was antihuman. He was a blending of machine, human and
Annunaki.



More than five hundred thousand years before, the reptilian Annunaki, the Dragon Kings of legend, had
clamed Earth, dl of its natural resources and itsinhabitants astheir own. The Annunaki had arrived on
Earth when humankind was till in a protoform of development. They viewed Earth asavast treasure
trove of natural resources, upon which their technology depended. Aslabor wastheir scarcest
commodity, the Annunaki set about redesigning Earth's primitive inhabitants into models of maximized
potential.

Thecivilizationsthat had arisen in Mesopotamiahad been grestly influenced by the Annunaki. They hed
built a base on the moon and even used its system of caverns as anecropolisfor their dead. They, dong
with the more human-appearing Tuatha de Danaan, were one of the root races of the Archons.

Dueto hislinkage with the Chintamani Stone, Thrush was a subjective property, acreation of the minds
of the Archons. He existed only because those who interacted with him believed he did. He absorbed
and transmitted to the Archons emotiona states of the people he camein contact with, which gavethe
Archons an idea of how best to proceed with their own plans.
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Kane hadn't redlly accepted that assessment of Thrush's existence and purpose, Snce he found it difficult
to hate acreature that did not truly live. It was only during hisfina confrontation with Thrush aboard the
Hub that he redlized the absolutely soul-deep hatred he felt toward the creature. He saw him not asa
Man In Black, but aswhat heredly was, an ancient evil thing that crept among the primordia grasses,
goart from human life, but watching it with eyes of cold wisdom, laughing its sllent 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 the serpent. Kane had
been overwhelmed with a hate-fueled mad rage to crush what passed for life out of him. And even
though Thrush disappeared adong with the Hub, Kane had never completely believed the entity was gone
forever.

Intermittently over the past two years, Kane had jerked awake from sumber, swest-drenched and
shaking, as his degping mind dredged up with terrifying clarity the words Thrush had once psionicaly
impressed into hismemory: ™Y ou will know my presencein your own casement soon enough. By then, |
hope you will have resgned yourself to what cannot be changed. Do not fight anymore. Thereisno use
init"

The sharp shiver of achill wind dicing over the plateau emphasi zed the profound stillness a the summit
of the mountain. Brigid involuntarily hugged hersdlf, and her eyeslocked on Kane's.
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"What do we do now?" she asked, trying to keep her teeth from chattering.

Kane turned toward the sec door. "What Thrush warned us not to do...wefight."

Chapter 14

"l know what you're thinking, Baron." Ericavan Soan'srich, vibrant voice echoed insde the vaulted
stairwell, but the mockery underscoring her words wasn't distorted.

She led the way down the stairs, one hand lightly caressing the banister. Dim light was shed by dectric
lamps st in niches on the wall.

"What might that be?' Cobalt demanded, doing his best to sound scornful.

Ericaindicated Mare with abackward jerk of her head. The big woman lumbered down the steps
severad yards behind Cobdt, despite the width of the stairwell. ™Y ou're thinking how easy it would beto
order your strong-arm to kill meright here and now."

"And why," he asked in aslky soft whisper, "would that be abad ideafor anyone but you?'

Ericalaughed. Even though neither Cobalt nor Mare could see her face, they heard the note of cruel
triumph in the sound. "At best, my death would be atemporary victory for you, aPyrrhic bit of
vengeance. But the redlity of the Stuation isyou would forevermore |ose any opportunity to regain your
power—in fact, you will lose the opportunity to gain more power than you ever dreamed waswithin

your grasp.”
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Asthey reached the foot of the stairs, Cobdt uttered a spitting sound of disdain. "And who offersme
this opportunity? Y ou?"

"l do." The melodic voice jerked Cobalt's head around. A man of medium height but exceptionally lean
build stood in an open doorway to hisright. He was dressed in an impeccably tailored white linen suit,
but he exuded as ominous aflair asif he were dressed in funera black.



His head waslong, and hisface high planed with prominent cheek and brow bones. The chin was small
but sharp. His hair was alusterless silvery gray and looked very thin, even sparsein some places, but it
swept across his high forehead and | eft temple in adramatic style.

His earswere very small and delicately shaped, nestled close to the skull. A pair of dark, curve-lensed
sunglasses masked hiseyes. Histhin lipswere creased in asmile. The color of hishair, the shape of his
head and the way he smiled made Baron Cobalt's belly dip sideways with the cold shock of recognition.

"l dways knew Baron Cobdt had far more expansive ambitions than smply ruling the nine baronies,” the
man sad. "Or did | presume too much?”'

His voice was wonderfully musicdl, like the pedling of acrysta bell. Cobalt redized he was manipulating
the timbre and pitch so the vibrations of his voice would resonate sympathetically to theinner ear and
simulate the neuroenergy system. It was atrick he himsalf had practiced many timesin hiseighty years
of life, most recently to control Mary Lou McSween.

Even though he struggled to maintain arelaxed
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posture and demeanor, wild thoughts tumbled through Baron Cobalt's head. " You are the imperator?
You?'

The young man smiled. "Don't sound so shocked, my lord baron. Granted, |'ve changed abit sncewe
last saw each other, but not that much. Have I'?" He paused and added with a chuckle lurking at the
back of histhroat, "Perhaps 'evolved' would be amore appropriate term.”

Baron Cobalt didn't respond, assuming Sam's comments to be rhetorical. When he had first met the
imperator, alittle over haf ayear before, he looked like aboy about seven years of age. Hisface was
cherubic, his skin was smooth, aabaster in hue, and histhick hair was pure warm silver, framing his
full-cheeked face like the edges of asummertime cloud. His big eyes seemed to shift with dl colorslike
the dawn sky. They were old in his childish face, wise and sad in their wisdom.

Baron Cobalt had no idea of the color of hiseyes now, nor of the relative sadness contained within
them. He had no doubt of the depth of wisdom in them, however.

"You arrived a an opportunetime, Lord Baron," Sam continued.

"And what timeisthat?' Cobalt didn't move, although he was aware of Mare moving up close behind



him, either in asilent display of protectiveness or to seek out his comforting energy in the face of such
strangeness projected by the man in the white.

Ericavan Soan sepped toward Sam, smiling a him fondly. "The lord baron is understandably
suspicious, Sam.”
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Sam chuckled lowly. ' 'By nature, rather. If barons weren't suspiciousto the point of paranoia, then they
wouldn't be barons.”

Baron Cobalt stiffened. "Y ou didn't summon me here to insult me or my kind."

Crossing hisarms over hischest, Sam replied, ' 'Indeed not. Y ou have aunique potentia that | wish to
consult you about, to tap into.”

Baron Cobdt knew hisface registered surprise, but he couldn't help himself. Sam gave him asense of
complete confidence. Histone, hiswords, the way he held his body, hisvery presence seemed to soothe
him, make him fed bizarrdly secure.

"Wheat potentid isthat?'

Sam inclined his head backward, through the open door. "I'll demongtrate first what | havein mind, an
opening component of what | have begun to cdl the Great Plan.”

Cobdt hesitated, and Ericalaughed disdainfully. "Do you think we lured you here just so we could
assassinate you in the basement of Front Roya 7'

Face flushing with embarrassment, Baron Cobalt stepped purposefully toward the door, feding
thoroughly inferior in hisdirty overdls and makeshift footwear. He experienced amoment's mad impulse
to dry-wash his dirty hands on the man's spotless white blazer.

To Cobat'smild surprise, Sam permitted not just him, but Mare to stride past him. He even nodded
deferentialy to Mare. "Just go forward," he directed.

They walked down anarrow passageway with un-decorated walls of dented and patched plaster. A faint
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odor of mildew wasin the air. Passing an open door, Cobalt glimpsed a collection of buckets, mops and
other cleaning supplies. The imperator was alowing him to tour parts of the fortress he had never before
vidited, or cared to know existed. He glanced over his shoulder, preparing to make a snide remark to
Ericavan Soan, but he saw she wasn't with them.

"Whereisyour mother?' he demanded, hissurvivd ingtinctsflaring.

"She's goneto join the theater troupe,” Sam replied blandly. "She'sdirecting our first full dressrehearsd.”

"What?' Theword burst from Cobadlt's lips as ableat of complete bewilderment.

Sam laughed. "Y ou'll see what | mean soon enough. Hopefully you'l find the rehearsd very illuminating...
and stimulating. More so than feeding on the fluids of Mary Lou, at any rate.”

Cobalt rocked to ahdt, whirling on Sam, his eyes narrowing, face contorting in rage. ™Y ou overstep!”

All the gentle good humor fled from Sam's voice and bearing. ' 'And you forget where you are and who |
am, Lord Baron."

Heturned his dark-lensed gaze toward Mare. ' 'Roll up your deeve, please.”

Although the pitch and volume of his voice hadn't changed, it was obvious the imperator had not made a
request that could be politely refused. Without hesitation, Mare unbuttoned the cuff of her deeve and
began folding it upward.

"Y ou do not obey him!" Baron Cobalt's exclamation was asquawk of outrage. Mare started to turn
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toward him, but then shefelt awarm blanket settle over her mind. A whimper of fright escaped her lips
when she realized she was powerless to stop herself from continuing to tug up the deeve of her coverdl
to just above her bicep.

Raw, ugly, haf-heded dashes, most of them inflicted by arazor, ran in series of horizonta lines up her
arm, from midwrist to elbow. Some had scabbed over completely, while others were il fresh enough
to glisten dully with blood.



Sam stated matter-of-factly, "Baron, | know you received afull regimen of genetic therapies and medica
trestments shortly before Cobaltville was overthrown. | aso know you used the mat-trans unit in the
Admin Monoalith to trangport yoursdlf and afew suppliesto a hidden gateway unit, right outside of
Groom Lake. The unit was one of the modular models devel oped by Mohandas Lakesh Singh, more
than two centuries ago.

"It wasingdled in the cave just in case an emergency arosein Area 51 and high-ranking military officers
and vigting dignitaries could be evacuated quickly. Y ou thought you were the only one who was aware
of the unit's existence, much lessitslocation, were you not?"

Glowering, Cobdt said nothing, waiting for the im-perator to continue.

"Y ou managed to carry some food, some water with you, but even by strict rationing, they didn't last
very long. Away from your insulated, sterile environment, you began to sicken long before the time limit
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of your last metabolic treatments had been reached. Y ou despaired, knowing you were dying.

""Then—" Sam nodded toward Mare, ill standing motionless with her bare arm displayed "—Mary
Lou found you. Y ou redlized this poor cresture's mind was easy to manipulate, even for you in your
weakened condition. She was desperate for love, both to receive it and to giveit. Y ou took advantage
of that yearning by feeding on her blood. She even dlowed you to suckle during her menstrua cycle.
What she was able to provide wasn't enough to restore you, but she kept you dive...after afashion.

Y our relationship with her has nothing to do with love. It isthat of the parasite and the host."

Cobdt said nothing for along moment, but hislips quivered tremuloudy, asif he weretrying to keep
from burgting into tears. Sam knew he was struggling to tamp down his mounting humiligtion. He knew
dignity wasthe key to any human's confidence and hisresistance.

It was far more extreme with one of the barons, since by their way of thinking, they represented the fina
phase of human evolution. They created wholesde, planned dterationsin living organisms and were
empowered to control not only their environment, but aso the evolution of other species. They
wholeheartedly bdieved the pinnacle of evolutionary achievement was themselves.

Sam knew that aslong as Cobdt felt he was till abaron with rights, privileges and deserving of worship,
then hewould be difficult to persuade to join any cause but hisown.
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"Why," Cobalt breathed out, "are you telling me this?'

Sam'sdark gaze was unflinching. "Thereismore | cantel you, much, much more. But it can wait until
you and | reach an accord.”

Sam nodded toward Mare, who ingtantly rolled down her deeve, her face ablank mask. Suddenly,
floating down the corridor came the steady sound of drumming and a babble of voices.

Sam gestured in the direction of the noise. "The curtain rises.”

The corridor stretched beneath alinteled stone arch and led into a chamber shaped like a perfect cube.
Glowing dectric candles set in sconces on the high, vaulted walls cast asteady yellowish illumination.
Thefour people stood in a cramped aide between aguardrail and atriple row of theater-type sedts.

The aide overlooked a square pit, asmaller cube within the larger, even though it appeared to befifty
feet by fifty across. Thetop of the pit was surrounded on al four sides by glass panels. Asthey
approached it, Cobalt redized the panels were actualy one-way mirrors, reflective on the other side.
The walls plunging downward were sheer. Cobalt guessed it was about a twenty-foot drop to the floor
below.

What appeared to be atemple stage set occupied the entire area. Stone pillars were carved to represent
every concelvable sexud joining of mae and femae, mae and mae, female and femae. The set was
illuminated by flaming braziersthat threw a shimmering veil of color over the people milling about below.
Torches sputtered at equidistant points around the
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chapel, the wooden columns thrust into wall sconces of sand. The glow of the torches was dimmed by
shifting planes of hot, acrid smoke.

In the center of the columnsrose ahigh, wide dtar of perfectly round stone that was afleshy pink in
color. It was roseate granite, but polished and burnished to such asmooth luminosity that it appeared to
bedive. A naked man lay spread-eagled atopit.

Dark complexioned and black of hair and eye, he was bound to the dtar by canvas restraints
crisscrossing his chest and lesther shackles around hiswrists and ankles. A strap of leather over his
forehead pressed the back of his skull against the stone. Hiswide eyes gleamed with sheer, abject
terror. The man's hair-covered chest rose and fell in spasmodic jerks. Veins stood out in stark relief on
his neck as he strained againgt the restraints.



"What isthis?' Cobat demanded, looking down into the pit. "A theater?'

Sam nodded. ' 'More or less. However, most of the peopleinvolved in our little drama aren't awareit's
an act. Asfar asthey know, they are in the temple of Shakti."

"Wheat people?’

Sam made adownward, sweeping gesture. From the murky shadows among the columns stepped a
number of men and women, some of them carrying brass panniers of dried, smoldering plants. Others
carried hide-covered drumsthat they beat steedily with their hands. All of them wore billowy robes of
red and black, the colors divided sharply down the middle
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of the garments. After a swift head count, Cobalt estimated there were perhaps two dozen of them.

The atmosphere in the temple was one of e ectric eroticism. The robed men and women formed and
reformed in excited clugters, their conversations al revolving around the same subject, the same
obsession: Scorpia. They ignored the man on the dtar.

They pounded the drums with their fists, setting a hypnotic rhythm. Strings and bells and cymbals clashed
and whined deafeningly. The mus cians shouted words in asingsong chant, but Baron Cobalt didn't
understand anything that was said.

Asawoman passed a pannier over the bound man, acloud of greenish-yellow cloying smoke poured
fromit, collecting in acloud above him. Even through the glass panels, Cobdt's nostrils recoiled from the
opiated genchfilling thetemple.

When the vapor thinned, he saw Ericavan Sloan standing on the far side of the temple. She held aloop
of dender gold chain in both hands, and it trailed away into the shadows behind her. Asone, dl of the
robed celebrants dropped to their knees, but they didn't bow their heads.

Ericadrodeto the dtar and cameto ahdt, regarding the knegling congregation silently for along
moment. In aloud, clear voice, she began speaking in alyrica, dmost Sngsong language. Anticipating
Baron Cobdlt's question, Sam said, "It isadiaect of Hindi, spoken by natives of aregion of Assam, in
India. Do you wish meto trandate?"

Cobalt nodded. "Please.”



Asif by rote, Sam intoned, " "'The enemies of di-
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vine annihilation gather in the darkness...they would continue to ravage the earth by burning away the
green from our jungles, turning flower to ash, our clean water to poison!™

The assembled horde howled in gpproval. Erica stopped speaking as they shouted and cried out their
praise. Sam murmured, "A tad on the purple-prose side, | must admit, but | have to keep the audiencein
mind."

Cobalt gave him acurious glance. "Y ou wrote her lines?

Sam smiled nervoudy, dmost abashed. "Guilty. | dso choreographed the entireritud. It was more
difficult thanit looks"

Ericabegan speaking again, telling the people of the new glory that would cometo them dl. Shetold
them they were the children of anew age of humankind. Their concerted effort and dedication within the
framework of the Great Plan would bring bounty beyond their imaginingsto al their houses.

As shewent on, her voice climbed in intensity and emphasis rather than volume, carrying her words,
Sam'swords, directly to theindividua members of the congregation.

"She'safine actor, isn't she?' Sam asked, glancing at both Mare and Cobalt, seeking their agreement.

Mare said nothing but Cobalt murmured, " Sheis very multitalented. More than | ever suspected.”

Ericaannounced loudly, ' "Tonight we sedl our pact to serve Shiva, to bring about the Pralya, the
destruction of the universe. Asascorpion stingsitsaf to death in the hot sun, we shal seeto it that
humanity doesthe same! The moment of our triumph isupon us."
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She gestured to the man bound to the dltar, struggling against his bonds. "Aswe possesshim, so do we
possess the secret stepsto the Tandava, the dance of destruction. We will mingle thisman'stwo life



forces as aconsecration of our pact! Tonight, Shakti strides among usl”

Ericabegan pulling on the chain, wrapping its ddlicate lengths around her right forearm. A shape shifted
in the smoky gloom on the far side of the temple set. It was anaked woman's body, small and lithe,
holding the end of the golden chain in her right hand. Her skin was smooth and of amarble whiteness,
but with afaint olive undertone. Her smal breasts were firm, her belly fiat and tautly muscled, but the
face wasn't human.

It required afew seconds for Baron Cobalt to redlize the woman wore an el aborate helmet. 1t was
apparently crafted out of burnished silver and fashioned to resemble the body of a great scorpion. He
aso recognized her body type—all hybrid women were dender like that, small breasted and narrow
waristed.

From the crowd a chant arose, a babble of confusing voices, but one word finaly became identifigble:
"Scor-pay-alz! Scor-pay-alz! Scor-pay-alz!"

"Who isthat?' Baron Cobalt snapped.
"Y ou knew her as Baron Beausolell."
"'One of my own kind, participating in this absurd street theater?"

"Absurd it may be," Sam said mildly. "That isamatter of taste. However, Baron Beausoleil isno longer
one of your kind. Sheisone of mine."

Chapter 15

The cymbals clashed, the pipes skirled and the drums throbbed. Beausoleil began to dance around the
man on the dtar, moving her hands and armsin ritudigtic, intertwining angles and arcs. Sted gleamed in
both of her hands. Her thumbs were tipped with curving tips of metd, like talons—or the stingers of
scorpions.

Erica, her gtrident voice a counterpoint to the musical accompaniment, cried out, "Aswe possessthis
man, so do we possess the secret steps to the Tandava, the Dance of Shiva. He came here to destroy
us, to prevent us from fulfilling our pact with Shiva. So we will minglethisman'stwo lifeforcesasa
consecration of our pact! Tonight, Shakti strides among us!”

As Cobalt watched Beausoleil, Sam, in quiet academic tones, described the sacred dances of Shiva, the
divine creator and destroyer who haunted graveyards asthe lord of ghosts. First, Beausoleil danced the



part of one of Shivaswives, Kali, who feasted on sacrifices of human blood. At that point, the masked
woman swept her right thumb down acrass the man'storso, the stedl stinger inflicting acrimson-welling
incison from his chest to hispelvis. The man jerked and cried out.

Beausolell, asthe Scorpia Prime, continued to dance around the dtar stone with consummeate grace

Sea of Plague

211

and erotic abandon, beginning Shakti's dance of divine lugt to the pulsing begt of the drums. In dow
motion, Beausolell swirled around the man, inflicting a dozen superficid wounds on historso, then
smearing the blood that welled from them into artful designs.

Ericathen stepped to the edge of the altar and, swaying her hipsin time to the music, she used the pams
of her handsto spread the man's blood over his upper body and over hisface. Her movements were
dow and languorous. The prisoner shuddered at her touch, eyesralling in animadigtic panic. When his
entire torso from the neck down glistened with athin film of blood, Erica stepped away.

Beausoleil moved around the dtar again, stepping with alithe grace to the man and laying her delicate
hands on him, caressed him dowly and even lovingly.

Her hands made dow sweeps over and around and down his body. She bent her helmeted head and
kissed hislips. The prisoner stopped shuddering, but hislimbs still shook, but it was dueto building
sexua arousa. By degrees, as Beausolell caressed him, the man's penis engorged, enlarged and finally
jutted out and up in full erection.

Beausoleil began stiroking his member with her fist, bending her head over it, licking and laving with her
tongue. The prisoner's body twitched and his hips began a thrusting maotion.

Beausoleil climbed onto the dtar, straddling the man's pelvis, and she dowly began lowering hersdf onto
his erection. There was a moment's tenson as of resistance, then she did down onto him completely.
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She moved up and down and from sideto side, twisting al of her body from her thighs up to her
shoulders.

Ericareached out and lifted away the scorpion headpiece to reveal awoman's face that appeared to be



no more than twenty years of age, but her big eyes, dark asif they had been cut from onyx, bespoke an
amost ancient wisdom. Cobalt knew that Baron Beausoleil was probably his age.

She reached up behind her and unpinned her hair. It fell in asilky stream down to the base of her spine,
like aflow of frozen obsidian. The ends were cut off as square and as straight asaruled line. Equaly
straight-cut bangs bisected her high forehead, falling amost to the delicate brow arches above her eyes.

She had the long, pointed hybrid face that a poeticaly minded man might have tried to describe as fin
with itshigh, angular cheekbones. Her lipswerefairly wide, curving naturaly upward so that she dways
seemed to be on the point of smiling—or sneering—even when her face wasin repose. Still her beauty
had the fascination of being an unhuman beauty but close enough to humanity'sided to arouse the man
trapped benesth and between her thighs.

She tossed her arms about in intricate, semaphore-like motions as she rode the prisoner steadily. Cobalt
noted with aquiver of nauseathat Beausoleil seemed to be turning from abaron into an animal, and then
into something that wasn't even flesh and blood, only divine lust disguised.

When she reached her shuddering peak, Beausoleil arched her back and lifted both arms upward—then

Sea of Plague

213

she drove them down again, the taloned tips dashing across the prisoner's throat, severing both the
carotid artery and jugular vein at the sametime. Crimson sprayed out in thick jets, splattering her belly in
artless speckled patterns. The man shook violently, spasmodically benegath her.

As he expired and orgasmed smultaneoudy, Beau-soleil threw her head back and shrieked, " Avatara
Shival"

Sam provided the trandation in an uninflected tone: " 'Incarnation of Shiva.™

The announcement and the sacrifice triggered amad, howling explosion among the celebrants. The men
and women clutched at one another wildly, ripping at their robes and clawing at one another'sfleshina
mad variety of sexud joinings. They cried out, " Shakti! Shakti!"

From the braziers gushed thick columns of smoke. Peering through the billowing clouds with ditted eyes,
Cobalt glimpsed Ericavan Sioan helping Beau-soleil to climb off the twitching prisoner and they both
rushed into the shadows at the far end of the temple. The lust-drunk celebrants didn't see them go.



"Wdl," Sam said cheerfully, turning away from the observation pand, ' ‘what do you think of my little
modd?'

Cobalt shrugged, absently noting that Mare, though she still stcood motionless and expressionless, was
perspiring heavily. "'l supposeit'sal very colorful, exploiting asit does coarse human nature and its
attraction to theater. Bread and circuses, I've heard it called. But what purpose does it serve?’
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"Purposes, plurd,” Sam smoothly corrected him. He brushed a strand of silver hair back from his
forehead. "First and foremost isthereviva of the cult of the mother goddess, personified by Shakti. It'sa
very powerful draw for desperate and poverty-stricken peoples of dl lands, sinceit tapsinto mythic
archetypes dating back to the Stone Age."

Cobat shook hishead asif in pity. "The old humanity, ruled by myth and supergtition.”

Sam amiled thinly. "I don't think you fully understand. In this cult, thereisamixture of sex and mystery
and the promise of salvation by indulging the baser aspects of human nature.”

