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SPI RAL SI NI STER

THEY HAD ENTERED THE STRANGE ALTERNATE Uni verse of the denons in full e-suits
wi th supplies, weapons, and communications, and they had fought each other and
faced down denons in amber, some of whom of fered them al most anything for
escape, while others had sinply |laughed at them Now, at the end of their |ong
journey, they were naked, essentially defenseless, and still at one another's
t hroat s.

There were now far fewer of themthan had started out, too. The Exchange was
essentially reduced to Jinmy McCray, a small, sandy-haired Irishman with a hint
of a brogue, a sanple of a culture whose honel and, and, indeed, hone planet,
he'd never really seen, and Mddra Stryke, a fiery redhead on a near constant
enotional roller coaster. True, there was Mdlly McCray as well, but Mily was a
syn, a synthetic life formcreated to performin surrealistic roadshows for
distant and far-flung Terrans, with an upper body made for Terran sex and a

| ower torso much like a blue goat's termnating in wi de, alnbst cowlike cloven
hooves, but she had a genetically engineered Iinit on her 1.Q and the pernanent
m nd of a small and innocent child.

The Mycohlians, whose ruling superculture was the only one of the Three Enpires
who had a favorabl e view of denmons in their nythol ogies and religion, were down
to three as well. These included the dark, sonewhat brutishly handsone yet
arrogant hypno, Josef; the once incredibly beautiful Kalia, whose |eft side was
now scarred and burned, presenting a wonderful profile fromone side and a

hi deous one fromthe other, and" the Jul ki, Tobrush, a creature vaguely
resenbling a Terran-sized snail with a |eathery rather than hard shell, who
coul d extrude thousands of wire-like tendrils fromall points of its body, each
under compl ete control, and send various chem cal s and poi sons through them as
wel | .
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The M zl apl ani ans, nostly by being | ast nost of the journey, had fared the best.
Their | eader, a bird-like Stargin, was the hypno Morok the Holy Ladue, Holy
Father to the Armof the Inquisition and its chief. Next was the dark-skinned,
athletic Terran, Krisha the Holy Mendoro, who'd been forced into the priesthood
agai nst her will and who now believed that wi thstanding the tenptations offered
on this odyssey had cl eansed her of all sin. Manya the Holy Szin, a gnome-Ilike
Gnol |, a fanatic who believed that the denon universe confirmed all of her
beliefs, and whose racial ability to cloud the mnds of others so that they
could not see her for brief periods had cone in handy, also remmined, as did the
one non-priestly nenber of the team the Terran captain Gun Roh Chin, a nul

i mune to the powers of paranornal talents like tel epaths, hypnos, and enpaths,
and whose |l oyalty and support of his culture and Enpire were based on a
pragmatic belief that he'd seen no better el sewhere.

Al'l now, save only Chin and MIlly, had had their paranormal abilities magnified
trenmendously by the denmon cave where the great crystals they used for transport
grew, now all were tel epaths, and enpaths, and possibly hypnos as well,
violating all the known rules of one talent to one individual, but each only
master or mistress of the talent they'd grown up wth.

Al'l, again save Chin and Ml ly, had experienced an out-of-body experience in the
crystal cave, and a perception of a great path lined with evil at the end of
whi ch was a

magni ficent circular city. Now, at last, they were approaching that city in a
nmore concrete way, if only they could solve a | abyrinthine naze of hedgerows,
and the evil statues and idols that lurked within to snare them at the end—and,
possi bly, avoid each other's teamas well.

<The i dol s gobbl e gobbl e numerous as we go in.>

<By the gods! My feet are killing ne!>

<. . . naze gobbl e gobbl e based gobbl e gobbl e obtuse mathenatical factor . . .>
<Yes, gobble stronger, as well.>

"How do you stand it, Jimy?" Mdra asked as they sat and took a break in the
m dst of the maze. "I'm having trouble just keeping nine other minds at bay,
with only sone success—sonetines | feel like I'mtalking or wal king one pl ace
when I'min another, other tines | have the oddest thoughts and can hardly tel
if they're mne or sonebody else's. How do you block themout in a whole city?"

"Il admit it's nore of a problemhere than in a big city, at |east before," he
told her. "The problemis that tel epathy conveys basically |eading, or forward

t houghts, both words and pictures, and does so with no enotion or inflection. It
sets everybody el se apart, and that's the first step in blocking. Wth the
addition of the enpathic sensations, we're all receiving the enphasis and
feelings of the other as well. The only thing that's keeping any of us from
goi ng conpl etely bl oody bonkers is that we're all thinking in different

| anguages. VWere there's a hol ographic correl ation, our own ninds hear nost or
all of the thought as if we were thinking it. Oherwise, it's garbage. Take the
Terran wonan whose feet hurt. So do yours, and mine, so that cones through as a
singl e hol ogram a concept. The common thi ngs—the naze, the idols, appeal to
deities, and the |ike—one through. The nore abstract things don't. That's why
it's harder to nake sense of any of the abstractions of the Stargin, Julki, or
Gnol|l than the Terrans. On the other hand, they practice far nore around us
Terrans than we do around them so they get nore fromus than we get fromthem"

<So cut the gobble lecture!>

<No, | find gobble very interesting gobble gobble. >
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Jimy sighed. "Always the critics. It's like being at a telepath's training
cl ass. ™"

She sighed and shook her head slowy fromside to side. "I think I1'd go nmad if |
went back—tike this. If it weren't for the idols breaking concentration, | think
I'"d go nuts even here. | let ny m nd wander back there, and so did sonebody

el se—cod knows we're all exhausted!—and suddenly | felt like | was in a nan's
body and | got suddenly confused as to not only where but who and what | was.
Only lasted a second or two, but it was scary."”

He nodded. "I caught it in your mnd, and his. Perhaps there's a reason why
peopl e don't have multiple talents. O, maybe sone do—but they're all the ones
who go qui ckly mad. What happens when two enpaths have sex? Don't both of you
have problenms with identity there as well ?"

She chuckl ed. "I never would have sex with an enpath. You can't fake anything.
Don't tel epaths have the same probl enP"

"Enpath sex best sex," put in the enpathic Molly firmy.

"l suppose it would be even worse," he adnmitted. "I don't know-never tried it
mysel f. When two tel epaths are close and enptional and all bl ocks are down, your
i nnermost t houghts and feelings, not just the surface stuff, are w de open as

well. You risk what we call a nmerger, when the two nminds beconme so intertw ned
that they becone one. That's what you briefly experienced back there, due to
fatigue, but that kind is never serious. | had that a |lot while growing up and

| earning to handle it."

"It was pretty scary," she admtted. "Wat—shat happens if two people do come so
together they can't get apart?"

"The mind' s sinply not equipped to be in two places at the sane tine. Together,
they'd have to be institutionalized. Even when separated, worlds apart, which is
the nornmal procedure, each mnd is faced with conflicting nenories, backgrounds,
tastes, standards, |ikes and dislikes. The result is that you get a totally
split personality-sonmetines they're totally their old selves, the other totally
the ot her person."”

She found the idea both fascinating and chilling, now that she was sonethi ng of
a candi date for such a threat. "Have you ever seen it?"

"Twi ce, but only with people of the sane sex, and that was bizarre enough. Wen
you add nmale and female in there, I'd think the result would be really
unsettling. | begin to wonder if what the old | egends and tales call denonic
possession isn't something like that. Suppose you had a merge with these

Qui ntara? The potential was really there when | faced down that first pair. If
it hadn't have been for Gysta ..."

He stopped, and she felt his odd sense of |oss. He had hated the snall parasite
that had ruled and ruined nuch of his life for so long, but, in sone weird way,
he' d | oved her, too.

"What woul d you do if you had to face down another one—al one?" she asked him
worried about the idea. "Or ne, either."

"If it happens, .give ne your mnd. Just let go and concentrate on ne. It's a
chancy sort of thing, since the threat of a merge is always there, but if | can
combine our wills and build a nutual block, rather than conbining the menories
and personalities, we can hold them The individual denobns don't really seem any
stronger than a strong telepath; | couldn't withstand a pair, but Gysta and
did"
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"They | aunched an enpathic attack at nme," she rem nded him "And, conme to think
of it, when Molly added herself to ne, we broke free."

-He stared at her seriously. "What's required is absolute trust. | trusted

G ysta because her fate was ny fate; you trusted Mdlly because she was so

i nnocent and basic and certainly no threat. You and | trusting each other to
that degree will be far nore difficult, but we've got to be willing to do it.
Beconme the Red-Headed WII. Uh—by the by, | never asked you. You're not Irish,
but any chance?"

She shrugged. "I have no idea. Like nbst people, all | knowis that | cone from
along line of dirt farnmers on Kryion. There was never any attenpt to trace the
famly beyond a few generations, |let alone back to pre-enpire days."

"Well, my old hone is a pre-enpire world," he told her

"Settled alnost entirely by a single culture devoted to preserving, some say

I ocking in stone, an ancient culture. Ancient Gaelic was the only |ega

| anguage, and the only other one taught was Latin, a |anguage dead | ong before
the first Terrans left Mther Terra.”

"You' ve mastered other tongues well," she noted.

"Al'l telepaths are linguists, for the reasons | told you. All you need do is
spend a fair anount of tine on a world that speaks one | anguage and you'll speak
it like a native, no teaching or heavy learning required."

She nodded. "The basic problemw th being an enpath is that you have very few

friends," she told him "That's also its biggest advantage, though—-you al ways
know who your friends really are." She paused a noment, then reached over and
squeezed his hand. "You are ny friend, Jimry. 1'll trust you."

He gave her a smile and a wi nk and squeezed back, but in the back of his m nd,
where tel epaths had the advantage of privacy, he wondered if he was really up to
it.

<Well, | wouldn't trust him or any man, > Kalia sent from somewhere over the
hedger ows.

The maze itself was quite large but. not very difficult to navigate; it was
clearly nmore of an ornamental than challenge nmaze, and the only thing that
slowed all of them other than its sheer size, running as it did for severa
kil ometers, was the idols.

They ran the gamut from huge, bestial, squatting bipeds with bull-Ilike heads,
sharks' teeth, and bul ging stomachs, to | arge and somewhat di sturbing creatures
like no others ever seen, even for people froma gal actic quadrant spanni ng nore
than four hundred races. The problemwasn't the idols thensel ves, no matter how
com cal or disturbing they m ght appear, but the fact that they were far nore
than that.

For all the danger and the near certainty that they would not survive to return
hone, those from cul tures who understood what they were seeing to sone degree
wer e nonet hel ess excited by the glinpses they already had been offered.
Virtually all ancient religions and many nodern ones had idols of gods and
denmons alike; it appeared an inflexible rule of nature that, after reason cane
to a people, the sense of sonething beyond and nore powerful than they also
devel oped. Most of the idols in the maze were bizarre and unfamliar, yet, now
and then, there would be one very like a statue one or another of the parties
had seen before, sonmewhere, on some other, distant world.

The Mycohlian Jul ki, Tobrush, was as taken by the excitenent as the nore
mystical Jimy MCray.
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"W always | augh at the idol worship of primtive cultures,” it comrented to
Josef. "Now, k appears that, |like everything else in various nythologies, it has
a real basis in fact. W' ve known of the existence of parallel universes for
some time; it's the basis of our interstellar drives. The problemis, while we
can use the principles involved, we have no way of perceiving them Wen we
spent that night in the crystal cave, with those countless crystals resonating,
each, perhaps by accident of nature, a tesseract, our mnds were sonehow able to
percei ve such a medium The deni zens of that parallel universe, so totally alien
to anything, nentally or physically, that we can conprehend, have the same
problemin reverse. Sonmehow, possibly having to do with sonme sort of geonetry,
focused through or within the idols, a weak point is established between there
and here, a |esser version of what we do to travel between the stars. The idol

gi ves them sonme sort of shape or formin this world allowi ng interaction."”

"But how could primtive people stunble on such an exact geonetry?" Josef
wondered, not totally convinced.

"The universal constant is nmathematics," Tobrush renminded him "It's possible,
even likely, that only groups who stunble upon the correct geonetry enbodi ed
within their own idols get any sort of results. Still, we use the parall el
principle for space flight. That neans, even though we can't and don't perceive
it, for some periods we are within that other plane. Those with

tal ent s—tel epat hy, enpathy, and the rest—are the descendants of spacers and

of ten spacers thenselves. Qur one night's experience with the pure thing

i ncreased our own powers and gave us added talents. Clearly interaction causes
change, as if it were sone sort of radiation, nutating us to a degree. Anong all
the races with talents, though, there is a tradition of sone weak

formof themwell before they went into space or were even technol ogi ca
cultures. Sone radiation fromthe other plane cane to those places at sone

poi nt, and we see only shadows of the result, weakened by thousands of years of
breedi ng. "

"But some races have no pre-space tradition of talents at all," he pointed out.

"Exactly. | would love to run a correl ation between those who had such a
tradition and those who did not with denon | egends. | would wager that there is
a strong correlation in the two."

Josef saw the pattern Tobrush was weavi ng now. "O course! W know now that the
demons once traveled all over the place, in the distant past, using the
stations—the giant crystals." He chuckled. "They used to burn people with

par anornmal powers as witches in many cultures,"” he noted. "Even though those
peopl e were generally ignorant of the evil religions they were accused of being
in, there mght well be truth to it. And those who succunbed to sonme degree to
the enornous power those other-plane creatures represent, who somehow
acconmodated it to some degree, became the servants of what were regarded as
truly evil religions.”

"Precisely. The idols give shape and formto those who have no shape or form as
we understand the concepts, and allow sone interaction with our own plane. There
is a whol e new physics here, a key to unlocking the greatest nysteries of
intelligent cultures. It also, of course, nmakes these damed idols incredibly
dangerous. "

Josef nodded. "It explains a great deal, certainly, but only on the side of raw
power . "

"Eh?"

"Where are the gods?" he asked. "Were are the ones who battle the forces of
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evil?"

"Per haps," Tobrush responded thoughtfully, "they are one and the same thing."

<Why nust we be tortured by this blaspheny?> Manya's mnd screaned to all who
coul d not shut her out.

But was it blaspheny? Jimy MCray wondered. Wasn't the struggle between Heaven
and Hell really a civil war over who woul d set the rules? What had Esau done,
that God should hate himbefore he was even born? It had been God who had wi ped
out virtually all Terrans on Mther Earth because they were born and raised in a
cul ture whose | eaders were corrupt, and who condemmed a whol e generation to
death in the desert because of one nan's transgressions.

And Satan was God's nost beautiful, nost powerful creation, second only to God
in powers and abilities, yet Satan rebelled. Adam and Eve were created in the

i mmge of God, yet Satan had no trouble corrupting them Did it not follow that,
for evil to exist, it had to be present in seed formin the creation? Hi s old
teachers who said God was boss and that was that, and who were we to

second- guess what we coul d not even conprehend, were beggi ng the question
Either evil as well as all else cane from God, or el se everybody, from Satan to
us, was the victimof a very cruel gane played for divine anusenent. Either
that, or the gods of one were the devils of another.

But if there was no absol ute good, no absolute evil, just raw power and what you
did with it, what did anything matter?

It was just such questions that had driven Jimy MCray out into the gal axy and
into the line of work that had brought himto this point. Wile he'd | ong ago
lost his faith in much of anything, he always had, deep down, a kernel that
hoped soneday that he'd be proven all wong. He didn't need sonething |ike this,
that confirned his worst fears

The world, or level, or whatever it was, they were now on seened an artificial
environment; the sky was black, and had a renote, flat, appearance, as if it
were being viewed through some cosm ¢ wi ndow or view ng screen. Qutside of that
flatness, it was dark as night, yet the stars that shone through were vast in
nunber and tightly grouped, and there were multicol ored gas cl ouds and

spect acul ar bright areas, suggesting a globular cluster.

And yet, on the ground, the world was bright as a sunny day, although the |ight
source continued to elude them and there were no shadows to pinpoint its
direction. Here and there within the naze were small inserts; sonme contained
ground-| evel basins through which fresh spring water flowed, suggesting sone
sort of natural or artificial subterranean irrigation systemfor the |ush
vegetation; other inserts had trees bearing sugar-laden fruits of a variety of
unknown ki nds, all of which had proven edible. You would not die of hunger or
thirst within the hedgerows, but you had to avoid the great idols that seenmed to
be multiplying as they pressed inward.

The outer idols had been basically all power, attenpting to snatch or snare

wi t hout warning; now the entity, or entities, behind them grew nore

sophi sticated, sending forth understandabl e tel epathic comrents designed to
unnerve or, worse, to get sonebody to nake a mistake. Ml Iy could not hear them
but she could sense the evil through her enpathic abilities. Gun Roh Chin, back
with the Mzl apl ani ans, was oblivious, and, as a result, totally dependent on
others in his party for guidance. It frustrated himto be suddenly inpotent in
this situation, but, while he couldn't see, hear, feel, or in any way sense the
entities' presence, they knew he was there, and he was not imune to their power
if he got too close.

<Where are your gods now?> they asked the M zl apl ani ans nocki ngly. <You pray to
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them but they cannot hear you in this place, and what good are gods who are
oblivious to your peril?>

They tried to shut the comrents out, but only Krisha had success, and that of a
limted sort, once they were within Iine of sight of an idol

<Wyul d you know your gods if you encountered then? How can you know that we are
not your gods? G ve yourselves to us, and we will reward you and keep you safe.
Can your gods do that?>

To the Mycohlians, they said, <, The Quintara are respected still anong the
Mycohl ; yet the Quintara conme fromus and serve us. The Princes of the Quintara
are but we in fleshly form If your |eaders still venerate us, if your Lords
still worship us, why do you hesitate to serve us, who can bring you power
beyond your dreans and raise you even above the Lords of the Qaam | ?>

To the pair left fromthe Exchange, they had nore specific offers, as befitted
the individualistic nature of the society that produced them

<Al'l of your friends are dead,> they rem nded Mbdra. <You are al one, naked, cut
off fromeven the universe that bore you. You have nothing to go back to. Yet

t hough your friends be dead, they are not gone. They are here, with us. Al that
is dear to you is here; the teamof old can be together again, united, like old
times, but in our service. Just prostrate yourself before us, give yourself to
us, worship us, and all these things you shall have forever. >

And Ji nmy heard, <You do not need to despair; all religions |lead here, and all
that you have heard is true. Heaven and Hell are the sane place, really; it is
merely a question of whether one | ooks down fromwealth and peace and | uxury
into the Lake of Fire, or whether one is in the | ake enviously |ooking up at
what he cannot ever share. It is too |ate when you are dead, as you certainly
soon shall be, and you cannot run fromthe decision any longer. Evil is nerely a
tool for the perfection of the saints, nothing nore. The Quintara are as much a
part of God's plan as the angels, and all do Hi s bidding. Sacrifice is not

noble; it is a stupid waste of the gift of life you were given. You could be the
new Pope, unifying all races and nationalities and religions. Look about you.
The light comes not from above but fromw thin. You could be the one who takes
the truth to all peoples and lights themall fromw thin. There is no good,
there is no evil; there is only power, and the wisdomto use it properly. >

They tried threats as well as pronises.

<What have you to | ose?> they asked. <Join with us, or, eventually, we will tire
of this ganme, and spread confusion in your mnds, and scatter you anobng the
worl ds, so that each of you shall wal k, naked and al one, forever. >

The Entity certainly knew them threats of eternal boiling in hot liquid fire,
or endless flaying alive, and other threats nore to be expected were
occasional ly used, acconpani ed by an enpathic tone of sheer nenace, but it was
that threat of being forever al one and defensel ess, wandering w t hout end,
acconpanied by a terribly cold undertone, that struck the real chord in al nost
all of themand was the one npbst used with increasingly graphic variations.

<You have seen us and felt us in the other plane,> the entities rem nded them
<and you know that there is no way to the city except through us. Not there, not
here. You will voluntarily becone our new vanguard, or you wll be caught and
all that we have promi sed will be done unto you. This tine there is no escape,
no other way out. >

Kri sha gave as nuch of a running vocalization of the entities' conmmentary to the
captain as she could, omtting those words and graphic descriptions she could
not bring herself to utter. Still, he had no trouble filling in the bl anks,
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probably in sonme cases worse than the real words canme out.

"Not a one of them has offered nme a case of natural |eaf cigars," he noted
wyly. "No imagination, | suspect; just the same old stuff we expect."