"I understand perfectly,” Cobdt said coldly. "One of the eesiest waysto control humanity isto alow it
full reinto walow initsanimd ingincts. But unfortunately, that usudly leads to widespread devadtation.
That's the reason the barons were created, to act as governors to human's more atavistic behaviors.”

Sam snorted through delicate nogtrils. "Kindly don't expect meto be impressed by baronial dogmaand
propaganda. Widespread devastation didn't occur in Assam, where the Nirodha movement, the cult of
Shakti, originated. For the past few months I've been marshaling dl the distaff Tantric cultistsinto a
formidable force that will establish my permanent influence on the Indian subcontinent.”

"I dill fail to see how manufacturing amovement like that would advance your objectives.”

Sam sghed, asif he found Cobalt too dense to bear. "What makes you think you know what my
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objectives are? The Nirodha movement is nothing but misdirection, an € aborate piece of deight of hand.”



"Sothisisafakerdigion?'

"Not so much fake asarevival, aconsolidation of anumber of old cultsto give the disaffected afocus
around which to raly. Although it might take abit longer for the Shakti sect to establish afoothold here,
| will giveit aninducement.”

"A war," Sam declared. "A war between the baronsloya to me and those who seek to overthrow me."

Cobalt seemed dumbfounded. "What | just witnessed was only a deception?’

"All war is based on deception, on misdirection and misinformation. As Sun Tzu said, 'Use deception
when you have not the power to win in open battle.™

Cobalt had no quick rejoinder. Instead, he gnawed nervoudy on hislower lip. Confusion wasn't an
emotion any of the hybrids, particularly the barons, dedlt with easily. Sam recalled al of the barons
bewildered reactions when they cameto the redlization the Ar-chon Directorate didn't exist, and then
when they first met him, when he was introduced to them by Balam.

Sam eadlly imagined the thoughts careening and colliding within the oversized craniums of the barons.
For the entirety of their artificialy prolonged lives, the barons believed they served the will of the
Ar-chons—or they convinced themsealves they were the Directorate's servants and therefore any action
they undertook to safeguard their positions as the overlords of humankind was justified.
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But their probing intelligence needed proof, and without it, doubt inevitably ate away the belief structure.
Although none of the barons spoke of it, they had ceased to subscribe to the belief in the Archons. In
which case, they were no longer content with their roles as the plenipotentiaries of ahigher, grander
authority.

They had reached this conclusion tentatively, by degrees over aperiod of time. When they findly did,
they were as absolutely certain of it asthey had been certain of the existence of the Archon Directorate.

At length, Baron Cobalt demanded, ' 'Who are you trying to deceive?'

"Look down into thetemple," suggested Sam. ' "What do you see?'



Cobalt glanced through the glass, then shrugged. " Other than alot of rutting apelings, vapor for the most
part. Smoke."

"Migt, actualy aspray. The worshipers of Shakti are now carriersfor avirulent vira pathogen. They
have been infected harmlesdy, but when | return them to Assam and expose them to the second
component of the binary compound of the formula, their very breasth becomes deadly.”

Cobalt regarded him slently, skepticdly.

"Geneticdly tailored diseases are not new," Sam continued quietly. "They areacompletely vicious
method of waging war. Utterly ruthless. And what | have in mind is no exception. My pathogen attacks
corn, whest, rice—every grain crop and thus every form of livestock, because they can't live without the
grasses. The people down below are my prototypes.
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They themsdveswill spread the plague that will eventudly kill them through famine.”

"What isits chemical composition?' Cobdt inquired.

Sam put athumb and forefinger to hislipsand mimed turning akey. ' 'My lips are sedled. However, |
cdl it AttilasMount."

"Attila?" echoed Cobat dourly. "Why choose that name?"

"It's very appropriate, inasmuch as an old proverb stated that no grass grew where Attilas horsetrod.”

"Isit harmful to humans?'

Sam turned toward Mare, at the same time producing ameta cylinder from acoat pocket. ' '‘Mary Lou,
if I might bother you to roll up your deeve again...”

Mare obediently did as he said, standing there with her bare right forearm thrust out. The cylinder in
Sam's hand was topped by aspray pump, and he pushed it down with athumb. A yelowish mist puffed



out and wetted Mare's flesh near the crook of her ebow.

"Whenit'sin pure liquid form, my compound has an exceptionally adverse reaction with dl organic
substances." Sam spoke very matter-of-factly. "And it works very, very fast.”

"How fast?' Cobalt asked.

Mare suddenly gasped in pain and clasped her arm. She doubled over. "It hurts!”

"Of courseit does," said Sam. "Ingde of aminute, the Attilals Mount compound will penetrate al of your
epidermd layers and then sink into the bone itsalf. It will attack and poison the marrow. Y ou'l be
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dead indgde of another minute, and shortly thereafter the affected flesh will turn brown and fdl off the
bone."

"Isthere a counteragent?' Cobalt demanded.

Sam smiled sadlly. "Y es. But unfortunately, theré's noway | can reach it in time to do her any good. Nice
meseting you, Mary Lou."

Mare stared at Cobalt with beseeching eyes. "It hurts! Worse than anything | ever felt!"

Faling to her knees, holding ahand over her arm, she reached for Cobalt, who moved back afew
geps. "My lord! My love!™

Mare's body swayed, trembled and then went into convulsions. Her eyes remained wide and staring but
they no had vison. Her mouth gaped, her lips writhed, but no words came out, only a croak of agony
and terror. She toppled sideways, her body spasming as her lungs ceased their function.

"Asyou can see" Sam stated, "Attilals Mount is pretty potent stuff, if | say so mysdif.”

Cobalt shook hishead in disgust. "Y ou're mad.”

"Hardly. I'm just not limited by two- or even three-dimensiond thinking. | can easily perceive the glory of
thefinal result, despite afew bad points of the process. But most plans are that way, and sincethe



magnitude of my plan is so greset, the bad points seem very bad indeed. Conversdly, thefind resultis
even moreglorious.

Cobalt ran ahand over his hairless pate. "Why cause afamine?’

""Why would you think? If you're seeking followers, first you empty their belliesin order to empty
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their minds. It'sthe old axiom of, If you can feed them, you can lead them.”

"Logicd. You starve your potentia followersfirst. Most of the peoplein the Oullands are desperate,
waiting for aleader, for acause.”

"Exactly," Sam replied gpprovingly. "Asyou fill their empty bellies, you can then fill their mindswith
whatever you wish. No concept, no idea, no belief seemstoo absurd or repulsive aslong asthey est.
Y ou will witnessthisfirsthand once you join me."

""Why would | join you? To fight with you againgt the barons who seek to displace you?'

Sam grinned bleakly. ' 'No, actualy, | want you to lead the barons against me.”

Dueto their sze and shape, it was virtudly impossible for ahybrid's eyesto widen, but Cobat managed
to pull it off. Incredulous, he cried, "There are no barons willing to attack you! They fear you will prevent
them access to the metabolic trestments since your forces control Area51."

"True," Sam conceded. "But if the barons, like the natives of Assam, have the proper rdlying point, the
correct motivator, they might consider such action would bein their best interests. They might take the
risk.”

"And who would serve asthisralying point?' Cobalt asked suspicioudy.

"Y ou, of course. Y ou're something of alegend among your fellow barons, you know. Y our audacity,
your courage, your unregenerate treachery are admired at the same time they are despised.”



Cobalt shook hishead, hislipstwigting asif he
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tasted something exceptiondly bitter. ™Y ou have summoned me here to mock me, to make sport of me.

| have nothing with which to draw followers, nothing to gain anyone's support, much lessabaron's. You
took it al away from me. All | haveis—" he hooked a thumb toward Mare"—is her. And asyou so
candidly pointed out, she played host to my parasite. Now that sheisdead, | no longer even quaify asa
parasite. That istherole you have cast meinto."

Sam laughed. "Apparently, I'm not making myself clear, Lord Baron. | will supply you with everything
you need to stage awar of attrition. Men, materiel, state-of-the-art ordnance, some things you don't
evenknow exig."

Cobdlt leaned forward, his stance telegraphing his sudden hunger and desperation. He closed ahand
around Sam's forearm. The imperator permitted the touch.

"Y ou would do this?' Cobalt hissed between histecth. "Y ou can do this?'

"Of coursel can,” Sam answered with asage nod. "There are, however, a couple of conditionsto the
offer | just made."

Cobdt withdrew his hand, hisfacelocked in amask of angry disappointment. He mumbled, "I should
have known."

"Don't be so quick to ascribe to me your own treacherous tendencies,” Sam admonished. "Thefirst
conditionisthat you agree| will ultimately be the victor in the rebellion you stage. Y ou will, when | tell
you to do so, end your hostilities and announce that
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you and | have reached an accord and are now fast allies.”

Cobalt nodded, facid musclesrdaxing with relief. "1 understand. And the second condition?”

Sam paused amoment before answering, alazy smiletugging a the corners of hismouth. ' 'Once the



war begins, your first target will not be amilitary one, nor one of the baroniesthat support me. It will be
aplace Stuated in the Bitterroot Rangein Montana."

Cobalt blinked at Sam in puzzled surprise. "But there's nothing of strategic value. Except—"

Comprehension suddenly glinted in the baron's eyes. Asif dredging his memory, he said in apondering
tone, "Thereé's aplace called Cerberus, a Totality Concept redoubt abandoned two centuries ago.”

"Yes," Sam drawled patronizingly. "Abandoned by none other than your most trusted adviser,
Mohandas Lakesh Singh.”

"I know that," Cobdt said impatiently. "Helisted it as completely inoperable, gutted and cleaned out long
ago. Not worth salvaging. A year or so ago | lost aMagistrate Division squad | had dispatched to
search the place. | believe old Lakesh wasright."

"Actualy,” interposed Sam smoothly, "he was only haf-right. Old Lakesh did indeed abandon the place,
right before the nukecaust. But he reactivated it some thirty years ago, refurbished and restocked it. He
aso reinhabited it with himsdlf and hisfriends”

Cobalt scowled. "Friends?

'Y ou may be acquainted with afew of them, Lord Baron. Kane, Grant and Brigid Baptiste, to name
but three."
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Baron Cobdt stared a him in silent, stunned disbelief, his mouth dropping open. Hisface sagged in an
expression of astonishment that was almost comica.

"Oh, yes," Sam said in acongpiratorial whisper. "I do indeed know whereof | speak. I've even visited
the place.”

Cobadt snarled, hisupper lip curling back over histeeth. He hugged himsdlf, his small body quaking.
Then he flung back hishead and howled, ashriek of rage, betraya and humiliation torn from the roots of
hissoul.

Sam nodded solemnly. "Y es, that was about the kind of reaction | expected.”



Chapter 16

The long dugout rounded the river bend in the teaming jungle dusk. The Brahmaputra River, wide and
swift asit rushed over haf-submerged rocks, foamed brown and white, splashing over the canoe's
prow. Brightly plumaged birds, disturbed in their perches among the greet fronded trees overhanging the
river, squawked angrily. A flock of them went flapping through the jungle toward the flaming orange
shimmer of sunset inthe west.

The paddles dashed in and out of theriver's surface in afrantic, fast rhythm. The urgency of it matched
the tense postures of the two people who paddled the canoe with a single-minded concentration, as
though their lives depended on it—and they did.

A young woman and man gasped and strained over the long wooden paddle handles. Madi sat in the
bow of the canoe, her sari soaked through with sweat. She had deep brown eyes and jet-black hair,
which was caught into abun at the back of her head by anivory clip. Thelight color of her sari
contrasted dramatically with her dark amber skin.

Ramjawore only aragged loincloth. His scarred face was contorted in exertion and pain. A puckered
wedl bisected the right cheek and lifted hislip, re-
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vedling several missing teeth. He was ahead tdler than Madi, but his hair was just as black, hiseyesas
dark and his bare arms and legsjust as brown. He was aso as thin as she was, his skin drawn tight over
the bones. Both people |ooked to be on the verge of starvation, and both of them wore |eather collars
around their necks.

The shrill, angry ydlsfloating down the river behind them reminded Madi that her life and that of her
companion rested on the fast-waning strength in her arms and shoulders. She continued to work her
paddle, sucking in great lungfuls of air as she and Ramja did the flat wooden blades into the water,
pulled and then mechanically repeated the motion. They had been repeeting it for nearly an hour on the
roiling brown river that dashed through the forested vastness like a great knife wound.

Earlier, Ramjahad estimated they had a haf-hour lead on the soldiers of the Scorpia Prime, but
evidently their absence had been discovered from the dave quarters sooner than expected. Fortunately,
the river's many twists and turns hid them from their pursuers, but the shouts and yells had drawn steadily
louder over the past few minutes.

Their canoe entered abroad, straight span, and Madi cast aglance over her shoulder. Outlined starkly
againg the reddening sky she saw thelong wings of severd vultures. The birds didn't flap their wings but
smply soared over the treetops as they glided, tilted and banked. The hideous creatures seemed to



sense an abundant feast in the offing.

Madi repressed a shudder, then around the last
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bend came three canoes, each one of them bearing four soldiers. She didn't need to get aclose look to
know they were brandishing streamlined and skeletd firearms, or that their faces under black turbans
were painted red on the left Side and dead white on the other. On theright cheek of each soldier, starkly
imprinted in black, was the stylized silhouette of ascorpion.

Rarnjas brow ran with sweat and he blinked it back. Hoarsdly, he said, "Watch where were going!”

Madi turned and saw they were gpproaching another bend. A crocodile did lazily out from the muddy
bank. It started to swim toward them, snapped its jaws once and submerged, out of sight.

"Guess he wasn't as hungry as he thought,” Ramja managed to husk out.

Madi had no breath or inclination to respond. She lifted her gaze away from the dark surface of theriver
and glanced at the broken line of mountains. They formed agreat hairpin obstacle a the mouth of the
valey, many milesto the north. She could barely make out the rocky peaks of the NagaHills, dwarfed
by the snow-clad, titanic bulk of the Himalayas. According to legend, the mountains were the home of
ancient gods and the guardians of India's northern wall. At the moment, Madi wished she and Ramja
were on the uppermost pesk of the Himalayas. At least they would be closer to Shiva, despite the
freezing temperatures.

The paddling had become so automatic Madi was hardly conscious of the motions of her aamsand
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shoulders anymore. But her muscles ached with afiery fury that got worse with every passing second.
The pain crept down her arms and settled into her wrists and fingers.

She knew they couldn't maintain the pace for much longer. She was astonished that Shiva had granted
them the strength to go asfar asthey had, since they were both half-starved.

Madi thought again of the shrine to Shiva she and Ramja had arbitrarily made their objective.
Supplicants often |eft offerings of food there, but now she despaired of ever reaching it. Already ahumid
evening mist was settling in, more oppressive than the noon hest of the jungle and it would hide the



landmarks.

Ramja suddenly blurted, "Weve got to get there soon, Madi!”

"It'svery close," shereplied between soft grunts of exertion, even though she had no factsto back up
her assertion.

Ramjamanaged ashort, breathless chuckle. "I'm glad you're so certain. | might have given up hope by
now." Hiswords were punctuated by gasps of effort and the steady splashing of his paddie.

Madi didn't respond. She wondered if her memory had failed her or if sheld smply miscaculated the
distance of the shrine from the Scorpia Prime'stemple. Theriver took another bend, and adightly
fresher breeze cooled her swesat-filmed cheeks. She could see nothing ahead but more river and more
jungle, with steaming fog beginning to collect between the trunks of sdl trees.
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Their canoe rounded asmall overgrown promontory, startling a deer that had cometo the river's edge to
drink. It legped through the brush, and Madi's eyes followed its panic-stricken flight automatically. Then
she saw the small stack of water-smoothed stones between the high grasses.

Ramja saw the makeshift marker at the same time Madi did and he whooped in delight, or tried to. It
sounded more like the croak of ahaf-dead crow. They franticaly drove the wooden dugout to the
bank. Before the hull had fully grounded against the hard-packed mud, the two people legped
overboard into the shalows and waded ashore.

Madi staggered asabrief spasm of vertigo assailed her, but she kept her footing. Then she and Ramja
ran, not thinking about where they were going, only that they had to put as much distance between
themselves and the river as soon as possible. They dapped aside thickly fronded plants, ducked beneath
dangling, flowering lianas and crashed through thickets, heedless of the thorns.

They ran stumbling through abog, the ground little more than a soupy marsh, and at every step their bare
feet sank ankle deep into the muck. They waded through stagnant pools and climbed over rotten logs.
Twicethey circled broad puddles from which bubbles of sulfurous swamp gasrose and burst, releasing
anauseating stench.

After afew minutes of running, they heard adistant, ululating cry from their pursuers. Apparently, their
dugout had been discovered. The human cry was answered dmost immediately by a nonhuman one, the
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harsh coughing growl of agrest tiger. Madi and Ram-jaknew tigers didn't roar, and the beast's terrifying
snarl sounded angry.

Madi and Ramja continued to sprint through the moist, heat-sodden forest. When the terrain became
less swvampy, they sumbled to ahdt and rested in the low fork of atree. Gulping the damp air, Ramja
asked, "How far?

Madi looked around the darkening jungle and felt the fingers of despair clutch at her heart. She saw
nothing familiar, and the triumphant cries of the Scor-pia Prime's soldiers when they found their trail
nearly made her burst into tears.

She had convinced Ramjato join her in the escape attempt by telling him the Shiva shrinewould be a
storage vessdl for food that they could take with them in their journey to escape Assam. If she couldn't
find the shrine, then Ramja, the boy she had grown up with, the boy who had professed hislovefor her,
would die—and she would be responsible.

Of course, according to the Nirodha philosophy that had lately taken root in her country, sincelife was
ultimately meaningless, death was equdly insgnificant. But she did not—she could not—subscribe to
those beliefs, nor to the assertion that the Scorpia Prime was an Apsara, one of the aluring wives of
Vishnu.

Madi knew the ancient legends about Apsaras winging down to Earth and taking mortal men as
consorts. But goddesses didn't need men with guns to round up followers or daves. The ScorpiaPrime
had
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drawn the mgjority of her soldiers from the Nagatribespeople of northeastern Assam.

They were serpent worshipers and though they enthusiagtically participated in the Tantric sex rites, she
knew they didn't necessarily believein the Nirodha But with an age-old tradition of head-hunting to
draw upon, the Nagas made excellent warriors and trackers.

"Arewelost, Madi?"'



Sheturned toward him, blinking back tears of shame. "I'm sorry," she murmured. "'l know how hungry
you are.”

Ramjagrinned. "It'sjust aswell. Y ou wouldn't want me getting fat and lazy."

From behind Ramja came a stedthy rustle of foliage, as of someone trying to move slently through the
jungle and dmost succeeding. Madi stiffened and when Ramjasaw her fearful reaction, he swalowed
hard and dowly turned.

The brush rustled again, and then out marched a huge yellow-and-black Bengal tiger. The huge cat was
amale, the most enormoustiger ether one of them had ever seen. It was massively muscled, measuring
nearly fifteen feet from its bewhiskered snout to thetip of its striped tail. It looked asif it weighed in the
vicinity of five hundred pounds.

Thetiger made no move toward them, but regarded them both inscrutably with tawny, yellow-green
eyes. Itsgaze was piercing, dmost hypnotic. A deep rumble rose from itsthroat.

"Don't move," Madi bresthed.

"Don't worry," Ramjawhispered in response.

Thetiger opened its huge, wet red maw. Itslong
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ydlow fangs glistened asit uttered a frightening combination of growl and protracted cough. It dug the
great, curving claws of itsforepawsinto the ground, inscribing deep, pardld channelsin the soil.

The cries of the Scorpia Prime's soldiers suddenly cut through the deepening dusk. They sounded very
close. Thetiger swung its head toward the sounds with a snorting growl. It gazed at Madi and Ramja
steedily for afew seconds, then dowly, mgesticaly turned its blunt-eared head in the direction it had
come. The movement seemed very significant.

Then, musclesrippling, thetiger gathered itself and bounded forward, leaping over them and
disappearing into the vegetation. Ramjas forehead ran with rivulets of sweet and plastered his hair tight
to his scalp. Between quivering lips he muttered, "He meant us no harm.”



Relief swept over Madi, leaving her momentarily weak. "No," shereplied in an excited whisper. "Hewas
sent to help us, aservant of Shivato show ustheway to hisshrine."

Ramjalooked a her doubtfully, and she said urgently, "It'strue. Tigersare not mindlesskillers, but
human in their own way, without the lust and greed of man.”

Madi paused for breath. Before she could say anything, aprolonged scream knifed through the forested
slence. Theterrible masculine scream seemed to go on for an unbearably long time, and then it was
joined by others. Interwoven with the shriekswas agridy crunching and then they heard the
triple-jackhammer stutter of automatic wegpons. A deep-throated cough

Sea of Plague

231

overlaid the cacophony of shots and screams. Thetiger's hoarse bellow was filled with rage, triumph and
the promise of apainful desth.

The shots and the screams seemed to stop simultaneoudly, and silence pressed down over the jungle
again, an oppressive quiet asif agiant bell jar had been placed over it. Ramjaand Madi exchanged
swift, fear-filled glances, then they began running again.

Thistimethelr flight wasn't aswild. They carefully looked for the path made by the tiger and followed it,
andmog invighletral that zigged in one direction then zagged in another. Within afew minutes, full night
settled over thejungle, but it brought dmaost no relief from the humidity.

Madi and Ramjareached abreak in the foliage and stood upon a dope that declined away to asmall
structure. Although the moon hadn't fully risen, the starsilluminated itsflat stone roof and threewalls.
The shrine wasn't large, perhaps eight feet tall and made of flat dabs of stone. But it was draped with
garlands of flowers, blossoms growing in white profusion. From within flickered adim radiation,
probably from an ail lamp it by asupplicant.

By itsglow Madi was able to make out the three-foot-tall statue of Shivaon therear wal. The god
resembled a potbellied man of middle age, with four arms and astern but paternd face. A
crescent-moon headpiece adorned his brow, right above histhird eye. When Shivawas angry or
offended, histhird eye shot forth supernd flame that destroyed everything nearby.

All of the accumulated tension and fear of the past
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two hours rushed out of Madi in agasping sigh. "Thereit is. Shiva showed usthe way."

"'Blessed be to Shiva," Ramjaintoned.

They started down the dope toward the structure, the warm caress of a breeze fedling like the touch of a
comforting hand. Ramjatouched her shoulder and whispered, " Thank you, Madi."

Sheturned toward him—just as he cried out in shrill pain. His back arched asif he had received ablow
between the shoulder blades, and he reached up with both hands, groping for the back of his neck.

Gaping at him in shock, Madi watched as Ramjafdl forward, firgt to his knees and then onto hisface.
His cry became agurgle. She saw, sprouting from the base of his skull, afeathered shaft like ashort
arrow or along dart. She recognized the sticky sap with which it was coated—Tamil root extract, a
poison used by the Nagas. A full dose brought instant death, and apparently Ramja had received one.

She bent over him, trying to bite back a scream when shadows shifted around her. Figures stole from the
crest of the dope, dender dark men with black turbans and red-and-black painted faces. There were
only four of them, and two were splashed with awet crimson that was not paint. It was blood, either
from woundsinflicted by thetiger or that shed by their fellow soldiers.

She saw that one of the Nagas carried a short wooden bow, and he was nocking yet another poisoned
shaft into the string. With a scream, more of anger than fear, Madi ran across the face of the dope and
toward the shrine. Still, she was encouraged a
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little. If the Nirodha soldiers were forced to use their bows, that meant they had either lost their firearms
or emptied them.

Madi chanted a prayer to Shivaas she sprinted toward the shrine, her temples throbbing. From the men
behind her she heard atwist of cruel laughter. The prayer changed to an invocation, apleafor himto
interfere, even if it meant bringing about the dance of Tandava.

Her lungs labored and her chest seemed to closein onitself as sheran. Within afew yards, shewas
redling on rubbery legs. She wondered bitterly why shewas running at al. There seemed to be no point
except to provide entertainment for the Scorpia Prime's soldiers. It was cold comfort and asmall



consolation, but shetook abit of satisfaction in the redlization the tiger had forced them to pay dearly for
their sport.

Her foot struck anirregularity in the ground and she fell heavily, dmost within arm'sreach of the shrine.
Lifting her head dizzily, blinking back the amoebalike floaters obscuring her vision, she saw theflicker
of luminosity within the shrine seem to glow brighter, increasing in intengity. Even theinterior was
adorned with ferns and chains of flowers.

Then fear descended on Madi like awave. Crooked fingers of energy suddenly stabbed through the
narrow interior. She crouched motionless, watching with awe and dread as thousands of crackling
threads of light codesced in the center of Shivas shrine. A faint, high-pitched whine like that of adistant
mosquito flitted in and out on the edge of her hearing.

A tingling, prickling sensation covered her body,
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and shefdt thefine hairs on her ams and legs stir and bristle. The damp air pulsed like the begt of a
gigantic heart. A heat-wave-like shimmer rose from the floor of the shrine, and the blossoms of the
flowersvibrated, some of the petals coming loose and swirling about asif borne by a breeze.

They swirled about an object that appeared on the floor of the shrine, ashape resembling a pyramid
made of smooth, gleaming metd. It exuded awavering funnd of light that fanned out to completely fill the
stone structure. Madi could only gape at it, her thought processes paradlyzed as if by adose of the Tamil
root.

A ydlow novaof brilliance erupted from the pyramid. Madi felt aconcussion dap againgt her face. Her
eyes stung, but she couldn't look away. Through the blurred afterimage of the flare, three shadowy
shapes stepped out of the fan of light. The edges of the shimmery fan peeled back and disappeared into
the pyramid. Three figures stood within the shrine, dl of them identically dressed in black.

The man in the lead stepped forward and spoke to her in Hindi. On the far fringes of her awareness,
Madi knew he had asked her name, but she didn't giveit to him. Instead, she flung out her amsand
screamed, "Lord Shival Shatterer of worldd! It isthetime of the Tandaval™

Chapter 17

Baron Sharpe flung out hisarmsin a sweeping, expansive gesture asif to embrace dl of cregtion. Ina
loud, stentorian voice he announced, " Someday, Crawler, my boy, thiswill bedl yours.



"Thank you kindly," came the sarcagtic response. "Y ou can keep it. And don't call me'my boy.' I'm at
least twenty years older than you are.”

Sharpe opened his mouth to retort, then sneezed violently, not even bothering to cover hisnose. "Bless
me," he snuffled.

"Like hell,"” Crawler snapped, wiping away the spattering of sdivaand mucus from his shaved head.
Then he sneezed himsdlf, the violence of it puffing up the powdery dirt upon which helay. He sneezed a
second time.

Baron Sharpetittered, but the acidic air that irritated his sinus membranes and triggered the sneeze reflex
aso stung histongue. He stopped giggling long enough to spit. Thistime he consideratdly turned his head
away from his chief councillor. He stepped away from the sheltering rock overhang and glanced into the
sky. At thefar edge of audibility he heard afaint, keening whine, but he saw nothing.

Despite hisinborn sengtivity to high light levels, Baron Sharpe did not squint when helooked up.
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Thick, fleecy stratums of clouds dways overlay Washington Hole, casting it into aform of perpetua
twilight. For atime, following the nukecaust of two centuries earlier, the entire Earth lay beneath a
canopy of clouds.

Massive quantities of pulverized rubble had been propdled into the atmosphere, clogging the sky for a
generation, blanketing al of Earth in athick umbrellaof radioactive dust, ash, debris, smoke and fallout.

The exchange of atomic missiles did more than daughter most of Earth'sinhabitants. It distorted those
ecosystems that weren't completely obliterated and rescul pted the face of the planet into a perverted
parody of what it had been.

After eight generations, the lingering effects of the holocaust and the nuclear winter, skydark, were more
subtle, an underlying texture to aworld struggling to hed itself—except in Washington, D.C., where the
injuries had never heded but had smply scabbed over.

Only avast seaof fused black glass occupied the tract of land that once held the seat of American
government. Seen from adistance, the crater lent the region the name by which it had been known for
nearly two centuries. Washington Hole, the premier hellzone of the country, ill jolted by ground tremors
and soaked by the intermittent flooding of Potomac Lake. A volcano, bardly an infant in geological

terms, had burst up from the rad-blasted ground. The peak dribbled a constant stream of foul-smelling
smoke, mixing with the chem-tainted rain cloudsto form alayer of stinking sulfur and chlorine.
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The smell was so cloying, so fetid that new arrivals found it necessary to wear respiration masks until
they grew accustomed to it. Of course, there weren't many new arrivals. The shantytowns that once
ringed the outskirts of Washington Hole had been razed long ago, during the first year of the Program of
Unification. Most of their inhabitants had succumbed to rad sickness years before. The former Didtrict of
Columbiafdl under thejurisdiction of Sharpeville, dthough the barony itsdf waslocated many miles
away, intheformer state of Delaware.

Although the center of Washington and al of itsinner suburbs had dissolved in the first three minutes of
the nukecaugt, the outer rim till contained afew crumbling ruins. Beyond the hollow shells of buildings
lay an expanse of rolling tableland, broken by hill ranges. Thirty milesto the north of the crater's
epicenter rose arampart of tumbled stones. Sharpe and his high councillor stood upon the rampart,
waiting for whatever would happen next.

Sharpe was the third man to hold the title of baron. His close-cropped blond hair topped a high, smooth
cranium. Hewas small and dender, no more than five and a hdf feet tall and weighing around 130
pounds.

His eyeswere amilky blue, the cold color of glacia meltwater. They were very large, shadowed by
sweeping supraorbita ridges.

Sharpe aso had inherited afew of his namesake's eccentricities, though he knew some few people
referred to them asinsanities. One of Sharpe's eccentricities was afondnessfor picking through predark
articles of clothing stored in the archives of the
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Higtorica Division and wearing whatever struck hiswhim at the moment. Depending on hisfancy, Baron
Sharpe would outfit himsdlf in white tie and tails, complete with asilk top hat and slver-knobbed
walking stick. On another day, it might be a backless evening gown of gold lame, with ateased-out
bouffant wig as a shock-vaue fashion statement.

A few years before, while pawing through the archived clothing, he made a discovery that became his
persona uniform and statement of belief. It was aviolet jumpsuit, with huge belled legs, flame-colored
satin facings and a bat-winged collar. Long fringe streamed from both deeves. Worked in glittering
rhinestones on the back were three letters: TCB.



At asghfrom Crawler, Sharpe flicked his gaze downward. His high councillor scrabbled forward on
heavily muscled arms. Thick calluses covered hiselbows. Hispale legstrailed behind him, Like apair of
bond ess tentacles. He wore aleather harness and velvet loincloth. The harness displayed his
exceptionaly well-developed upper body. Historso looked to be al muscle from the neck down to his

hips.

Whereas the harness showed off his bulging biceps and dinner-plate-sized pectoras, theloincloth did
nothing to disguise his shriveled, atrophied legs. They stretched out behind him like flaccid, flesh-colored
gtockings half-filled with mud. Even in the overcast light Sharpe could make out the red scars bisecting
the backs of hisknees.

Lifting hishead, Crawler gazed at Sharpe specu-latively with hisdark eyes. ™Y ou're upsetting
Commander Grady."
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Sharpe frowned. ' 'Did he think something?"

Crawler Sghed again. "He didn't haveto."

Sharpe stepped back beneath the overhang formed by huge chunks of rock and concrete. The partiadly
open vanadium sec door was sunk deep within arock-ribbed hollow about hafway up the dope.
Clumps of scraggly brush grew around it, masking the depression so effectively, it was only by chance
he glimpsed the dull reflection of light against the smooth dloy.

"Commander Grady," Sharpe said loudly, autocraticaly.

A black figure stepped out from the recessed entrance. He resembled a statue sculpted from obsidian,
somehow given life and movement. The weak sunshine struck dim highlights on the molded chest piece
and shoulder pads of the polycarbonate body armor. His face was completely concedled by a black
helmet, except for his mouth and chin. A red-tinted visor masked his eyes.

A small, disk-shaped badge of office in crimson was emblazoned on the arching left pectord of the chest
plate. The badge depicted a stylized, balanced scales of justice, superimposed over nine-spoked whedls,
symbolizing the Magidrate's oath to keep the whed s of justice turning in the nine villes.

A holstered Sin Eater was strapped to hisright forearm.



Grady ducked his head deferentidly. "Y es, my lord baron?!

Sharpe gestured to Crawler. "My councillor advises methat you are upset.”

The swift, indinctive glance Grady shot Crawler
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was one of pure terror, despite his visored eyes. He knew the creature called Crawler was adoomie, a
doomseer, amutant gifted—or cursed—with the psychic ability to sniff out forthcoming deeth. He dso
knew Baron Sharpe had more than once killed staff members who had displeased him, including his
predecessor, Ericson.

"I'm not upset, my lord,” Grady stated quickly. "But only cautious. Redoubt Papa s not the safest place
for you, asI'm sureyou redize."

Sharpe grinned bleskly. "Fuckin' A."

He unzipped the front of hisjumpsuit hafway to hisbely. A white stellate scar surrounded araised,
puckered ring on his upper chest. "I'm the one who was shot the last time | was here.”

Grady didn't mention that the baron wasn't the only victim of gunshot wounds during hislast vigt to the
redoubt. Even though he had been moved up the ranks of the Magistrate Division after the death of
Ericson, Grady had fervently hoped never to hear about Redoubt Papa again, much less actualy set foot
init.

Upon his promotion to divison commander, Grady had been briefed about the secret ingtdlations. A
major component of the Program of Unification had been the seeking out and securing of &l redoubts
within the territories of the villes. When the program was being ratified nearly ninety years eaxlier, anyone
who spoke of having knowledge of them, even based on hearsay, was ruthlesdy hunted down and
exterminated. Insde of ageneration, tales of the redoubts were suppressed to such an extent that they
became
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basd ess legends, much as stories about Atlantis and Avalon had been dismissed in earlier centuries.

He had been told about the Totality Concept, the gateways and the goals of Project Cerberus. He never
knew how much to believe, but regardiess of the actud truth, agateway unit had been ingtdled in every
Totaity Concept redoubt, including the one near Washington Hole, code-named Redoubt Papa.

Grady accepted the story he had been told, knowing he would be better off if nothing pertaining to
gateways and redoubts ever came hisway. But the day before, avery troubled clerk in the division
comm gtaff brought him amessage. The message had arrived in Sharpeville over aradio frequency used
exclusvely for divison adminigtrators to communicate with hard-contact Mags out in thefield.

The clerk had transcribed the voice message. It was addressed to Baron Sharpe and was very much to
the point: ' 'Grant and Baptiste need to meet with you on amatter of extreme importance. Future of your
ville at stake. Washington Hole, Redoubt Papa, tomorrow, noon.”

Although the frequency on which the voice message had come was not a secure channdl, the clerk could
offer no opinion how anyone could possibly patch into it—yparticularly since such technologicd itemsas
tight-band wireless transmitters were restricted to the dite of thevilles. Grady had no idea, either.

But since assuming Ericson's position, Grady had tried to keep close tabs on the activities, movements
and sghtings of Grant, Brigid Baptiste and Kane.
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Like most of the other Magigtrate Divisionsin other baronies, Grady had been largely unsuccessful. He
knew, however, that Baron Sharpe had gotten embroiled in their activities on &t least two occasions.

Thefirg time was nearly two years before, deep inside Redoubt Papa. Kane had shot and seriously
wounded Sharpe, though astonishingly, he seemed to bear him no il will.

The second time, alittle over sx months earlier, was when Baron Sharpe struck an aliance of
convenience with Grant and Baptiste on the eve of the battle of Area51. Since then, verifiable sghtings
of the three seditionists had been sporadic. Kane and Grant had last been reported in the Area 51 zone
only afew weeks ago, but the entire story was hard to accept—eyewitness accounts had them piloting
srange arcraft and destroying several Deathbirds and Sandcats. Grady found the tale almost impossible
to believe. Theidentification of Grant and Kane as the cul prits was hardly spot-on, either.

When Grady brought the message to Baron Sharpe, he had no ideawhat his reaction might be. Before
his promotion, he had never dreamed he would stand in the presence of Baron Sharpe, since he
understood that audiences with barons were exceedingly rare and conducted with great ceremony and

Secrecy.



He had heard stories of the barons of course. Anyone serving in any division in any ville had heard them.
Part of hismind knew that maintaining a baron's mystique was contrived, an intimidation strategy, an old
psychologica gambit. But till, the baronid oligarchy ruling the nine villeswas more than
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the governing body of postnukecaust America—they were god-kings, serving as a bridge between
predark and postdark man, the avatars of anew order.

Sharpe, however, wasn't as preoccupied with ceremony as his brethren, but sill Grady didn't think the
baron would react asif he had just been invited to asocia function by long-lost friends. He tried to point
out to the baron how obvious atrap it was, but Sharpe dismissed his objections.

Grady redlized it was futile and possbly fatal to oppose the baron'swill. From what he had heard, when
Ericson had attempted to do that very thing, Sharpe shot himin the face.

Although he couldn't dissuade the baron from attending the rendezvous, he at the very least managed to
convince Sharpeto alow him to accompany the baron and Crawler to Redoubt Papa

"With the utmost respect, Lord Baron,” Grady ventured, ' 'l am here to keep you from being shot a
second time.”

Sharpe smiled a him amogt pityingly. ' 'l thought you knew."

Grady cocked hishead at him quizzicaly. "Knew, my lord?"

"l cannot die." Sharpe made the pronouncement very matter-of-factly. "lsn't that right, Crawler?’

The councillor gazed unblinkingly a Grady. ' 'Oh, so very right.”

Feeling the pressure of the doomie's gaze, Grady's flesh went clammy. Before meeting Crawler, Grady
had assumed that doomies didn't exist anymore. Most of the mutie strains spawned after the nukecaust
were
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extinct, either dying because of their twisted biologies, or hunted and exterminated during the early years
of the unification program. Stickies, screamers, scabbies, swampies and amost every other breed
exhibiting warped genetics had dl but vanished. To find adoom-sniffer and then act subservient to him
was almost more than he could bear.

"l see, Lord Baron." Grady backed toward the open sec door. * 'Then | will await your further orders
here"

Crawler cast Sharpe ady, knowing grin. The baron returned it and went back to the edge of the rockfal
and scanned the skies beneath shading hands. In truth, Baron Sharpe wasn't worried about becoming a
victim of Grant and Brigid, since he had aready survived two face-to-face encounters with them and
Kane. He was absolutely positive he couldn't die, because Crawler had told him so.

Part of Sharpe'slegacy from his human grestgrandfather was asmall private zoo of cresturesthat had
once crept and dithered and scuttled over the Deathlands. The monsters had been fruitful and multiplied
over the decades, and one of them was adoomie called Crawler.

It was more of atitle than aname, bestowed upon him after hisleg tendons had been severed. The
psi-mutie had displayed agreat cunning and propensity for escape from his compound, no doubt
employing hismentd talentsto find the most opportune time and meansto do so. After hisleg tendons
had been savered, his ps-powers availed him nothing, inasmuch
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as hewas restricted to dragging himself around hiscdll by ringers and e bows.

After recovering from anear fatd iliness, Baron Sharpe visited Crawler one sultry summer midnight. He
gazed in revulsion at the human face staring back at him from awild, matted tangle of gray beard and
long, filthy hair. The baron had no idea of Crawler's age, but he understood that he was one of his
ancestor'slast acquisitions before his mysterious desth some ninety-five years before. He knew the
doomiewas very old, but some muties possessed remarkable longevity.

"I have aquestion,” Baron Sharpe announced, "about my deeth.”

Wheezing whistlesissued from Crawler's hair-rimmed lips. For amoment, the baron thought the mutie
was undergoing an asthma attack and would expire, but then he recognized the sound as laughter.



In ahigh, whispery voice, Crawler said, "That question has no meaning, my lord baron. Y ou have died
and crossed back. Y ou no longer need fear death, for it is behind you, not ahead of you."

Baron Sharpe was so delighted, he came close to burgting into tears of gratitude. His hopes had been
redlized; hisfear of death proved groundless. That very night, he ordered the release of Crawler from his
cage, saw that he was bathed, fed, shaved, cropped and pampered. Heinstadled him asahigh
councillor, ignoring the outraged reactions of his persona staff.

And now Crawler wasthe only creature he trusted, even though the doomie had tried to orchestrate his
murder at one point. After that, both of them realized
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they were linked in some fashion and knew that if one died, so would the other. The notion made no redl
sense and couldn't be tested without incurring lethd results, so they decided to trust each other implicitly
from then on.

When Sharpe found the violet jumpsuit with the rhinestone-studded | etters, he remembered Crawler's
phrase about crossing back. He realized delightedly the letters meant To Cross Back, and thudy the
baron decided that by wearing the outfit, he said to the world that he had died and crossed back to the
land of theliving.

He reflected on theirony that he had worn the jumpsuit the first time he met Kane, within Redoubt Papa,
which made him the second baronid victim of the mad Magigtrate. Baron Cobdt wasthefirst victim,
and it could al betraced back to the night Kane was inducted into the Cobdtville Trust.

As Sharpe understood it, Kane, whose father had been amember of the Trust, was recommended for
recruitment by Salvo, hisformer Magigtrate Divison commander. Kane was informed that hisfather was
amember of the Trust, and therefore he had to accept the honor offered to him. Like hisfather, he
would belong to the dite that literdly ruled society in secret. Henceforth, like hisfather, he would work
for the evolution of humankind.

Kane accepted the offer—and after that, everything went to hell on adide. Sharpe was never briefed on
exactly what happened in the twenty-four hoursfollowing Kane's entrance into the Trust. He knew the
Magidrate escaped Cobdtville with Brigid Baptiste,
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aseditionist awaiting execution, and his partner of many years, Grant. Savo was badly injured trying to
stop the escape, and afew Magistrates were killed.

Kane reappeared only aday later when Baron Cobalt arrived at the Dul ce facility for his annua medical
treatment. Kane had attacked and humiliated him and escaped after killing anumber of hybrids.

But dl of that wasjust prologue. Only afew monthslater, Kane and Grant led araiding party into the
very heart of the Admin Monoalith where they not only killed apair of the Baronia Guard, but they aso
abducted Lakesh and Salvo.

Sharpe never learned the entire story of the raid and the abductions. The version put forth by Baron
Cobalt explained some of it, but by no meansall of it. Upon examination, there seemed no reason for the
kidnapping of hisfdlow members of the Trugt. In the intervening months, no ransom demands had been
made in exchangefor their return. It was asif both Lakesh and Salvo had falen off the face of the earth.

The high-pitched whine Baron Sharpe's inhumanly keen ears had detected earlier was now much louder.
Tilting his head back, he glimpsed two dark specks streaking across the sky. Within aheartbeat and a
half, the specks had grown in Size and he was able to make out their configurations.

They were aircraft, that much was obvious, but they were of atype he had never seen, heard of, or even
viewed pix of. Sheathed in bronze-hued meta, the ships held the general shape and outlines of seagoing
mantarays, and as such they were little more than flattened wedges with wings.
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Stepping closer to the edge of the rock tumble, Sharpe exclaimed, "What wonderful toys!"

Crawler squirmed closer, taking up aposition near hisknees. ' 'l don't think they'retoys. Not in the
least. Remember the recent reports of the attack on Area51. One of the staff there theorized the ships
might be Transatmospheric Vehicles... TAVs"

Baron Sharpe nodded in comprehension. ' 'Oh, yes. Y ou'reright, my boy. They would hardly be toys at
al”

The wingspans of the two TAV swere roughly twenty yards, and the fuselage was probably fifteen feet
long. A short tail assembly was tipped by an ace-of-spades-shaped rudder.

The pair of airships hovered above the rockfal for along tick of time, the engines making a peculiar



sound between a muted rumble and a steam-kettle whistle. Then both ships dropped straight down.
Tri-poda landing gear unfolded from the undercarriages, and the craft rested gracefully on them. Fine
clouds of dust puffed up al around.

The composition of the hulls appeared at first glance to be made of aburnished bronze dloy, but Sharpe
was sure that wasn't the substance at dl. Intricate geometric designs covered amost the entire exterior
surface. Deeply inscribed into the meta were interlocking swirling glyphs, cup-and-spird symbolsand
even daborate cuneiform markings.

Neither craft had any externa apparatusat al, no ailerons, no fins and no airfoils. The cockpits were
amog invigble, little more than dongated ova
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humpsin the exact center of the deek topside fuselages.

As Sharpe and Crawler watched in fascinated Slence, the engine sounds faded away into inaudibility.
The cockpit canopies did back and alowed two people to climb out of one ship—a huge man Sharpe
recognized ingtantly asthe renegade Magidrate, Grant, and an exceptionaly small but very well
proportioned blond man. Both of them were attired from throat to hed in black garments that fit them as
tightly asdoeskin gloves.

From the second TAV emerged awoman with along mane of sunset-colored hair. Brigid Baptiste wore
anidentica black uniform. Although Sharpe kept awe coming smile on hisface, he could see another
figurein the cockpit of the craft Baptiste had flown in. He said nothing until &l three people had
clambered down from the TAV s and stood at the foot of the pile of lichen-patched stone.

"Hello, dl," hesaid loudly, waving to them. "Niceto seedl of you again, evenif thisisatrap.”

Chapter 18

Gazing down at the babbling, terrified girl groveling on the grass at Lakesh's feet, Kane demanded,
"What the hdll isdl that gibberish about?"

L akesh speared him with afrosty glare. "1 will thank you not to refer to my native languagein such an
ethnocentric fashion.”



Lakesh, Domi and Kane stepped out of the narrow, rectangular structure, avoiding the skeins of energy
that till crawled and sizzled over the gleaming aloy skin of the interphaser, despite the shadowsuits they
al wore. Kane had christened the one-piece garments shadowsuits, and though they didn't appear asif
they could offer protection from amaosguito bite, they were impervious to most wavelengths of radiation.

Lakesh leaned over the girl and spoke to her soothingly in the sngsong language Kane had heard him
employ on very rare occasionsin the past. He started to kneel beside her when, in reaction to atorrent
of words spilling from her lips, he Sraightened, eyes narrowing.

""What isit?" Domi demanded, guessing from his body language that something the Indian girl said had
aroused Lakesh'sfears.

Inatense, low voice, he answered, ' Thegirl says
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she's being chased by the Nirodha, warriorsin service to the Scorpia Prime.”

"Chak up another one for the future me," Kane muttered, moving farther away from the shrine. He
automatically flexed the tendons of hisright wrist, and his Sin Eater did from the forearm holster and
dapped solidly into hiswaiting hand. The sengitive actuator ignored al movements except the one that
indicated the weapon should be drawn.

"Shethinksthey're dill out therein thejungle,” Lakesh continued quietly and swiftly. ' 'Watching and
wating."

"l don't see anything,” Domi said in aterse whisper, her crimson eyes scanning the moonlit vegetation at
the top of the dope. Her hand rested on the butt of the Detonics Combat Master holstered at her right
hip.

"Ask thegirl if they'rearmed,” Kane said to Lakesh. "And if so, what with."

Almost as soon asthe request left hislips, he heard afaint thrumming. He caught only aglimpse of dark
objects arcing through the sky. One of the wooden shafts flew short and buried itsdf in the ground
between Kane'sfeet. The second struck him in the lower chest, directly below hisleft pectord. Stinging
pain flared through historso.



Kane'sreaction wasimmediate. Hisindex finger depressed the Sin Eater's firing stud. Flame and thunder
gouted from the barrel ashe loosed along, stuttering full-auto volley into the foliage. The 248-grain
rounds dashed through shrubbery and crashed into tree trunks, shaving away bark and ripping loose
branches.
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Drawing her Combat Master and holding it in atwo-fisted grip, Domi fired in the same direction as
Kane, but alittleto the left. Thefusillade of gunfire whipped the foliage with the fury of agale-force wind.