"Do you really think that the Quintara are their servants?" she asked him

"Somehow | doubt it," he responded. "My logic tells nme nore and nore that the
Qui ntara are opportuni sts, no nore. Renenber that one cube we | ooked at? The
comentary basically said that the denmons were carbon-based |ife; carnivores,
certainly, but no nore than Savin and his Mesok people were. In fact, no matter
how di fferent they | ook, and no matter how oddly the evolution tw sted them
externally, in the essential areas |'d guess there isn't a whisker's difference
physi ol ogi cal |y between the Quintara and the Mesok. | think that the Quintara
are sinply nmuch older as a race, perhaps froma gal axy much further in towards
the universal center than ours. | think they stunbled onto the other plane and
the things it could do to nobst minds exposed to it and they became so powerful
they m stook thenselves for gods. Certainly they adopted the entities

attitudes, but, being of the flesh, they were in a far better position to

i ndul ge thensel ves. They night have deals with these entities, but | don't think
they take their orders fromthem No, the real nystery is how the Quintara got
thensel ves | ocked away like that. The way is easy enough to surnise, but the how
and the who are still mssing. That and why they were inprisoned, not
destroyed. "

"They were inprisoned by the gods, and held here so that they could be | oosed
agai nst the transgressors if they turned away fromthe True Faith," Mnya
insisted. "It is consistent with infallible Holy Scripture and teachings."

He didn't respond, not because he didn't have a response, but because that
response would nmark himforever as a bl asphener. \Wat, after all, were all the
gods of the M zl aplan, or anybody el se's gods, but creatures of another plane
whose powers were at or near absolute upon | ower orders? Wio ran the universe
for their anusenent or their edification, the way scientists ran animals in
experinments. They defined good and evil, and they set the rules. Theol ogically,
"good" was doing the will of the gods, and "evil" was to go against that wll.
And, if you were good enough, you got a great big piece of cheese.

Not just Manya, but probably Morok and Krisha as well, would never be able to
under st and how soneone with that sort of attitude could still be a loyal citizen
of the Mzlaplan and its theocracy.

Zig, zag, cut in, cut out, through this way, back that. . . . It was a wonder
that none of them had yet run into one another. And, with so nmuch saneness, it
was al so just about inpossible to tell one group's relative position from
another. Finally, it was Gun Roh Chin who suggested. "W can be wandering in
here indefinitely, or at least for a very long tine, and there are not even any
tenmporal clues. W need a rest—bad. And, so do the others."

"What are you suggesting, Captain?" Mrok asked, knowing that it was the truth.

"Atruce. We're all in contact. Everybody finds the nearest place out of sight
of one of those nonstrosities and settles down and gets sone sleep. If you are
as wide open as you say, and they are, too, nobody can pull a fast one on anyone
el se without us knowing. W're all filthy, and we can't do much about that. But
we're also dead on our feet. If there is no advantage to anyone, just a freeze
in place, what's the cost? It's really now or never, too, since the nunber of
spaces free of idolatrous influence are growing fewer and fewer. What if this is
the last such space?"

<We' ||l accept if the other two go along,> Jimy MCray sent back wearily.
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Josef nodded to himself and sent, <This is no | onger an endurance contest. W' ve
all proven that we're pretty well dead even as well-trained and di sciplined
representatives of our respective peoples. It seens stupid not to stop

O herwise we'll collapse before we start and only these things will wn.>

Mor ok | ooked around. "Wel | ?"

"They're right,"” Krisha told him "If we go nuch nore I'mgoing to walk right
into the clutches of one of those things w thout even seeing or sensing it."

"If they are nmassed at the end, as they were in that other place, then we shal
need all our wits," Manya said flatly. "W do not serve the gods by reaching the
end and then being unable to act. Let us rest."

<We stop in place, then, until the first team decides to nove on,> Mrok sent to
all.

<Agr eed, > Ji my responded.
<Agr eed, > added Josef.

Each of the groups found a spot near water and away fromany proximty to an
idol. Gun Roh Chin found it interesting that not a single one of them had raised
an objection—ot the Mycohl, not Manya. It wasn't just that they were al
exhausted, although that was a factor, certainly. He suspected that, in one way
at least, this new unbl ocked openness had created some de facto nutual respect
between the teans. It was difficult to maintain an i mage of the Mycohl as a
group of fanatical devil-worshipers when you could read their thoughts and

di scover that they weren't all that different than your own. Manya had
apparently even stopped trying to convert the rest.

Kri sha came over and sank down beside him He al nbst wi shed she hadn't, since it
was very, very hard on himto see her this close, knowing that all of his

i llusions about what was under that robe were confirnmed, and control hinself,
and without his pants on it was nearly inpossible to disguise such feelings

w thout a lot of self-control

"Thank you once again, Captain," she said warmy. "None of themcould offer a
truce of this sort. There would be too nuch pride involved and too nuch | oss of
face. W would not have gotten this far w thout you."

"You will have to live without nme at some point," he told her flatly, trying not
to look directly at her but instead staring at the opposite hedgerow. The only
way to avoid his own lusts was to talk, and talk about anything else, until at

| east one of them was asl eep

"What do you nean?"

"There may yet be a way out of this for you. For npbst of us, perhaps, although
can't say for sure. | don't believe that there is any way out-for ne."

"What . . . ? Don't talk like that!"

He sighed. "Krisha, for the first tine, nmy total absence of sensitivity, either
way, to the powers the rest of you have is a massive liability. This—all of
this—+s based on it. It's the key. W may be facing a flesh and bl ood eneny, but
the fight is not and will not be on a flesh and bl ood basis. That has been
nmostly reserved for us killing one another, or trying to. There were nore
Quintara in that holding chanber or whatever it was way back there than woul d be
needed to conquer whol e sol ar systens. How many nore did we not see? MIIlions?
Billions? Mre?"

"I+ don't see what that has to do with you."
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"I ama blind man nerely in this maze. If we get to the city, and some of us
will, I"'msure, and if that city is laid out nuch like the city you saw in your
visions in the crystal cave, how do you get out? Not this way. Even if you could
retrace, we have no supplies, no water, and no e-suits. The fire world al one

would kill us in mnutes, and in any case the trails that were so easy to spot
with all our instrunents, scanners, magnifiers, and the rest would be nearly
i mpossible to locate in the reverse direction without them | don't think the

Quintara can and do go through those levels, either."
"What ? But we saw their tracks and trails!"

"And not a single thing for a carnivore to eat. Nothing. And no real tracks
after that first level, either. Nor would a race that can do all this have
| evel s where you had to walk for two or three days between."

"Then why have trails at all?"

"So that anyone who was there for sone reason could find a station. Possibly
even so that work crews that were not Quintara, but were instead their slaves or
what ever, and who couldn't do what they can do, could nove fromone level to
another. 1'mnot even certain that they are worlds, not w thout seasons, wthout
ni ghts and days, and with so constricting a region. Mre likely sone are
production regi ons—such as for growing the crystals, or pouring building blocks,
or whatever. Some nmay even be tenplates, built just to test themout, see where

the flaws are, and the like. I'"'mnot even certain that the drawi ngs on the cave
walls we saw were real, or if they were just sone Quintara's power fantasy or
sick joke. | don't even think we're in our universe at all, but outside the

bubble, on its edge, in sonme half-zone."
"But those are stars up there," she pointed out.

"Yes, but are they real or nerely projections? O are we looking in fromthe
edge? What was beyond the city when you saw it in your vision?"

She frowned. "It's so hard to renmenber just what we saw. It gets very confusing
very fast. The best nmy mind comes up with is nothing, and that's not possible.
Not even enpty space. A total nothing. No mnd can conceive of absolutely

not hing. "

"Qur minds can't," he replied. "That doesn't nean it can't exist. Look at the

pl ane you visited with your nmind and soul. But, I'mafraid, that's the way out.
If there is any way out, that's the way. Al of you will have to return to that
pl ace, wherever and whatever it is. You'll need a station, of course, but unless

I mss ny guess, there's a station in that city, perhaps a master station. Sone
sort of Quintara equival ent of a conputer controls them not those frozen
denmons, although if you don't work it, they can. Howit's done | can't guess.
Per haps you must tune your nmind to the specific giant crystal. Once inside, you
must stay inside as |long as you can. The |onger you are there, the greater the
mut ati on, the nore power fromit that you can tap. You nust becone as powerful
as the Quintara—as the Quintara | eaders, not nerely the common sol diers we've
encountered so far. And, when you do, you nust go to the Holy Angels

and tell them everything. Someone nust al so do the sane for the Mycohl and even
the Guardians, if they still exist, You nust show themthat the Quintara are
breaki ng free once nore, and get their help, since there are far too few of us
to take on an entire race."

"But, dear Captain, why won't you be there, too, if you are right? Wth all our
powers; we haven't put a fraction of this together as you have. No one could
make a nore convincing argument, nor create a better battle plan.”

"There are certainly others," he said, not being nodest, "although not with ny
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experience here. You will have to give themyour experience. You see, Krisha,
can't access that other plane. Not at all. | got one very brief, fleeting
glinpse, and then | was closed out. Al the talents—they're nutati ons caused by
interaction with that other plane as we travel ed unknow ngly through part of it.
I amthe opposite. Whatever is in the brain that gives you your powers it not
present in mne."

"But you passed through the others!"

"That was the others. | keep remenbering how primtively the Quintara were
dressed, not only compared to us but even to that projected pair. At first |
thought that they m ght be savages who sonmehow were trapped within the system
but we know that's not true. Wiy, then, such primtive clothing and no devices
at all? I've puzzled over that, and | think |I've guessed it. Anyone el se who
finds one of those stations in our own universe is going in |oaded for big gane.
Even we went in with full weapons and e-suits. They are progranmred to recogni ze
this. It's the sinmplest yet nost fool proof security system ever devel oped, and
shows how cl ever they really are. It's programmed to transport |iving carbon and
silicon-based |life to any other station, through that other plane, perhaps
converting it all to energy and then back to matter at the other end so that
anyone can survive in there and perceive what's lurking. But if you take
anything with you—any artifact, any machinery, so much as a stitch of
clothing—+t will only transport you to the next station in the series, |eading
you eventually here. They don't need to carry anything. Wth their power, they
can use yours, or maybe even create their own. Who knows?"

She shook her head in wonder. "You make sense, but you have no proof. You are
deducing this. It is atalent fully as supernatural as any talent | know, and
you do it all the tinme. You did it back on Medara, and a dozen tinmes before
that. Captain—do you feel certain that what you say is true?"

"Pretty well. Wen things fit, no matter how ridicul ous they seem and you

di scard everything el se, whatever remains is al nost always true, if not

conpl ete. For exanple, just in discussing this, |'ve realized that the Quintara
al one didn't construct the network of stations."

"What ? How?"

"The Corithian. Silicon-based. Wiy would the Quintara, who are carbon-based
life, design a systemso clever and then allow another formof life to use it?
Concl usion: either they didn't build it, and evidence suggests that they at

| east had a big hand in it, or they didn't build it alone."

"But —-who el se? Not these things!"

"No, not these things. Not the Holy Angels, either, | don't think. They are much
too confortable on carbon-based worlds and |'ve never heard of one going to a
different kind of world. The Mycohl ? Who knows how t hat comrunal, intelligent
virus was devel oped or nmutated, or in what? Certainly it would explain why they
still have some good feelings for the Quintara. An ever greater suspicion would
be the Guardians. It would explain a | ot about them They all have to know, no
matter what, and you have to be powerful enough to face them on an equa
footing."

She stared at himin a nanner approaching awe. "Captain, you will not die if I
have anything to say-about it. W can't afford to | ose you. The whol e of the

M zl apl an cannot afford to be without you right now. The rest of us—we are very
good at what we do, but none of us has your mnd. The gods did not put you anong
us nowto kill you at the tine of greatest need.”

He yawned and blinked, suddenly barely able to see. "There are others. There are
al ways others,” he munbl ed. "Now I rmnust sleep."
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When it came, it crashed over himlike a black wave, and he was out to
everyt hi ng and anyt hi ng.

Kri sha was suddenly aware that everyone el se was asl eep. Not only the other
M zl apl ani ans, but all of them Inpulsively, she | eaned over and brushed his
hair gently with her fingers, and tears cane to her

You can save him sonething dark whispered in her mind. You can save him you
can have him

She tried to block it, but she-was so very, very tired, and she sank into a deep
sl eep.

She was wal ki ng through the naze, and, suddenly, it opened up and she was
finally free of it. Before her stretched a vast starfield, and the city was

bel ow and beyond her, floating in the void. Connecting the ground where she
stood to the gates of the city was a great, transparent ranp that spiraled down,
the stars clearly visible through it, although sonmehow she knew it was solid.
Hesitantly, she stepped out onto the ranp and began to wal k down, the experience
al rost i ke wal king on air, and she knew, sonmehow, that if she fell off she
woul d fall forever in the blackness between the stars.

M dway down, in the center of the spiral, she saw a huge figure standing there,
bl ocki ng her way. The figure towered over her, wearing the purple robes of a
prince of the Quintara, radiating power she could not conprehend.

"It's not so easy being a saint in the best of circumnstances, the creature
said in a voice that was deep and rich and al nost godlike. "Still, you rejected
all that you were offered, and you are to be commended for it. Those | esser
demons, mere footsoldiers, could not have given you everything anyway."

"Who are you?" she asked the creature, awed in spite of herself.

"I amthe Prince of the Powers of the Air, and | have known your people well. |
was there when Mdther Earth was formed, and when the breath of life, which is
the soul, was breathed into the first Terran, | was there. Your captain was
right. Your people have a special destiny, and the only ones who block it are
the M zl apl an, whom you call the Holy Angels, and the Mycohl, who befriended and
then betrayed us in the ancient days, and the Guardi ans. Once, on Mdther Earth,
your people were divided and set agai nst each other, and then, anong the stars,
they found a conmmon unify. The Three Enpires shattered that and divided you once
nmore, setting Terran against Terran, raising you again as a divided people,
because the ruling powers fear your people and your destiny. Your captain knows
this."

"What has this to do with nme?" she asked him "Those are matters beyond any one
person."

"You are wrong," said the denon prince. "One, or a handful, of people are always
the difference. There are nore than four hundred races together conprising
ninety trillion people anong the Three Enpires. Mist are irrel evant. Wether
they live or die, whether they are good or bad, has absolutely no bearing on the
present or the future. They nake no decisions, effect no events, and are as
influential on the schene of things as a single blade of grass influences the
meadow. Only a very tiny nunber, so tiny a fraction it is ridiculous to note it,
make all the decisions, nmove the rest, nobilize them decide which lives shal

be saved and which shall be taken, create the works of art, the inventions, the
| aws and the ideals. Those, of course, which the nasters of the Three Enpires
permt to do so. You mght have been one of those people, a force for positive
change, but you were dangerous to their static system so they forced you to
becone a priestess, and neutralized you, turning your energies instead into
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serving themas their slave, maintaining their system"

She was shocked at this. Blaspheny and rebellion had never been on her agenda.
He knew her thoughts.

"In time you would have fled the systemor tried to change it," he told her
"You know that is true. You | ooked at the woman Mbdra Stryke when she was with
you and you saw all that you had been cheated out of. A wonman who is totally
free and who commands—ommmands! —a spaceship and crew, fully equal to the others
wi thout the strings tied to your own self."

"She did not use that freedomwell,"
person. "

Krisha noted. "She is a very unhappy

"Is it better to be free to choose, even if one chooses wong, or to have all
the choices made for then? Is it better

to be unlucky in love, or to not be permitted to love at all? She has lived
life, and you have watched life. You |love the captain, yet you cannot express or
share or give that love to him Hs love for you in this setting borders on
driving himmad. Wat kind of a system a faith, gods, is it that would all ow
this sort of thing? W have the reputation for evil, but is it evil to oppose
such a systen®? Is it evil to |look at a systemand see that it does so nmuch harm
to so many, and pronises, in the end, only a series of endless incarnations of
increasing slavery to it, with its ultimate reward that you shall be slave to
the gods forever? Who defines what is evil, anyway?"

"Your kind are brutal," she retorted, unconfortable with those words that stung
so deeply. "You maim torture, kill wantonly, demandi ng bl ood!"

"And how is that different? Are you riot tortured? Have you not, in their
service, uncovered so nmany others, young and bright and eager |ike once you
were, and condemmed themto your own fate? And if we do up front and openly what
the others do in secret and nore subtly, does it make them any greater than we?
The bl ood, the killing, makes a public point. W are not the rulers; we are the
opposition. If we tried to be what your gods claimto be, you would not even
notice us. It is the mserable fate of an opposition to such totalitarianismto
be—spectacul ar. O herw se, who would listen? But that does not mean we woul d
rule in the manner of our opposition. It is far different to have the
responsibility for trillions of souls, and to nake certain they remain a vita
and energetic people, since that is in the interest of the rulers as well."

She shook her head sadly. "I cannot believe you, even though your words are
honey-coated. You wi sh ne to exchange a system | know, which, while it has
terrible flaws, still works well for those blades of grass that do not concern
you but are everything to ne, for a system| nust take on your word al one. W
are but two people, the captain and I. If we nust suffer for the good of others,
then it nmust be so."

"Then your captain will die, as he foresees,
"and you will be there to see him

the denon prince responded sadly,

die and feel his agony. But you will not die. | have commanded it. You will live
to see us freed and victorious, your system and your Church destroyed, your gods
forgotten, but you will remain as you are, bound forever only to observe, always
cut off, by your own choice. It will come to pass. Soon we will be unbound.
Not hi ng can stop that now. And, once unbound, we cannot be bound again, for
those who could do so have atrophied, while by their own doing we renmain as
strong and vital as ever. This tinme is the one true opportunity for choice in
your life. It will not come again. If you | eave the city, if the captain dies,
then it is past. Either way, once you choose, your destiny is in our hands."
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He faded at that, and she |apsed into a deep but troubl ed sleep

Krisha wasn't the only one to find herself on that transparent spiral |eading
down to the city, though.

"Who are you?" she called, challenging the dark, nenacing figure in purple.

"I amcalled many things," he replied, "but | prefer the title of Prince of the
Powers of the Air. | know who you are, Mdra Stryke."

"Why did you bring us here?" she asked him uninpressed any nore with these
creatures.

"You brought yourself here. You and your conrades stood in that enpty station
and made a decision. Until that decision was made, the station did not know
where you wished to go. Wen it was clear you all wanted to go on the network,

it then retained you until it had anal yzed you and your equi pnent and det erm ned
that you were no threat to it or to us; then it put you on the proper routing to
bring you here."

"And what made this our destination?"

"My, you are inquisitive." | could say it was because you wanted to find where
the two 'denpbns’ went, and that is true enough, but in truth everybody cones
here eventual |y, nost through the nore direct route you briefly experienced when
the conflicting resonances of the crystal cave brought you near to physica
deat h. The consequences of your actions in life are not normally sufficient to
unbal ance you enough to fall into the clutches of the Ancient Ones when you are
still alive."

She hesitated a nonment, unsure of the inplications of his answer as well as the
truth of it should those inplications be true. Finally, she could but ask, "Wat
do you nean, 'Everybody cones here eventual | y' ?"

"You know what | nean, | think." He turned and a | ong, slender, clawed finger
pointed fromthe sleeve of the robe down a level in the spiral. "See?"

She | ooked, then gasped. Standing there, as they had in life, were Tris Lankur,
the Durqui st, and even Hama, whose earlier death had forced themto hire Ji my
McCray to replace him She thought for a nmonment they were only stil

proj ections, but then they noved, they | ooked around, puzzled, then saw her
above them and Tris gave his characteristic little salute of greeting and bl ew
her a kiss. Seeing them as they were, only brought hone to her the size of the
hol e their passing had left in her soul

Still, she was not one to befooled easily. "lIllusions, frommnm own mnd," she
accused the denon prince. "It's a cheap trick."

"I am not above a cheap trick," the denpon adnmitted, "but this is not one of

them They nade if through the gauntlet, and they are here, within the city,
awai ti ng processing. Those masses whose burdens make the gauntlet inpossible
fall into its sides and beconme eternal slaves. Those who survive it are

i npressive, and are eventually given positions based upon their abilities. It is
a big universe, you know, and there are but two hundred nillion Quintara in this
sector. We need all the help, and allies, we can get, particularly since we've
been restricted to operations via the other plane, and through intermediaries or
surrogates who do our will or allow our consciousnesses to flowinto the

physi cal universe."

"You nean evil."

"I mean rebellion/ W are at war, and we fight as best we can with the weapons
at hand! Nor is it nerely what you call evil. It is we who nudge and nurture; it
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is we who bring people to a point where they can break free and use the other

pl ane to break out into space, to expand. It is we who plant the seeds of the

talents. And now, at |ast, sone of you have come to us, in the flesh, for only
in the flesh can we be freed of our physical bonds."

"Who bound you, anyway?"