Before he emptied his clip, Kane relaxed the pressure on the trigger button. Domi stopped shooting
when he did, but she had fired her .45-caliber pistol dry. Moving with expert ease, she toggled the
empty magazine from the pistol's butt and dapped another one home in dmost the same motion.

They waited for more projectilesto be hurled their way. Lakesh knelt by the girl, hisarmsaround her.
The palms of her hands were pressed together, her steepled fingers touched her forehead. She was
murmuring rapidly through some sort of invocation.

"What's she saying?' Kane demanded.

"A prayer to Shiva"

"Tdl her to knock it off," Kane snapped, till questing for atarget. " She's distracting me.”

Lakesh cast him asour glance, but spoke briefly to the girl. Almost immediately shefell silent. Her dark
eyesflashed asthey flitted from Lakesh to Domi to Kane. She didn't gppear to be frightened, but she
was definitely wary. Apparently, she was beginning to redlize that Lakesh was not Shiva, nor were his
companions even lesser gods. Still, Kane wouldn't have blamed her for believing them to be demons.

The shadowsuits definitely lent them a sinister aspect, particularly Domi, with her red eyes and skin as
pale as milk. However, they had become important itemsin their ordnance and arsend over the past few
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months. Ever since they absconded with the suits from Redoubt Y ankee on Thunder 19 e, the garments
had proved their worth and their superiority to the polycarbonate Mag armor if for nothing else than their



interna subsystems.

The suits were climate controlled for environments up to highs of 150 degrees and as cold as minusten
degrees Fahrenheit. Microfilaments controlled the internal temperature.

Manufactured with atechnique known in predark days as dectrospin lacing, the dectricaly charged
polymer particlesformed a dense web of formfitting fibers. Composed of acompilated weave of spider
slk, Monocrys and Spectrafabrics, the garments were essentialy asingle-crysta metalic microfiber
with avery dense molecular structure.

The outer Monocrys sheathing went opague when exposed to radiation, and the Kevlar and Spectra
layers provided protection againgt blunt trauma. The spider silk dlowed flexibility, but it traded
protection from fireearmsfor freedom of movement.

Theinner layer was lined by carbon nanotubes only a nanometer wide, rolled-up sheets of graphite with
atendle strength greater than stedl. The suitswere dmost impossibleto tear, but a heavy-cdiber bullet
could penetrate them and, unlike the Mag exoskele-tons, the suits wouldn't redistribute the kinetic
shock. Still, the material was dense and elastic enough to deflect an arrow, but Kane knew he would
have ahdl of abruisethe next day.

L akesh reached over and tweaked the short shaft from the ground, revolving it between gloved thumb
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and forefinger. The girl shook her head in furious negation and dapped it from his hand, speaking very
brusquely.

"Now what?' Kane asked.

Squinting as he listened to her, Lakesh said, " She's speaking in adidect that'saform of Hindi mixedin
with some other local tongues, like Bengalese, but it sounds like some Dravidian in there, too. It's hard
to gather more than half her meaning, but apparently the arrow is poison. She doesn't want usto touch
it"

Madi uttered another stream of fluid vowels, which Lakesh laborioudy interpreted. "I can't be sure, but |
think she's claiming afriend of herswaskilled by the poison arrows. His name was Ramja. HE's up there
on the hill. He helped her escape from the dave compound...wherever that might be.”

Domi grunted softly in sympathy. " She'sjust akid, maybe thirteen or fourteen yearsold.”



Kane nodded toward the tree and foliage line at the crest of the hill. "I think we should check out the
zone, make sureit's secure. We ether ran off the Scorpiasoldiersor killed them.”

Domi'slipstightened. "Hopeit's the second option.”

Kanedid out of hisbackpack and dropped it near Lakesh. Domi carried awar bag containing three
flash-bangs, two high-ex V60 minigrenades, four in-cends and two CS grens over her |eft shoulder. She
dropped it carefully to the ground, but made no move to touch the knife with the nine-inch-long serrated
blade sheathed to her right caf. A black knit balaclava was pulled down around her throat. She could
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tug it up to conced her hair and most of her face within a couple of seconds.

Kane led the way up the face of the dope, walking hed-to-toe as he dways did in a potentid killzone.
Domi walked behind him, pistal at the ready. The air was hot and steamy, and despite the environmental
controls of his shadowsuit, sweet gathered at Kane's hairline.

Taking his night-vision glasses from a pouch attached to the small of hisback by aVelcro strip, Kane
dipped them on hisface. The specidly treated lenses allowed him to see clearly in deep shadow for
approximately ten feet, aslong as there was some kind of light source.

They encountered the corpse of aman with one of the short arrows piercing the back of hisneck. Domi
carefully worked the shaft free, not concerned about its toxicity because of the shadowsuit's gloves. She
turned him over and saw a dark young man, his malnourished face locked in adeath rictus.

The two of them went farther up the dope. When they reached the wall of shrubbery, Kane carefully
eased himsdlf through aragged opening. His nogtrils recoiled from the faint coppery tang of fresh blood
and the whiff of aperforated bowe.

A pair of corpsesfloated in widening puddles of blood that continued to flow from torsos riddied with
bullets. They were smdl men, with ropey muscles and spindly limbs. Both of them were attired
identicaly in ample uniforms conssting of bright red deeveessjerkins, shortsand black turbans. Small
wooden bows lay near their lifeless hands.
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"They're not going to be reporting back to anybody tonight,” Domi observed sagdly.

Going back to Ramja, Kane grasped the corpse by the wrists and dragged him afew yards away into a
clump of shrubbery, so at the very least he would be out of the girl'sfield of vison. He briefly considered
trying to dig ashdlow grave, but hewasn't sureif buria was the custom of disposing of bodiesin Assam.

Domi and Kane returned to Lakesh and the girl. ' 'Did you ever get her name?' Kaneinquired.

Lakesh nodded. "It'sMadi."

"Ask Madi if it's safe enough to make camp herefor the night.”

L akesh trand ated the question. Madi frowned in confusion and L akesh repested it, usng afew different
words. Thistime the girl nodded and replied. " She thinks so," Lakesh stated. " She says not even the
Nagas are crazy enough to come downriver into the jungle after dark.”

"Good," Domi sad. "Let's get some food into her. Shelooks half-starved.”

"Sheis," Lakesh confirmed. "One of the reasons she and her companion were coming to the shrinewas
in the hopes of finding food here.”

Kane gestured toward the upright structure. "Lakesh, check over the interphaser and recaibrate it if
necessary."

Lakesh's shoulders stiffened at Kane's peremptory tone, but he rose and walked over to the narrow
building. The interphaser rested on the floor at the feet of
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the Shivastatue, and he couldn't help but wonder if its placement was significant.

Dropping to one knee beside the little metal pyramid, he pressed a seam on its smooth surface. A flat
keypad popped out from its base. As he tapped in anumerica sequence, he announced, "Recdibration
doesn't seem necessary. The Pardlax Point program is till locked in with this particular vortex node.”



Domi smiled wanly. "Whatever that means.”

"It means," Kane interjected, "that well be able to phase out of here when we want." He paused and
added, "Right?"

Lakesh chuckled. "Right, friend Kane."

Theinterphaser was more than aminiaturized version of agateway unit, even though it employed much
of the same hardware and operating principles. The mat-trans gateways functioned by tapping into the
quantum stream, the invisible pathways that crisscrossed outside of perceived physical space and
terminated in wormholes.

The interphaser interacted with the energy within anaturaly occurring vortex and caused atemporary
overlgpping of two dimensions. The vortex then became an intersection point, a discontinuous quantum
jump, beyond relativistic space-time.

According to Lakesh, evidence indicated there were many vortex nodes, centers of intense energy,
located in the same proximity on each of the planets of the solar system, and those points correlated to
vortex centers on Earth. The power points of the planet, placesthat naturally generated specific types of
energy, possessed both poditive and projective fre-
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guencies, and others were negative and receptive. He referred to the positive energy as prana, which
was old Sanskrit term, meaning "the world soul.”

L akesh was sure some ancient peoples were aware of these symmetrical geo-energies and constructed
monuments over the vortex pointsin order to manipulate them. He suspected the knowledge was
suppressed over the centuries. Kane had no reason to doubt the suppression of such knowledge, even if
he was skeptica of everything else.

Apparently, the knowledge had been rediscovered by the technicians laboring for Operation Chronos. A
few months earlier, ingde the Thunder 1defacility, they had discovered a specid encoded program
cdled Parallax Points. Brigid and Lakesh made severd vigtsto the facility, salvaging what could be
salvaged. Mogt of the machinery was damaged beyond any reasonable expectation of repair, but the
data pertaining to the so-caled Paralax Pointswas retrieved and put to use including the black,
protective garments Kane had named shadowsuiits.

After weeks of study, they learned that the Parallax Points program was actually amap, a geodetic index
of dl the naturally occurring vortex points on the planet. That discovery spurred Lakesh to build the



second version of adevice hereferred to as an inter-phaser, or to be technically precise, a quantum
inter-phase matter-transmission induce.

Decrypting the Paralax Points program was laborious and time-consuming, and each newly discovered
set of coordinates was fed into the interphaser's targeting computer.
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Kane, Grant and Brigid had endured weeks of hard training in the use of the interphaser on short hops,
selecting vortex points near the redoubt—or at least, near in the sensethat if they couldn't make the
return trip through a quantum channel they could conceivably wak back to the ingalation. So far, the
interphaser hadn't materidized them either in alake or an ocean or underground, apossibility that Kane
privately feared. He knew an anadlog computer was built into the interphaser, which automatically
selected avortex point above solid ground.

Dueto the wide usage of the interphaser, which wasn't bound by the limitations of the mat-trans units,
the Cerberus redoubt reverted to its original purpose for the first timein two centuries—not a sanctuary
for exiles or the headquarters of aresstance movement against the tyranny of the barons, but afacility
dedicated to fathoming the eterna mysteries of space and time.

One of the vortex nodes downloaded from the Parallax Points program happened to be within the shrine
to Shiva, in the Godpara province of Assam. Thisinitsef wasn't unusua, snce many holy steswere
congtructed above naturaly occurring vortices. Most temples and places of worship in the ancient world
were built on intersection points of geomagnetic energy.

As Lakesh completed his check of the interphaser, Kane pawed through his backpack, examining the
labels on the MREs. He found one marked Rice Pilaf and under Madi's mystified gaze, he opened it and
mimed eating the contents. Then he handed it to her.

Thegirl sniffed it tentatively and after amoment's
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hesitation, placed a ddlicate pinch of thefood in her mouth, asif she were doing so only to be polite. She
chewed dowly, her eyes narrowed with concentration. Then suddenly, her eyeswidened and her facelit
up in awide smile. She began stuffing the food into her mouth with her fingers.

Domi laughed. 'l think shelikesit. | guessthekid ain't esten Since her last medl.”

Kane grunted, eyeing the girl's stick-thin limbs and sunken, dark-ringed eyes, her belly swollen with



ma nutrition. "Which wasalong damntime ago.”

Lakesh sat down across from Madi, but said nothing. Hefelt acold sickness surging in hisbelly. He
remembered from his youth how the poverty-stricken in outlying areas of Kashmir treated femaes from
poor families. He knew Madi would spend her young lifein sexua servitude either among the stronger of
her people, or for sale to anyone who could afford her. Once she wasworn out or lost her appeal, she
would be cast out to survive on her own or die.

AsMadi blunted the sharpest edge of her hunger, Lakesh drew astory from her in start-and-stop
spurts. It wasn't an inspiring tale, nor had he expected it to be.

Her people had lived in the Goal para province near the banks of the Brahmaputrariver region for many,
many generations. Their settlement was located on high ground and they drew sustenance from groves of
mango and plantain trees. They aso grew rice and fished theriver. It might not have been arich life, but
it wasn't as hard asit could have been.

Unfortunately, her peoplelived in agtate of per-
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petud hodtility with the Nagatribe, who dwdt primarily in the hills. Although the struggle for surviva in
the harsh relm was often desperate, the Nagas and her village observed semicivilized rules of warfare.

After Lakesh trandated that bit of information, he added approvingly, "The Nagas were very formidable
warriors. They helped resist Japanese encroachment during the Second World War."

AsMadi continued, she described the Situation between her village and the Nagas as essentidly
antagonigtic, but during infrequent engagements, no massacres were conducted by ether faction, nor
were captives endaved. Their chief, aman named Avanisa, who enjoyed areputation of being tough but
not amonster, was rumored to have embraced a philosophy known as the Nirodha. The genera
consensus was that Avanisawas so enthraled by the Nirodha movement that he no longer had any
interest in earthly matters. Then the Stuation changed.

Almogt within the time period of asingle day and anight, a plague struck—not just Madi's village, but
the surrounding region, aswell. A devastating plant blight had consumed the areaonly ashort time
before, information the travelers from Cerberus had dready deduced before embarking on their
hyperdimensiond journey. Satellite pictures showed miles-long bands of brown and dead vegetation.

The pattern of plant desth was strangely geometric, the areas cut in cleanly, with sharply defined
boundaries and parameters. Theimplications were disastrous. If Sam—or Thrush—could contaminate
the soil and plants of the world whenever and wherever he
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wanted, he could conceivably starve humanity into submission, threstening to overwhem entire countries
with seas of plague. Hewould promise food or the antidote only if his demands were met.

And of course, Sam would keep an ace-on-the line to play—certain lands and even nations would
continue to be productive and provide food for hisfollowers—followerswho swelled in ever growing
numbers astheir somachs shrank. Theimperator could smply bide histime until famine and riots held
sway, dowly turning the knife in the bellies of the starving masses.

According to Madi, over the next few weeks signs of Naga activity al but disappeared, and her fellow
villagers began to suspect they had perished or migrated. Then one dawn, the Nagas surrounded their
settlement and they were armed not with bows and arrows, but with guns.

Chief Avanisaannounced they were now subjects of the Scorpia Prime. The young men of the village
would be indoctrinated into the way of the Nirodha, and the girlswould eventudly be initiated into the
Shakti ssterhood.

Thaose too young, too old or too infirm were fitted for the dave collars. Those smply too uncooperdtive
werekilled on the spot—more than twenty of Madi's people were shot dead, including her mother,
younger brother and two uncles.

The survivors were marched downriver to the ancient Site of the Shakti temple, which had lain largely
forgotten and overgrown by vinesfor many, many centuries. They were put to work rebuilding the tem-
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pie and if thework was hard and unrelenting, they at least were given food—enough to keep them dive,
a any rate.

Domi shook her head in disgust. " Same old story, no matter where we go. The strong endaving the
weak...and the weak endaving the weaker."

Kane opened his mouth to speek, then acold prickling crawled over hisflesh. Thejungle had falen silent
with a gartling and ominous swiftness. There were no chirps of insects, no birdcals, no rustle of foliage.
Suddenly, there was no sound at dl, asif the jungleitsalf held its breath and watched them with unseen



eyes.

Domi, with her hdf-fera, wilderness-honed senses experienced the same shuddery sensation, and her
hand tightened around the checkered walnut grip of her pistal.

With aswish of pam fronds and a crackle of shrubs, aking cobra dithered out of the shadows, long,
powerful coils disappearing into the murk. In the panic-stricken half second Kane gaped at it, he redlized
he had no idea of the serpent's length—but the hood flaring on either side of its wedge-shaped head was
over afoot across.

Theforked tongue flicked out from its scale-coated snout, testing the air. The hue of the cobras scales
was splotchy, mostly dark greens with adash of leaden gray thrown in. A thick blue circle collared its
neck.

Madi stared and cried out happily, "V asuki!™

Chapter 19

Grant surveyed the hegp of stone rising before him. Evidently, the massive dabs and chunks of rock had
once been the upper floors of amultilevel complex. Sheared-away reinforcing rods jutted out of the
edges of some pieceslike rusty, skeletal fingers. Two centuries of hell weather had scoured the rock
mercilesdy, rounding the jagged edges, smoothing the corners, filling in cracks with grit. Scraggly thorn
brush hung by tenacious roots over the rockfall.

AsBrigid and Sindri stepped up beside him, aburst of static filled his head, and then he heard Philboyd's
voice echoing indde hisears.

"Tedting," Philboyd intoned. " One-two-three. Teting.”
"Got you," Grant said softly. " Cdibrate the audio pickup for Brigid, too."
Brigid tapped her right ear. "My Commtact is cdibrated. Reading you, Brewster."

The Commitectsfit tightly against the mastoid bones behind their right ears. Implanted stedl pintels
embedded in the bones did through the flesh and into tiny input portsin the smal curves of metd. The
Commtacts had been found recently in Redoubt Y ankee, and Philboyd had described them as
date-of-the-art multiple-channel communication devices.
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Their sensor circuitry incorporated an analog-to-digital voice encoder that was subcutaneoudy
embedded in the mastoid bone. The pintels connected to input ports in the comms themsalves. Once
they made contact, transmissions were picked up by the auditory canas and the dermal sensors
transmitted the dectronic sgnasdirectly through the cranial casing. Even if someone went desf, aslong
asthey wore a Commtact, they would till have aform of hearing.

The Commtacts were gill being field-tested, Snce in order to make them operationd, surgery was
required and few people wanted to make that sacrifice. But the surgery to implant the sensors was very
minor, with only asmall incision behind the ear to dide them under the skin.

The Commtact's five-mile range was superior to the handheld trans-comms. The range of the
radiophoneswas generdly limited to amile, but in open country, in clear westher, contact could be
established at two miles,

"l only seetwo people at the top of the heap,” Philboyd said from the cockpit of the TAV he had piloted
from the Bitterroot Range, with Brigid Sitting on hislap.

"That's adl we expected in the way of awelcoming committee,” Grant replied.

"Y eah, but theré'sadoor or something up there, too. It's half-open. Nice place for an ambush.”

"That'swhy you're staying put,” Brigid told him. "To cover uswith themissiles.”

"That sort of fitsthe definition of overkill, doesn't it?" Philboyd inquired uneesly.
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"If agtuation arisesthat forces you to launch the damn things," Grant retorted testily, "it won't be.”

Sindri inhaled and the acrid air seared histhroat. It took agreet effort not to succumb to a coughing fit.
When he recovered, he asked Grant very quietly, "Y ou sureit'sagood ideato go up there unarmed?”

Grant shook his head, "I don't know what's agood idea nowadays. But we won't get any cooperation
from the fused-out little bastard at gunpoint.”



He glanced back at the Manta ships, repressing the urge to touch his nose with hisindex finger and snap
it away in the "one percent” saute. It was a private gesture he and Kane had developed during their Mag
days and reserved for undertakings with asmall ratio of success. But Brewster Philboyd, not Kane, sat
in the cockpit of the TAV and covered him with its wegpons.

Brewster Philboyd was an accomplished pilot of the transatmospheric craft found on the Manitius Base.
Of Annunaki manufacture, they werein pristine condition, despite their great age. Powered by two
different kinds of engines, aramjet and solid-fuel pulse detonation air spikes, the Manta ships could fly in
both avacuum and in an atmosphere.

Looking down at the base of the dope, Grant gazed at a hegp of dag, meta that had turned molten, then
hardened again. It had no identifiable configurations, but he knew the dag had once been aMag-issue
Sandcat. Sooty steel fragments lay scattered around it. A looping crescent-shaped scorch mark had
fused the ground to black glass, and it intersected with the hegp of metd.
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Spread out over the boulders at the foot of the dope, he saw a splattering of obsidian gel. By staring
hard, he was just able to discern what might have been aforearm and hand, now glued to the bulwark of
stone,

Grant glared down a Sindri. "Do you get athrill seeing your handiwork from the last time you were
here?'

Sindri shrugged, but said nothing. He knew Grant was making a very unsubtle reference to the time, well
over ayear before, when he had briefly occupied Redoubt Papa and experimented with amolecular
destabilizer brought down from the Parallax Red space station. The subjects of the experiment were
Magistrates and a Sandcat dispatched from Sharpe-ville.

Grant began clambering up the face of the rockfal, Brigid and Sindri following closely behind. Theclimb
wasn't particularly rugged because the hegps of falen rock and concrete formed a crude stairway.

When he reached the top, he saw what Philboyd had described, a half-open sec door within the
recessed double frame benegth a shelf of granite. He aso saw the bizarre figures of Baron Sharpe and
Crawler, both of them beaming at him asif he were along-lost friend. Grant didn't need to seethe
blas-terman to know he was there. Although he had never boasted of possessing a point man's sense
like Kane, he knew abaron would never expose himself to the possibility of assassination or abduction
without taking protective measures.

From his prior experience with Baron Sharpe and
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his high councillor, Grant dso knew the doomie was afar more reliable barometer of intentions than the
characteristic baronia paranoia

Sharpe's cold blue eyesflicked up and down Bri-gid's lissome form, the contours hugged tightly by the
shadowsuit. " Fashionable outfit, Miss Baptiste."

"Thanks" shereplied straight-faced. "Y ours, too."

Sharpelooked levelly a Grant and gestured to the TAVs. "Whered you get the flying toys?’

"Maybe I'll tdll you later,” Grant rumbled. "Well see how this parley goesfirs.”

Baron Sharpe focused hisfatuoudy smiling attention on Sindri. "And who might you be, my deer little
fdlow?'

Sindri scowled firgt at Sharpe, then at Crawler and findly swung an angry gaze up to Brigid. "Isthis
affected punk for red ?'

"Asfar asthe baronid hierarchy isconcerned,” Brigid said, voice purring with barely repressed
amusement, "hesfairly unique”

" 'Unique wouldn't be the word I'd choose," Sindri muttered peevishly. "But sSince you asked, Lord
Baron, my name might be Sindri."

Sharpe laughed in genuine merriment. " Fabulous name. And you're as cute as a bug, too.”

He reached out to toude Sindri's hair, but the little man dapped his hand away. "Fuck off, freak."

"Look who'staking," Crawler sneered.

Sindri bared histeeth and tensed hisbody asif he intended to kick the doomie in the mouth. Grant
stepped forward, announcing gruffly, "That's
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enough.” He eyed the partialy open sec door and the gloom beyond it. "Sharpe, if you have some
blaster-men in there, tell them to stand down. We're hereto help you."

Sharpe regarded Grant with an expression of ingenuous surprise. "Help me? Correct meif I'm wrong,
but the |ast time we saw each other, weren't you shooting at me?"

"Only because your Magistrates were shooting at us." Brigid's reply was calm and matter-of-fact, free of
rancor or accusation.

The baron bowed his head gracioudy. "That's very true. But you'll understand if I'm reluctant to make
mysalf completdy vulnerable to you, human nature being what it is.”

Grant nodded. "Not to mention the tendency toward baronia treachery beingwhat itis.”

"Y ou know ussowel."

"Kegpin mind," Brigid sated darkly, "that we have afriend in one of our flying toys, and he has missiles
amedright a us"

Sharpe squinted toward the grounded Mantas, then glanced down at Crawler. "Give me aread.”

Crawler's eyes widened, hislips peding back from discolored teeth. He shivered, moaned softly,
clutched at his brow. Both Grant and Brigid had witnessed the muti€'s performance before, asif invisble
antennae sprouted from his psyche and quested for answersto the baron's question. At one time Grant
would have thought it was a sham, but avery good piece of improvised theater on the part of the
doom-sniffer. But now, as before, he felt awispy touch against the sur-
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face of hismind, like agritty texture against a softer one.

Crawler focused hiseyes next on Brigid. She stiffened, drawing in her breath sharply. Blinking hiseyes
rapidly, the doomseer stared around asiif he expected to see some place other than the exterior of
Redoubt Papa. Sindri shuddered and sidled away from Crawler, taking up position beside Brigid. Ina



flat, uninflected voice, he declared, ' "They speak the truth. One wrong move on our part and
boom—that'susdl over."

"One bonafide established,” Sharpe said with arueful smile. "On to the others. Why are we here, why
does this moment exist? What do you have to tell me of such extreme importance that you risk your lives
to do so?'