"W were bound by treachery! By allies who grew too fearful that we had the
leading role in the nurturing of sentient |ifel Those who feared our grow ng
nunbers and di sagreed with our objectives. You can see what they have done with
all the wondrous technol ogy at their disposal, a technology that bridges the
sol ar systens, |inks inpossible distances into political wholes, and which could
fill every need and allow for maxi numcreativity and devel opnent. One-third has
a backward soci ety of near m ndl ess aut omat ons who are happy but brain-dead,
save only a clergy that controls themat the price of denying thensel ves any

pl easure. Another substitutes barbarismfor devel opnent as a social sport, wth
a tiny bureaucracy served by every |luxury and sunk in total decadence served by
masses kept in conditions of poverty and ignorance and brutality out of sone
ancient tinme and considered no better than insects. Consider that a society that
has robotics and advanced conputers |likes to have hordes of slaves to do the
wor k. Manual | abor slaves! Or your own society, which has a form of soci al
mobility, but only the nbst exceptional can rise fromnmasses dyi ng young,

i gnorant, and in poverty on popul ati on-choked worlds while rich people buy whol e
pl anets as retreats or gardens. Your Tris Lankur cane froma world where life
expectancy is under forty years because it has no resources to trade for needs
that could nake it a paradi se. How exceptional, and brilliant, and ruthless, and
| ucky, Lankur was to get out of it at all."

She kept | ooking down at the trio standing there. Cccasionally they would be
talking to one another, or gesturing up at them or just watching, as if they
were really there.

Still, while she understood the horrible inequities of the system it was not so
horrible on nmost worlds. Certain technol ogi es, such as robots and virtua

reality conputers and ot her such things, were denied all but the core Exchange,
of course, because if people did not have to work

then they would atrophy, rot in nmndless entertai nnent, drugs, and neural nets,
and never be allowed to devel op as whol e people, but this was a concept
supported by nost. There were always inequities in any system she still felt
that the Exchange worked better than any of the alternatives.

"And what is your systen®?" she asked him

"Wait and see,"” was all he would say. "1 do not have to tell what is inevitably

goi ng to happen. | do not have to convert you, for ours is the future and you
are the present. W ask only one thing of you. Wen you get to the city, break
the seals you will find there. If you do not know what they are |like, your M.

McCray will happily point themout to you."

"And then you conme out and kill us," she retorted, renenbering the first
station.
"No. There is nmuch killing to be done, | fear, before we are victorious, but you

woul d not be one of them |Inmagine yourself restored with your conrades bel ow,
they restored to life, just as they were, and you with them Al the things you
woul d want woul d be at your disposal, all the power you need. Adventure, all you
woul d want, far beyond the frontier and to the far reaches of the galaxy and
even beyond that if you like, returning at any point to your own world, to your
own desi gns, surrounded by family and friends. The best of all things for you,
extending as far into the future as you wish, without infirnmty, disease, or
death, until you decide of your own free will to Come Over. That | can give you
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More, if you wish. That sort of thing is not difficult for us."

She honestly believed at |east that last statenent. "And what happens if | do
not break your seal ?"

He shrugged. "Someone, one of you, wll. \Wwoever does will gain the prom se. One
of you will die before reaching the city. Another will die in the breaking of
the seals. The rest will reap the consequences of their inaction. For sone,
death, which puts you in our service anyway. For others, fates even worse, but
of their own making. For you, your conpanions will remain 'dead, and in our
service, nake no nistake about that. You m ght be one of those who survive.

but, if so, you will have no noney, no ship, no friends, no | over, and nowhere
to go hone to. You'll follow your friend Lankur into suicide soon enough, and,
if you survive the gauntlet, you will be right back here—as our slave. You
probably won't. You do not have a record of ever doing the best thing for you or
anyone el se. You had nore chances at achieving the hei ghts than nost people
would get in many lifetines, and you have squandered themall. You al ways have
been a | oser, Mdra, but, as always, the choice is yours—the |last such choice
you will ever be able to nmake to better yourself or others."

She stared at him unmoved until that |ast by his argunents and offers. The | ast
comrent fed everything she believed about herself; it rang with truth. Still, if
one of her other talents was al ways making the wong choice, then what woul d be
upon her conscience if she freed a new horror on all of known civilization?

"What if no one breaks your dammed seal s?" she asked himecurtly.

"Unl ess you conmt suicide before reaching the city, there is no chance of that.
Al three groups are as good a mix as we could have hoped for. Soneone will
break the seal, either by design to claimour pronise, or because of your own
divisions. Even if, by some niracle, no one did, it wouldn't matter. The gate
that brought you here can swing open again, and there are nany other gates. Wen
it is time for sonething, it is time. W will not be denied."

The scene faded, and Mbddra joined Krisha in a fitful, deep sleep

Nor in fact were the two wonen alone in neeting the spectre of the Prince of the
Powers of the Air on that sinister spiral to the Quintara city, as they

di scovered when each awoke, many, many hours | ater—-how rmuch | ater none had the
neans to say.

</ was offered command of a |egion, > Josef told them

<And | the key to all the know edge of the Quintara,> Tobrush added. <The keys
to the cosnos. >

<He said | would be a goddess,> Kalia told them <That all nen would be subject
to ne, and all wonen would worship nme. >

Each of themreceived a hol ographi c account of the visions of the other

"l ignored its babblings by praying and reciting the ritual of exorcism" Mnya
st at ed.

"Did it work?" @nRoh Chin asked, anused at the scene of it appearing in his
i magi nat i on.

"No~but it drowned the Prince of Lies out," she replied.

He chuckl ed. "Manya, |'mno theol ogian, but | believe that the rituals of
exorci smsend a creature back to Hell. If you're right, and this is Hell, then
he, and we, are already there!"
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For the first time, he knew he'd gotten her, and it felt good. Her nouth opened
a bit, then closed, with nothing com ng out. Finally, she said, "Qdd | never
t hought of that."

Mor ok al one seened really shaken by his own vision. "He offered nme not one
thing," the Grand Inquisitor coomented. "He nerely prom sed ne that whenever |
died, and if | successfully ran his dammabl e gauntlet, he would see that | was
tried by all those who have faced the Inquisition at nmy hands, and that they
woul d decide ny fate. He nade no offers at all. None."

"Because he knew that you would never do it, Holiness," the captain put in,
trying to soothe his nerves. "All he could do was intimdate you so that you
m ght hesitate to prevent soneone el se from succunbing to weaknesses."

"Yes, yes, I'msure that is it," Mrok said curtly, anxious to change the

subj ect, but you didn't have to be telepathic to know that he remai ned shaken,
and that, at this point, even the Gand Inquisitor had doubts about right and
wr ong.

Kri sha had her personal blocking on and was glad of it in this case, for she

could not tell themthe truth and she could not lie to the Faithful. Instead,
she just said, "He offered ne what | desired nost." She hated to keep the bl ock
on, since it limted her as well, but she dared not let it down.

She couldn't help but notice that the Exchange tel epath, M:Cray, was doi ng nuch
the sane thing. Al though she was a stronger telepath than he, MCray had been
obviously trained by nasters, and his selective bl ocking was amazi ng.

She wi shed she could do that-—bl ock out only specific things, and at any | evel

Al he would tell Mddra was, "We had an interesting discussion. He's very good,
as | expected he would be, but he couldn't disguise the fact that he's a bit
nervous about nme. Even though this is as newto ne as to the others, it appears
I know too much. There's plenty left, | think, even in the Mzl aplan, who know
the pentagram but precious few souls |eft anywhere who' d recogni ze the Seal of
Sol onon." He gave a wy smle, as if, sonehow, he felt he had sone sort of
advantage fromthat arcane know edge.

"Still and all,"” he went on, "lI've listened to and | ooked at the exchanges with
the others, and sonething he said—+ think it was to you, Mdra—keeps goin' round
and round in ny head. Sonething about there being two hundred nmillion of them
I"l'l connect it up at some point. The nunber's inportant, sonewhere, but
archaic."

"Mol Iy dream ' bout big syn, too," MIlly put in cheerfully, aware of a dark nood
but not much el se.

They both turned in surprise. "Wat?"

"He just pat Mdlly on head, told her to be good girl, and say Mdlly in his big
pl ans or sonething like that."

Jimy frowned. "I don't like the sound of that at all. You couldn't even go with
us to the dark place, thank heavens, but you saw Hi s Horniness hinself and he
just said, 'Never mind for now.' Hmph. You be very, very careful, MlIlly, and you
listen only to us, right? You don't want to do anything that would hurt ne, do
you?"

"No, course not, Jimry. Mdlly be good girl. Even big syn say that."

<She's a real potential danger, > Mdra warned himtel epathically. <He told me
that it mght not be deliberate, and if anybody's nore prone to do sonet hing
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entirely innocently, it's Mlly.>

<l know, | know. But-what can | do? Leave her here? She'd try to nake friends
with the bl oody statues!>

Over at the M zl apl ani an canp, Gun Roh Chin drank some water, wishing it were a
bit stronger stuff, ate some fruit, again w shing for nuch better, and, nobst of
all,

wi shing as always for a cigar. Finally, he said, "I suppose | had a bit of an
encounter with him too."

They all turned in surprise at that. "You?" Krisha expl ained, "How?"

"It was a dream and, like all dreans, it had this very unreal quality about
it," he told them "Until you all told yours, | would have dismssed it as a
product of the surroundings. It certainly wasn't vivid, |ike your experiences
were, and was | ess a conversation than a nonol ogue—all on his part, | mght add.
The gist was nore or |less what you' ve told ne the others were offered, with the
usual conplinents. Know edge, |ove, power, all that. Mdst of all, he offered ne
youth and eternal life in the flesh. He said ... the reason nulls were nulls is

that they had no imortal souls."

THE A TY OF THE DEAD

"I AM DETERM NED TO DO THI'S, SO PLEASE DO not keep trying to talk ne out of it,"
Morok told them "I amsick and tired of being pushed and shoved around by these
forces, entirely at their nercy, while they nock us! It is time for us to take
sone initiative!"

"The denon prophesied to Modra that one of us would die before reaching the
city," Krisha renminded him "I do not wish that to be you, Holy Father."

He dismissed the threat. "For one thing, they lie. They are the source of lies.
If they could actually foresee the future, this denmon prince would have known in
advance that one of us would free him and who, and all of this mnd-play would
have been unnecessary. You must not listen to them That is the first step to
becom ng theirs. They can make things happen, but only if you believe them
first. I will not die wandering forever in this maze, or until the other two
parties have already entered the city."

Kri sha understood, and was forced to accept his logic, know ng, too, that Morok
al ready considered it divine intervention that he was still alive at all at this
poi nt. She al so understood that, if it were just the Mzlaplan in this place,

wi t hout the others, Mook would have sacrificed themall so that none m ght
enter the city and free the denbns, even by accident. It was not, however, that
sinmple. The others mght reach it first, for one thing, or, even if sone way
could be found for everyone to die, it would nean only a short-termvictory. On
that the denon prince had been correct. There nust be a virtual naval force
around that world with the first station by now, and the best m nds of the
Exchange had to be poking and probing for a way in. A down-the-line order to
ensnare nore people within the station would not be difficult for the denon
prince; sooner or later, the right one would come along. The only hope was to
get down there and discover just what they were dealing with, and see if there
was any sort of action possible for themto stave off what the denon prince
consi dered i nevitable.

"Child," Morok said to Krisha gently, "what can they do? Throw stones at ne?
I"l'l not go near the city; | merely want to get the lay of the land." He turned
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to the others. "The one problemis going to be that, whatever | see and |earn,
the others will learn as well," he rem nded them "If we get a route, you nust
nmove quickly."

The Stargin stretched his great wi ngs, and, oddly, the action made him| ook | ess

bird-1ike and nmore, well, classically angelic.

He | ooked around. "The air isn't still, but it is quiet," he told them "The
thermals are pretty well static. Still, |1 have flown under far worse conditions
than this."

The body seenmed sonehow to sink into the ground as the | egs contracted and
nmuscl es tensed like coiled springs. Then he let the tension go, wings at the
ready, and launched hinself into the air.

There was barely enough roomto flap the wings, and for a nonment they feared he
woul dn't clear the top of the hedge, but then he was up, and, with effort,
clinmbing. Mrok always | ooked ungainly on the ground, but, in the air, he was a
pi cture of grace and form

Looki ng down, Morok was startled to see just how cl ose the three groups were to
one another, and to the city gates beyond, and, unable to bl ock, he could see
themall galvanizing into action as they received the inages he was seeing. He
tried to concentrate on just a routing for his own people; then, when he was
certain Krisha, at |least, had the picture in her mnd, he turned his attention
to the city.

It is alnobst |ike the vision, he thought, amazed. The naze had several possible
ways to get to the gates, but they all ended up in one exit, flanked by two
enor nous, bestial idols. Beyond, the grass ended, and there was instead a road
made of the same material as was used in the interior of the stations, going
downward in a broad spiral for about two kil ometers, passing eventually behind
the city before enmerging again on the other side to what appeared to be a broad
avenue, the main thoroughfare, of the city itself.

Unli ke the vision, the spiral had a mlky coloration, and meter-high side walls,
and woul d not be the dizzying approach they'd feared it m ght be.

The city itself appeared even greater than he'd expected. It continued the
spiral structure, but was built so that the buildings intersected nmultiple

| evel s of the great spiral organization. The architecture had sone of that
melted | ook of the station interiors, but the buildings, the streets, everything
glowed with soft col ors—+eds, blues, greens, yellows, purples-and cane together
to create a soft, three-dinensional pastel. It was difficult to believe that so
vile a race could create sonething this beautiful

The spiral, however, was not circular, but rather had a distinct oval shape. On
one side of the central region rose the pyranid of earlier visions, a soft

gol den col or, |ooking perfect and seam ess, as it arose fromwhat had to be the
base of the city far below to tower over even the tallest other structure,

dom nating everything. The rest of the spiral center was hard to see at an
angl e, but appeared a bl ack not hi ngness.

The entire city seened suspended in space, built atop sone glassy disk-1like
foundation that itself appeared to rest on nothing at all. He could see, too,
that the sky did indeed seemto be sone sort of transparent barrier, or
possibly, a projection, which grew lower as it passed over the city and ended
somewher e beyond

Chaos Keep, the denobn had called the place. At the center and the edge of the
uni ver se.

He had flown before only in the m st and pouring rain of what they all thought
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of as the wet world; this was the first tinme when he had sonme time and good
visibility, and he nade the nost of it.

This place was vast, but with the sky barrier clear he could see that it did not
have an infinite horizon. The hills preceding the maze went on for some

di stance, then just seened to abruptly stop, as if they, too, were hitting sone
sort of wall or barrier, and he had the distinct inpression that the "sky"
curved slightly and angled down to the left and right of the city.

The captain had been correct; these were not worlds. Rather, they were enornous
rooms, or conpartnents, hundreds of kilometers across, designed and maintai ned
to look like worlds. That was why there had been no variations, no day or night.
The waterfall on the wet world probably recirculated all that water, in a
constant cycle.

That inplied that, far fromtraveling great distances, they had been inside sone
greater structure all along, the stations |less transporters than hatches, |ike
airl ocks, separating one conpartnent fromanother and isolating their

bi ospheres.

Al nost |ike a spaceship. Some inpossibly huge spaceship, traveling—where? The
multiple stations in the real mwhere that denon horde was kept, seal ed away,

i mplied many, many nore conpartnents than the ones they had cone through. At the
very least, such a ship would be the size of a snall planet.

Maybe it was a planet, Mrok suddenly thought, startled. Holl owed out, perhaps
completely artificial. The inplications of that al most made himstart to fall
If the stations were nere airlocks, and this was nerely another |evel of a

pl anetary interior, then they m ght not have gone anywhere at all. They m ght
wel | just have been descending, level by level, into the interior of the world
upon which they had first | anded!

He wi shed he coul d di scuss that thought with Captain Chin, particularly because
he was proud of having seen it and conme up with it first, but the captain, who
could not overhear his thoughts, was far too busy following and trying to keep
up with Krisha and Manya, madly darting toward the nmaze exit.

<Have caution, children!> he called to them <Right at the exit are the two huge
idols and | have no idea how you get between them Think! The Exchange group is
only seconds behind you on your right, and the Mycohl are converging, perhaps
two or three m nutes because of additional obstacles!>

They actually saw the nuch-anticipated exit, and Gun Roh Chin al nost ran over
Manya when she and Krisha both stopped suddenly.

"Qof! Sorry-what's the matter?"

Manya pointed to the exit. "If you | ook carefully you can see them" she told
him "They are slightly higher nman the hedge, on both sides of it, and I am not
certain if there is any roomto get between."

Kri sha shook her head. "It's a road block, all right, and an effective one. 1=
She stopped, as Mddra, Jimry, and Mdlly rounded the next-to-last corner and cane
toward them stopping about six neters to the other side of the exit.

They knew Modra, and she knew them but this was the first tine the

M zl apl ani ans had really seen Jimmy and particularly MIlly except in subjective
m nd-pictures, and it was the first tine the Exchange pair had simlarly | ooked
on the M zl apl ani ans.

They all heard noise in the row just behind them and Jimry said, "Well, that'd
be the Mycohlians, | suppose. After all this, it's a bloody tie!"
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@un Roh Chin angled so he could see at | east one of the huge guardi ans of the
bridge to the city. "Any way of dealing with then?" he asked hopefully.

"If you can figure a way past the dog-faced twins, I'll go halves with you,"
McCray responded.

"I meant the idols." He paused, surprise sinking in. "You know M zl apl ani an?"

"I do now," the telepath responded. "After days of nonitoring your bl oody

t hought s and havi ng conparative translations, | think |I've got it back pretty
well. Been a long time since | used it, though. Couldn't nake heads or tails of
it when we started out. A reading and worki ng knowl edge isn't the sanme as
actually getting it in conversation."

Chin just nodded and gestured to the exit. "Any ideas?"

McCray shot a quick query to the guardi ans of the gate, and got back a very
powerful, <None shall pass.> "Well, they're rather predictable, anyway," he
comrent ed.

<Any way to change your ninds?> he asked hopefully. <l| believe we are expected
in there.>

<\Wat the Quintara wish is no concern of ours. W demand tribute in our own
right. >

"Ah! Tribute. So it's really a toll gate, is it? Terribly sorry, old boys.
seemto have left ny other pants in ny other pants.”

At that noment the Mycohl team appeared behind the Exchange, emerging fromthe
sanme gap as they had cone from Mdra took one look at Kalia's ugly, burned |eft
side and couldn't suppress a snall gasp. Tel epathy was indeed a subjective art.
As for Josef, she hadn't ever seen a nan with a body that hairy. He was a much
bi gger man than either of them had thought, too, and while Jimy's beard was
still stubble, Josef's was already black and added to his nean, arrogant | ook
Tobrush, in fact, |ooked the nost |ike they expected.

It was a mark of male ego that both Jimy and Gun Roh Chin, who'd had little
sel f-consci ousness up to that point, felt somewhat enbarrassed at the sight of
the size of Josef's private parts. There was certainly something to be said for
clothes. Jimy's reaction, received enpathically by the three Terran wonen in
all the parties, caused a fleeting nonent of amusenent.

Real i zing that there was nore of a | anguage barrier with this group than with
the Mzzies, Jimy sent, <Mght as well join the party. If you feel like
fighting it out, we can do that later, after we figure out this nasty little
problem >

Josef nodded and approached them sonmewhat surprised to discover that the two
other Terran males were both much smaller nen than he'd thought. Sonehow the

tel epathic i mages he'd been getting fromthe others had Ji nmy subjectively nore
his size and Chin a virtual giant. Josef was a hundred and ei ghty-eight
centinmeters high and wei ghed, at |east before his forced march on short rations,
around a hundred and three kilos; MCray was at best a hundred and seventy high
and probably wei ghed no nore than fifty-eight or -nine. And Chin, the now

| egendary Captain Chin, was only about as tall as Kalia' s one sixty-two,

al t hough he was chunky. Krisha, though, was about as tall as MCray, and Modra
Stryke even taller

It drove home how subjective and deceptive . hol ographic tel epathy really was.

McCray was i mediately on with the other two tel epaths.
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<Perhaps a partial, controlled nerge, if everyone cooperates, > Jimy suggested.
<There's nine of us against two of them >

<Ni ne—eh, that's right, > Tobrush came back. </ forgot that the old praying foo
is up there floating around sonewhere. >

Many a felt a tremendous hatred strike her and | ooked up, startled. Kalia was
staring at her hard, with daggers in her eyes. Mdra caught the full force of
it, standing between them and got the mental picture of the reason

"Jimy, we're never going to work together," Mddra told him "And while | know
not hi ng about what you're proposing, a lifelong enpath gets to know about people
in pressure situations pretty well."

<She is correct, > Mrok sent from above them where he'd been circling. He was
beginning to tire, as the relative uniformty of the air nmade himconstantly
flap and work hard to keep al oft, and had been thinking of com ng down. <The

i dol's, however, appear to work in unison, as if they were really just two out
lets for the sane entity. Perhaps they could be diverted, though, |ong enough
for everyone to run through>.

<What ki nd of diversion do you have in m nd?> Jimy asked him

<No, Holy Father!> Krisha nmentally screanmed at him <It is too dangerous! You
will die, and if it does not work we still will not get through!>

Mor ok thought a nmonent. <Perhaps if | fly over the |ast hedge and get on the
other side of them > he suggested. <That al one would divide their attention and
frustrate them Don't worry—'ll cross well down and away fromthem >

<If s your funeral,> Jinmy replied, unsure of just what effect that would have
on the rest of them if, indeed, it had any effect at all

Morok adnitted the point, but noted, <Well, at least it's sonething. W just
can't keep standing here.>

Modra suddenly remenbered sonething the denmon prince had said to her the night
before and cried, "No!" but if Mrok heard, even tel epathically, he was
oblivious to it.

They saw his long, |ean, graceful figure off in the distance, a good thirty or
forty feet beyond the exit, turn and head out over the | ast hedgerow. As soon as
he cleared it, he seened to contact a heretofore invisible wall of black energy
much like a protective force field. As his body contacted it, it was envel oped
in crackling energy and there was a sudden bright flash—and the scene was nor nal
again: no force field, and no Mook

Kri sha screamed, and Gun Roh Chin went to her to cal mher down, although he was
qui te shaken hinsel f. Mdra just sighed and shook her head sadly.

"One will die before reaching the city.

Manya said the Prayer for the Dead, but, as she finished and nmade the ritua
signs in the air, she thought, He never would |Iisten to anybody.

Suddenly all who could hear it heard in their nminds the booning voice of the
entity fromthe idols: <The sacrifice is adequate and acceptabl e. You may pass.>

That al nost started Krisha back into angry hysterics, causing the captain to
again try and cal mand confort her.

Modra rai sed her eyebrows and | ooked at Jimry, then at the Mycohlians. "Think we
can trust then?"
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"Wl l, you're the enpathy expert," MCray responded.

She nodded. "Sonehow, | think they are stating a fact. On the other hand, |
don't think we should wait around until they change their mnd, either."

Kalia said, "What the fuck. You're all a bunch of cowardly assholes," wal ked
through the Exchange trio and through the exit. Wen nothi ng happened, the rest
of themon that side wasted no time in follow ng her

"Come," the captain said gently. "He paid a high price for us. Let's not waste
it."

Kri sha shook off her tears, nodded, and the M zl apl ani ans, too, wal ked through
and finally exited the maze, and, for the first tine, had a clear view of the
city.

For Chin, it was his first viewof it of any sort, and he was inpressed. "The
capital ," he muttered, "and al nbst certainly the control room?"

Kri sha | ooked at himred-eyed and said, "Mrok—NMrok said that these weren't
wor | ds but conpartments, like in a huge spaceship. Just before the end, he
theorized that we weren't anywhere far fromwhere we cane in, that this was the
hol | owed-out interior of the world upon which we | anded."

He nodded. "I thought of that as well, but, even if it's true, this is nore than
nmerely a planet-sized spaceship or artificial prison colony. Mich nore."

Jimy MCray, hearing the conversation, tore his gaze reluctantly fromthe view
of the pastel city and wal ked over to Chin. "I've been hearing a | ot about you,
Captain. Al secondhand until now, though."

Chin | ooked at Krisha, who nodded. "I'mall right now," she assured him and
wal ked over to join the rest of them standing at the beginning of the spira
bridge down to the city, just staring.

"Everything |I've been getting is secondhand, MCray, but we've nmet before. You
were just a bit out of it then.”

"I owe you ny life,
person for that."

Jimy told himsincerely. "It's nice to say thanks in

"l hope you woul d have done the sanme for me,
I"m al nost certain you would have."

the Mzl apl anian said. "In fact,

Jimy shrugged. "Let's just hope you won't have to do it again, or find out what
I'"d do. 1've learned a | ot from eavesdroppi ng on your conversations, in a manner
of speaking, through the Gholl, there—tough as it is at tines. That's a mighty
weird mind there. On the other hand, you and | have a nunber of things in
common, not the least of which is a serious problem You know, | suppose, that
the girl, there, worships the ground you wal k on."

"I didn't think it was quite that strong," the captain

demurred, enbarrassed now that his problens were so public.

"We Terrans can pick the damedest nesses to get into. She worships you, but
she's the church and you're the congregation. | assune that sonetine when Mdra
was with your group you were told of her own problens?"

He nodded. "Yes, Krisha told me. As terrible as our own situation may be,
think I prefer it to Mbdra's past. You have a simlar situation to mine in your
own past?"
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Ji my nodded. "If anything, nore conplicated. | wound up having to get far away
from anything that even reninded ne of hone, changed careers, and got in an even
worse ness wWith the dammedest little parasitic—ah, synbiotic—creature you ever
knew. And sweet little Mdlly, there, whom| married to keep her from being
destroyed—she was born in either a factory or a bottle, |I'mnot sure which—
hasn't been able to have ne yet, nor | her."

"Do you want to?"

"l did, once—nore than anything in the world. Now—I'mnot at all certain. \Wat
I really want, | think, is beyond ne, beyond anything, and, considerin' al
this, probably the last thing | could have. Still and all, there's a |l ot of

| osers and unhappy folks in this."

The captain nodded. "And has it escaped your notice that, now we are nine, and
six of us are Terran?"

McCray frowned. "You know, you're right! | never nmuch thought about it."

"Terrans are survivors. W do everything wong and we wallow in the | ow pl aces,
yet we survive. As a race, we survive, and adapt, and we either outhbreed or, as
a group, outlive everyone who oppresses us except, of course, ourselves."

"I wonder if that's all there is to it," Jinmy MCray sighed, turning back to
|l ook at the city. "That | ot of Quintara have had a passing acquai ntance with
maybe seventy percent of the known races, but we Terrans and they know each
ot her much, much better than that. W're ol d conpanions, for sone reason. Now
that you've pointed it out to me, | don't think the predom nance of Terrans at
this point is anything like an accident or our race's ability to breed |like
grass or our ability to survive and endure. Al the races are survivors;

ot herwi se they wouldn't be where they are. No, | think the Quintara wanted it
this way. Not, perhaps, because we're so special, but because they know us so
well." He sighed. "I think we better join the others. | believe they' re going
down into the city."

@un Roh Chin nodded. "Sonmehow, | w sh Many a and that girl she burned woul d just
have it out up here and be done with it. It's going to happen sooner or |ater,
and | nost strongly feel that, whatever is down there, if we don't learn to put
aside all our differences, every little bit, and work together as a team we're
done for."

Jimmy MCray returned the nod. "It appears that we have a | ong wal k yet,
Captain. Perhaps it's tinme we conpared sone of our notes."

The bridge was chilly; they hadn't expected that, and it added to their
di sconfort. It was a wal k of several kiloneters down to the floating city of
lights, and they hoped it m ght be warner there.

It was thought best to keep Kalia and Manya separate, and the Mycohl weren't too
soci al anyway. It was Chin who suggested that Kalia take the |ead, with Josef
and Tobrush in back of her, acting as a sort of buffer; then came Jimy and the
captain, with Mbdra, Krisha, Mlly, and Manya at the rear.

Kri sha was sonewhat taken aback when she polled Mdra's thoughts and feelings
and di scovered that, in a way, the independent Exchange woman actually envied
the -; priestess. To Mddra, who believed she'd made such a ness of her own
personal life, it seemed idyllic that Krisha was in a position to use her
intelligence and authority without the conplications of the physical. To Mdra,
the clerical position seened an envi able barrier, where you could hel p people
and reach your own potential w thout conplicating or ruining yours or another's
life; to Krisha, it was a duty that prevented happi ness. Mdra m ght have chosen
wongly, but she always had choi ces and what happened was entirely due to her
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own deci sions. Mddra at this point was afraid of choices; Krisha really hadn't
faced a choi ce since she was sixteen years ol d.

In truth, each had an unrealistic and idealized view of the other's situation,
but the irony wasn't lost on Krisha. Both of us want to swap places, she thought
with a wy smile.

When they reached the md-point on the spiral bridge, all of themautomatically
stopped. This was the place that nost had nmet the denon prince in their visions,
and they half expected himto still be here, but there was nothing. Mdra,
however, |ooked down at the next l|level, even though she knew it was foolish,

al nrost as if she expected to see Tris and Hama and the Durqui st standing there.

Kri sha caught the thought. "They were illusions," she assured Mddra. "The denobns
are very good at illusions, at picking fromyour mind just what you think you
want and offering it to you, and al so picking fromyour mnd that which
frightens you the nost and threatening you with it."

"You're the priestess and you don't believe that the denons get the souls of the
dead?"

It was a very strange feeling for Mddra. They were speaking vastly different
| anguages, yet, with the telepathic link, and the time when they had been in
such close proximty in the maze, each could understand the other

"I'f you're asking if | believe in the possibility of damation, the answer is
yes. |If you're asking if | believe that this is truly Hell and that the Quintara
are supernatural in the theol ogical sense, |I'd have to say no. It really seens
to ne now that the denons, because of their natures, got mxed up with pure

t heol ogy sonmewhere in the distant past-—aybe deliberately so. They play their
part well and seemto enjoy doing it, but what are we seeing, really? A race
with incredibly strong nultiple talents, that's all. Talents they got by being
in, or in close proximty to, the other plane, just as interstellar travel did
it for sonme of our ancestors and probably still is doing it. What have we really
seen, though? Tel epathy, enpathy, and, |ike your ghosts, hypno abilities, nuch
nmore powerful than ours but still recognizable."

"And prognostication," Mdra added. "The denobn said that one would die before
entering the city. And another would die there, too."

"I"'mnot sure that's prognostication. They know us pretty

well by now. Fromhis personality and nature, it wouldn't be a stretch to bet
pretty heavily that Morok would attenpt to fly over the maze. Nor do you need to
be an expert telepathic psychol ogist to know that Manya and Kalia can't be kept
apart forever. To say it will come to a head in the city is sonething | would

feel confortable predicting as well. There doesn't seemto be anyplace else to
go."
Modra shivered. "It's bad enough bei ng so—exposed, like this, without it also

getting colder."

"Yes, | know," Krisha agreed. "On the other hand, it nakes it far less likely
that anyone would try anything with us."

Al t hough Krisha, like the other born telepaths, had reverted to bl ocki ng her own
t houghts, there was no question in anyone's mind who she was referring to.

<Do not flatter yourself,> Josef snapped curtly.

In truth, unable to block his thoughts, Josef had been feeling sonewhat |ustfu
toward them but, to Krisha's surprise and relief, the Mycohl officer also had
far nore of a sense of personal honor, at least in this situation, than they
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woul d have suspected in anyone raised in a system where ruthl essness was
necessary to rise to any |eadership position. Still, the two wonmen had no
illusions of what treatnent they m ght get were they in Josef's own el enent.

In fact, it was increasingly difficult for Krisha to reconcile Josef w th what
she had been taught: that unrestrai ned natural hypnos, particularly of the
Mycohl, were in fact denonically possessed. Instead, stripping away the brutish
and cyni cal veneer, and imagining that Josef had been raised in a different
system it was not inpossible to think that Josef m ght even have been |ikabl e,
or at |east worthy of respect.

They had cone a long way in a fairly short tine, and were now approaching the
city itself. It was no | ess beautiful |ooking close up than from afar, although
infinitely nore confusing, as nost cities are. "No wi ndows," GQun Roh Chin
commented. "Eh?" Jimy MCray turned to him puzzl ed.

"There are no wi ndows in any of the buildings, some of which are thirty or nore
stories high. No sharp coners, either—everything' s rounded a bit. It is an
interesting design and | ayout; certainly the best use of that plasticine
material they use on everything we've encountered to date. How nany peopl e woul d
you say a city of that size once supported?"

Ji my shrugged. "1 couldn't guess. | never was nuch good at that sort of thing.
Certainly it's bigger than it |ooked fromafar. Still and all, with the tal
bui |l di ngs and such, | wouldn't be surprised if it was a half mllion or nore.”

"A good enough guess. Yet that Quintara prince told one of you, | believe, that
there were two hundred mllion Quintara. Even allowi ng for many nore
repositories like the one | think we all passed through, that's a | ot of denobns
unaccounted for. | wonder, too, how they got around in there. There doesn't seem
to be any sign of a transit system noving wal kways, or anything else.”

Jimy snapped his fingers. "Yes! |I'd alnost forgotten! Sonething the purple
prince told Mbdra about there being two hundred million "in this sector.'

don't want the inplications of that |ast comment—two hundred million of these
babes is nore than enough. But that figure ... of course! The two hundred

t housand t housand denon warriors! And the four angel s—the denon princes! It all
fits!™

The others, hearing him all stopped and turned to him puzzled. "What are you
goi ng on about, Jimy?" Mdra asked him

"Revel ations nine. Ch, yes—¢christian. None of the rest of you would have heard
of it. Let's see how good ny nenory is.

"It spoke to the sixth angel which had the trunpet and said, "Let |oose the
four angels that are in chains at the great river Euphrates"; and the four
angel s were released to destroy a third of nmankind. And the nunber of the troops
of their cavalry were two hundred mllion.""

"What's that you quoted, McCray?" Gun Roh Chin asked him

"A passage froma holy book of what was once one of the great Terran religions,
now pretty well relegated to a few obscure worlds and subcultures like mne. It
is a prophetic, nmystical book telling in synbols and nysticismof how God was to
end the world. It's been reinterpreted into neani ngl essness after we went
interstellar, or relegated to the quaint and apocryphal, by npbst surviving
branches of the Church at this point, but there it is. Denbns are supposedly
fall en angel s—angel s who rebell ed—and that prince said that it was rebellion
they were after.”

<Et hnocentri sm > Tobrush comented dryly. <Every race and culture that devel ops
areligion has it. The largest religion on ny ancestral world said the Julk

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...a%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (26 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ninety %20Trillion%20.txt

were the center and forenpst parts of creation, and that we'd inherit the
universe if we didn't fall into slavery and sell our souls to bipedal creatures.
Cone to think of it, 1 shouldn't even be in this conpany. >

"Hold it, Jimmy!" Mddra put in. "Are you saying that sonme obscure book from sone
ancient Terran religion has anything to do with this? It's coincidence."

"Is it, now?" he nused. "The Tigris and Euphrates were two rivers that came
together in a region on Mdther Earth, and became the cradle for the first
civilizations."

"Sonme of them™ Gun Roh Chin rem nded him

Jimy shrugged. "Be that as it may, it's where three of the great religions that
swept through nuch of Mther Earth began in conmon roots—and, not

coincidentally, the three that have nearly identical denon nythol ogi es. Suppose,
j ust suppose, down there, buried in the silt and nuck of the river bottom is a

Quintara station. Suppose Saint John the Divine, the fellow who wote that, was

sensitive—sone sort of undevel oped talent. He, hinself, said he got it all from
very realistic visions while hidden away in exile on an isolated island, praying
and fasting."

The captain nodded. "I think you m ght just have sonmething there, although it's
a flimsy thread to hang it all on. He would be a man suffering for his faith and
so deeply rooted in it, and he would also be a man of his tinmes, so he'd
interpret and gui de what he saw according to those lights."

Modra wasn't nearly as nmuch a believer. "First ancient poets, then visions from
even nore ancient fanatics fromoutdated religions. MCray, where do you get all
this stuff?"

"Because | was a priest of that ancient and outdated religion," he replied.
"Still am according to their lights, although exconmunicated, ny soul damed to
Hel I, and forbidden to receive or deliver the sacranments. At |east one son of

New Erin fromeach large fanmily was to be a priest, and at |east one daughter a
nun. "

"You were a whatT

"He said he was a priest of a false god," Manya snapped. "And now he is nade to
suffer for it!"

<Manya! > Krisha shot back. <Wre we not taught to respect the priests of al
native races?>

"Well, as to who's true and false, it's getting harder to tell,"” Jimmy replied.
"So far, sone of ny side interests in ny study of the faith have proven pretty
handy here. So nmuch so, |'mbeginnin' to doubt ny lack of faith as much as
once doubted ny faith. If there are four denon princes | ocked away sonewhere
down there, I'mgoing to have a m ghty hard time."

<Should | respect Mycohlian sacrificial rites?>

"I amnot certain that one connects on a theol ogical sense with the other," the
captain noted, oblivious to the side debate he couldn't hear. "However, | think
your knowl edge mi ght be nore valuable than it appeared.”

<You needn't worry, you old bitch!> Kalia shot back. <No god woul d ever want you
as a sacrificel>

Modra | ooked first at Krisha, and then over at Josef, and no tel epathy or
talents of any kind were required for the nessage.
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<Stop this now > Josef sent as strongly as he could. <O the rest of us will
throw you both over the bridge wall here and you can fall and call each other
nanes for all eternity !>

Jimy heard it as well and decided it was time to break the tension. "Well, I'm
freezing just standing here," he said. "The sooner we get down there and naybe
i nsi de sonepl ace warm | hope, the better."

They started on again, and Mddra slipped back a little to talk to Jimy
one-on-one, as she still preferred to do.

"You were really a priest? Like those two and Morok?"

"Something like them" he admtted, "yes. The Irish was O d Order, too, perhaps
the last surviving rite of that type. Celibacy, no wonen priests, even an Ofice
of the Inquisition, although it was nmostly to ensure the purity of the faith on
the home world."

"No wonen? But | thought you said sonething about wonen priests.”

"No, those are nuns. Al the sanme linmts, but they're a rung bel ow, forbidden to
actually give the sacranents.”

"Why' d you | eave it?"

He sighed. "Partly it was their fault. | got over-educated. It gets very hard to
keep the Add Oder faith after you've seen other worlds, other races, and
studied other religions. In our case, a strict adherence to the Ad Oder was a
part of preserving our culture."

"There were other branches, then, who were | ooser?"

"El sewhere in the Exchange, yes. But | was young and anbitious and on the fast
track, and while | could have left to go to a liberal parish and lived as a
simple parish priest, if you wanted the bishop's track to a | eadership position,
you'd have to go into a nonastic order there and keep the old restrictions."”

"And you kept then?"

"For quite a while, yes. | was a dammed good priest. And, because | was also a
dammed good telepath, | learned howto seal off bits and pieces of nmy m nd and
activities. Still, since priests confessed their sins daily to superiors, and

the confessors were always talents, there was no way to hide things forever
Every once in a great while you' d get a hypno who'd really clean you out. Still,
they were so busy they didn't have tine to go deep, and | got to keep sonme of ny
dirty little secrets. Mst particularly, the fact that I1'd fallen head over
heels for Sister Mary Brigit, a nun and local nurse for whom| was confessor

She hadn't wanted to be a nun any nore than | wanted to be a priest, but the
pressures fam ly and Church can put on you when you're young are enornous. W'd
meet and spend a lot of time together, go on picnics or long drives in the
country, but we never touched each other, as nmuch as we wanted to.

I was the only tel epath around, and she was an enmpath who could hide it from
other empaths, but it was a real strain. She finally couldn't stand it, and
asked for release fromher vows, even though a nun who quits is regarded
socially on ny old home, sweet hone, as a harlot and whore even if she's
perfectly primand proper. The plan was, if she could, then | would, too, and
we' d work enough to scrape up enough noney to | eave and find a place sonewhere
in the Exchange where it wouldn't matter what we'd been.”

"What's wong with that?"

"Well, it's allowed, in sone exceptional circunstances, but it's not really
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allowed in the AOd Order. They told her they had to send her off for a tinme so
they could determine that it was a real special case and all that, and, of
course, to change her surroundi ngs—ake sure she really wanted to do it. The

pl ace proved to be the sort set up to change people's mnds. Brai nwashing is the
old termfor it. Al the staff were fanatics, all hypnos, telepaths, and strong
broadcast enpaths, together with all the psychochem stry we'd not dreaned

existed in our rural little parish, all determ ned to save her soul. They took a
hundred days—a hundred days in which | heard nothing of her, and | was begi nni ng
to feel I'd never see her again when she returned. O, at |east, her sweet body

did. She no | onger had any physical desires for any living nan; she didn't even
think nmen were particularly attractive or interesting and couldn't figure out
why she ever had. The Lord was the only man in her life now, and He was quite
enough for her. \Wen she | ooked at ne she saw only the priest, not the man. |

t hought she' d been hypnoed or sonething, or that it would wear off. | waited it
out alnost a year before | realized it was permanent. At first | was crushed,
then | got scared. If they could do that to her, they could do it to nme, and she
doubtl essly told them about nme. O herw se, why send her back to ne at all? She
wasn't just an exanpl e—she was a warning."