Pulling in adeep breath and then pushing out dowly, Brigid stated, "Y ou might find it rather unbdlievable,
but Crawler can attest to our veracity. Baron Cobdlt is not dead. Right at this moment, he's of f
somewhere building an army so he can wage war againgt the imperator and hisdlies. Heintendsto
reclam Area51."

Baron Sharpe's high, smooth forehead acquired a horizontal line of consternation. "1 was never
convinced that brother Cobalt had perished during the siege of hisville. Since the most important thing in
hislifewas hislife, hewould safeguard it above any and dl consderations. Nor do | find it particularly
improbable that he's attempting to regain histerritories.

"However, no baron iswilling to opposethe im-
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perator. I've heard rumors that severa have actualy made plansto do so, but to date, no single one
wantsto step up and be thefirgt to defy him...and therefore be held responsible for starting acivil war
and bresking the new unity."

Neither Grant nor Brigid was surprised to hear about the barons growing discontent with their roles as
Sam'sviceroys, mere plenipotentiariesin their own territories. Quavel had essentialy confirmed
Sharpe's opinion.

"Therésadifference now," Grant said grimly. "Sam isthe one who wants the civil war. Heintendsto
finance it with Cobadt acting as his puppet generd, his manufactured threat to unity. Sam will give Cobalt
everything he needsto stageawar. Most likely helll get the materiel from the Anthill."

For thefirst time, Sharpe appeared shaken. The Anthill was built in the late twentieth century as the most
ambitious of the Continuity of Government ingtalations. COG was viewed as the ultimate insurance
policy against an atomic attack and to this end, many subterranean command posts were constructed al
over the country.



The Anthill was by far the most extensive, built ingde of Mount Rushmore, using advanced digging and
tunneling machines. By the time the machines had done their work, the layout of the complex resembled
avast ant colony. All of Mount Rushmore was honeycombed with interconnected levels, passageway’s,
stores, theaters and even asmall sports arena.

After the nukecaust and the Program of Unification,
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the Anthill became not so much aforgotten ingtalation but afeared ingtalation. Many of the barons
viewed it as both athreat and an untapped treasure trove. But inasmuch asdl the villeswere
standardized, equally matched in terms of technology and firepower to maintain a perfect balance of
power, none of the barons dared mention what unclaimed wonders lay within Mount Rushmore.

Even aword of wonder about it might be construed as evidence of ambition, apreludeto aterritorid
war. Inasmuch as such ambitions were strictly forbidden by the tenets of the Archon Directorate, the
Anthill became ataboo subject, a no-baron's-land.

"After afew years" Grant continued, "the war will end. By then dmogt dl of the baronid territories will
have been destroyed. Then Cobalt will turn on the barons who supported him and join with the imperial
forces. After that, Sam will easily win thewar and execute dl surviving barons.”

A faint smiletouched hislips beneath his mustache as he added, "Including you, | presume.”

Sharpe was so stunned, he could only gape up a Grant for along moment. Then his mouth twisted in a
grimace. "How do you know this? How could you know this? Asfar as| know, none of you have

pre-cognitive powers.”

Sindri stepped forward. "'l told them all about it. Less than seventy-two hours ago, | came from the
future whence all of this had come to pass. I've been to your future, Lord Baron. And it ain't pretty.”

Nodtrilsflaring, Sharpe snorted rudely. "And how did you pull off that miracle, Pee-wee?'
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Sindri bit off aprofane comeback, casting hiseyestoward Brigid. "Shdl | tell him?"



"| think you should," she answered camly.

Staring boldly into Baron Sharpe's face and with a challenging, insolent smile on hislips, he began to
talk. He spoke for less than five minutes, and long before he was done, the baron's high-planed face had
gone as giff asif it were molded from enamdl. By degrees, his eyes narrowed to dits.

When Sindri finished histale, his mobile mouth still creased in amocking smile, Baron Sharpe whirled on
Crawler. His"Giveme aread!" was ashrill plea of desperation. Crawler peered penetratingly at Sindri,
who pretended not to notice.

After afew seconds, the crippled doomie sighed in frustration. ' ‘All | cantell you isthat he believes
what he'sjust told you."

"But what did you see?’ the baron cried.

Crawler's voice lowered as he spoke hesitantly. "I saw flashes of red...of purple. | saw war...| saw
horror... cities burning...monstrous, douchy things| can't understand.”

The doomseer squeezed his eyes shut, wincing asif in pain. "'l can't tdl you the difference between his
perceptions and objective truth. However, | can suggest no reasonable dternative other than he did
indeed speak the truth about his visit to the future, his exposure to the imperator's Great Plan and how
he cameto be here."

Sharpe chewed hislower lip, brow tightening in a deep frown. He examined Sindri closdly. Hedidn't
speak, and Brigid redlized he was processing dl that
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he had heard, extrapolating and weighing al of the implications. He opened his mouth and closed it.
Then he exploded increduloudy, ' 'The Great Plan?'

His eyes searched Grant's and Brigid'sfaces, dmost asif he were seeking a clue that they were only
seconds away from burgting out laughing, congratul ating themselves on the el aborate practica joke
they'd successfully pulled off.

Grant crossed hisarms over histhick chest. "That's gpparently what Sam cdlsit. The plan to eventualy
control al of humanity. Both new and old human are in the same boat—marked to be ruled or
destroyed.”



Baron Sharpe's eyes clouded over with the intensity of hisemotion. In adistracted half whisper, he said,
"'Academicdly, | can seeacertainlogictoit. If the control mechanisms areinstdled at key points
throughout history, then the nukecaust will not be necessary.”

Quietly, Brigid said, "I know weve dropped alot on you. Some of our clamsare very wild and
impossibleto prove. Thefind decision asto whether were right or wrong isup to you."

Baron Sharpe blinked, then his eyesfrosted hard. "What do you expect me to do?'

"Spread theword to al of the other barons,” Brigid answered. "Maybe the fact that you now know
Sam's ultimate objective might be sufficient to dter the timeline. Form a consortium of barons and pool
your resources to occupy Area51. Do whatever you have to do to fight the future, to keep the
imperator's adaptive Earth from coming to pass.”
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Sharpe cocked his head, regarding al three peopleintently. ' ‘And what of you?'

"We have our own frontsto fight on," Grant responded brusguely.

"l see" The baron fdll silent, pondering, lips pursed thoughtfully. A titter broke hissilence. "I'll say one
thing...you gpelings never fail to surpriseme.”

He drew adeep breath. "My world is on the brink of ending, yet we, the Homo superior, must rely yet
againonthe gpe-kinto maintain it."

Impatiently, Grant snapped, "It's ever been thus, hasn't it? Have you heard enough, Sharpe?’

The baron glanced down at Crawler. "Have we?"

The doomie smiled wryly. "To a point we have. However, we might be able to hear even more. The
mind of that one—" he nodded toward Sindri "—isvery remarkable. It containsvisonsof thekind |
have never before encountered. | think it would be a shame if we were not able to tap into them.”

Sindri's spine stiffened. "What do you mean by that?*

"Hemeans," Sharpe answered smoothly, "that in order to show your good faith, you should have no



objection to coming with us and accepting the hospitaity of my barony.”

Crawler bobbed hishead enthusiagticdly. ' 'Capitd idea.”

Grant knotted his handsinto fists. Hisjaw muscles bunched. "I don't think much of it."

Baron Sharpe angled a haughty brow arch a him.
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"And | don't think your opinion meansmuch a al. Grady!"

Before the echoes of the cry had even begun to fade, aman armored in Magistrate black swiftly stepped
out from undernesth the sec door. He trained his Sin Eater on Grant.

"See?' Sharpeinquired mildly.

"We see," replied Brigid. "But do you see the aircraft out there with its missile pods aimed directly at us?'

Philboyd's voice echoed within her head. "1 don't think hell buy your bluff."

Sharpe shrugged dismissively. "Of course 1 do, Miss Baptiste. But as you should recall, | don't fear
death. | can't die, asyour friend Mr. Kanelearned."

"If he had meant to kill you," Grant growled, "hewould have."

Baron Sharpe chuckled derisvely. "I have no intention of wasting any more of my time arguing with you,
Mr. Grant. This Sindri fellow will accompany me, Crawler and Commander Grady back through the
mat-trans unit to my ville. Hewill be of enormous help to mein drafting a greet plan of my own.”

Grant gazed blandly at Sindri, then lunged for him. With amost supernatural speed, Sindri Sidestepped,
ducking under Grant's arm and taking up aposition behind Grady. Staring at him in astonishment, Grant
snarled, "Y ou want to go with him?'

Peering around the Mag's polycarbonate-encased hip, Sindri retorted, "Frankly, | think it'sacapitd idea
mysdf.”
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Sharpe raised his hands pams outward. "Thereyou are.”

Angrily, Brigid spit, "Sindri only wantsto go so he can use you, Baron!"

"By apleasant coincidence, that's pretty much why | want him to go with me." Sharpe favored Sindri
with agpeculative stare. A mutualy beneficid stuation, wouldn't you agree?”

"l would," Sindri replied smugly.

"You can't trust him, Sindri," Grant gritted through clenched teeth.

Sindri laughed loudly, contemptuoudy. ' 'But | can trust you? What did you intend to do with me after
this crigs passed? Let me go on my way?' He shook hishead in disgust. "Please.”

"We wouldn't have harmed you," Brigid countered hotly.

"Perhaps not," retorted Sindri. "More than likely you would have kept me as a permanent prisoner. At
best you would've tried to return meto Mars, but in such amanner so | could never return to Earth.”

Sharpe shot him agtartled glance. "Mars?" he repeated skeptically.

No one responded to Sharpe'sinquiry. "At least you'd be dlive," Grant argued. "With the baron here,
you'll never know where you stand. He could tire of you tomorrow and have you sent to Area51 so
your liver could be pureed and added to achem bath."

"At least we're the devils you know," interjected Brigid.

Sindri shrugged. "' He eastern out devil s through the prince of the devils.™
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Sharpe frowned at Sindri. "I don't quite know what you meant by that, but | have the distinct impression
I've been insulted. Still, on that note—"



Baron Sharpe swung hisright arm out from the shoulder in afringe-whirling circle, then stabbed afinger
directly at the redoubt's entrance. "L et's take care of busness.”

Sharpe, Sindri and Crawler stepped toward the opening. Grady maintained a steady aim on Grant, the
bore of his pistol trained directly at the center of his chest. Before they waked underneath the sec door,
Baron Sharpe paused long enough to say, "Regardless of how this meeting turned out, | thank you for
the warning about the imperator's plot. | promiseto do what | can to insure it never comesto pass.”

Sindri put in cheerfully, "And that's what thiswhole long, strange trip has been about, right?

Grady followed them into the dark maw of the redoubt and within seconds the heavy vanadium-alloy
portal descended, sedling the instdlation with athud and acrunch of gravel.

Philboyd's voice floated into hisears. "'If you want, we can try to blast the thing open with the Manta's
rockets."

Grant didn't react to the suggestion. He closed his eyes the way aman in pain did. Lines degpened
around his eyes and mouth and hisjaw musclesworked. He gusted out, "Zurui chibi...sneaky dwarf. |
shouldvetaken that literaly."

Opening hiseyes and turning to facethe TAV's, Grant said, "Never mind, Brewster. Prep your ship for
takeoff."
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Brigid forced aresigned smileto her lips. "Sindri was right about one thing, you know. We hadn't
discussed what to do with him. Y ou know Kane wouldn't have agreed to smply setting him free.”

Grant nodded absently. "I suppose so. We've done dl we can do here. Let'sgo.”

Climbing down the tumbles of rock was no more strenuous than climbing up them. Asthey strode
toward the Mantas, Brigid asked, "So it'sa straight shot now to Assam?”

"'For meitis, yeah. Y ou're going back to Cerberus with Brewster. Monitor the ELINT signals that
comein from thevilles, so you can get an idea of Baron Cobalt's movements—if there are any."



Brigid was too shocked to say or do anything except to continue waking beside him. Her thought
processes seemed numb. Findly, almost too stunned to formulate words, she forced herself to husk out,
"I'm not going with you?'

"No, you're not." Grant's tone brooked no debate as he continued walking.

Brigid grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to ahdt. "Why?'

With an expression asimpassive asif it were carved from teak, Grant turned to face her. "The same
reason Shizukaisnt going.”

Brigid blinked at him increduloudly. Her senses sumbled. "I don't understand.”

Flatly, in avoice that was edged with fear, Grant declared, "Kane and | discussed this before we | eft.
We're doing it thisway to further knock thetimeline
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out of true, to put more obstaclesin the way of Sam's Great Plan.”

"What'sthat got to do with Sddining Shizukaand me?"' Brigid demanded.

Grant gestured with both hands. "It's got everything to do with it. We have to change thingsin the here
and now, and that means we shouldn't undertake actions that mirror those in the future."

With sudden clarity, Brigid exclamed, ' 'Four plus years from now, both Shizukaand mysdf arekilled in
Assam. So you and Kane figureif we don't go near the place, you'll doubly insure that aspect of the
future never happens. Y ouretrying to creste a probability wave dysfunction.”

Grant shook his head gloomily. ' "'To be honest, we don't really know what the hell to think or what to
do. Werejust guessing. But we know it makes sense to minimize the risk to you and Shizuka as much

aspossble”

Brigid regained some of her composure athough her mind still raced. She redlized Kane was driven to
protect her through any means possible, and her initial reaction was anger and resentment.

"l see" shewhigpered as she fdt the familiar achefill her whenever she thought of Kane. Questions



aways surrounded their relationship, and knowing they wereto be married afew yearsin thefuture did
littleto reved much to her.

Y ¢, if the shared memory they'd experienced during abad mat-trans jump to Russiawas correct, they
had been together before. A sick knot twisted through Brigid's ssomach. The memory hadn't had agood
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ending, and there'd been no guarantee how together they'd been. Even Morrigan had told them they'd
been together and separated a number of timesin past lives.

Grant levered his body atop his Mantalswing. "I hope you won't argue with me about this, Brigid—or
do something like fly back to Cerberusto pick up Shizuka and then meet usin Assam.”

"No." Brigid'stone was studiedly casud. "Thisis an unprecedented set of circumstances, dedling aswe
are with temporal fault and fracture lines. We might be able to repair one breach, but then another crack
could open up—and it might be the one that swallows me, Shizuka and everyone dse.”

Grant dropped into the cockpit and strapped himsdlf into the pilot's seet. "Try to explain it that way to
Shizuka, will you?' He grinned sheepishly. "I'm afraid she thinks I'm coming back for her."

Brigid nodded. "I understand. I'll do what | can so she will, too."

Philboyd pushed himsdf up from the cockpit of the second TAV and cdled, "I know you've got the
GPS corrdated with the Paralax Point so your navigationa computer will homein on Assam—but you
could probably use more help over there.”

Grant'steeth flashed in abroader grin. "Thanks, Brewster...but | won't know until | get there and by then
it might betoo late to holler help.”

Looking down at Brigid, Grant said, dmost gratefully, "Thanks for understanding. Kane didn't think you
would."
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Brigid smiled lopsidedly. "Kaneisthe predictable one, not me."



In actuality, neither person was predictable. Both Kane and Brigid had their individud gifts. Most of
what was important to people in the postnuke world came easily to Kane—surviva ills, prevailing in
the face of adversity and cunning against enemies. But he could also be reckless, high-strung to the point
of ingability and givento fits of rage.

Brigid, on the other hand, was structured and ordered, with a brilliant analytica mind. However, her
clinica nature, the cool scientific detachment upon which she prided hersalf, sometimes blocked an
understanding of the obvious human factor in any given Stuation.

Regardless of their contrasting persondities, Kane and Brigid worked very well asateam, playing on
each other's strengths rather than contributing to their individual weaknesses. It had taken her severa
monthsto grudgingly admit she learned agreat deal from Kane, from her association with Grant and
Domi.

She had learned to accept risk as apart of her way of life, taking chances so that others might find the
ground beneath their feet alittle more secure. She didn't consider her attitude idelism but smple
pragmatism. If she had learned anything from her friends, it was to regard desth as a part of the
challenge of existence, afact that every man and woman had to face eventually.

But the questions surrounding her and Kane'srelationship sill remained mysteries. It was possible
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they dready knew the answers and feared to face them, not wanting to draw any closer than they
aready werein order to fulfill whatever grand scheme they were supposed to fulfill.

All the supposing made Brigid's head hurt. It was also possible that she and Kane just found each other
to be too much of apain inthe ass. That put adamper on love and sex, whichever it wasthey felt for
each other.

Grant pulled a bronze-colored helmet down over his head and did shut the cockpit canopy. It sealed
amog ingtantly with afaint pop, indicating the interior was now airtight.

Brigid backed away as, with adroning whine, the Mantadowly rose, asmall and brief blizzard of dust
swirling beneeth it. Thelanding gear retracted automaticdly into the TAV'sunderbelly.

The ship's ascent hated a one hundred feet and Grant waggled itswingsin afarewell. Then the pulse
detonation wave engines engaged and the Manta hurtled across the sky like an arrow flying from abow.
The sonic boom sounded like a thunderclap over Washington Hole.



Brigid watched until Grant's TAV was abarely discernible speck in the sky. Then she turned toward her
own Manta, telling herself repeatedly that the cold, leaden weight settling in the pit of her somach was
only dueto tension, not aprescient warning of death.

Chapter 20

The cobrarose from the jungle floor in abeautifully graceful vertica glide. The forked tongue darted
from itsmouth asit rose at least four feet from the ground. Assuming aposture like an L, the serpent
swayed dightly, its eyes gleaming like gemstones.

Kanetook ahasty aim with his pistol, aware that Domi had leveled her own semiautomatic. Madi
suddenly swatted out with both arms, dapping &t their wegpons. She yammered in aghrill, rapid-fire
rhythm, her tone urgent, almost outraged.

Domi and Kane held their fire but very reluctantly. "What's she saying?' Kane asked, hisvoice pitched
low to disguise thetremor of fear init.

Lakesh pursed hislipsin concentration. "I'm trying to figure it out, but it's evident she doesn't want you
to shoot the snake."

Kane kept his eyes on the cobra's hypnotically swaying head, feding his nape hairstingle. Hisloathing of
serpents wasn't pathologica or dueto any kind of inborn phobia, but drawn from arecent series of
unpleasant experiences.

Firgt there had been his encounter with Lord Strongbow and his mutagenicdly altered Imperia
Dragoons, with their scale-ringed, snakish eyes and reptilian odor. Then there was histerrifying bettle
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with agigantic congtrictor atop aziggurat in South America, one the natives had decked out in a
feathered headdress and christened Kukulkan, in homage to the ancient Mayan god. That incident was
followed only ashort time later by waking agauntlet of diamondbacksin Cdifornia Hisfear of things
reptilian was reinforced afew months before during his nightmarish bareback ride on atyrannosaur he
had christened Monstrodamus through the jungle of Thunder Ide.

Of course Domi had been present during dmost dl of thoseincidents, aswell, but she didn't seem
particularly upset by the appearance of the cobra, despite its huge size. She was revolted more by bugs

than by reptiles.



Inavoicetinged with frustration, Lakesh said, ' 'Madi is chattering something about the cobrabeing a
friend, sent by Shiva—"

He broke off, forehead creasing thoughtfully. "I think | understand now."

"Wadl, let usinonit," Kane bit out, the cobras bobbing head still framed within his Sin Eater'sghts.

"Mythology," Lakesh stated flatly. "During the time of creation, some minor deities used the giant cobra
Vasuki asarope to churn milk. Torrents of venom flowed from the fangs of the suffering snake. The
poison grew into ariver and threatened to destroy al creation. Shiva came along, freed Vasuki and
drank up the poison. It burned histhroat and made it permanently blue."

He nodded toward the serpent, saying, ' '"Asyou can
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see, the scales on the creaturésthroat are blue. Apparently, Madi thinks that has marked it as a specia
cobra, aservant of Shiva."

Domi smiled wryly. ' 'And what does she think old Blue Neck doing here? Checking up on us?

L akesh put the question to Madi, who responded with arelieved laugh. "Yes," Lakesh trandated.
"That's exactly what the cobrais doing. After all, were at a shrine of Shiva, and it served as adoorway
for hiswarriorsto step through and end the tyranny of the ScorpiaPrime.”

"Warriors?' Domi repeated dubioudy. "What warriors—oh, she means us, right?"

Lakesh nodded. "Right."

Madi spoke again, thistime directing her comments to the cobra. Her voice was soft, reverential and she
steepled her fingers, touching the tipsto her forehead. The serpent stopped swaying and gazed directly
at the girl. Despite knowing that snakeslacked conventiona organs of hearing, Kane was amost positive
the cobralistened to her. He discarded the notion as ridicul ous, then reconsidered when the huge cobra
magesticaly turned on its sSinuous coils and disappeared into the undergrowth.

"Apparently, the snake believes Madi that we're friends,” Lakesh announced.



Kane exhaed his pent-up breath in a profanity-seasoned sigh and lowered his pistal. * 'Friend or not, |
can't say I'm sorry to see the damn thing go.”

"According to legend," Lakesh said conversationaly, ' 'many animals are associated with Shiva Heis
generally represented as wearing no clothes, except a
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tiger skin wrapped around hiswaist and hips, and snakes coiled around hisarms and neck. These
animals act as hiseyes and ears, and they make sure no sacrilegeis committed againgt histemples or
dhrines”

"Will Shivasend animasto help us?' Domi couched the question to sound amost playful, but Kane
detected the sincere note underscoring her words. Raised in the Outlands, Domi was stegped in
supergtitions and folklore, and sengitive to omens.

When Lakesh interpreted Domi's question, Madi shook her head gravely and responded very quietly.
"Shelsafraid not," Lakesh said. "But Shivawill not hinder us, either, snce the Scorpia Primeis defiling
the name of the great Mother Goddess, Shakti."

"With the Tantric sex rites performed at the temple?' Kane inquired.

"Actudly," Lakesh said, "not in themsalves. Madi knows about sex, since she's close to conception age.
And Shivaisthe god of regenerative functions and of sexual powers, after al. No, what she finds
objectionable on the part of both Shivaand Shakti, isthat the mystery and ceremony surrounding the
Tantric practices at the temple are being used to lure people to do evil. A reverenceto the eterna
principle of femae sexudity, an aspect of the Mother Goddess Devi, the wife of Shiva, isan accepted
part of her culture, and the Nirodha are distorting it."

Kane shrugged. "Frankly, | don't find the Shakti cult any worse than some religions Grant and | ran
across in the Outlands when we were Mags.”

L akesh nodded in slent agreement, redizing to
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what he was referring. Following skydark, afew old, ugly Judeo-Christian and fundamentaist ISamic
cultswererevived. Ther tenets were that women were little more than cattle, created soldly for man's
benefit and they were inherently wicked creatures whose sensual natures had to be subjugated and
suppressed, even if that meant murdering them.

"At any rate," Lakesh went on, "the Nirodha, the followers of the Scorpia Prime, have afase god—or
goddessin thisinstance. They have no courage and no honor. Or so Madi claims.”

"Madi hasmade alot of clams so far,” Kane remarked dourly. "1 don't know how many of them are
relidble, though.”

Domi threw him adit-eyed stare. "What reason would she haveto lieto us?"

Kane shook his head, deciding not to make further comments about the girl and her bdiefs. Madi was
their only source of intel, and they couldn't afford to alienate her.

"Will she guide usto the temple of Shakti?' Domi asked.

L akesh put the question to her, but the girl only mumbled and seemed reluctant to commit.

"She's afraid of being endaved again." Lakesh tapped his neck and pointed to the leather collar around
her neck. "And | can't say | blame her."

Domi hissed in anger between her teeth and drew the knife sheathed at her leg. She knee-walked over
to Madi, reaching out for her. Whimpering in sudden fear, the girl cringed from her touch and the knife,
but subsided after L akesh spoke afew wordsto her.
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Therazored point of the knife easily diced through the leather binding Madi's neck without touching the
skin beneath. Domi hadn't been so careful when she used the knife to cut Guana Teague'sthroat. The
former Pit boss of Cobdltville, Teague had found Domi in the Outlands and smuggled her into the Pits
with aforged ID chip.