"How awful !'"

"I applied to a renpte nonastery on a distant world the Church owned for that
pur pose, and was, not surprisingly, quickly accepted. | got on the ship to go
there, but | never nade the connecting flight. And, there | was, the npbst naive
twenty-nine-year-old virgin, a student of ancient Terran classics and | anguages,
conparative religion, and with the only possibly useful degree, one in

psychol ogy | couldn't prove because it was froma Church university. | was al so
pennil ess, and stuck on a world populated by three-neter-tall bright green

cent auroi ds whose nmmjor export was a kind of super-fertilizer and whose ninds
and t hought processes were so alien to nme that | never really got beyond the
basics. Even the ticket proved void because |1'd already used part of it and it
was a dedicated ticket."

"What did you do?"

"Anything | had to to survive. We'll not go into all the things | had to do, but
it was the first step in what seened like God punishing ne. Finally | managed a
job at the spaceport because of my knack of picking up | anguages and ny fl uency

in Exchange standard. | used to hang out with the spacers, and finally one of
"emthat was shorthanded took ne on for a while, until | got ny training and
initial papers. Even so, it was five bloody years before | even saw anot her
Terran, except briefly, in termnals, and usually in passing. | was, however,
just beginnin' to feel like I was independent and things m ght be turnin' when

we had that little nmission and | got G ysta on ne back. The crew kept me on out
of synpathy, but then we had a series of disasters and finally |ost a crewnrenber
who gave his life to save mne, and | got the Jonah tag and got dunped on the
capital, where | was |anguishing until you cane al ong. And now you know it all."

"Hold it, Jinmmy," Mdra said, trying to get it all straight. "You nean to tel
me—how ol d are you?"

"Forty-one now, as it says on ny papers."
"You're forty-one, seven or eight years a spacer, and you're still a virgin?"

He coughed nervously, a bit enbarrassed. "Grysta didn't all ow conpetition, and
if you don't count her—and she could stinmul ate areas unbelievabl y—then, yes, |
never had the opportunity, although, Lord knows, | wanted it enough."

"Poor Jimy!" she sighed. "And now you're wal king naked into Hell itself, or, at
| east, a reasonable facsimle of it."
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"Yes. If I"'mstill doing penance, at |east there's one thing—od's still got H's
eye on nme. So, if He's really up there, soneplace, he knows about this one now "

He' d ignored his beliefs, even convinced hinself that he'd cast themout, but
even before this he had begun to realize that he hadn't, really. It was stil
there, deep down, somewhere inside him He'd finally confronted that when,
facing down the first denonic pair, he'd fallen not only back into belief, but
into being a Catholic and a priest as well.

Now, al though he knew intellectually that it was just a m xture of ego and hope
with his old self and nature, he really began to wonder if in fact this wasn't
all a part of sone divine plan. That, sonehow, he was neant to be here, that
everything up to this point had been in preparation for this. In a sense, he
fervently hoped so; it would give some neaning to his life.

"Look! There's a shortcut in!'" Kalia called excitedly. "W won't have to wal k
all the way around this fucking place to get in!"

In fact, now that they'd passed into the area that had been conceal ed from vi ew
on the i medi ate descent, they saw that there were several cuts and ranps
| eading straight into the city on various |evels.

"Shall we take it in?" Jinmy asked them

"I'"d take the next one, even though it's another five hundred neters," Gun Roh
Chin advised. "It's only logical that anybody coming in this way woul d take the
first exit, and the Quintara have designed a good deal of this trap on what
rational folk would logically do."

<A good point, > Josef agreed. <We, at least, will go a bit further. >
"At this point, | don't think we ought to separate," Jimy agreed.

<| say go in now > Manya put in. <W neet them head-on, as always! Besides, it
will separate us fromthat scumin front!>

Kri sha shook her head and said, "Manya, go by yourself if you wi sh, but the
captain and I will stay with the others at this point."

Manya seriously considered it for a nonment, but pragnmati sm and prudence won out.
She would go with her people, even if she thought them w ong.

Crossing the bridge and into the city itself did not inprove the tenperature a
bit, but at least it didn't get any colder, at |least not in the physical sense.
On the other hand, the city had a feeling of isolation and desertion that went
through all of them even Gun Ron Chin.

They stared down an enpty, deserted street, feeling dwarfed by the great
buildings rising on all sides, and they never felt so al one.

"Makes you long just for a piece of trash,” Jimy MCray noted. "I keep
expecting sonebody to pop out of one of the side streets and shout, 'Boo!'"

"I'f they do, ny life may depend on the ability of someone here to do cardiac
resuscitation," the captain responded. "I'm sonewhat used to great interior
spaces, but this dwarfs any freighter hold."

<There are no marks at all on the streets,> Tobrush noted. <Everything, fromthe
street surfaces to the walls, is' polished snmooth as glass. W reflect al

around. | wish | had something hard; it would be interesting to see if one could
even nmake a decent mark init. >

<Why not try sone aci ds?> Josef suggested. <You can synthesize them and then
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excrete themthrough your tendrils, can you not ?>

<A fascinating idea. Let ne see. > A small group of wiry tentacles enmerged from
its back and deposited droplets of varicolored Iiquids on the side of the
street. They hissed for a nmoment, then seened to be absorbed by the material as
if it were a sponge, leaving only tiny, dull blotches where the acids were

pl aced. As they watched, even the blotches seened to slowy fade out, until,
after a minute or so, it was as if nothing at all had ever been there.

"That explains the condition of the place," Josef noted. "I've never seen
anything like this stuff. | wonder what the hell it's nade of ?"

Chin didn't quite follow the conment in the Mycohlian

| anguage, but he'd watched the denonstration and had the general idea. "I'm
certain that we'd probably surprise any chem st who anal yzed it," he coment ed.
"I woul d bet that your Exchange researchers found it to be fairly comon in its
chem cal conposition, but bonded in a way they couldn't replicate, because they
can't detect or measure all of the ingredients."”

"What do you think it is, then, Captain?" Krisha asked him

"Only a guess, but | would not be surprised if it was nmade by the Quintara
thensel ves," he told her. "Just as the idols were a bridge to a whol e new set of
physical laws, | think this mght be as well."

"You nmean the whole city's |like one of those idols?" Mdra asked nervously. "And
we're standing on it and surrounded by it?"

He smiled. "I don't think you need worry about being sucked in yourself, if
that's what is concerning you," he assured her, hoping he was right. "I think
sone additional geonetry is necessary for that. However, | would certainly be

cautious about crossing any designs you m ght see etched in this material. No,
we use the differing physical properties in space flight, since in the other
medi um t he speed of light is quite a bit nore accommopdating. | think the
Quintara went a step further. | think they |learned how to harness that potentia
power that operates by such different rules over there and bleed it in a
controll ed fashion into our plane. The result can be one of those obscene idols,
all owing what intelligences are there to also bleed through, or nore pragnatic,
such as allowing sone of it to congeal and convert to this nmaterial, maintaining
a sufficient energy link to allow it to be self-maintaining."

"How coul d you possibly guess that just fromlooking at it?" Jimry wanted to
know. He l|iked the captain, but was very skeptical of such a null com ng out
with such sweeping theories on all of this.

"It's not as arcane as it sounds," Chin replied. "W use a very prinitive
variation of it ourselves every tine we tap into that other universe by

accel erating a spacecraft. The spacecraft itself would be absorbed, turned to
energy, were

it not coated before dropping into that plane. The coating is created in what we
call the 'subnerge,' and dissipates when we slow to all owabl e speeds in our own
pl ane. I'mnot exactly guessing, McCray. |I'msinply adding up two and two."

"I never knew that," Mdra comented, and heard fromthe others' thoughts that
nobody el se had, either

"The difference between operating a light switch and being an electrician is
vast," Chin noted. "Some of you know how to operate ships, but none of you knows
or understands how it works. An interstellar master nust. | had a | ot of trouble
with it nyself at the Merchant Marine Acadeny, as you might call it, since a lot
of this we know how to do but we do not know why or how it works. Like nost
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great inventions, it tends to just about always be di scovered by accident by
peopl e | ooking for something else entirely. Unlike those inventions, we've never
gotten fromusing it to fully understanding it. That said, | don't believe
anyone, anywhere, ever suggested such nmatter could be stabilized on our plane,

|l et alone that you could build with it. Woever built this knows how it works."

Jimy whistled, inmpressed. "Well, there's the grand prize," he comented dryly.
"Al'l the riches you could ever dreamof, and it's all around us. Just find out
how it's done and then figure out howto get it and us back, and found a
company. No transportation, no maintenance, no |abor crews. Instant roads that
never wear out; instant housing for all the teem ng masses. It's certainly a
crock of gold as big as we thought coming in."

"Ch, it is much, nuch nore than that, McCray," Gun Roh Chin said. "Limtless
energy to usable natter is only one side of the thing. Wiat if you could do it
bot h ways?"

"Eh? Sounds like you're tal king another ultinmate weapon."

"Ch, that, certainly, but that's hardly worth thinking about. 1've kept nulling
over the problem of how those big crystals got fromthe interior to the exterior
of that cave—and how those great rocks they poured there got to the various

| evel s or conpartnents or worlds or whatever they are. Not through the route we
took, certainly. | think they used the stations to convert the material to
energy, then took

it on the other plane to where they wanted it to be and re-forned it there. If
what everyone tells ne about the other plane is correct, energy has form and
subst ance of some sort there. It is probably sonewhat tricky, though—to push in
the crystal, say, already resonating properly, then nove it in energy formto
where it's to be, then push it out slowy, still resonating properly, so that
you might use it to energe yourself. Sort of |ike a portable hole."

In spite of disdain for anything M zl apl ani an, Tobrush was getting very
interested in this. <Hold on!> the Julki sent, unable to understandably speak
either of the others' tongues. <That inplies somebody in there guiding the

t hi ngs! >

Jimy repeated the coment for Chin, who nodded. "I think so. It bothered ne
fromthe start that the first pair of denmons we met were, | think, surprised to
see us, and tried to convince us to free them Wy, | wondered, didn't the pair

i berated by the Exchange scientists free themon the way? Wat would it have
taken to do so? And why did carnivores, carbon-based |ife, who needed either
live or freshly killed neat of sone sort and certainly water, not have any
supplies along the route? W saw no signs, and they are certainly rather messy.
The only answer | could come up with was that the first pair never passed them
and so al so never cane the rest of the route we took—hence, no supplies
needed. "

"But we saw the marks where they went in!" Krisha rem nded him

"Indeed. And no marks after. They only needed the station to access the other

pl ane. Once that occurred, they never went into the central chanber. They becane
creatures of energy and slipped into the other plane, conmng out at a desired
station sonewhere el se entirel y—anywhere they wanted."

"The Jul ki says you have a wonderful imagination,"” Jimry told the captain, "but
that, if you're right, why did they need the second station? Wiy didn't they
just do this where they were?"

"There are several possibilities there," @GQn Roh Chin told them "However, the
best supposition is based on that
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first level we entered. It was plain, unfinished, without anything init. An
enpty room as it were. Some races nmay build enpty rooms, but the Quintara are
sufficiently like us that evidence suggests that they do not. Concl usion

what ever stopped themin the, distant past stopped them before they could build
anything in it, possibly a prototype for whatever they were going to do to
develop the planet that started all this. That suggests that the first station
was the end of the Iine, not yet fully operational itself. Then, again, they

m ght well have reported, received instructions, and made certain that somebody
woul d follow theminto the main network where there would be intelligences who
could control and mani pulate the route at all points. Note that while the first
pair tried to get us to free them the second pair did not. By that point, they
had orders."

"If you're right," said Jimmy MCray, "then, once free, all these bl oody
bastards have to do is get to an access point and junp in and head for their
nearest troops, like in that denon nenagerie we cane through. Then they all junp
in, and pick whatever station they want. And if there is one buried at the
bottom of the Euphrates on old Mdther Earth, the odds are there's one or nore on
all the ancient nother worlds. Two hundred million demons with that kind of
power and access could take those tired old worlds in a night, and so-call ed
nortal s have been able to raise denons el sewhere, so it wouldn't take nuch help
to pop a few up in other key places, where they coul d nove those stacked
crystals into place."

"The first step is to buy tinme," Krisha said. "And that neans | earning as nuch
as we can here, and, sonehow, getting back to report. The second and equal |l y
inportant thing is that we nust not succunb, under any circumnmstances, to any
tenptations to rel ease the princes. W may have two denons | oose, but that is
all. Wthout the princes, | do not believe they represent a nmassive threat, no
matter how much | ocal damage they can do."

"But why don't they just rel ease the princes?" Mdra wondered.

"Sonmehow, for some reason, they can't. That's the only explanation,
replied. "Why? Who knows? It only

Ji mmy

matters that they can't, because, if they could, they already would have and all
this woul d have been unnecessary. Cearly whoever inprisoned them nade
provisions in case sone of the |ower types either got sprung or were m ssed. And
I think sone got missed. There are too nany denon-raising stories within
historical tines not to believe that. In fact, | wouldn't be surprised if there
weren't traps around these places to keep the others from being freed and keep
even that pair away. No, it's our ball right now "

"The only thing we m ght be able to do is die," the captain said unhappily.

"Unl ess we can become wi zards or sorcerers, and learn how to do their tricks,
which is rather unlikely, | see no way we are going to get out of here, nor any
sources of food and drink. W have very little time. Days, 1'd think. And during
all that, the best we can hope for is that none of us, even accidentally, frees
those princes."

Josef, who was listening to all this, suddenly turned. "Were is Kalia?" he
asked, puzzl ed.

They all turned and | ooked around, but the Mycohl agent was nowhere to be seen

THE EYE OF GCD
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THERE WAS THE URGE TO LEAP | NTO ACTION AND run all over, dispersing the group,
searching for her, but Krisha i mediately realized that Manya was still there
and that it was unlikely Kalia was up to mschief yet for that reason al one.
Di sm ssing Josef's unspoken fear that the Mycohl woman was out hunting for a
denmon prince to sell out to on the evidence that she'd had anple prior
opportunity to do so and had not, Krisha threw out a nental net and tried to

| ocate Kalia that way.

"No good," she said. "My range is curiously limted here."

"M ne, too," Jimy MCray responded worriedly. Tobrush didn't nake a comrent but
they could tell it was universal. "There's sone kind of instability here that's
interfering with anything not line of sight."

"Possi bly because this whole place is nade of transnuted energy fromthe other
pl ane," the captain suggested. "O, we mght be getting jamed."

"Kalial" Josef belted at the top of his lungs, an inpressive volume that caused
equal Iy inpressive echoes.

He repeated his call twice nore, but there was still no response.

"Now what do we do?" Krisha asked worriedly. "W can renmain here, and wait, but
for how long? O, we can go on—but if she's just followi ng sone side street, how
will she find us with this interference?"

"We'll give her a few minutes,"” Jimy suggested. "After that, it's her problem
not ours. |1'd say continue on when we get frustrated or bored and head towards
the center of town. The one building that really sticks out, literally and

otherwi se, is that giant pyramd up there. It's got to be the center of things,
not only because of its |location but because it's different than any of the
other structures. That's " where we all knew we were headed anyway."

There was general agreenent on the plan. Gun Roh Chin took the few mnutes they
would allow to wal k over to the closest building. "Snooth as glass," he
commented, looking at hinself reflected in the opaque surface of the building

itself. "My! | look worse than | thought!"
McCray came over and joined him "I think | ook exactly as bad as | thought,
which is too bad," he comented on his own reflection. "Still, |I wonder how they

got in and out of the bl oody things? The other structures, fromthe stations to
the palace ruins in the fire world, all had doors, at |east. Perhaps you have to
go to ground level, or the entrances are on different levels to distribute
traffic."

"I think not. Gtherwi se, why build a cut-in fromthe street over to it here?"

McCray touched the surface. Smpboth and cool. He turned again to the captain and

said, "Well, maybe you wi sh yourself inside. I'd half expected sone kind of
markings in this stuff as guides, but | haven't seen any yet." He shifted, and
went to | ean his back against the building wall, and fell right through

They all cane running. "What happened?" Mdra called out to the captain.

"He was just |eaning here"—hin rapped on the wall and it was solid to the
touch—and, suddenly, he went through. You don't suppose that this is what
happened to the Mycohl woman?"

Suddenly, Jimry McCray stepped out of the wall, as if going through solid
matter. "That's the damedest thing, isn't it?" he commented, frowning. "Took ne
a mnute or two to figure out howto nake it let ne out."

"Wl | ? How do you do it?"
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"You sort of pretend it isn't there and just wal k through. | could see you, by
the way, frominside, although dimy. The exit's marked with sone yell ow
lighting, but you can't tell that on this side.".

Chin rapped on the area where Jimy had just energed and it gave off a solid if
very dull knocking sound. Jimy smiled, turned, and wal ked back through the
wal | .

"If this did indeed happen to Kalia, it nust be quite disconcerting if she can
see this," Tobrush noted. "Perhaps she's trying to get out and it would be nobst
frustrating to watch McCray wal k easily through."

Ji my was soon back. "Just wal k through like there's nothing there. That's al
there is to it. Bloody chilly inside, though. Wrse than out here."

O course, they all had to try it then. Gun Roh Chin shrugged, wal ked t hrough,
and had no probl ens, but Mddra and several others struck the wall when they
tried.

"I't's hard to ignore your own senses,” Jimy noted. "If you think you're going
to hit the wall, you do. If you think you re going to casually wal k through, you
will."

Finally, Mdra managed it, and found herself inside a large entry hall, conplete

with a huge w ng-shaped desk that seened grown out of the floor, and behind it a
very large chair on a pedestal built for a |large biped, but definitely not for a

human. There seenmed no way in or out of the hall, but markings at about the
three-neter |evel glowed fromenbedded rods within the wall material —horizonta
and vertical lines, in fact, in a variety of colors and col or conbi nations.

@un Roh Chin wal ked through a wall and back into the entry chanber fromone with
a horizontal green and bl ue indicator.

"Their version of universal signage," he said as she gaped at him "The

hori zontal ones let you walk through to various—well, | suppose they are sone
sort of offices. The vertical ones, | assunme, take you between |levels. Like the
stations, there's no sense of being transported or such,

but considering that the parallel-lined entrances are all in a rowto your right
and the horizontal to your left, | assume some sort of instant transport is
acconplished. It certainly nakes all sorts of stairs and lifts unnecessary." He
wal ked over to the massive desk and exami ned the top of it fromjust beside the
chair. "Fascinating." He put his hand on a particul ar point of the desk, and
Modra was startled to see a whole different conbination of |ights appear over

t he doors.

"A sinple system if you know how to build it," the captain commented. "The
receptionist sits here, you tell him her, or it who you want to see, and they
push one of the col or conbinations inside the desk and whatever door is free is
switched to the desired | ocation. Ingenious, so long as you are not in the habit
of | eaning on your el bows."

Several of them had made it through now, but Mdra had joined the captain and
was staring down at, or nore properly through, the desktop. "Do you think all
their nmachines are |ike this?"

"Most likely," he responded. "The nore compl ex ones could be voice- or even

t hought - activated, the actions all continuously recorded somewhere in the
bui |l di ng foundation. This was certainly some sort of business office with many,
many workers and lots of in and out traffic. What sort of business was done
here, however, | wouldn't hazard to guess. Even if we could sonehow call up the
records, they would al nost certainly be inconprehensible to us."
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"It's fascinating, but 1'mfreezing," she told him "I'm going back outside—f I
can."

He nodded, and eventually everyone was out. "We'll all be dead of exposure if we
stay inside any of these buildings too long,"” Jimmy noted.

"The Quintara appeared to have thick hides," the captain said. "Contrary to
their reputation, they appear to have liked things a bit cooler than we."

"They al so dressed for the occasion,"” Krisha noted. "If | had even the cape of
that prince, let alone normal dones, this wouldn't really be that
unconfortable.”

Josef | ooked up and down the street and sighed. "Well, if we each take an
entrance, we mght yet find Kalia," he said.

"At least, we mght find her if she hasn't tried one of the other ways out."

"I''l'l not look for the likes of her," Manya grunbl ed. "She'd die happy if |
wal ked in and we were stuck inside one of those areas for a while."

Kri sha nodded. "You stay with ne, Manya. | think the two of us are a match for
her tenper."

"Ml Iy, you stick with ne,
you can find it."

Jimy told the syn. "Everybody el se, pick a door if

It didn't take long. In fact, Gun Roh Chin found her in the second place he
tried, and she was mad as hell. That, in fact, caused a problemin getting her
out, and Chin easily exiting and calling to Josef and Tobrush to hel p her
through didn't make her any less furious. Like Jimy, she'd | eaned back idly and
fell through; unlike Jimy, she had no idea how she'd gotten there and hadn't
been able to get past seeing a solid wall. She'd banged, kicked, or tapped on
practically every square centineter trying to find the secret control, never
suspecting it was mental

"We're getting a picture of the culture that once lived here now, at |east on
the basic level of how things work," the captain noted. "Let's not wander about
fromthe group fromthis point until there's sone decision to do so."

They headed on downtown on broad streets obviously intended for wal king and not
any sort of vehicular traffic, as if in the bottomof a deep canyon surrounded
by gl ass-1ike walls.

"No traffic roundabouts or public squares or comons," Jimy MCray noted. "No
vegetation, either, after that |lush garden up there. Odd."

"Not so odd, perhaps,” Krisha responded. "If they had no weather and no dirt or
rock foundations here, they m ght have dispensed with it within the city. That
woul d nake a | evel of green even nore inportant, and it's not that nuch for a
wal k. Don't forget, too, that beyond the nmazes are forests, groves, and fields."

"l admit, however, to being puzzled by the groves of fruit," Jimy MCray said.
"Everything we've seen or |earned or been told about the Quintara is that
they're carnivores, yet we've seen no signs that animals of any sort were raised
anywhere around. A city this size would consune a massive anount of neat daily.
From where? And why have intensive autonmated farns up there to grow vegetable
matter they couldn't digest?"

The captain sighed. "If you add the rather effective automated security system
in the groves, the enforcement of a 'take nothing inside' policy to extremnes,
and the maze with the nasty idol creatures to what you've said, it paints a
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di sturbing picture.”
"Huh? Li ke what ?"

"Live prey. Inported here, perhaps even bred up there, or on other |evels that
could be connected to it. Not a garden, or a park, ny conrades. Rather, | fear,
a kind of idyllic holding pen for evening dinner. One can al nost see Madam Denon
trotting up there to pick out the day's catch. Sone, perhaps of inferior
quality, would be delivered to the naze entities in exchange for favors. Note
that when poor Morok was killed, it was referred to as an 'acceptable
sacrifice.""

"That sized area? To feed the tens of thousands at | east who nust have |ived and
wor ked here? Absurd!" Josef conmented.

The captain shrugged. "Oh, | suspect that what was kept up there was just for
the upper classes—+oyalty, the bosses, special rewards, and the Iike. The nasses
woul d probably get dead, rather than live, prey, and nothing |ike that sort of
quality, butchered and stored and shopped for in the usual nanner somewhere
here. Still, one suspects they had a rather effective supply. Alnost limtless
for a stable population, 1'd say, and barely noticed, | suspect, until their
popul ati on, as the denmon said to one of you at |east, began to grow. "

"Wait a minute!" Jimry McCray exclained, the |ight dawning. "You' re talking
about us, aren't you? Terrans and maybe |ots of other races as well. Their
nmotive wasn't just |ove of power; we were the food."

They were all shocked, and Mddra said, "Jinmmy, that's disgusting.”

"Di sgusting, yes," the captain agreed, "but | think it's true. Ch, not that they
didn't also eat animal s+ suspect that the basic worker got just that—-but we
were the plums, the gournet nmeals. Why? | can only make wild guesses, since it's
certain that any carbon-based animal life would do. Possibly tied in with sone
sort of nysticismor religious belief that they really did enslave and gain the
soul s of those they ate. Possibly, they just loved the enpathic feel of fear and
horror in a prey that knows its fate. And, of course, they could get the natives
to do nmuch of the dirty work for them The tradition of blood sacrifice to
demons, or ancient gods, is well known in nost primtive societies. If nenory
serves, there was even a later Terran religion that practiced regular synbolic
canni balism"

Ji my decided that now was not the time to bring up the practice of Holy
Communion in his old Church

Even Josef was appall ed, although he was getting the conversati on secondhand,
translated with difficulty through another's nind. <Does he nean that all of the
races with denmon | egends were once nere breeding farns?>

Jimy nodded. "I think he does. And to primtive societies faced with this sort
of technology, it nmust have seenmed a reasonable trade. The gods coul d reward,
and, every time they inproved the |lot of the people so they lived | onger and had
more kids, the better the Quintara harvest. If they took only a given percentage
of the popul ation, then the whole would think thensel ves better off."

"The priests and priestesses, though, would have all the power they wanted and
needed, wouldn't they?" Kalia nused.

Josef nodded. "They wouldn't be the sacrifices, they'd be the favored pets." He
gave a long sigh. "Well, it is certainly easy to see the set-up for all this
now. If there was nore than one first race, older than we are, getting out into
space, and they cane together with equal power and technol ogy, they'd try and
make a deal, a peace, such as the Three Enpires have now And if the Quintara
fattened, and bred, and outgrew the ability of their area to feed their grow ng

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...a%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (37 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ninety %20Trillion%20.txt

popul ation, there mght well be warfare at |last. They broke the pact—+ebelled,
intheir term Tried for a large slice of the pie, perhaps prinmacy. But the
reason the Three Enpires have never done this in spite of their enmty for one
anot her is because they are equally matched, nore or |ess. Any one that attacked
anot her would | eave the third with the spoils. Any two could stop the other one.
Surely that nust have happened here. What nmade themthink they could w n?"

"You think in threes, because that's what we all grew up with," Mdra reninded
him getting the foul picture. "But suppose in those days it was four, not
three? Suppose the Quintara thought that they had an ally, and would split up
the other two? Then, particularly if they were pressed by a hungry popul ation of
young newconers, they might take the risk. Then somethi ng happened. Mybe the
pl ot was di scovered, or perhaps the partner lost its nerve, know ng that one day
they would have to face the Quintara al one thensel ves. \Watever happened, they
doubl e-crossed the Quintara. Then it was three to one; essentially, surrendering
al nost without a fight."

They were only a few bl ocks now fromthe pyramid and the city center, and
somehow it felt much col der, although the tenperature had not really changed.

"But why inprison then?" Jimry asked. "If you have them cold, why not do them
in? Gherwise there's always a threat that soneday they'd get free."

"No," Krisha said. "We've had two versions of the inprisonnent fromtwo
different denobns. One said they inprisoned thensel ves. The other said they were
betrayed and jail ed. W have been going on the assunption that one of those
versions is a lie. Suppose it is not? Suppose both are true?"

They all deferred quizzically to her, but Gun Roh Chin sniled. "You beat nme to
the deduction,"” he noted adnmiringly. "That's very good."

"What do you nean, both true?" Modra pronpted her

"Tell nme, do the Quintara strike you as creatures who woul d neekly subnit their
whol e popul ation to arrest by their enem es just because they thought they would
| ose a war?"

Nobody thought that. "They appear to be like the Mycohl, who would die rather
than surrender,"” Kalia responded.

"Exactly. And fromthe somewhat friendly way in which the Quintara are
renenbered in one of the enpires, | think we can guess who their ally who
betrayed themwas, can't we? They got along with the Quintara and |iked them
and they wanted to do it, but they had some kind of indication that they'd | ose.
Faced with a strong probability of defeat if they went with the Quintara, they
settled for a third of the Quintara's hol dings. One can see the Quintara | eaders
huddling as to what to do. Start the war anyway and risk the annihilation of
their race to the last individual, or negotiate a strategic settlenent? If that
settlenent included the abandonnent of their enpire to the others, the ultimte
prize anyway, might it not tenpt the others to accept, with lots of conditions,
rather than risk the terrible | osses a people as vicious and ruthless as the
Quintara could inflict even in a |osing, suicidal cause?"

"So they did inprison thenselves!" Mdra exclainmed. "In a way probably nonitored
by the others. They withdrew into this alternative place, which was shut down
and put on nmai ntenance, probably kept going just because it was needed to power
the inprisonment. Two hundred million or nore, all in self-inposed prisons of
their own making, maintained in a kind of |inbo, suspended ani mation of a sort,
but alive, and naybe able to comrune through that other plane as our m nds went
there. "

"But what's the point?" Josef asked. "It seens |ike sinply prol onging
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extinction."

"Not necessarily extinction," Krisha responded. "Some, probably |ower ones,
escaped and kept the demon cults and | egends alive, but they were few in nunber.

Per haps, though, the whole of themstill had sone influence on all sorts of
things through that other plane. Their followers, their priests and priestesses,
woul d still be there. Sone of the knowl edge woul d be passed down. |nvoke a

demon. Grant w shes. Cast evil spells. Al done by passing down this perverted
faith fromgeneration to generation. Even denoni c possessi on—perhaps a form of
tel epathic nerging with other races who had somet hing of the talent fromfooling
with this other-plane energy and mathematics. WIld orgies and | ove spells

t hrough empat hic projection. Transnutati on—+f they can create this city out of
that energy, how much sinpler must it be to convert lead to gold? They'd have to
do that to keep their people in place, retain their infrastructure over

t housands upon thousands of years, until the tine was right."

"What tinme?" Mddra asked. "Surely the others would never go along if they
thought the Quintara could ever really escape."”

"Ch, | suspect that they al ways knew of the possibility," Jimy MCray replied.
"They tried to plug every gap they could, of course, hoping that the Quintara
had bitten off nore than they could chew, but they sinply never counted on the
pati ence of the race. W thought the station through which we entered was
unfini shed, and, in a sense, it was, but suppose it wasn't an ongoi hg project
stilled by their fall? Suppose it was a rush job, instead. Stick a station so
far out in the mddle of nowhere, so beyond anybody's capacity to reach it that
it sinply wouldn't be | ooked at. Perhaps they had several such, and this was
just the first one found. Sitting there waiting, patiently, until the early
primtive civilizations matured, left their nests, and got into space. Unti
expansi on becane enpire and enpires began to nove out into the galaxy. Waiting
on the not terribly good odds that, soneday, sonebody who did not know them for
what they were would find them Then it would bring the discoverers here in
smal | and unt hreat eni ng nunbers, eventually disarnmng themas it exam ned them
Exam ned them then brought themhere, to this place, to be faced with the

choi ce of freeing themor slow death."

"But surely everyone is warned now " Mbdra naintai ned. "Everyone nust have sone
word that there were denons found at Rai nbow Bridge. The CGuardi ans woul d know,
woul dn't they? And why are the M zl apl anians even here if their intelligence
didn't alert their Holy Angels as well? And with what must be going on at

Rai nbow Bri dge right now, the Mycohl nust know, too. They'd find our shuttles,
but not us. They'd nobilize, nove to stop this, wouldn't they?"

"If they were capable of nobilizing, yes," the captain agreed. "But, how nmuch
time has passed? Do the Guardians still even exist? Are the Mycohl still strong,
or diluted and decadent? The M zl apl an nay be the only one with any kind

of hope against themat this point, and they are only one third of the tenporal
powers. We al one have a society capabl e of keeping the direct Quintara influence
out. The whol e society is organized to root out that ugly influence and
elimnate it. W nmay have been the only ones who seriously considered this
possibility. It's not difficult nowto plot the old Quintara sphere of

i nfluence, based just upon the native religions and | egends of denobns, though
The passage of tine breeds conplacency. Two thirds of the ancient honme worlds of
what used to be their domain, including Mther Earth, lie in the Exchange and
the Mycohl. The fact that we haven't already seen sone signs of intervention by
the higher forns tells nme that perhaps they really do not have a plan, at |east
not any | onger. They managed to come together once, when they were nature races,
to defeat the Quintara. Can they do it now, when they are ol d? And are they
capabl e of uniting with sufficient power to face down a Quintara still in their
prine?"
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"Take care, Captain! You border on heresy!" Manya warned him

"Do 1? Perhaps | do, Manya. But nothing any of us has said negates any of your
theol ogy. W are but reflections of the older, higher forms. The forces of Hel
are real, and are every bit as nasty as we were taught they were, and every bit
as powerful. No, Manya, in fact | almnmost find nyself getting nore religious. If
Hell is real, if demons are real, if black magic and evil are real, if sorcery
is an alternative physics, a new mathematics, then | am praying very, very hard
that the gods are real as well."

"I't may not nmake a difference,"” Jimy pointed out. "The Quintara tenpted and
tested the others, and they nmet their test. God, or the gods, or whatever you
concei ve the Suprene Being or Beings to be, was always using the devil to tenpt
and test people, to son out the fewthat were worthy fromthe nmass who were not.
Even if Heaven exists, it mght not intervene. This m ght be our turn to be
truly tested.”

The buil di ngs suddenly ended, and they | ooked out upon the oval -shaped city
center. The enornmous pyranid dominated the skyline, but was firmy anchored
within the city,

jutting out on one coner over the great center. A broad avenue went around that
center, ending in a relatively high guard wall, but not so high that they could
not cross the avenue and walk to it and | ook down.

Bel ow was a swirling nass of seething crackling energy, as if not nore dense
than the energy of evil experienced in the other plane. But this was riot the
sanme; its raw power coursed through them touching their very souls, yet there
was not the overwhel ming sense of evil and wongness to this nmass. It was nerely
there, beyond such Iimted terns as good and evil, beyond anything for which
they had words. Even the captain sawit and felt it; this was no netaphysical or
psychi ¢ pl ane, no other dinension, but sonething very real

"I't looks like a great eye," Mdra comented, "The way it swirls and divides."
"The Eye of God," Jimmy MCray breat hed.

"Perhaps there is nore truth to that than we know," Gun Roh Chin remarked. "This
is the source of all the energy, perhaps of all energy, period. It is a control,
and a gate, but sone bleeds through. Only when it bleeds through does it becone
all the states of energy, known and unknown. Heaven and Hell, coexisting, side
by side. The center of all, and the edge of all. The fact that such a source

exi sts and fluctuates explains nuch of the inconsistencies in nmeasuring the
anmount of matter and energy in the universe."

Tobrush, who' d been silent nmost of the way, now asked, "Wat do you nean it
' bl eeds through'? From where?"

"From out si de. Qutside the universal bubbles. This place mght be anywhere, but
it is certainly within our own cosnmps. Even the other planes you visited are
coterm nous, inside sonething. But that—that is not. W are |ooking here at
somepl ace outside of all the rules, period."

"Nonsense! " Tobrush responded. "Then we woul d be | ooking at nothing—a conpl ete
absence of anything at all, which would be perceived by us only as darkness."

"That," agreed Gun Roh Chin, "is certainly what is supposed to be there."

There was silence for a noment, then Tobrush said, "I reject your unfounded
assunptions. | cannot accept them

To do so would be to accept nmadness as the norm chaos as the deity. The natura
| aws whi ch have proven so consistent and reliable would be nere rules, to be
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bent or broken by the application of such energies as you theorize. Literally
anyt hi ng woul d be possible, and the supernatural would stand side by side with
the natural. W know the universe began in a great explosion."

Chi n nodded. "But an expl osion of what! From where? Science has al ways been so
facile, explaining that it was spontaneous, from nothing, although that is as
insane to any logic as what | propose. Religion maintains that it came from
somewher e el se—a steady-state universe. Heaven. Don't worry—there are rules. The
first explosion created them Wenever that plasma bl eeds through, it is bent to
conformto them But, in one sense, you are correct. The inplication of this and
all the rest that we have seen says very clearly that we do not know & fraction
of the rules we think we know." He turned reluctantly away fromthe Eye and
pointed at the city. "They know the rest of the rules and | aws, though. They
built this city with them They intend to rule what we now think of as the Three
Empires with themand the Three Enpires, as vast as they are, are but a speck of
dust compared to the known universe. W just have the grave m sfortune to live
in the region where the Quintara, and the others, went first."

"Yeah, and now we're all grown up, but still way behind them" MCray added. "So
now they intend that we'll provide all that they require. An arny of conquest,
an i nexhaustible food source ... ninety trillion slaves and still grow ng.
Ninety trillion potential Fausts, to be offered the deepest secrets of the

uni verse, to becone the ranpagi ng horde through the rest of it—but at quite a
price."

Kalia scow ed and shook her head in disgust. "You are all fools!" she exclai ned.
"All this tinme since we got together, all you do is talk, talk, talk, talk. You
guess, you think, you pick up a blade of grass and decide that you got the key
to the universe and then you go on fromthere. Fact is, you don't know nothin'
You got this blowhard M zzie freighter captain spouting shit he don't know is
true or false any nore than the rest of us, and then the holy bitch there takes
it up

‘cause it takes her mind off the fact she can't get laid, and they snow the rest
of you and before you're through you figure out a history of the universe that's
got three grains of truth and the rest horse shit! Are these guys dangerous? You
bet. Do they know a ton of shit we don't? Sure |ooks like it. Beyond that, you
don't know no nore than | do and that ain't nuch!"

The speech stung Krisha as if it were an arrow, but Manya, who'd al so maintained
a di screet silence—and distance from Kal i a—was both anused and content with it,
al t hough she thought the | anguage a bit rude. Her only anmazenent was that such
wi sdom coul d conme fromsuch an ignorant little devil-worshiping slut.

Josef was definitely not anused. "That's sonme speech from soneone who had to be
practically dragged away fromgroveling at the foot of the first denobn she saw, "
he comented dryly.

"You had it easy; | had to crawl ny way up," she reminded him "But | got this
far 'cause |I'ma quick |l earner. Anybody who's got to be broke out of a glass
case by the likes of me ain't no god, that's for sure. But | didn't get this far
only to sit down and commit suicide 'cause of all this bullshit. | may not know
poetry and priest stuff and all, but | knowthat if these guys are smart, maybe
smarter than us by a long shot, and nobody but dumb shits builds cities you
can't get out of, or that have only one real tough way out, | don't care if you
pretend-brains want to kill yourselves or sit here and starve or freeze or

what ever, but you ain't includin' ne in that crap. If |I've gotta go, |I'm gonna
go lookin' for food and water and warnmth and a way out of this creepy place.
Anybody who wants can cone, too. The rest of you should just throw yourself in
that gook down there so we won't have to listen to you no nore!" And, with that,
she turned and started wal king off, toward the pyramnid.
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"She is quite forceful," the captain said dryly.

"Maybe, " Modra replied, "but maybe we needed a little cold water thrown on us.
I'"ve been on a |lot of exploiter teamjobs, but |'ve never given up and never
wor ked with anybody el se who did, and |'m sure not ready to cut my throat on
sheer specul ation, |ike she said."

Jimy MCray shrugged. "Suicide's against ny ex-religion, anyway. The
Mzl aplan's, too, if nmenory serves. In any event, we either have to go after her
in this dammed city and kill her, or we have to do it her way because,
otherw se, that one's going to come face to face with the denon princes alone."

One by one, they turned and followed Kalia toward the pyramid. She didn't wait
for them but when she reached the great structure she had to stop because there
wasn't even an indication of a way inside.

Jimy McCray went to a spot near Kalia and surveyed the scene. "Don't go
touchi ng any of those synbols you see glowi ng dully inside here," he warned
them "This thing's here because it's sonehow connected to that energy nass
there. It mght well be the equivalent of an electrical regulator or storage
devi ce, perhaps even a transformer that uses what it gets to power the city.
Most of those synmbols translate to ancient hex signs, which were always 'keep
of f' and ' keep away' synbols."

The captain approached and exanmi ned them "I'msure they wouldn't put anything
real |y dangerous on the outside, not without guard rails to ward agai nst at

| east accidental touching,"” he comented. "Still, let's see what the other sides
have. We might find sonething nore useful."

On the side facing the city, they found many nore signs, not all fanmiliar to
McCray or anyone el se, but near the center were a series of color-coded vertica
bars. "Ah, our transport system" the captain noted. "The only trouble is, we
don't know where they go."

"Down, certainly,"” Krisha comrented. "This is the highest |evel you can use to
get to the pyramd."

"Yes, but how far, and where?" Ji nmy wonder ed.

"The only logical thing to do is to all push the same one and find out where we

wind up," Chin replied. "The only question is, which one?"
McCray shrugged. "If they're consistent, I'd try the one on the far left."
@n Roh Chin seened stunned. "I never thought of that," he said, amazed.

"Let me go first," Jimy told them "You follow. If there's anything nasty down

there, | should be already there to warn you about it. O course, we could just
as easily wind up in the equivalent of the boiler room in which case no harnis
done. | can't see themputting a stop there, though, that the general public, as
it were, could use." He took a short breath. "Well, here goes." He reached out

and pressed the bar, which had a deep violet color.

A sudden design encircled him the sane color as the bar, com ng froma point
within the street itself, and he vani shed. A nonent later, so did the synbol

They all gaped at where he'd stood. "Astonishing," said Tobrush
Kal i a wal ked over, slapped the left vertical bar, and the sane thing happened.