In exchange, she gave him sx months of sexua service. When seven months passed without hisreleasing
her from their agreement, she terminated the contract by cutting histhroat—and saved Grant'slifein the
process.

Domi spit on the collar and flung it contemptuoudy away into the shadows, amel odramatic gesture not



lost on Madi. Rubbing her neck, the girl smiled gratefully at Domi. The abino smiled back, saying, "Tell
her if sheleads usto the temple of Shakti, well do the samewith al collars around the necks of al her

people”

Lakesh chuckled fondly. "I think she's made that connection, darlingest one.”

Domi giggled and fell into Lakesh'sarms. They embraced and kissed passionately, and Kane stopped
short of 9ghing in exasperation.

Being privy to the relationship between Domi and Lakesh caused Kane a bit of discomfort. Hefelt a
quiver of embarrassment mixed in with alittle guilt. A few months ago during amission to Utah, when he
and Domi had shared aroom, she made it clear she wouldn't be averse to sharing more than that with
him. He had dashed cold water on her amorous advance by reminding her of her devotion to Grant. That
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had been the end of it and he'd never mentioned the incident to anyone, not to Brigid and certainly not to
Grant.

Now he wondered if he should have. He remembered Domi's wild behavior when she believed Grant
hed rejected her lovein favor of Shizuka. Without Grant as the mitigating influence, the authority figure,
what little self-restraint the girl ever practiced was completely discarded. All her bottled-up passions
were unleashed, but turned from love to violence. Her shame, her mad desirefor vicarious revenge
againg Grant, had been released during the mission to Area 51 and set in motion a dramatic sequence of
events, the falout of which Cerberuswas dtill deding with.

Shaking his head to drive away the memories, Kane pedled back a Ve cro-lined strap on hiswrist and
consulted hiswrist chron. "'If everything went according to plan in Washington Hole, Grant should be
here no later than daybreak.”

L akesh gazed a him speculatively over the top of Domi's white-haired head. " Assuming Baron Sharpe
attended the rendezvous at dl. | till maintain he was apoor choice on which to hang the hopes of an
im-perator-free future.”

"Other than Cobadlt,” Kane argued, "he'sthe only other baron any of us have met face-to-face. He may
be fused-out, but he can still be counted on to react like a baron when his own best interests are
threatened.”

"Perhaps," Lakesh agreed dourly. "But we don't know the extent of Sam'sinfluence over him."
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"Funny,” Kane said with icy sarcasm, "pretty much the same thing could be said about you."

Lakesh glared a him, his blue eyes suddenly glittering with anger. Kane met the glare with one of his
own. He il hadn't grown accustomed to dedling with arobust—re atively speaking—L akesh whose
eyesweren't covered by thick lenses, whose voice no longer sounded like areedy rasp and who didn't
look like a hunched-over, spindly old man who appeared to have one foot in the grave.

Domi pushed hersdf away from Lakesh and snapped at Kane, "That's enough.”

With her back to Lakesh, only Kane could see the meaningful lifting of her eyebrows, asilent pleafor
him to drop the topic. Kane nodded and Domi re-sheathed her knife with aflourish.

"You'requiteright,” Lakesh said. "We gtill have Madi to impress, her confidenceto gain.”

During the exchange between Lakesh and Kane, the girl's dark eyes had flicked nervoudy from oneto
the other. Kane forced afriendly, nonthreatening smileto hislips. "It'sdl right," he said, even though he
knew she couldn't understand him. "Lakesh and | often interact like this."

"Yes, indeed,” Lakesh drawled sardonicaly. "And more'sthe pity."

Kane couldn't help but agree that it was a pity, particularly when he remembered all the bitter
disagreements he and the man had over tactics. In the past, most of the missions Lakesh concocted
never dedt with head-on confrontations with the barons. Always they involved finding some way to
strike cov-
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ertly at the Archon Directorate, not at their plenipotentiaries who actudly held the reins of power.

After Bdam'srevelation that the Directorate was but a diversonary smoke screen created two centuries
earlier by corrupt government officias and military men to mask their own ruthless ambitions, an entirely
new set of strategies had to be drafted.

The earlier tactics had been hampered by their own belief they contended with avast, omnipotent
opponent, and by Kanesway of thinking they wasted alot of time and energy searching for waysto
fight an enemy that didn't exist.



But in retrospect he couldn't redly blame Lakesh, particularly in lieu of the fact he was the man who
cameto the pivota conclusion that the Directorate was but a cunningly crafted illuson. Even so, he
seemed reluctant to accept the findings of his own detective work, despite Balam's essentidly confirming
hissuspicions. But little of it really mattered at this point. Lakesh's salf-assumed position asthefind
authority in the redoubt was no longer absolute.

A smiletugged at the corners of Kane'smouth. It wasn't asif he, Grant and Brigid had ever obeyed him
unquestioningly in the firgt place, but now any proposas for action had to be agreed upon by amgority
vote.

Kane knew the man bitterly resented this change in procedure, but his plans had nearly gotten them all
killed—worse than killed—on anumber of occasions, often due to Lakesh's giving them just enough
information to plunge them into serious trouble. He wondered if his sudden—and
uncharacterigic—willing-
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ness to take an active hand in this op slemmed from guilt over dl those previous missionsthat had gone
anry.

The decision of who would comprise the jump team to Assam hadn't been an easy oneto reach. To
Kane's surprise, there had been anumber of volunteers among the Moon base refugees. He was further
gratified that, when faced with the possibility of an assault on Cerberus, not asingle one of them opted to
cut and run. Of coursethe only familiar place to where they could have cut and run was the Manitius
colony, but Kane was till impressed by the fortitude they displayed.

L akesh, because of hisfacility with the linguistic groups of the Indian subcontinent, was anaturd part of
the team, despite hisfear that Sam might interfere with the hyperdimensiona channel opened by the
in-terphaser.

He had done so only a short time before when he abducted Quavell, rerouting the gateway unit's matter
stream to Audtrdia. According to Lakesh, Sam practiced aform of energy manipulation and interaction
once known as geomancy, the art of using the mind to tune in to the energy matrix of the planet. Sam
had anatural ability to manipulate the globa energy grid. The Cerberus mat-trans network Lakesh had
S0 assiduoudy congtructed over a period of many years was only a synthetic, technological imitation of
Sam's ge-omantic powers.

When planning for the Assam mission, both Grant and Kane were adamant that neither Shizuka nor
Bri-gid be a part of it. They weren't surprised by Lakesh's
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agreement to participate in a deception to keep the women out of harm'sway.

"Anyhow," Domi announced, breaking Kane'sreverie, "weve got along timetill daybreak, and there
may be two- and four-legged animals there who aren't working for Shiva."

Kane nodded. "Y ou're absolutely right. And since you're so absolutely right, you can take first watch.”
"Had that inmind dl dong.”

Domi roseto her feet, chambering around into her Combat Master with ablood-chilling clicking and
clacking of metd.

Kane watched the girl march toward the perimeter and wondered just what she had in mind. Skulking
around in the jungle dark didn't sound like a pleasant way to spend the evening. But Domi was often
motivated by little more than impulses, whims of the moment.

Kanelay back on the soft grass, apprehensive, keyed-up and tired all at the same time. He closed his
eyes and after atime, dept.

Almost immediatdly it seemed he was awvakened by a crash of satic in his head, followed by Grant's
voice demanding, "Vimana One to Ground Force. Anybody reading me?"

Chapter 21

Grant dropped the Manta's dtitude to athousand feet and cruised over a panorama of forested hills and
wooded valeys. Colored by moonshine and starlight, the Godparajungle looked peaceful, dmost
bucolic. But he also saw huge strips of land where the jungle smply stopped, foliage and treesturned to
acres upon acres of brown desolation. It looked asif a sea of plague had washed over the forests, the
farms, the paddies.

Lifting his gaze, Grant |ooked out beyond the prow of the Manta at the snow-draped peaks and foothills
of the mountains forming the spine of the Himaayas. They rushed up very fag, filling theinner curve of
his helmet's visor, and he cut back on the Manta's airspeed, reducing it to under one thousand knots.
The maximum atmospheric cruising speed for the little transatmospheric vehicle was Mach 25, but he
hadn't seen the necessity to boom through the sky from Washington Hole to Indiaat such an
ar-scorching velocity.



Grant's bronze-colored helmet was attached to the headrest of the pilot's chair. A pair of tubes stretched
from the rear to an oxygen tank at the back of the seat. The helmet and chair were of one piece, a
sdf-contained unit.
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Theinstrument pand was amost shocking inits smplicity. The controls conssted primarily of ajoystick,
dtimeter and fuel gauges. All the labeling wasin English. But theinterior curve of the hedmet's visor
swarmed with CGlI icons of sensor scopes, range finders and variousindicators.

The Manta transatmospheric plane was not an experimenta craft, but an example of atechnology that
was mastered by arace when humanity still cowered in the trees from saber-toothed tigers. The ships
were of Annunaki manufacture and design and had been found on the moon benegth the shattered
remains of an incredibly ancient city, once protected by massive geodesic domes.

The Mantas handled superficidly like the Degth-bird choppers Grant and Kane had flown when they
were Cobdtville Magigtrates. But when he and Kane brought two of the TAV's down from the Moon,
they reached the unsettling redlization that the ships couldn't be piloted like winged aircraft within an
atmosphere.

A pilot could sdlect velocity, angle, dtitude and other complex factors dictated by standard avionics, but
paceflight relied on acompletdy different set of principles. It cdled for the maximum manipulation of
gravity, trgectory, relative velocities and plain old luck. Despite dl the computer-cal culated course
programming, Grant learned quickly that successfully piloting the TAV through space was more by God
than by grace. Skill had dmost nothing to do withit.

Consulting the HUD grid-map icon, he saw he was within afive-mile radius of the Parallax Point coor-
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dinates fed into the computer before embarking from Cerberus. Activating the comm system, he hailed
Kane at the other end of the Commtact line: " Vimana One to Ground Force. Anybody reading me?’

He wasn't sure about the meaning of his particular call designation except Lakesh had suggested it.
La-kesh had made a brief reference to the Vimanas as ancient flying machines from Hindu mythology.
Nor was he sure about joining Domi on an op.

The haf-feral Outland girl had proved hersdlf to be atough and resourceful, if not atogether stable,



partner on various missions together. At one point she had saved his, Brigid's and Kane's lives when the
Cerberus mat-trans unit was sabotaged.

Grant had deliberately maintained a distance between himself and Domi, soif either she or he died— or
smply went away—the vacuum wouldn't be so difficult to endure. He recalled with crystd clarity what
she had said to him over six months ago, when she confronted him about his reluctanceto bed her: "If
you can't doiit, if you'reimpotent, then let me know right now so | can make plans.”

When he angrily denied aphysica disability was the reason, she snarled, "Then it isme, you lying sack of
shit." With contempt dripping from every syllable, she said, * 'Big man, big chest, big shoulders, legslike
trees. Guessthey don't tell the story, huh?"

That was pretty much the last private conversation they ever had. Her angry outburst cut him like the
knife she turned on Guana Teague. When he remembered the recrimination in her voice, he knew he
couldn't make up for anything he had done to hurt
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her. He knew he had hurt the girl dreadfully when she learned about him and Shizuka, but he was sure
Domi knew his decision to relocate to New Edo wasn't based on pettiness.

Grant half expected to receive no response from the hail and so he was dightly startled when Kane's
voice, which sounded exceptionaly startled, responded promptly. "Where the hell are you?'

"Comingin low over Assam," hereplied. "If | had my running lights on, you ought to be able to spot me.”

"Y ou're acouple of hours ahead of schedule,” Kanereplied. "Did you have any problemswith
convincing Brigid and Shizukato stand down?"

Grant smiled within hishelmet. "None to spesk of. Brigid understood where we were coming from.”

The Commtact accurately conveyed the relief in Kanesreply. "Good. | hope Shizukaisas
understanding.”

Grant's smile vanished. "Guess | won't know that until we get back." He purposefully didn't say "if."

"How'd it go with Sharpe?’Y ou make any progress?"



"Wdl..."

"Well what?' Kane demanded irritably. "Did you meet with the crazy bastard or not?"

"Wemet with him." Tersdy, Grant told him al that had transpired. Kane's reaction to hearing about
Sindri's decision was close to what Grant had expected.

After hdf aminute or o of venting expletives, Kane finally paused to catch his breath and Grant in-
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terjected, "If you're thinking that Sindri and Sharpe will team up, | doubt that will happen. They'retoo
much aike temperamentally. They will most likely try to kill each other. Or one or the other will haveto
make a break for it to keep from being killed."

"Y eah, you're probably right,” Kane agreed gloomily. "I guessthey deserve each other.”

Grant glanced down past his starboard wing. Through the helmet'sinfrared scanner, he saw the jungle
blotched by patches of shimmering white. " Stand by, Ground Force.”

Grant cut back on the Manta's speed and dtitude, sending it in awide spiral downward, soundless but
for the hum of the low-power gravity modifier field. He searched the darkness below and saw a massed
glow. He corrected the Mantas navigation, swinging wide so asto gpproach from the northeast. The
light was dim, the glow among the trees ashimmering, pearly sheen.

Seeming to float in the air between his eyes and the visor, acolumn of numbers appeared, glowing red
againgt the pale bronze. When he focused on a distant object, the visor magnified it and provided a
readout asto distance and dimension. Now he focused on the structure rising from the lush tangle of
foliagefar below.

A minaret thrust up from the center of a huge stone mass. L akesh had described the ancient walled
temple as being made of blocks of red sandstone, constructed to serve as a paace during the days of
the Mogul Empire. Under the blended light of the Moon and the sars, the wals held arusty huelikeold
bloodgtains.
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"What's going on?' Kane's voice demanded. "Where are you now?"

"I'm about fifteen hundred feet above apile of rocksin the middle of the jungle.” Grant'stone was
smooth and unconcerned. ' 'My powers of deduction tell methat snceit'sthe only pile of sones|'ve
seen o far inthe middle of the jungle, it must be our hit Ste.”

"Brilliant conclusion,” came Kane's dry response. "We met akid who apparently was endaved to rebuild
the place. Shelll guide usthere a dawn, | hope.”

"My scanners are picking up heat sgnatures,” Grant said. "I'm going to make another pass, see what
kind of sensor readings | get and try for ahead count. Keep your comm frequency open and I'll trace it
toyou. Can | meke avertical landing there?

"Yeah." Kane sounded uncertain, uneasy. "1 don't know if it's such agood ideato buzz around the
temple and advertise we're here.”

"It'saso not such agood ideato charge into dark territory without having an idea of the opposition
waiting for us" Grant'sreply sounded alittle too sharply impatient, even in hisown ears, so he mitigated
it by saying, "I'll hook in the low-observability camouflage screen and glide in on the gravity modifiers.
Unless somebody down thereis expecting aspy from the sky, | won't be spotted. Besides, | thought
were dedling mainly with locds, srictly knives and arrows.”

"Madi saysthe Nirodha soldiers have guns.”

"l won't give them atarget to shoot at.”
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"All right." Kane gtill didn't sound convinced. "But don't take too long. Weve got some plansto make.”

"I thought,” Grant intoned flatly, "the plan wasto blow the fucking place off the ass of Assam.”

"We don't know the number of noncombatants. Any ass bombing will have to wait until after ahands-on
recce.”

Grant opened his mouth to voice an objection, then redlized there was no point in trying to argue with
Kane over the topic of acceptable losses among innocents. "Understood. I'll make acouple of LOC
passes, then meet you at the camp.”



He touched aswitch on the control console, and eectrica impulsesfed through circuitry al over the hull
of the Manta. Dark, ambient waves shifted over the bronze exterior, coating it asif by afilm of Indiaink.
Within seconds, the TAV wasthe hue of the night.

Grant dropped the craft like a stone for two hundred feet, then checked its descent. The wedge-shaped
craft, now little more than ablack blur against adeeper black, hovered dmost directly above the temple.

Firdight stained the darkness within the perimeter of a haf-tumbledown wall, glowing between the
columns of the pa ace, with aflickering, lurid radiance intercut with black, diding shadows. He couldn't
discern any details.

Grant then did the TAV forward and swept his gaze over the temple's architecture, noting the arches,
the stairswinding up around aminaret. He saw a
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pattern of fluted columns, topped by snarling beast faces, the gaping mouths ugly with fangs.

The combination of starlight and moonshine dtered perspective and muted dl the colors. Even so, he
saw how the pillarswereluridly carved to represent every conceivable sexua joining of mae and femae,
mae and mae, female and femde. It was amonument to eternd lust.

A path gtretched from the rear of the temple, down to abend in the wide stretch of the great
Brahmaputra River. Assembled there on the bank, he saw asmal collection of buildings made of rough
wood and roofed by jungle plants. They looked like barracks or storehouses. There were open sheds
for cooking, and behind them were pensfor the stabling of livestock.

When Grant's ears suddenly started buzzing, hejumped in his seat and swore. He was overwhelmed by
astonishment when he recognized the sound as the radar-lock-on warning, piped from the forward
sensor array into hishemet. Glancing out of the starboard side, Grant glimpsed abrief flash of flamein
the jungle darkness.

For ahalf second he was too stunned to react, his eyes registering the missle lancing up from the forest,
propelled by awavering tail of fire, but his mind couldn't comprehend that the Nirodha had accessto
both radar and SAM emplacements.

Grant's hand closed around the joystick control and jerked back on it—then the night outside the
Manta's canopy blazed with asheet of flame. The TAV shuddered brutally under the jarring concussion
of the surface-to-air missile's explosive impact.
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The confines of Grant's helmet echoed with an ectronic cacophony of alarms asthe pile-driving thunder
of the warhead's detonation against the Manta's undercarriage flipped the craft over onitsport side. The
sky and jungle reded over, the horizon tipping up and then down, spinning in amad kaleidoscopic
tumble.

The TAV plummeted like arock tossed down awell. He struggled with the stick, trying to bring up the
nose, but the tree line swelled in the canopy. There was nothing left to do but pray.

Grant managed to bellow, "I'm hit! Going down!" before the blackness rushed in and engulfed him.

Chapter 22

Kane legped to hisfeet as Grant'sroar of "I'm hit! Going down!" seemed to lift off the top of his skull.

Cold terror tightening like afist in his midsection, he watched the green jungle hillsto the north, in the
generd direction Madi had indicated the temple of Shakti lay. His eyes searched and scanned and finally
caught abrief, dmost sublimina glimpse of afirefly flicker of flame. It fluttered to earth, shedding a
stream of sparks.

Then it was gone, swallowed up by the night, asif it were nothing more than thefina, dying arc of a
shooting star hafway around the world.

Kane's heart beat fast within his chest as he called Grant's name three times without a response. Neither
L akesh nor Domi was ouitfitted with the Commitacts, so they regarded Kane's sudden agitation and
skyward stare with expressions of questioning surprise.

"Grant just said he was hit, that he was shot down,”" hetold them grimly.
Incredulity shonein Lakesh'seyes as heroseto hisfeet. "Shot down by what?"

"He didn't have time to make apositive ID," Kanereplied coldly, "but it doesn't take alot of imagination
to guessit was asurface-to-air missile.”



He gestured in the direction of the pyrotechnic dis-
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play inthe sky. "Something sure as hell went down in flames.”

Domi followed his hand wave, eyeswide. "They have misslesin that temple?'

"Worse," Kane grated. "They have ameans of detecting stedlth technology so they can usetheir missiles.”

Addressing Lakesh angrily, he demanded, ' "Fetish-worshiping natives don't usudly have such thingsin
their juju huts, do they?"

"No, they don't," Lakesh countered. "Therefore, we must assume Sam has advanced further in building
the Nirodhamovement than your future salf knew."

Kane swung away from him, staring down at adeepy-eyed Madi. "Will you guide usto theriver right
now?"'

Thegirl only stared a him, confused and frightened by his aggressive tone and stance. " She doesn't
understand you," Lakesh said acidly.

"Then ask her yoursdlf, goddammit!"

Although he glared at Kane, Lakesh knew better than to chide him about his manner. He did asthe man
ordered, putting questionsto Madi. The girl reluctantly nodded, replying in her own tongue.

"Shélll doit," confirmed Lakesh, "but doesn't think much of theidea. Itll befar safer to wait until dawn.”
"Safer for us," Domi stated curtly. "Not for Grant.”
Kane picked up his pack and dipped into the straps. "Get all our gear together and let's get it done.”

Within afew seconds, they were plunging through
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the damp, humid jungle. Domi's Nighthawk micro-light emitted a 5,000 minicandlepower beam, and it
illuminated their path. They passed bloody, disembowe ed remains, dready crawling with ants. Madi
identified the corpses as the Scorpia Prime's soldiers, digpatched by Shivastiger.

They saw no sign of the great cat and Kane wasjust as glad, servant of the god or not. Two of the
corpses were completdly ripped in two, huge sections of their spines missing, intestines |ooped across
the jungle floor. The Nirodhahad not died eesily.

Asthey dogged across astretch of marshy ground, they heard aliquidy growl from a copse of
purple-leafed brush ahead of them. The four people cameto a halt, and the Nighthawk's amber beam
touched a pair of round, tawny eyesthat shone like two yellow-green moons.

Kane automaticaly tensed hiswrist, and his Sin Eater popped into hishand. A hugetiger limped dowly
out of the bush. His black-and-gold striped coat glistened dully with amixture of water, mud and blood.
Madi spokein avoice choked with grief and made amotion asif to render the enormous cat aid. Domi
drew her back by an arm and lined up the bore of her Combat Master with the tiger's broad head.

"'"Thisisthe beast who saved her and her companion from the Scorpia Prime's soldiers,” Lakesh
trandated. ' "Who showed her the way to the Shivashrine. It was obvioudy wounded by gunshots.”

"Mortally wounded, I'd say," Kane murmured, feding asurge of pity for the great animd.

Thetiger lowered itshead, and itsimmense jaws
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hung open asit panted. The long fangs gleamed with daver and blood. Madi said something sorrowful,
eyes brimming with tears.

' 'She wants us to put the poor creature out of its misery,” Lakesh interpreted.

Kane waited for Domi to volunteer, but she did not. Instead, she glanced at him expectantly over her
shoulder. He shook hishead, frowning. "It'snot my place.

"Thenwhose placeisit?" she asked waspishly. "Tiger issuffering.”



Kanelowered hispigtol. "I don't fed | should—"

Therest of Kane's objection was drowned out by a hoarse, snarling cough asthe tiger leaped, muscles
rippling under its scarlet-streaked hide. The cat bounded straight at him, ablur of black, gold and red.
Domi cried out infear.

Automaticaly, Kanejerked up hisgun hand and fired the Sin Eater. Even ashe did so, hefelt bitterly
sorry. Thefull-auto fusillade drove the tiger back, breaking the momentum of its charge. Jawsfoaming
with crimson, the cat staggered, regained something of its balance and began another lunge.

Hand trembling alittle, Kane aimed carefully and squeezed off asingle shot, putting around into the
tiger'shead. VVoicing agasping growl, the beast dammed down heavily on the ground, itslong tail lashing
theair for amoment. Then the tiger expired, dying very quietly for such afierce animad. Kane turned
away, swalowing hard, shaking his head.

Madi stepped forward and knelt beside the tiger,
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gently stroking its massive head asif it were adegping housecat. She whispered tenderly toit.

Lakesh said quietly, " She thanks him and wishes him well on hisjourney to his next life. She saysthey
will mest again.”

Inavery unsteady voice, Domi declared, "We got no timefor this."

L akesh urged the mourning, weeping girl to her feet. She regarded Kane with eyes like wet black
diamonds and after saying afew words she turned away, back toward thetrail.

" She thanked you, friend Kane," Lakesh told him softly. ' Thetiger made the decison for you. Inyou,
he recognized akindred spirit, awarrior's heart who understood his own. So don't blame yourself."