"I saw it that tine,’
on that one, anyway."

the captain comrented. "A pentagram So McCray was ri ght
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Modra wal ked up, pushed the bar, and in a nonent, vani shed as well.

The odd thing was that there was no sensation at all. She'd half expected
something like the great void, wth consciousness rushing through the bl ackness,
but there was nothing. One noment she was standing there, outside, the next she
was st andi ng—where?

It was rather dark, and the chill was enough to raise gooseflesh on her

"Modra—here!" Jimy MCray called. She turned and saw the previous two standi ng
about four neters away, and wal ked toward them As soon as she did so, Josef
appeared, the pentagram glowi ng with exceptional brightness in the gl oom

Modra barely had adjusted to the gl oomwhen she saw the viol et synbol come up
agai n, and, suddenly, Tobrush was rolling out and over toward them Even in the
darkness, she was sure he'd not faded in any nore than he'd faded out; it was
more like flipping a light switch

Kalia cane next, then Manya, and, finally, Gun Roh Chin, who | ooked both benused
and fascinated. He went over to them and asked, "Anything here? | gather we're
wel | bel ow street |evel."

McCray scratched his growing beard and said, "Wll, it's just a wild guess, so
maybe Kalia won't believe it, but | think that m ght be the grand entrance over
there. "

He pointed, and Chin saw a large, five-sided indentation in the base of the
pyramd. It was framed by ornate designs glowing in gold, and was about as
conspicuous in this place as a spaceship woul d have been

Jimy MCray wal ked over to it, then stopped. "Uh-oh. The question is, do we
want to go inside or not?"

They crowded around hi m and saw what he was tal king about. It wasn't easily seen
at an angle, but, standing right in front of the entryway, it floated there like
sonme ghostly magic .trick by an unknown nagici an, |arge enough that you coul dn't
wal k around it.

It was what Jimy MCray had called the Seal of Sol onbn; basically a six-pointed
star with the points of the star circled. The upper triangle of the star was in
gold, the lower half of rust red, while the circle was a pale blue in color. "I
assune that the significance of the colors is |l ost on no one here," MCray
conment ed.

It wasn't, not even on Kalia, who' d enbarked on this with her Mycohlian
associates in environment suits of a rust-red color, the color of Mycohl, which
contrasted sharply with the blue color of the Exchange teans' suits and the dul
gol d of the M zl apl ani ans.

"I believe that confirns at | east one theory beyond coi nci dence,
conment ed, sounding a bit smnug.

the captain

Kal i a shrugged. "So? You goin' in or what?"

"The point, | think, is that the synbol mght be all that's inprisoning the
princes," Josef explained patiently. "Just by going in, we mght free them™"

"l doubt if liberating themis that easily done," MCray assured him "I do

thi nk, though, that this one's a synbol they can't pass for sonme reason. It

al one m ght be sufficient to keep any uncaught and uni npri soned denons out and
possibly off the controls, if they're in there. The question is whether we want
to break it."
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"Well, we can search all the buildings until we drop or - we can see what the
main place is," Kalia argued.

Jimy sighed. "All right, then." He stepped up to it and pushed against it. It
was as solid as a rock. He stepped back, let one of the others do it, and they
had the sanme results.

"It appears," said Jimy MCray, "that Quintara aren't the only ones it'll keep
out."

@un Roh Chin thought a nonent. "Are we all agreed that we want to go in? Yes?
Well, then, if the girl there will trust an old and befuddl ed freighter
captain's hunches just once, and cone up and put her hand anywhere on the red
part of the designh-yes, that's it. And you, McCray—en the blue. Now ne, breaking
the yellow, so!"

The seal split into its colored parts and seened to swing away into the
dar kness.

"Their old enem es weren't stupid, and the denon princes lied," the captain
commented with sone satisfaction in his voice. "No one of us can free them It
t akes a unani nous vote of the official warders."”

Jimy MCray stepped into the blackness, which now gave way as if nothing but a
dark opening, and the others quickly followed. They found thenselves in a dark,
narrow passage that went on for sonme distance, creating a real sense of

cl austrophobia, but it opened suddenly into an enornous hall that flared into
sudden illum nation as they entered, startling them Somewhere in the distance
they coul d hear some sort of blowers kicking on

The sight itself was stunning. A broad floor of the nowfamliar material, but
set in pentagonal tiles, went for perhaps thirty meters forward and at | east
that much on both sides. In the center, however, lay an enornmous rectangul ar

bl ock col ored obsidian black, rising a good five neters off the floor; atop it
sat a frighteningly lifelike statue of some marble-like rock, scaled to the

bl ock, rising up into the pyram d. The exquisitely carved body, wearing some
sort of marble robe, seened like a Terran's body, right down to the hands and
feet, sitting there in the Iotus position. The head, however, resenbl ed that of
a mal e goat, with great curved horns, a snout, and even a goatee, although the
face had a stem expression and its eyes seenmed filled with intelligence.

On either side of the huge idol were braziers of sone coppery material, and,
carved into the block on both sides, there were steps leading up to it, and,
right infront, a flat, very low table of the sane nmarble-like rock as the
statue. It was an awesone, al nost breat htaking sight.

"What the hell is that?' Mdra asked, gaping.

"The supreme idol," Jinmy MCray responded, his throat dry. "A representation of
Satan, his full beauty masked by the goat's head, one of his synbols."

"Sat an?" Krisha repeated, puzzled.

"The Fallen One. The founder and ruler of Hell. The denon-enperor hinself. That
woul d nake the four princes inprisoned here Lucifuge, Leviathan, Sataniacha, and
Ash-tore th. | wonder where the other sixty-six are?"

" Si xty-six?"

He nodded. "There were seventy princes who rebelled under Satan Mekratrig, whom
you see represented here. These four were consi dered so dangerous, so
treacherous, and so powerful that even their naster did not trust them They and
their legions, fifty mllion apiece, were to be freed only before the fina
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battle, to slay a third of mankind."

"It's a big universe," @Gn Roh Chin conmented dryly. "Even seventy woul d stretch
thempretty thin, I'd think."

Modra tapped her partner on the shoulder. "Jinmmee, |look at the walls, now" she
whi spered through cl enched teeth.

He | ooked away fromthe idol at the left wall. Standing there now, dressed in
the royal purple robes, was an enornous denon, the largest they'd seen by far,
with long, sharp horns and burning red eyes. He turned and | ooked right, and
there stood another, identical in size but not really the sane in appearance,

al t hough he knew he'd have to conpare them point by point to tell them apart.
Turning around in the direction fromwhich they'd conme, he saw yet another over
the door. The fourth wall of the squared pyranid, beyond the huge idol, now had
yet another illum nated there.

The images were so real that they froze for a nonent, until it was clear that
none of the four was moving. Only then did Jimy realize the truth.

"They're inside the walls," he said at last, his voice curiously weak and
hi gh-pi tched. "They're enbedded in the walls!"

<\l cone! > boored an incredi bly powerful voice in their m nds.
<Wel cone! > sai d anot her, and another, and anot her.

Mol 'y | ooked puzzl ed. "Sonebody just say sonethin' ?"

<You appear unconfortable,> the first voice said synpathetically.
<There is no reason for disconfort here,> said the second denon

< You -sanple the power that, is within you now but you are ignorant of all that
it can do,> said the third.

<Let us show you what you can do,> said the fourth.

<You are chilled,> the first one noted. <Look at the braziers and commuand
war nt h. You need only concentrate>

They all hesitated a nmonent, and nen Kalia | ooked at the brazier to the left of
the idol and concentrated, concentrated hard, picturing a warmfire.

There was a surge of energy frombelow that they all felt, and suddenly the
brazier burst into flane inside its bow. Delighted, she started at the other
one and, now confident, did the same. A second great flane flared into life.

Modra frowned. "Now, did they do that, or did she?"

"She did," Jimy MCray assured her. "I could feel the link, being over here
next to her."

<It will warmnow, > the first one assured them and they could already feel a
slight rise in tenperature, although the snoke was bei ng drawn upward.

<You are thirsty, > the second one noted. <Use the tiles. Command the synbol in
your mnd using the tenmplate. Wen you can see it, then use your nenories, your
i magi nati ons, to visualize what you w sh. >

Josef frowned. Use the tiles? Command the—Ch, the pentagram" he said al oud. He
wal ked a few paces away fromthem centered his concentration on a tile, and

i magi ned the star shape was there. It wasn't that hard to do, but he was
startled when the actual star seened to appear within the tile and the borders
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thicken; so startled, in fact,

that it al nost faded back out. He got it back, and imagi ned what he'd dreaned of
for many, many days.

The area inside the pentagram seened to shi nmer and then darken, and, slowy,
sonet hi ng t ook shape, sonething the rest also saw. It solidified, becane a

gol den pitcher. He was afraid for a nonent to stop concentrating on it, fearing
it would vanish like the star, but he finally realized that he had to do

sonet hing and, with a sigh, let go. The star and border faded, but the pitcher
remai ned.

Curious, yet amazed and not a little suspicious, he stooped down, then reached
out to touch the pitcher as if it were a burning hot coal or a fierce aninal
ready to hite.

It felt solid, like a pitcher should, and very cold. He picked it up and al nost
dropped it. It was full of something, sone liquid. He snelled it, snmled, then
took it in both hands and drank fromit, not very elegantly, as they al

wat ched, wi de-eyed

After a while, he stopped, put down the pitcher, then bel ched, the noise echoing
inside the hallow walls of the pyramid. He didn't excuse hinself. "Wne!" he
told them "Wne as good as | renenber it in the vineyards of the hive naster of
my old Lord! Better!"

Jimy MCray wi shed for a wee bit of good whi skey, maybe a Jeroboam or two, but
he deci ded reluctantly that he m ght well survive a bit better if he stuck to
sonmet hing that would allow himto keep his wits about him Follow ng Josef's

| ead, he tried the same kind of concentration, and in fairly short order was

| ooking at a tankard of dark stout. After sanmpling it, he brought forth sone
beer and handed it to Mlly, who thought the whole thing was really neat.

That set Kalia, Tobrush, and Mddra off. It was interesting to see the Julk
materi alize what | ooked like a nodernistic trough, then stick its tiny snout
into a sweet-snelling yellow sh liquid, not just because the others didn't know
much about his race but al so because it had required two adjacent tiles to do it
and it had worked just as well. Soon Mddra had her own tankard. Jimry went over
to her and frowned. "Fruit juice?"

"Yeah, | know, but it wouldn't take too nuch beer or ale to nmake nme drunk enough
I'"d do anything they asked just for a laugh.”

Kal i a appeared to have the sanme idea; she materialized a clear decanter filled
wi th sonme pul py yell owwhite drink.

Modra was, however, feeling suddenly alive again, and she smiled broadly and
| ooked over at the M zl apl anians, all three of whomwere sinply standing there,
| ooki ng very stern and unconfortabl e.

"W take nothing fromdenons," Manya said firmy.
"But it's not the denons—t's us!" Mddra replied, puzzled.

"So they say. But who can believe denmons in any case, and particularly here
within their own domain and prison?"

Modra frowned and | ooked at Gun Roh Chin, seeing the longing in his eyes. "Not
even you, Captain? You're not bound by their vows."

"Il «well, it would nmake nme unconfortable to do so," he explained hesitantly.
"Also, there is the matter of ny having stood here and watched the | ot of you
materialize things out of the floor. It is a bit startling."
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She suddenly renenbered his position in all this. "You haven't heard a thing,
have you? This nust | ook |like the purest black nagic to you." She paused a
monent, then added, "l guess it looks like that to nme, too."

"Merely a transformation of sone of that energy into matter via thought command
t hrough devices set in the floor," Tobrush conmmented. "Just |like we contro
e-suits. No magic to it."

Kalia snorted. "Yeah? And you can always conjure up just what you can think of,
right? No big deal ?"

"I will admit that the last half of the process isn't one we have di scovered how
to do yet," the Julki conceded. "On the other hand, | wonder about the true
authenticity of these consunmables. It isn't enough to renenber how sonething

| ooks and tastes; all of these drinks are conpl ex chemnical conmpounds, nobst not
found in nature. I do not know the conpl ex nol ecul ar conposition of ny own
drink, and | doubt if any of you know yours. The true question, then, is howthe
device knows. And, if it does not, what are we really drinking?"

Josef suddenly stopped drinking his wine, and stared at it, and others did the
sanme. "Yes, what about that, Your Hi ghnesses?"

<The basics are present” one of the denons said, unruffled. <Wne is w ne, beer
is beer, stout is stout, fruit juice is fruit juice, and mulki is mulki. The
basi ¢ chemi stry and conposition are known. Your m nds supply the subjective

poi nts—taste, snell, color, consistency—which are easily conpensated in the
basic fornmulae. If it is good wine, and | ooks and tastes right, does it really
matter if it is not chenmically identical to the last detail? Does the vintner
anal yze the biochenistry of the grape, or does he taste the w ne?>

"Plastonium" Tobrush commented in an awed tone. "Wio woul d ever believe it
could really exist?"

"What ?" Ji my responded, frowning.

"Plastonium It has many names, and that is the one we used. Computroniumis
another for it. For centuries, it's been the single unit used in conputer
simul ati ons—the el ement that can becone any other elenent. The energy bleeds in
fromwherever that is outside this place, and becones bound to physical |aw and
thus becomes conventional nmatter or energy. It has to. But here, at the source
of the bleed, there's sone kind of device, sone filter with astonishing detai

of know edge, that's able to influence that primal plasm and nmake it becone
what ever the operator—n this case, us—w shes. But what kind of computer could
possi bly know things |ike these drinks down to the atom c |evel ? Such know edge
and power are alnost a definition of a god."

"Are you suggesting that the gods are sone kind of conputers?" Josef asked him
nmore curious than upset, unlike some others in the room

"No. | amnerely suggesting that their god might well be."

That seened to diffuse the tension a bit, particularly when the denbn princes
made no conment, but Jimy decided to get back to practical matters and try and
di stance them from cosnol ogy and back into pragmatismin a hurry.

"What about food?" Ji my asked the denons, renenbering their specul ati ons.
"Can't this be made into food of any sort as well?"

<Life cones only fromlife,> another of the denbns responded. <However, the
process is able to synthesize food with the sane | ook, taste, and texture of the
original, and supplying the basic nutrients the body of the operator requires.
Like the wine, it is not original, but it will do.>
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"Then your people could feed thensel ves through this process," Jimy pressed.

<l ndeed they could, > agreed the denons.

That was not the sane, however, as saying that they did so, a distinction |ost
on sonme but not on others.

"You know, then, our deductions about you and your people, fromour mnds,"
Ji my said, wondering about their reaction to it.

<\ have been with you since the transfer point,> one of the denpns told them <
We have observed and heard all that went on. Qur m nds, our consciousnesses, are
not bound |i ke our bodies.>

"And | suppose you're going to tell us how wong we've been so far," Mdra put
in.

<On the contrary, you have been remarkably astute, > a denobn responded,
surprising them

"Then you admt to eating people alive!" Manya snapped triunphantly. "There!
See? See what they are?"

<We are as much prisoners of our own biology as the rest of you, > a denon
responded. <The natural food sources upon which we depended are nostly depl eted
or vani shed utterly; synthetics can tide us over for a tinme, but only for a
time. We fully understand how repugnant our requirenments mght be to you, but it
is not sonething we have nuch choi ce about. Qutside of this suspended state, we
must have it fromtine to tine or we will die. W attenpt never to be

i ndi scrimnate. There are whol e worlds, whol e popul ations, which you know, which
exi st in such poverty and misery and hopel essness that death is a wel cone
release. Gving us life nmight well be considered the only thing that would give
meaning to their mserable existences. The best, the brightest, the people who
live their lives justifying their existence on their own, we touch only if they
are our inplacable enenmes. W have no intent of destroying races and cul tures,
nor of uprooting and crushing civilizations. Like everyone else, we do what we
must, but no nore.>

<We wi sh no breeding farns, > anot her added. <We do not | ook upon the rest of
life as gane to be hunted. Look around you. See what we have built. Does it
appear the work of savage nonsters? Then | ook at the races which sprang from
wor | ds we devel oped and hel ped to nurture. We took primtives who wandered as
hunt er - gat herers, too busy working to stay alive to ever devel op, and brought
them agricul ture, and husbandry, and even architecture, politics, art, and
invention. Your civilizations were built on our foundations. The galaxy is
littered with ancient signs of races now extinct whomwe did not get to in tineg,
or who refused our contributions. If we nust take, then we pay back for what we

take. Far nore people are alive today, living better, |onger, happier lives
because of us than the paltry percentage we nust take. We are an ancient and
civilized race. And if our paynent still seems high, consider that the wars and

governnents and religions and prejudi ces of your own peopl es have, over the
ages, taken far nore lives than we ever did, and for far |ess reasons. >

"Taking credit for an awful lot, aren't you?" Jimry McCray comented cynically.
"And yet you're the ones | ocked up."

<W are | ocked away to save ourselves, as you surnised. It was either this, or
the anni hilation of our race. Yet we knew that one day our children would cone
for us.>

"I"'mnot exactly sure that's why any of us wound up here," Mddra noted. "The
only thing we saw when we arrived was the remants of the nost grisly and bruta
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carnage | can ever renenber. It's not a good i nage on which to base a trusting
relationship."

<The wat chers chosen as sentinels on such posts were not, as you night expect,
our best people. W did not know who, or what, mght ever discover them I|f our
enem es had di scovered them they woul d have been destroyed. They were sinply
instructed that, in case of liberation, they learn as nuch as possible of their
liberators, and then to use that know edge to ensure that representatives of all
three of the ancient enpires assenbled before the station was activated. Wthout
that, none of you could have entered this tenple. Unable to be specific, they
were on their own. They selected a brutish, direct course of action, it is true,
but it worked. It was necessary to be direct, we suspect, since we had to
assenbl e you all and get you through and then deactivate the station before our
mai n enem es could come. | can see fromtwo of your minds that sone there were
what you call cynols. Those are in a direct sense extensions of those you cal
the Guardi ans. They had been fooled by a programw thin the station control that
gave theminformation that the station was deactivated al ready, the watchers
dead. They were not there to truly find out about us; they already knew. They
were there to confirmthat the station and its inhabitants were dead remants,
then cover it all up. The only reason they maintained the fiction of the project
for so |l ong was because the very existence of the station and the watchers was
somet hi ng they had never expected, and they needed to discover not only if it
was still active, but whether it was an isolated thing or a possible prototyped

"But your people killed everybody*." Mdra pointed out. "Even the ship!"

<They could not allow the ship to | eave, and there were other cynols aboard. W
suspect they killed the others sinply because, otherw se, there would have been
much resi stance when the ships of those you call the Mycohl and M zl apl an showed
up. It lacks subtlety, but they were doing what they had to do. In any event,
nmore cynols would have conme and nmost certainly killed all the researchers there
in any case to prevent this fromleaking out. >

"Qur people don't do that kind of thing!" Mdra protested.

<Thi nk not? Ask your conpanion. He has seen a cynmol with its clever canoufl age
renoved. He knows what they are really like, and, believe us in this, they are
but pal e shadows reflecting their nmasters. W subnit ourselves for conparison
with them >

She turned. "Jimmy? What the hell are they talking about?"

He sighed. "I blocked it out selectively, not only fromny own mnd but fromthe
Durquist's. It was his request, really, if it was possible, to spare you, after
we di scovered that we all now were telepathic. It's not—pl easant.”

"It's about Tris, isn't it?"
He nodded.
"CGCo ahead, | can take it."

H's nenories flowed to her, and for a brief time she was back on the rain world
again, this tine seeing things fromJimy's own experiences, while she'd been a
prisoner of the M zlaplanians. Gun Roh Chin had felled the entire Exchange group
with a wide stun shot, but hadn't been able to keep Lankur down with it. He'd
given the cynol a slightly stronger shot at close range to knock himout, and
he' d done damage

Tri s Lankur suddenly sat up, then slowy got to his feet, but in a jerky,
nonhuman way. |In the suit, the inpression of not a human being but a nechanica
man was al nost absol ute.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...a%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (49 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:35 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chalker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ni nety%20T il lion%20.txt
"Well, 1'll be cursed!" swore the Durquist, staring. "He really is a robot!"

"I amdirecting biological interface manually," said Lankur in that weird,
mechani cal voice. "I amfunctional, but direct |inkage to biologically stored
data not fully operable.”

"He got real problem" Molly commented needl essly.

Jimy couldn't help but think of his nightnmare and of the netallic, swelling
brain of the pilot.

"Status reports on other units?" the cynol asked.

"We're all right—+ think," Jimy told hi m+t—whatever. "You're the one that's
worse for wear."

"Second shot produced sone tissue damage and el ectrical |inkage shorts," the
cynmol expl ained. "Essential data intact, but amunable to access Terran
simul ati on node. Pre-cynol node nenories, habit patterns, not present."