Kane didn't reply, but only started walking again. Within twenty minutes of struggling through ferns,
fronds and vines, they glimpsed the Brahmaputra River, awide, glistening ribbon. Under the combined
radiance of the moon and the stars, it had become arunning sea of silver, rolling between jungled banks.

In ahushed tone, Lakesh said, "From mystery above it flows, to mystery below.”



Kanedidn't ask him what he meant. After acouple of minutes of searching, he found the dugouts. The
four people piled into the longest. Domi pushed the craft out into the current of theriver with along
steering oar.

All four of them paddied. Although the current wasn't exceptionaly powerful, to make any progress at
al required dl of them working in tandem, pulling

Sea of Plague 309

and straining at the oars. Once they were past asmall section of rapids, the course became easier.

The dugout wasn't aclumsy craft, despite its crude appearance, but even paddling against aduggish
current, the canoe moved dowly through the shrouds of mist. Even at the halfway point between
midnight and daybreak, the heat and humidity were oppressive. The air was heavy with moisture, tainted
with the muddy, tropical fecundity of the jungle that brooded on either side of the river. Sweet gathered
on Kane's face despite the temperature controls of his shadowsuiit.

He strained to hear any sound in the night that didn't belong there, like human voices or mechanica
noise, but al he heard was a chorus of frogs and insects. Despite hislong training in staying focused on
gaining an objective, Kane found his thoughts wandering to Brigid. He thought he had made his peace,
as much as he was able, with whatever demon haunted their relationship, but knowing they wereto be
man and wifein the future—a future, he mentally corrected himsdlf, not the future—affected him deeply.
And it was afuture he was now working to keep from coming into existence.

He swalowed asigh, wishing that he and Brigid could define once and for al the bond between them,
but he doubted it could ever be done. The possibility of marrying threw any conjectures he might make
even further into abottomless pit of unfulfilled what-ifs.

L akesh suddenly uttered a groan and withdrew his paddle from the river. When Kane glanced at him,
the man gave him asickly, shamed grin and panted
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heavily. Unaccustomed to long periods of physica exertion, hetired quickly. Breathlesdy he said,
"Almost completely around the world in a second with the interphaser and now maybe five miles per
hour in aboat.”

Wincing, he worked his shoulders back and forth. "I fed like astove-up Hiawatha."



"Who'sthat?' asked Kane, still paddling without breaking rhythm.

Lakesh snorted. "Sometimes | fed very sorry for you, friend Kane. Y ou've no frame of reference for
much of anything. Y ou don't know the myths, the legends, the folklore of your own culture.”

Kane cast him a searching over-the-shoulder glance. "We're making new legendsfor anew culture,
Lakesh. All of us™”

L akesh pondered that for athoughtful moment, then did his paddle into the water. "I supposewe are,”
he admitted.

The river narrowed, the strength of the current dackening somewhat. The prow of the canoe continued
to dideforward, propelled by the steady paddling. Insects whirled in such abundant clouds, Kane knew
that if he, Domi and L akesh hadn't been wearing the shadowsuits, not an inch of their bodieswould've
remained unbitten. Hefelt sorry for Madi, who endured the discomfort with Slent stoicism.

Domi suddenly gtiffened, straightening and staring intently ahead. The moonlit river sivept around a
curve, and amile ahead of them, just visible above the treetops, loomed adark tower, black against the
star-speckled sky.
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Madi muttered something, and it didn't sound encouraging.
"That," Lakesh said confidently, "would be the temple of Shakti."

Domi nodded. "And get alook at what'swaiting for usthere.”

Chapter 23

Grant awoke to a nostril-clogging stench, to heet, to amurmur of voices. He blinked in the dim light and
saw a place where sewage and garbage were dumped. All around were stinking pools of dime. Hewas
naked and chained to awall.

His head ached abominably and thirst burned his mouth and throat. His belly quivered with nausea. The
fact the stink in the room caused his somach to dip sidewaystold him just how virulently repulsive the
odors were. His nose had been broken three timesin the past, and aways poorly reset.



Unless an odor was extraordinarily pleasant or astonishingly repulsive, he was incapable of detecting
subtle smels unlessthey were right under his nogtrils. A running joke during his Mag days had been that
he could eat a hearty dinner with adead skunk lying on the table next to his plate.

He heard the muted, distant babble of many voices, but he couldn't pick out any single word. Whatever

language the voices spokein, it sounded like gibberish to hisears. Sowly, he surveyed his surroundings.
In the gloom, things looked blurred, out of focus on the edges. Grant wondered bri€efly if he had suffered
serious damageto hisskull. A naked lightbulb on the ceiling offered fegble illumination.
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He closed hiseyes, pdming them, felt the tug of the manacles and heard the clink of chains. Shackles
encircled both wrists, and the chains from them |ooped through eyelets on the metal belt locked around
hiswaist. A chain at the rear of the belt was bolted to a bracket on the damp stone wall behind him.

Experimentdly, he opened and closed both eyes one after the other and redized the vison in hisleft one
wasimpaired, asif covered by atranducent film. Theflesh around it was swollen, very sore and tender
to the touch. Grinding histeeth, hetried to stand.

Cramping needles of agony shot up through his shoulders and arms. Nausea became a clawed animal
trying to tear itsway out of his somach. It was dl he could do to swallow the column of burning bile
working itsway up histhroat—not that vomit would do much to spoil the ambiance of his surroundings.
He stayed where he was for along moment, breathing deeply. He was helpless, half-blind and sick.

When hefdt better, usng the chain welded to the belt as support, Grant pulled himsdf into a standing
position, staggered on unsteady legs and fell againgt thewall. He remained where he was, breathing
hard. After aminute he began checking himsalf expertly for broken bones and more severeinjuries. He
touched alump at the back of his head, and his fingers came away damp and red. His head throbbed, in
cadence with his pulse. He figured he was suffering from a concussion.

Hisright rib cage burned asif ahot, saw-bladed knife had been inserted there. He wasn't sureif he
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was suffering from broken or cracked ribs, but either way, historso felt asif it had been substituted for
an anvil. The swelling on the back of his head was more worrisome. Reba would probably diagnoseit as
aclosed-skull injury, and he knew from hisyears as aMagisirate that head traumas were awaystricky.
He could have sustained a skull fracture and be suffering from a subdural seepage of blood, for dl he



knew.

Mentdly, he played back the glimpse of the missle flaming up from the dark jungle. He remembered the
explosion and the dizzying spin into ablivion, but hisrecollections were hazy. His shadowsuit would have
cushioned the impact of the crash, even protected him from burns. That he survived the crash was not
open to conjecture since he hurt so much, but he had no idea of who had retrieved him and chained him
naked to awall. More importantly, he had no ideawhy.

Fedling a stinging sensation on the inside of hisleft elbow, he saw atiny crusted-over pinprick. Despite
the cloying heat, he shivered. Not only had he been pulled from the wreckage of the Manta, but aso he
had been drugged, no doubt to keep him tractable while he was searched and stripped.

Grim determination steeled his mind. Despite the blurred vision in hiseft eye, he examined the chains,
The links were thick, too strong to break, made of high-grade steel. The bracket in the wall looked
deeply sunk into the stone, but he pulled anyway. It did not stir, nor had he redlly expected it to.

A multilegged insect scuttled over hisfoot and crawled toward anoxious puddle on the floor, star-
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tling him so much he couldn't gop himsalf from blurting out an obscenity.

"That will do you no good, you know."

Grant whirled, releasing the chain. A young man stood framed in the open doorway. Almost emaciated
in gppearance, he wore awhite linen suit and matching shoes that showed not atrace of mud. He
apparently had not ventured into the cell before now. Hisface, despiteitslook of gented starvation, was
dtill aboy'sface, pale, angular and even rather cherubic, despite the dark glasses masking his eyes.

Hisslvery hair swept across his high forehead. His appearance struck afaint chord of recognition, but
Grant couldn't immediatdly place him. Still, he exuded aforce, abroodingly powerful aura, that Grant
could sense and his nervesthrobbed in reaction to it.

"Who are you?' demanded Grant, making no attempt to cover up his nakedness.

"You don't remember me, Mr. Grant?' The man's voice was a beautiful, musica contralto.



Grant wasin no mood to play guessing games, but he forced himsdlf to mutter, "I'm not sure.”

"Takeaguess" The young man reached up and removed his sunglasses, revealing apair of haughty
golden eyesthat shone like polished ingots. His mouth curved in avague smile, but it didn't affect his
eyes. They were old, old with an age beyond human understanding. They were eyesthat had seen birth
and life and death in an endless stream, eyes that preferred death. Grant had seen those eyes before,
even though the color wasn't the same.

"Colond Thrush," Grant said quietly.
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The young man's dender body stiffened. Hislips moved, twisted amost asif in agony. His upper body
leaned forward with a desperate hunger and he demanded, "Do you know who | redly am? Tdl me!"

"Don't you know?' Grant asked with aforced cam.

"I'm told my nameis Sam." He spoke in adistracted, amost dreamy whisper. ' That my titleis
im-perator. But sometimes | don't think that isright. It'salmost asif part of me, thetrue part, is

deeping—"

He broke off, clearing histhroat, asif catching himself before he broke a confidence. He folded the
earpieces of his sunglasses and tucked them into abreast pocket of his blazer.

Knotting hisbig fists, Grant inquired quietly, "Why don't you come closer, Sam? 'l put all of your parts
todeep.”

Surprised, Sam snapped his head toward him and rubbed his hands together in agitation, making adry,
papery rustle as of scaes diding acrossleather. He glared at Grant in sudden rage. The sheer homicidal
fury in his eyes and face rocked Grant back like the blow of afigt.

"Don't darewake dl of mel" he shouted. "Not until | have built theworld | want, rebuilt this oneto suit
me so it will truly be apart of me. It will be the world of my dresms—even the peopleinit!”

""What makes you think you can build anything?' Grant asked, voice heavy with undisguised contempt.
"Much lessaworld?'

The question didn't upset Sam. His expression be-
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came vague and preoccupied. ' 'l am not too young to be agod, am 17?7

"You'rejust aboy."

Sam nodded in grudging agreement. " A boy who doesn't age, but who evolves, who possesses dll the
wisdom from the beginning of time. But no one has ever been asaone as|. So | must build my own
world, where| will never beaoneagan.”

"And how," Grant asked, "will you do that?"

"By making everyone who ever lived, who ever will live, apart of me. And me apart of them.”

Grant stood frozen, inwardly shrinking from the quiet self-confidence in the young man'stone and
bearing.

Sam put his hands in the pockets of his blazer and looked down at the toes of his spotless white shoes.
Musingly, asif heweretaking to himsdf, he said, "1 know what happened to the citiesin the Black
Gobi, to Kharo-Khoto, to Sumer...to the civilization of Angkor...to the temples of the Maya and the
Aztec. Somehow | know. And because | do know, that isolates me. | was bom aone. No onein history
hes ever been asalone as|.”

The young man laughed, alow, bitter sound. He glanced up, staring intently at Grant asif seeing himfor
thefirst time. "How did you find out about this place, Mr. Grant? Do you know what I'm doing here?"

Grant's reply wastondess. "What makes you think | know anything about anything?”

Sam's mouth twisted in amoue of mockery. "Oh, yes, naturdly, you know nothing!" Histone was brit-
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tiewith sarcasm. ' 'Naturaly, you must deny knowing anything about anything—about the perfectly
unique aircraft you were flying, about the hows and whys of you just happening to be flying it over this
province in Assam, about whether | can expect your friends, Mr. Kane or Miss Baptiste or even
Mohandas Lakesh Singh, to drop in at any moment.”



"Judging by your missle and radar emplacements,” Grant retorted, "it wasn't like you never foresaw
something like that hgppening.”

Sam'sresponse was sullen. "'l believein being prepared to deal with al contingencies.”

"I've heard that about you."

Sam stepped farther into the room. "Redly? What e se have you heard?!

Grant refused to reply; he only shook his head.

"Thefact you have not asked me any questionstells me you know quite abit about my affairs. Far, far
more than you should, by any laws of logic. Y ou know where you are, don't you?"

Grant didn't move or spesk. His face remained impassve.

"'l suppose | could tell you afew things,” the im-perator continued blithely. "For example, before
another month is out, dmogt adl of Assam will be under my control. Before another month and ahalf
passes, that quaint little mountaintop retreat of yourswill be destroyed.”

Grant let out along bresth. "All right, Sam. | do know afew things, some of which you don't know, but
really want to know. But I'll expect to receive
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some information from you, too. For example, what's so specia about Assam?’

Sam's golden eyes glinted with sudden humor. "Very little, actualy, except for itslong historica
association with avariety of Tantric sex cults. At this point it'sa culture dish, in more waysthan one.”

Grant shook his head. "1 don't get you."

Patronizingly, Sam stated, "Perhaps it would be more accurate to refer to Assam as my laboratory,
wherein | gather empirical data about the human race's primary motivators. For example, humanity



functions by responding to the overwhel ming commands of itsviscerd needsand its survival.

"Humankind's single most overriding need isto edt, so at the head of my datalist isto induce hunger. It's
sample, int it? Eat or die”

Grant nodded, wishing the young man would come close enough so he could launch akick. "Yes, that's
smpleenough.”

"Then when abely isfull," theimperator continued, "sex assumes the dominant position of viscera
demands. Asfar asyour kind is concerned, sex transcends smple procrestive needs. You find it
satisfying, intoxicating. Every human society throughout your sordid history hasfollowed thisbasic
pattern. | meet these two basic drives with the Nirodha movement. This country, this province, isonly a
pilot experiment. I'll be exporting it abroad soon enough.”

Grant nodded casudly. "'l figured as much. Y ou need to test the audience before you fully draft your
so-cdled Great Plan.”

Sam'slean body suddenly seemed to freeze. His
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expression did not ater, hiseyesdid not blink, his hands did not move. He did not appear to breathe.
When hefinaly spoke, hisvoice was bardly above awhisper.

"Now that isinteresting, Mr. Grant. How could you possibly have heard those two wordsin connection
to me?' His eyes shone brightly, hot aureate pools of suspicion and anger.

Grant tried to shrug, even though the motion pained him. "1 have my connections, Sammy.”

"What are they? What brought you here?' Sam'stone had logt al pretense of amiability. "Have | been
betrayed? Did my mother—?" He bit off therest of hisquestion, asif he could not bring himsdlf to utter
it.

Grant brayed a short, scornful laugh. * "'Who the hell would betray you? Nobody gives enough of ashit
about you."

Inavoice pitched so low it was dmost asibilant hiss, Sam intoned, "Y ou are o very, very wrong about
that, Mr. Grant." He turned his head and called, "Y ou may comein now. I'm afraid I'll need you after al."



Instantly, awoman stepped into the room, moving with alithe, danceresque grace. Grant had expected
to see Ericavan Sloan, but he didn't recogni ze the dark-haired woman who responded to Sam's
summons—however, he recognized her as atype. Shewas ahybrid, and agtirringly beautiful one, too.

Grant noticed immediately that she was nearly ahdf head taler than most hybrids he had seen. Thelong
deek hair that framed her high-planed face and
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her dark, back-danted eyes gave her an exotic, dmost barbaric flair. She wore the black imperia
uniform, the satin tunic stretched taut across her small breasts and cinched tight at her narrow waist. She
carried adender slver wand, which tapered down to avery narrow tip. Grant's belly turned cold when
he recognized it as an infrasound wand.

"Thisis Baron Beausoleil,” Sam announced. "Also known as Scorpia Prime.”

By great effort, Grant managed to keep the astonishment he felt from registering on hisface. He knew
Domi had encountered the femae baron at Ayers Rock during the mission to rescue Quavell, but he
hadn't expected to ever see her face-to-face. Just the concept of afemale baron was surprising enough,
s0 actualy seeing her in the flesh was dmaost shocking.

"The baron enjoys wringing answers from mysteries," Sam went on. " She has been agreat comfort and
help to mein my various endeavors.”

As Sam spoke, Beausolell absently swished the rod back and forth. Grant was assailed by an instant of
irrational dread. He knew the infrasound batons converted electrical current to sound waves by amaser
and were very deadly weapons. He had been on the receiving end of their kinetic punch once before,
and it had taken him daysto recover.

"Mr. Grant, | want you to tell me how you cameto be here." Sam spoke very authoritetively. "After al,
you owe me alittle consderation. | could haveleft you to diein your aircraft.”

"You wouldnt believe meif | told you," replied Grant.
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"Try us" Beausoleil suggestedicily.

"We received amessage from the future,” Grant said earnestly. "It laid out your entire Great Plan, how
you intend to starve the world with a plague, then set up the Nirodha movement and stage a devastating
war. By thetimeyouredl donewith it, you'l have built the world you talked about. Y ou'll never be
aone again, because you'll belinked with every human brain aive on the planet.”

"Ah." Sam nodded asif he had expected the answer. He nodded to Beausoleil and then to Grant. ' 'If
you would be so kind?'

The woman danced forward and dashed Grant vicioudy across the left cheek with the point of the
infrasound wand. Fortunately, it wasn't powered up. If it had been, mogt of hisfacia boneswould have
been fractured. Asit was, the unexpected force of the blow staggered him. If not for the chain at his
wast, hewould havefalen.

' "The imperator put some smple questionsto you, Mr. Grant." She spoke very crisply, very
matter-of-factly. "He expects you to answer them, and if you do not, he expects me to compel you to do
0."

"He'sliableto be very disgppointed,” Grant grunted.

Sam turned toward the door and said genially, "I'll leave you two aone. I've the sunrise ceremony to
arange.”

"Hey, Sammy," Grant called out.

The young man paused, turning his head to look at him. Grant dug the toes of hisright foot into apuddie
of fetid muck and kicked adurry of dimein hisdi-
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rection. Sam didn't get al of it, but his spotless white coat was spattered with dark brown-green
gplotches. Recoiling, he shrieked in disgust and anger.

Grant kicked then at Beausoleil, who danced back out of the way of hisbig muddy foot with amincing
step that was surprisingly swift. In the same motion, she thumbed on the power switch of the wand. The
humming, shivering tip of the wand inscribed a short arc and swiped him across the ankle. Crying out,
Grant reded backward, anumbing pain running up and down hisleg.



"That wasn't even notched to half power," the baron stated, a dangerous edge to her voice.

"Get answers out of that son of abitch!™ Sam's maddened voice shook with wild rage. "Do whatever
you haveto do!"

He whirled through the door and was gone. Baron Beausolell flashed Grant avery smug, very
sdf-satisfied amile. Hetried to Sraighten, favoring hisright foot. He didn't think the ankle bone was
broken, but the nervesin it fet asif they had been dipped in acid.

Beausolell dowly ran her gaze up and down his body, eyeing him speculatively. "Y ou are asuperb
physical specimen,” she dmost crooned, "for an gpeling.”

She extended the vibrating tip of the infrasound wand toward his genita's, continuing to smilea him. He
ressted the urge to cup hishands over hisgroin. Even if the length of the chains encumbering hiswrigts
alowed it, he knew it would do little good. Having been on the receiving end of the ultrasonic
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kicks delivered by the wands, he knew how quickly they could disable. He recaled how the focused
energy had once liquefied ahybrid's brain. The notion of what it could do to histesticles caused cold
swest to break out al over hisbody.

"Y ou have atrue man's physique," Beausolell said in aferd purr. "Strong, powerful, virile. It'sapity sex
holds no gpped for me." She paused, her smile broadening as she added, "A pity for you."

Grant did hisbest not to let the fear filling him show on hisface. If Domi was tempestuousin her
passions and Shizuka afierce warrior-queen, then Beausolell was aterrifying symbol of female power.
She was more predator than woman, driven by alust that could only be satiated by pain and blood. She
did not just want it; she demanded it.

The point of the baron's little wet red tongue popped out and touched her lips as she stepped closer, the
tip of the baton humming like a swarm of insects. Beads of sweet ran down his backbone.

"Theresno point to this" he ragped. "Theres nothing | can tdll you.”

"Onyour knees." She snapped out the wordsin a haughty, imperious voice. "On your knees before your
baron."

Thefear in Grant didn't exactly ebb, but it was replaced by a stronger, hotter emotion. Hefelt hisface



locking into amask of angry resolve. "No."

Thetip of the rod stabbed forward, touching hisleft shoulder. Grant jerked at the sting of it againgt
bruised flesh. "Hurtsjust alittle, doesn't it?'

Then she began flailing & him with thewand, usng
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it with skill and speed and sadistic expertise. A series of nerve-shredding shockstore at his body.
Through ared mist of agony, Grant twisted, fought the restraint of hisbonds. He didn't try to snatch at
the wand. Not until the vicious bitch was within hisreach did he dare act.

"Why did you come here?' The point of the wand struck before Grant could answer, stroking his knee,
his stomach, his chest. "Answer me, you ape-kin scum! Answer!"

Despite the agony consuming him, Grant understood the interrogation technique. Baron Beausolell had
probably picked it up from her villeés Magitrate Divis on—questions followed by the application of pain,
then more questions with no opportunity for answers. It was a standard Mag practice, meant to break
the spirit and encourage unthinking responses.

Grant refused to answer or to be broken, even though the wand seared his nerves, bruised his flesh and
muscle and ruptured capillaries dl over hisbody. "Told you aready," he gasped out.

''Do you expect meto believe that idiocy about amessage from the future?' Beausolell's voicewas a
screech of fury—or excitement. Her eyes blazed with awild light and perspiration dicked her face. "Do
you take mefor afool 7'

"No," Grant spit. "A diseased littledut.”

The baron tensed with rage, her face taut as she raised the infrasound wand, holding it like arapier, the
humming tip circling inches from Grant's eyes. She hissed, "Do you think you can be as uncooperative
without the use of your eyes? Don't you know
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how easy it would be? Pop-pop and you're blind for life."

Beausoleil had worked hersdlf up to amad fury, converting it to pleasure, taking dmost orgasmic
enjoyment in the pain, the fear she caused. "Do you know where you are?' she demanded breathlesdy.
"Where the cultists put their garbage, their offal! Becausethat'sal you redly are, your entire species,
only secretions and excrement!”

"And what doesthat make you?' he asked hoarsdly, hiseyesblurred by pain. "Since you're spending so
much time with me, that makes you a sanitation expert, doesn't it? A sewer worker?"

Baron Beausolell's cold marble face didn't dter. She extended the shivering tip of the wand until it
touched hisforehead. Like abolt of lightning, pain ripped through Grant's nervous system. Hisbrain
seemed to catch fire, eectric with agony. He writhed and convulsed and cursed, the links of the chains
clinking and rattling.

Hewas only dimly aware of sagging in his chains, the manacles cutting crudly into hiswrigts. His head
hung loosdly. All he could see was the damp ground and the toes of Beausoleil's polished boots.

In atone heavy with mock sympathy, she asked, "How much longer will you alow thisto go on— until
you're blind, crippled, impotent?”

Grant had no breeth or inclination to answer. He could barely move. Even blinking brought pain, and
respiration was an exercise in agony.

"Asyouwish," the baron murmured dmost sadly. "Asyou wish."
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The wand's bee-swarm hum grew louder, filling his ears. Then the room seemed to move asif agiant
boot had given the foundation aferocious kick. Grant heard objects falling over, and the celling cracked,
showering the room with dust and grit. The lightbulb exploded with a crackle and a spray of sparks.

Then Grant dared to act.

Chapter 24

Avanisadidn't like guns, particularly not the spindly machine guns called SIG-AMTsthat had been doled
out by the Scorpia Primes foreign minions. He much preferred his own rawhide twelve-plaited whip asa



symbol and tool of discipline and violence. He took a secret pride in the knowledge that the whip itself
marked him as an overseer, not the colored uniform or the face-paint with the scorpion insgnia

Unlike most of the Naga people, Avanisawas agnarled, knot-muscled little man, stringy and lean, likea
half-starved cat. A shag of iron-gray beard clothed hislower face. Hishair wasjust asgray, but at least
the red-and-black turban covered that. His skin was as dark and tough as cured leather, and his
obsdian eyes glinted from nests of wrinkles. As much as he prided himself on the whip, he took agrest
ded of stisfaction in believing his eyes saw everything.

In the hour preceding dawn, Avanisaroused the daves from their barracks, ordering them down to the
riverbank to bathe and make themselves presentabl e for the weekly benediction performed by the high
priestess of Shakii.

The blessing bestowed by the servant of the Scorpia Prime was meant to inspire the workersto labor
with more dedication in the restoration of the temple.
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Asfar as Avanisawas concerned, more food and fewer hourstoiling in the bruta heat would accomplish
that, with no man-hours wasted on pseudoreli-gious ceremonies. A bit of consideration given to the
limitations of human endurance would grestly improve morae.

At the moment, morale was in a precarious baance. Two of the young daves had escaped from the
barracks the evening before, stealing a canoe and taking it down the Brahmaputra. He had dispatched a
retrieva party, but they had yet to return.

Although he didn't find their absence particularly sSgnificant, since he knew they wouldn't try to come
back upriver at night, he knew the other daves were anxioudy waiting to learn if the escapeeswould be
returned after daybreak. If they were not, then Avanisafeared the pair of young people would become
heroes, sources of ingpiration. Asit was, he had already heard murmurs among the laborersthat Shiva
was grestly displeased by the defilement of the temple of Shakti and would soon intervene. Those
murmurs had become pronounced after the strange events of only afew hours before, when the spear of
the Scor-pia Prime pierced aflying machine, like Shivas Vi-manamentioned in the Ramayana, and
brought it to earth.

Avanisawasn't asuperdtitious or religious man. He didn't necessarily disbelievein the godsor theold
ways, but by the same token he had a great appreciation for redity. And at this point, the smpleredlity
was that the Scorpia Prime held the reins of power in Goa para. She saw to the feeding and clothing of
the
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people and their entertainment. Whether she was redlly an incarnation of Shakti or not, al Avanisacared
about was whether he ate and waslaid on aregular schedule. So far, the Scorpia Prime hadn't et him
down.

Avanisaand three of hisfellow Nagas watched as the people clustered at the water at the riverbank,
washing and grooming themselves so their stlench wouldn't be an affront to the Scorpia Prime's high
priestess, atall foreign bitch who behaved asif everything in Assam was an affront to her.

So hewaited in the predark murk for the twenty-eight people to complete their ablutions. When it
seemed they were taking an inordinately long time, he barked a command and cracked hiswhip inthe
auto catch their attention.

Sowly but obediently, the daves began trudging up the dight incline, the women drawing closed their
saris and the hoods of their robes. In atight mass, they marched toward the temple. Avanisaled them
past theirrigation ditches and the worktables.

The eastern horizon glowed with red-gold bands when they entered the temple through a courtyard full
of shadows and overgrown shrubbery. Cracked pillars thrust up their pinnaclesinto the sky, some of
them topped by eroded, horrific faces of demons and rak-shahas.

The entrance foyer was partly falen in, but the portico, uphed by four marble columns, was till intact.
Along the edge of the roof arow of horn-headed stone gargoyles leered down—statues of monsters of
bygone epochs, haf human and haf beast.

Sea of Plague 331

Inside the temple, Avanisafollowed the distant thumping of drums and the peoplefollowed him. From a
wide corridor, they walked into the vast centra hall serving asthe temple of Shakti. The areawas
illuminated by flaming braziers and lanterns that threw ashimmering vell of color over thewalls, which
depicted passon-twisted figures locked in awide variety of sexua positions.

The high priestess stood upon the round dtar stone, dowly beating a drum with the hedl of one hand.
Her features were painted in red-and-black designs, her long black hair tossed over ashoulder in athick
braid, intertwined with garlands of flowers. Her graceful, swanlike neck led to avoluptuous body draped
inathin, gauzy slk that only blurred, not obscured her long legs and firm, round breasts. Taut nipples
pressed againgt the thin fabric asif shewerein ahigh state of sexua arousdl.

Avanisa stood aside asthe davesfiled into the chamber. He wasn't particularly anxiousto attend the



benediction, since the ceremony would end only with the distribution of bowls of rice, not with an orgy.
The Scorpia Prime herself was not present, and therefore such activity would not be proper.

Asone of the female daves strode by him, body wrapped in asari from head to ankle, Avanisanoted
absently that she didn't shuffle. He aso caught a brief flash of white from beneath the hnen hood. It
required amoment for the anomaliesto register fully, and by then most of the laborers had crowded into
thetemple.

Suspicionsflaring, Avanisa shouted an order and
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all the people lurched to ahalt. The overseer ignored the glare of disapproval from the high priestess, as
his eyes siwept over the bowed, linen-covered heads. He pulled alaborer from theline, more or less at
random and yanked the hood back, reveaing the frightened, seamed face of amiddle-aged woman.

Avanisa pushed the woman aside and stepped to the next personin line, asmall figure he guessed wasa
teenager. He pulled her hood back roughly—and gaped at the white-skinned, white-haired, red-eyed
devil who smiled sweetly up a him. He started to bellow an darm, then Domi shot him, right through her
sai.

The report of the Combat Master boomed and echoed in the vaulted chamber. 1t sent out awave of
eardrum-compressing sound. The .45-cdiber round caught the bearded man Madi had identified as
Avanisadead center, crushing his clavicle and ripping both of hislungs apart.

The overseer didn't cry out, but just left hisfeet, catapulting backward into one of the free-standing
braziers. It toppled over amid a storm of sparks, clanging loudly against the stone floor.

The daves, many of them clapping hands over their ears, fell into a mindless panic, despite being told
earlier by Madi what the three outlanders had in mind. The laborers had been overjoyed to seethemin
the girl's company when they floated to the riverbank. They were ecstatic when Madi explained they
intended to free them from servitude and were more than eager to help smuggle them into the temple.
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Now, with the death of their cruel overseer, they screamed and ran in al directions a once. The few
who didn't milled around aimlessly, confused asto the correct reaction.

Kane knew the sound of the gunshot would draw other Scorpia Prime soldiersinto the temple and he
shouted to Lakesh, "Grab Erical”



The high priestess, standing frozen by shock on the altar stone, dropped the drum. Lakesh saw the light
of recognition dawn in her overly made-up eyes as he fought hisway through the terrified workers
toward her.

Hisfeet tangled in the hem of the robe hanging from his shoulders, and he sumbled, faling to thefloor.
He managed to catch himself with both hands, but before he could lever himsdlf upright again afrantic
dave stepped on him, using his back as a springboard and damming him facefirst to thefloor.

Cursing, Lakesh got to hisfeet in alunging rush, elbowing two people aside. Heripped off hisrobe ashe
did so, catching only the briefest of glimpses of Ericavan Soan racing toward anarrow doorway at the
rear of the chamber.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Domi and Kane struggling out of their robes. At the sametime, a
group of turbaned, face-painted men pounded into the temple, the barrels of the subgunsin their hands
spitting flame and thunder. Three of the workers screamed and fell, clutching at themselves.

Kane caught Lakesh'seye. "Go!" heroared.

Asthelast of the davesran screaming from the temple, Domi and Kane reacted instantaneoudy, S-
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multaneoudly, reflexively. They depressed the triggers, and their handguns roared.

A turbaned soldier's cry of warning ended in agargled grunt asthe 9 mm blockbusters from Kan€s Sin
Eater tore blood-bursting gougesin histhroat and knocked him backward. Miniature volcanoes erupted
crimson geysersall over historso.

The sx warriors rushing into the temple uttered wild, undulating screams, shouldering their SIGFAMTSs.
The Nagas, savages though they might be, had an instinctive grasp of tactics. They spread out acrossthe
area, sometrying to cut their quarry off from aretreat.

Shots cracked and boomed. A bullet hissed past Kane's ear and another tugged at the collar of his
shadowsuit. He dived behind acarved pillar that displayed arelief image of amenage atroisamong a
man, awoman and acobra, hisfinger depressing the trigger of his Sin Eater.

Three bullets took the right ear off the head of a Scorpia Prime soldier, bit deeply into hisneck and
hammered him between the eyes, blowing out the back of histurban in agout of blood, bone chips and



brain matter.

Domi went to her knees behind the dtar stone and her semiautomatic pistol thundered as she chose her
targets carefully. A pair of .45-caliber dugs hit aman bearing along, wavy-bladed dagger with a
hollow-point one-two punch, knocking him backward.

A barrage of bullets spewed from two subguns thudding into the stone, chopping out fragments but
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not penetrating it. Domi kept her head down and continued working the trigger of her pistol. The thunder
of the gunfire was deafening. Thewalls of the huge chamber beat it back and magnified it.

A keening Nagaraced directly for Kane's position, swinging a curved sword over his head and working
thetrigger of aSIG-AMT. Kane shifted the barrdl of his Sin Eater and let loose atriburst. The warrior
doubled over, bleeding from three woundsin hisbely. He fell facedown at the base of the column, right
benesth the stone representation of amale sexua organ.

A lucky bullet knocked a dust-spurting gouge in the dtar stone, sweeping Domi's face with stinging rock
particles and drawing blood. Shrieking a profanity, she fired the Combat Master in return. Two rounds
pounded the man who had scored the lucky shot off hisfeet, hislimbstwisting and convulsing.

She knew she needed to reload, then she saw Kane, till laying down aleft-to-right pattern of fire, pitch
ameta ball with hisleft hand. For Domi's benefit, he shouted, "Gren!™ before ducking behind the pillar
and burying hisfacein hisarms. Domi dropped flat, arms over her head, bracing hersdf for the
exploson.

One of the turbaned soldiers saw the object bouncing across the ground, and he opened his mouth to
scream awarning. A thunderclap blast dammed hiswords back into histhroat.

For amicrosecond, the temple was haloed in ared flash. Then flying tongues of flame billowed outward.
The detonation of theincendiary grenade hurled fire-
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wreathed bodiesinto the air, the concussion shattering bones and rupturing internal organs.



A finerain of dirt, pulverized pebbles and droplets of blood drizzled down. Domi and Kane looked up
and saw awarrior thrashing around in blind agony, screaming as he tried to beat out the phosphorus
flameson hisclothesand hair.

Kane shot him quickly, one merciful bullet to the head. He and Domi climbed to their fegt, surveying the
killzone with swift, gppraising stares. The unit of Scorpia Prime's soldiers was thoroughly neutralized,
their bodies scattered like broken, bloody dolls. The air held athroat-closing reek of smoke and cordite.
The sweetish odor of seared human flesh made both people want to hold their noses.

Looking behind them worriedly, Domi said, "There may belot more soldiersin thisplace and Lakeshis
unarmed. We need to—"

There was no time to complete her thought. A wedge of Scorpia Primewarriors, at least half a dozen,
droveinto the temple from the opposite end of thewall in amilling rush. Their subguns were out, and
when they caught sight of the outlanders, they shouted commands. The warriors behind them began to
fan out warily but swiftly.

Domi and Kane sprinted swiftly through the doorway that Lakesh had run through. Domi plucked agren
from her war bag, dipped the spoon and lobbed it around the curvein thewall. Eyeswide and fearful,
the Naga soldiers dug in their heels and tried to stop, but the men behind them continued to push them
onward.
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The high-ex compounds detonated in a tremendous cracking blast, ablinding burst of dust and sand
erupting from the floor. The sound of the explosion ingtantly bled into agrinding rumble of astony mass
shifting. The groaning grate overlgpped the ringing echoes of the detonation, then overwhelmed it.

The grinding noise expanded into arumbling roar. As Kane and Domi watched, along section of the
high ceiling was riven through with ugly black fissures, spreading out in a spiderweb pattern. It seemed to
crack open like overripefruit. Then the celling split in the middle and folded downward like adoublelid.

It fell into the templein acrushing torrent of bouncing blocks and spurting dust. All the Scorpia Primeé's
soldiers were engulfed by the tons of collgpsing basalt and sandstone. The round atar was shattered and
haf-buried.

Kane and Domi stepped quickly away from the doorway, shielding their faces from ricocheting chunks
of stone. After the rolling echo of the crash faded, there came a stunned silence, stitched through with a



clicking of pebbles and faint moans. Grit-laden dust hung in the air like ablanket over the fallen mass of
rock.

Tongue filmed with dust, Kane spit and said, " So much for the restoration.”

Domi's eyes glinted ruby bright, ruby hard. "We haven't done enough yet. Find Lakesh, find what
happened to Grant. Then we do more.”

Kane nodded. "Let's sart on that right now."

Asthe explosion rocked the foundations of the fortress, causing little showers of dust to sift down
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from above, Baron Beausoleil gaped up at the celling, eyes wide with astonishment.

Grant lunged forward, using his massive legs as springs. The dack of the chain on hiswaist snapped out
taut and straight as the crown of his head caught the woman in the midsection. Theimpact was not as
full-on as he had hoped, but <till Beausolell careened backward, her asmswindmilling. All the air left her
lungsin an agonized grunt.

The slver baton flew from her fingers and landed with asplash in apuddie of dudge. The vibrations sent
dime splashing in dl directions. Teeth set on agroan of pain, Grant leaned forward asfar as he could,
balanced on histoes. With tendon-straining effort, he extended his right hand and managed to pull the
infrasound wand from the semifluid pool of muck.

Ashedid s0, he saw Baron Beausolell push herself to her feet, her lipswrithing over her small perfect
teeth as shetried to pull in oxygen. She clutched a her belly as she staggered erect.

Grant thumbed the wand's power switch to full output. The humming drone became a high-pitched buzz.
He touched the vibration-blurred tip to the chains hooked to his manacles. The links split and fell with
chiming soundsliketheringing of distant bells.

He twisted around to bresk the chain connected to the meta belt at hiswaist and free himsdlf from the
wall. Just asthe links snapped apart, sickening pain burst up through histesticleslike an explosion. He
dropped the infrasound wand and clutched at his crotch, folding in the direction of the white-hot agony.
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Through pain-fogged eyes, he saw Baron Beauso-leil snatch at the wand on the ground, and he swatted
at her, trying to drive her back. Beausolell'sright leg came up in aletha kick. Thetoe of her boot caught
Grant under the chin with surprising force.

Hefédl over backward and fought the urge to huddle up into aball. Moving on sheer hatred and
desperation, herolled away, knowing as he did so she had retrieved the infrasound wand. Through the
blood thundering in his ears, he heard her voice hiss, "Long ago, long before you were born, | learned all
of your kind's weak and vulnerable points...and how to not just mete out pain, but to tolerate it.”

With thewall at hisback, Grant pushed himsdlf to his feet, breathing deeply between clenched teeth.
With a cold, mocking smile on her face, Baron Beau-soleil feinted with the wand, but Grant didn't riseto
the bait.

Hedidto theleft, hisback pressed againgt the rough stone of the wall. The baron advanced dowly,
thrusting with the baton toward Grant's face. Instead of recoiling, Grant took a swift sidestep, back
toward the right. The motion disconcerted Beausoleil, who didn't have the time to get her weapon back
inline for another straight-on attack, and she struck out in a poorly aimed backhand.

Leaning away from the clumsy blow, Grant's right hand shot out and closed around the woman's dender
wrigt. He pivoted at the sametime on the ball of hisright foot.

He pulled Baron Beausoleil forward, hooking hisleft arm over the woman's shoulder. Keeping his
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weight on the pivot foot, he extended his | eft leg between the baron's feet. With an outraged screech, she
fdl heavily to the muddy floor, but she maintained her grip on the wand, and Grant maintained avisdike
grip on thewoman'swrig, grinding the bone.

Staring into her eyes, Grant whispered dmost lovingly, "Tolerate this." He brought the baron's el bow
across his knee with such force that the joint snapped with asound like astick of green wood breaking.
She screamed with agony, and her fingers opened around the handle of the baton. It rolled acrossthe
floor, but Grant made no moveto pick it up. Instead, hefitted his hand around the dender column of the
woman's throat and began to squeeze.

Chapter 25



L akesh sprinted flat-out down the corridor, Ericavan Soan's paefigure little more than awispy wraith
in the shadowed dimness. The passageway was very plain, with no carvings, no satuary, no frescoes
anywherein sight. He wondered absently if the Mogul builders had fdlt the templeitself was sufficiently
ornate for anyone's tastes.

Lungs straining, Lakesh called out, "Oh, come on, Erica—thisisridiculous! | won't hurt you! I'm not
amed.”

Ericavan Sloan ran for afew paces, then dowed and leaned against thewall, drinking in air. She Stared
at Lakesh with suspicious eyes as he sstumbled to ahat near her. The gown she wore draped her figure
in such away that the fabric stretched tight over the mounds of her breasts, the swell of her hipsand
thighs. It was agarment designed to enhance femininity, but there was nothing soft about the expression
on her face or in her eyes.

"What the fuck are you doing here, Singh?" she husked out.

L akesh amiled condescendingly. "A little more forma now than the last time we saw each other.”

Fear and fury warred for dominance in Erica's voice and bearing. "How did you get here?
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He shrugged, approaching her. She sdled away from him, lips compressed. "Y ou think you can stop
Sam?' she demanded, asif she found the concept itself too scandaousto be put into words.

L akesh's smiled broadened. "By my calculations, he's aready been stopped. Thetimeline has been
altered just enough so his dreams of an adaptive Earth can never be redlized...at least not by the method
of staging awar and creating aphony religion.”

Ericas overly made-up eyes widened in surprise, but shetried to laugh scornfully. "This? It'sonly asmall
loss. Sam can dedl with it and go on to the next phase. He's free of al the poisonsthat degrade the rest
of us. He has all the tools he needs to reshape the world.”

"Toolslikeyou?' Lakesh asked softly. "That's al you are to him, you know. Once you're worn out,
you'll be discarded.”

"So s f-righteous”



Lakesh whirled at the sound of Sam's voice, heart suddenly pounding within his chest. The young manin
white bared histeeth in either agrin or agrimace. "Y ou're my tool, too. | thought you understood that,
Mohandas."

"| understand about the nanites that you used to make mefairly youthful again.” Lakesh saw the cold,
sneering mask of Ericavan Soan's face changealittle.

Lakesh said to Sam, "You didn't tdl her, did you? That your fountain-of-youth miracle had nothing to do
with energy, but was due to the introduction of molecular machinesinto her body?"
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Sam hdf turned toward Erica. ' 'Does it matter how it was done, Mother? 'Y ou're young, beautiful and
vital again, commanding far more power and influence than you ever didin your former life.”

"Tdl her therest, Sam," Lakesh suggested, ataunting smile stretching hislips.

"Therest?' Ericarepeated numbly.

"Not only is he not human, but he's amass murderer, adestroyer of souls. He'sthe latest incarnation of a
conniving monster that has walked Earth for aeons.”

L akesh cocked his head at Sam. "Tell me, Impe-rator—what will happen to you if you do manage to
build your adaptive Earth and everyone on it dies? Will you go on living, trapped forever in animmorta
body, your program running on automatic?'

Sam'seyeswere veiled and remote. "'Y ou migudge me. | want only the opportunity to open minds...to
seek affinity between them...thought to thought, dream to dream.”

L akesh shook his head in disgust. "No, you want to open minds so you can empty them and put your
own thoughts and dreamsin there."

"Would that be so horrible? Think of the wonders the human race will accomplish, free of dl their
viscerd emotions™

"| think of dl the horrorsthey will commit, with their minds as merciless and as cold as yours.”



"It'snot likethat a dl," Sam blurted.

"Thentdl me"

Sam opened hismouth, closed it and smiled again. "It's my game, Mohandas. If you're not going to join
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my team, then you haveto figureit out for yourself. And while you're a it, you can figure out how much
longer you haveto live."

Agony washed over Lakesh in awave, deep, boring painsin hischest, in hislegs, and then afire burning
behind hiseyes. Hewas only dimly aware of crying and faling to the floor. Hefdt smilar paininthe
same areas of hisbody as before—where he had undergone surgeriesto replace knee joints with
polyethylene, alung and heart transplant and where his glaucoma-afflicted brown eyes were changed out
for bright new blue ones.

The nanites were attacking the weakest parts of his body on amolecular leve, sending him writhing
acrossthe corridor floor in pain. Through the squal of pain roaring within thewals of his skull, he heard
Sam'svoice say faintly, "1 will concede my defeat on this occasion, Mohandas, but it's only asmdl move
inafar larger game. But I'm the game master, and it's up to me whether I'll keep you dive to contend
againgt me another day or kill you a awhim. | have plenty of time to make up my mind."

Lakesh groaned, not with pain but with utter fear. He blinked to clear hisvision, then felt small, soft
hands touching hisface and heard gentle words, soothing and tender.

Vison dowly clearing, he saw helay on hisback, his head cradled in Domi'slap. Thefear hefet before
was nothing to the terror that consumed him at the sight of her. He groped for her hand, knowing at any
second he could age fifty years and never know her touch again.
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Domi understood his sudden fear and she smiled down on him. "It'sdl right, Lakesh. Well aways have
plenty of time."



Red-and-black madness overwhdmed Grant's thoughts. He could think of nothing else but killing the
monster who had tried to humiliate and kill him. Very dimly, on the edges of his avareness, he thought
he heard Kane shouting his name.

Then heredized Kane was hammering at hiswrists and forearms, trying to prize hisfingersfrom Baron
Beausoleil's neck. The pain of his blowswas drowned in his hatred, which in turn became pain.

"Stop it!" Kane bellowed into Grant's ear. "L et her go! We can use her! Do you understand? We can
use her!"

Findly, Grant alowed himself to be borne backward by Kane. Baron Beausoleil lay on thefloor,
twitching fitfully, breathing inlittle gasps, bardly conscious. He sagged within thearms of hisfriend, totaly
exhausted, so worn out by pain and fatigue, all he could do was stare at the baron's bodly.

"'Can youwalk?' Kane asked him.

Grant nodded. "Think s0."

Kane steadied him, released him, then knelt beside the baron, swiftly examining her. He had guessed
who she was based on Domi's description. "The templeis on fire and will probably befdling apartina
few minutes. Domi went after Lakesh. Whether shefinds him or not, we've got to get out of here—fast.”

Grant nodded numbly. Kane heaved Baron Beausoleil's body over ashoulder and strode out of the
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cell. He pointed out Grant's shadowsuit lying just outside the door, wadded up on the floor. He waited
impatiently while Grant drew it on.

By the time they were hafway down the passageway, Grant's step was more sure and firm, even though
he limped. By the time they found the way out, the pdace wasin flames. Apparently, the incendiary
grenade had ignited various flammables and the fire had quickly spread. Smoke lay in heavy sheetsand
boiled out of windows. Flames licked from every opening.

Lakesh and Domi were waiting for them in the courtyard. Kane cut off their questions, particularly those
about the hybrid femae dung over his shoulder. He hustled them outside the wals, where most of the
former daves were assembled, Madi among them.

The sun was only ahand's span above the horizon, the sky ablaze with brilliant molten colors only dightly



less muted than those of the flame sheets spurting from the temple of Shakti.

Kane dropped Baron Beausoleil unceremonioudy on the ground where she lay unconscious, the marks
of Grant'sfingersdiscoloring her throat. Turning to Grant, he asked, "What did that bitch do to you to
make you try to strangle her?'

Grant didn't answer for such along time Kane amost repeated the question. Then, at length, hesaidina
flat, bleak voice, "She showed me | cant retire... that | can't build anew life with Shizuka, until I'velaid
to rest dl the demonsthat plague the old one.”
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Kane arched an eyebrow. "And that'swhy you tried to kill her with your bare hands?'

Grant gave him alevd gtare. "Wouldn't you?"

A thundering column of flame suddenly mushroomed from the temple. Rolling bals of orange-red fire
billowed up into the blue sky, and burning debriswas hurled in dl directions. The former daves cried out
and retreated, backing away toward the jungle.

Domi looked at the monstrous, crackling pyre roaring into the dawn sky and whistled appreciatively.
"Looks like this misson wasn't awaste of time after dl.”

Kane squinted away from the roaring flames and glanced down. Baron Beausoleil was gone. He stared
unblinkingly at the ground, then covered his eyeswith one hand.

"I'm not so sure," he said darkly.