<Jeez! Lookit the way he noves!> G ysta commented. <He's a real wal king corpse
now >

Jimy found the sight of the cynol stripped of his humanity to be very
unsettling, but there were nore pressing matters. "How functional overall are
you?" he asked. "Can you nmmke the distance? Can you fight if you have to and hit
what you aim at?"

"Full control. Linits and reflexive actions inpossible to predict, but no random
or uncontrolled actions will occur. However, sensory and tactile feedback to
brain is not functional at this tinme."

"You nmean you can't feel pain?" MCray asked him

"I mean | can feel nothing. But the biological unit appears to function as
direct."

<Uh- oh! > Grysta comrented. <Anybody bring any di apers? Ot herw se he's gonna get
pretty ripe real soon!>

As usual, Jimmy ignored her. "Durquist?"

"I't will have to do," the Durquist responded. "It is particularly painful for ne
to see himin this condition, since |l was with himfor so long, but, froma
practical sense, it's far better than broken | egs or puncture wounds or the

i ke. What about our treacherous priests?"

Jimy did a scan. "Ahead, of course. | think they made real time. Either that or
we were out a lot longer than Grysta thinks we were. Still, | get the odd

i mpression that they stopped sonmewhere ahead. If | were them 1'd want to get as
far away fromus as they could and as fast as possible."

"Haste makes for nistakes," the Durquist conmented. "Let them stop and worry
about us for a bit. Still, | would Iike to close and see if we can find sone
shelter fromthis interm nable rain. How are you, by the way? Fromthe angle,
I'"d say you got the full force of the first shot.”

"I dreanmt | died and went to Hell," the telepath said slowy. "Then | woke up
and found | was already there." He |ooked at the stiff, jerky body of Tris
Lankur .

<You sure he's still on our side?> Gysta asked a bit nervously.

The fact was, he wasn't sure any nore. He wasn't sure of anything except that
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they were in the nmiddle of a mserable world of gl oomand constant, heavy rain,
and he didn't know why he was there or how the hell to get out.

Li stening to those omi present shrieks and noans, though, and still with vivid
menories of his dreans, he definitely decided that he didn't want to die right
now, no matter how m serabl e he was.

"Let's close on them" he said at last. "I want themto know we're there."

It took themless than an hour al ong the obsidian-encrusted bl ack rock trai
before they were very close indeed. MCray clinbed al nost to the edge of the
trail and | ooked out at the great falls. Still, when Tris and Mdlly both nade to
keep wal ki ng, he stopped them "They're there. Waiting for us, nost likely," he
warned them "There's no cover for us down there on the edge of the falls,
either."

The Durquist agreed. "If there is some overhang or ruins right against the side
here, that's where |1'd be. Waiting for us to step out and be shot right over
those falls."

"This unit, MCray, and Durquist have two directional grenades each. Eneny does
not or it would have used themin first battle,” Lankur noted.

"But Modra's with them " the Durquist rem nded him "W'd get her, too!"

"No logical way to recover Mdra," the cynmol responded. "Probabilities of doing

so under this situation very small. Mdra now just makes the M zl apl an i nvaders
the strongest group. Logical to elimnate themall. Advantage then returns to
us."

"But that's Mddra down there! Mdra!" the Durquist exclained, appalled. Even
Jimy MCray, the newconer, had problens with this kind of |ogic.

"Cetting the bastards who screwed us is one thing," he said evenly, trying to
hold his tenmper, "but | draw the line at the murder of one of our own."

"Wthout that action, a stalemate results and the Mycohl go on unencunbered by
default," the cynol pointed out. "W cannot proceed w thout being anbushed by
the M zl apl ani ans. M zl apl ani ans cannot proceed because we have a clear field of
fire fromthis point. A stalemate is unacceptable so long as a third enemy group
is involved and ahead of us. W have the neans to resolve the stal emate. Not
usi ng those neans violates all logic."

"I't neans nothing to you that she's one of our own, kidnapped agai nst her will?"
Ji my pressed.

"The Exchange has approximately thirty trillion citizens. O those, close to two
point five trillion are Terrans. What is one nore or less to the maintenance of
order and harnony?"

"l assume the sanme |logic applies to us," the Durquist noted.
"Of course.”

"This explains a | ot about the quality of life of the bulk of people in the
Exchange," Jinmy MCray noted dryly, in the low, barely heard whi sper he
generally used only to talk to Grysta. "Gysta was right—you' re not on our side
any nore. Sonmehow, | don't think you ever really were."

"WAiting is pointless. They are sheltered, we are exposed," the cynol conment ed.

"Hol d, cynol —before you act!" the Durquist called icily, edging up to the nman
who' d once been his friend and captain.
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"Yes?"

"What is the basic philosophical difference between you and your nasters and the
Qui ntara?"

"The question has no rel evancy."
"It does to nme. Very much so."

"Very well. The Quardi ans believe that the whole is far greater than the parts
that conpose it and provides the greatest good for the greatest nunber of
people. The Quintara believe that the whole exists to serve thenselves."

"Then, in the smaller sense, the team which is us, has interests that outweigh
the interests of a part of it, nanely Mddra. Sonehow, this 'part' sees little
practical difference to hinself in that attitude. | cannot allow what you
propose to happen.”

"You have no vote. | act by the authority of the Guardi ans thensel ves as an
of ficer of the Exchange. You elected to come with me; | did not order it."

"I amnot at all sure there was nmuch of a choice,” the Durquist noted,

"although, if there were, | would still have cone because the teamcane. Al of
the team M, MCray, even Mdlly, and, yes, Mddra. And | nust wonder when you
propose such a horrible violation of our codes if in fact there isn't still sone

little bit of Tris Lankur in there, perhaps the bitter, hating part,
rationalized by the nechanical part, that seeks not what is right, or just, but
revenge. She killed you, turned you into this, and now you would take her life
i n exchange!"

The vacant -eyed, jerky body did not respond, but instead wal ked just to the
edge, where the path went steeply down to the bedrock bel ow. One of the
Durquist's eyes swiveled to Jimy MCray, who stared back at it and just nodded
silently.

The cynol took instrument readings, totally ignoring the other behind him
"Range forty point two nmeters to the right, inside the cliff in sone kind of
cave or dwelling," Lankur reported to no one in particular. He reached into his
pouch and renoved a small bl ack object, which humed to life and then enmtted a
hi gh- pi tched, steady, whistling tone.

The Durqui st stood, a bizarre caricature of a biped, and wal ked up right behind
the cynol. Wthout hesitation, the "right" tentacle swng back, then | oosed
itself forward, striking the cynol alnost directly on his ass with such force
that the man was literally propelled into the air and came down a good four
meters on the bedrock bel ow.

"You saw the rest," Jinmy told her quietly.

Modra was shaken by the flood of nenories, as shaken as she'd been that night
when they'd waited in the hospital, Tris with a solid bullet fromone of his
antiques in his brain, waiting to find out about him

<The Durqui st asked how the Guardi ans differed fromthe Quintara,> one of the
denons noted. <The response was that the question had no rel evancy. W believe
it is quite relevant. The victor in a battle wites the history and descri bes
his eneny to those who cane after. No matter what you think of uf on our own, we
believe we do differ fromthe Quardi ans, and we offer not subjective history but
obj ective evidenced

"Al it says to nme," Krisha said, "is that both your races are sline. It is the
rapi st offering hinself up as a good exanple conpared to the nurderer."
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<The differences are a natter of degree, we adnmit,> a denmon responded. <However,
you must realize that what originally brought the four Founder Races together in
uneasy alliance was how easily we recogni zed each other. The Mycohl, as you cal
them exist as a parasitic commune that destroys their host's ability to think,
erases their menmories—kills them in fact, while |leaving the host alive and
healthy for them They can only reproduce by killing. The ones call ed Guardi ans
are machine-like, wthout any of the enotions of the rest. They nanage with a
cold, efficient logic, and if whole worlds nust starve because they throw off
the bal ance, then so be it. They enjoy turnoil, msery, and a nmeasure of chaos,
renote-control risk-taking and the like because it is the only sort of enotion
they can have and they crave it as an addict craves a drug. But only collective
enotion is effective; they feed on it, while carefully managi ng things so that
the parts their domain requires to survive are kept reasonably prosperous. Thus,
of their thirty trillion, nore or less, a nmere five percent have what technol ogy
coul d provide everyone. They are the essentials.>

<Anot her ten percent live in relative peace and confort,> a second denon
continued. <Primtive by sone standards, with |ife spans shorter than they
shoul d be, but they live confortable, dull, gray lives. They supply the
essentials and maintain an educated pool if needed. Another five percent

mai ntain or expand the system That's six trillion, a very |arge popul ation.
Bot h of you, Exchange people, come fromthat gray m ddle and have noved into
expansi on and mai ntenance. That |eaves twenty-four trillion, and grow ng, living

no better in many cases than their primtive ancestors, in squal or and

i gnorance, prejudice and superstition, suspicion and hate, but know ng that the
spaceships go to and frombetter places. Of these do the GQuardi ans feed, |ike
psychi ¢ vanpires, while those of you fromthe mddle and top occasionally soot he
your consciences with mssions and charity, which only serves to raise their
hatred and envy of you, while you all really practice only one religion,
materialism The bulk of you just turn your heads and think, 'There, but for
grace and good fortune, go I, and, if pressed, say that it's a price to be paid
for a dynamc system >

"You do nothing but prove our point, demon!" Manya al nost shouted at them "W
of the Mzl aplan stand al one agai nst such evil!"

The denons | aughed cruelly. <Your masters are the worst of the lot!> one jeered.
<Your Holy Angels are the ol dest and nost cynical of the Founders. They tap the
other plane so freely and place all of it in their hypnotic powers, a talent
they were born with just as the Grolls are gifted with the powers of psychic
invisibility. It enabled them although slow and ungainly, to be protected from
harm and to have the very beasts of their native world do their bidding. So
easy has it become for themthat they no | onger even have useful |inbs, but they
don't need them They have an entire class of people of all races under their
control who call thenselves priests and priestesses and are nmade their |ifelong,
devoted sl aves by their hypnotic powers. By ensuring that all with talents are
al so their slaves, they can use themnot only to provide all that is necessary
for their confort and existence but also use their chief slaves to bring their
slavery to every single creature in their domain, and enforce it ruthlessly
through an inquisition that uses tel e-paths, hypnos, enpaths, and conditioning
to ferret out and deal with any and all mal contents, any who dare question. And
by stifling dissent and creating a uniformculture of people who nust be happy
and obedi ent—or else!—they stifle all creativity and social devel opment and all
opportunities for anyone to grow or experience any freedom their very ability
to conpete with the other two enpires, which are at |east dynamic, al npst
totally dependent on their ability to create brilliant spies. You are nothing
but comon domesticated animals to them yet you nust serve and you must | ove
them How sickening! >

"Liars! Fal se prophets! Source of all blasphemies and all lies! You will never
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get out of there! No Mzlaplanian will ever be a party to it!"

Manya was beside herself, but Krisha, too, felt near equal rage. Gun Roh Chin,
i npassive as usual, tried his best to cal mthem down.

Kalia | aughed at them "Well, old witch bitches! Being

such good little toady slaves! No wonder you don't want to get laid! You're
programed |i ke a goddamm conputer!”

Manya screamed in fury and eluded Chin's grasp. She was remarkably quick for
such a chunky little creature, and she plowed right through the others in her
singl e-m nded quest to get her hands around Kalia's throat.

Krisha squirmed, trying to get out of the captain's grasp herself, but he held
her and screaned right in her face. "You nust stop it! Stop it and her! Now
Don't you see you're just playing their gane? Providing themw th sone
amusenent ? Thi nk!"

McCray and the others watched as Manya seened suddenly to flicker, then vanish
before their eyes. Kalia, however, expected it, waited just a nonent, then
| eaped to one side with the agility of a dancer

"C non, bitch!" she taunted the Gioll. "That trick don't work twice! You ain't
got no gun now, bitch! And I can read your m nd!"

Krisha got hold of herself, but the color was draining fast fromher face. "It's
too late, Captain," she said, alnbst out of breath. "Manya is like a wild beast
in her head right now, and that girl is a trained killer."

THE NUMBER OF THE BEAST

"WE' VE GOT TO STOP THEM " KRI SHA SHOUTED, but Gun Roh Chin stayed her.

"Manya was built for a far heavier gravity than we're used to," he rem nded her,
"and this is an even |lower gravity zone. There are ho weapons. The Mycohl woman
will fight her as she'd fight any other hunman. Just stay out of the way."

Modra | ooked over at him then down at Jimry, who shrugged. "Not our fight," he
comrent ed, not seeing what he could do in any event.

<Shall | stop then?> Tobrush asked Joseph

The Mycohl | eader shook his head. "It was inevitable anyway. Let it end here."
The odd thing was, even though it was one of his own people involved, he found
hi msel f curiously not caring which of themwon. Sonmehow, he thought, if those
two manage to kill each other it'Il inprove the |evel of the conpany in this
pl ace i nmeasurably.

It was a bizarre battle, really. Manya had essentially di sappeared, but woul d
occasionally wink in here and there, baiting Kalia, who would |unge for her.
Talents weren't directional; the only advantage tel epathy was giving the
Mycohl i an worman was Manya's point of view of her, and Kalia was too enraged to
make use of it before it was too |ate. Besides, the only points of reference
were the doorway and others near it and that dammed nonstrous goat-god statue.
Most of the views gave only a vague idea of where Manya was noving, and Kalia
could but counter and attenpt to keep facing the Groll until Mnya did

somet hing. That had placed Kalia entirely on the defensive, and Manya was

pi cki ng her shots.
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Realizing this, Kalia' s rage subsided and she began to think out her noves a
bit. Manya was visi bl e when she noved, but she was dammed fast for a little
lunp. The trick was to figure out which way Manya woul d nove next and how far
and | aunch an attack. The trouble was, Manya could al so read her mind. Wen
Kalia finally launched herself at where she thought the Gnoll had stopped, Mnya
had stopped short, and as Kalia approached, the M zlapl ani an swung a cl enched
fist and caught the Mycohlian right in the stomach. The force of the bl ow was
amazing; Kalia's face suddenly took on a horrible visage of shock and she
actually fell back several neters, alnost as if shot, and | anded on her back.

Manya wasted no tine in capitalizing on the blow, |eaping forward and onto the

fallen woman, flailing away with her fists. Kalia took the blows, then brought

her legs up and did an inpossibl e-l1ooking turn and spin, knocking Manya of f and
sendi ng the Gholl onto the floor.

Kal i a, though, was in no position to capitalize on her briefly disoriented foe;
she was hurt and hurt bad, and knew it. Her eyes darted around, then she ran up
the stone steps leading to the altar in front of that hideous goat-god. As Manya
got to her feet and started after the wounded Mycohlian, Kalia reached up and
took hold of one of the braziers on either side of the altar and pulled. The
whol e thing came free and suddenly Kalia had a weapon: a long, hard pole with
the rounded brazier at the end. She swung it at Manya as the Gnoll reached the
top of the stairs, and a trenendous anpbunt of ash and soot flew out and | anded
all over the floor in front of the altar. The initial swing mssed, and as Kalia
lifted it and swung agai n, Manya wi nked out for a nonent, then grabbed the

bow -li ke end as it approached her head.

Kalia's refl exes stood her in good stead. Expecting the nove, she pushed forward
with all her strength and Manya stunbl ed backward, then over the edge of the
stairs, then tunmbling down them Screaning triunph, her pain nonentarily bl ocked
by the el ation of the success of the nove, Kalia raced down, and as Manya was
trying to get to her feet the Mycohlian brought the bow end down on the Gioll's
head as hard as she coul d, then again.

The others all watched in amazenent, and the denons, perhaps amused, were silent
as well, but MIlly suddenly got up and, before anyone could stop her, cried out,
"No!" and ran for the pair.

Kalia, alnost in reaction rather than realizing who was coning toward t hem and
for what purpose, suddenly whirled away from Manya and struck Mlly a blow to
the head with the brazier, sending the syn backward and knocki ng her down. She
then returned to her victim

Jimy MCray was up in a nonent and heading toward the fallen MIly. Krisha,
angry and frustrated, had to be restrained by the captain fromgoing to Manya's
aid. "There's nothing you can do but wind up like that poor creature!" he told
her sharply.

Mol Iy seemed groggy and shook her head, then got to her knees and reached up and
felt her scalp where she'd been hit. Her hand cane away with blood on it.

Jimmy got to her. "Molly! Are you all right?"

"I —dunno, Jinmy ..." she nanaged, seeming totally dazed, but she pushed hi m away
and tried to get up on her own by pushing off with her hands. The nonent the
hand with the blood on it touched the pentagonal tile, the tile seened to cone
alive and take on a dull, pale white gl ow.

@un Roh Chin saw it fromnmany neters away, although Jinmy hadn't noticed.
"McCray!" the captain shouted. "Don't let her stand up completely in that tile!
Get her off there! Get her off quick! "
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Jimy was nmonmentarily confused. "Huh? What?" If he could have read the null's
m nd, he woul d have understood and acted instantly, but, as it was, he didn't
see it until MIlly had gotten conpletely to her feet.

The border of the tile suddenly gl owed crimson, and a wave of visible energy
shot fromit and envel oped the syn.

"What the hell . . . ?" Jimmy MCray said, startled

Sonewhere he heard a denobn say, <Take the M zlaplanian to the altar. The altar
Fi nish her on the altar. >

Manya was battered and bl oodi ed, and certainly unconscious, but still alive.
Kal i a paused, frowned, then made a sudden deci sion, put down her weapon, and
tried to pick Manya up. It was like trying to lift the giant statue. Manya
seemed made of | ead.

Suddenly Ml ly energed fromthe glow radi ating upward fromthe pentagram bl ock
and wal ked slowy, hesitantly, toward the end of the altar where Kalia was stil
attenpting to lift the unconscious Gioll. Jimmy tried to shout and go after her,
but sonet hing seened suddenly to have hold of him freezing him shutting him
out not only fromaction but even fromtel epathic contact. Sone of the others
made noves toward the altar as well and found thensel ves equal | y bound, hel pl ess
onl ookers at the strange spectacle, not knowi ng what was coni ng next but unable
to act in any way to influence it.

<You are no |longer players in this ganme, > a denpn voice cane to them seenmning
sonehow cal m and unnervingly in control

Mol |y seemed awkward, unsure of herself, and nearly stunbled nore than once, her
actions jerky, alnost rem nding Jimy of the cynol Tris Lankur after his human
veneer had been shorted out. Now, however, the syn made it to Kalia, who let go
of Manya and turned, |ooking puzzled, at the blue girl with the cloven hooves,
but, unlike the first time, the Mycohlian made no nove to strike Mdlly or keep
her away, somehow sensing the difference inside the syn this tine.

Mol |y bent down and grabbed Manya's |egs. Kalia immediately saw that hel p was
bei ng of fered and got under the Gholl's shoulders and lifted. Slowy, carefully,
and with a lot of effort in spite of the help, they carried Manya up the stairs
and got the linp formonto the altar stone itself.

Sonehow, all the onl ookers sensed that everything up to this point had been
prelimnary; now, at this moment, all of the trials and travails, all the deaths
and all the mani pul ati ons by the denmons and the other teams, had come down to
Kal i a. Whoever or whatever had possessed Ml |y would do the denon princes

bi ddi ng; the others were | ocked out. Kalia alone now had free wll.

Kalia, too, seened aware of it, drained alnost totally of her rage at this
point, trying to figure out just what the hell was going on here.

She knew what she was supposed to do; at |east, she knew what the denon princes
wanted her to do. Alnost as if in a dream she wal ked back down and picked up the
pole with the brazier atop, her killer weapon, and cane back up the stairs with
it.

<There is a soft spot behind the mamary, approxinately three centineters down
fromthe center of the neck,> a denon prince told her, in that sanme calm
measur ed voi ce

Kal i a reached down, felt beneath the massive single breast of the Groll, and
found it with no trouble. It was a renmarkabl e weak point in a body otherw se
covered by an incredibly thick, tough skin and a |lot of interior bony plates,
but it wasn't something she was going to penetrate and really do harmw th using
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just her fingers. She |ooked at the pole supporting the brazier bow, took it,
and with all her strength brought the pole down on the edge of the altar. It
shapped, and when she pulled the two sections apart, there was a sufficiently
jagged point to do the job on the pole end. She discarded the brazier itself,
which anded with a clang and rolled to within a nmeter of the frozen Ji mmy
McCray before stopping.

Manya mpaned and stirred; it was an eerie break in the near deathly sil ence of
the tenple, and put additional pressure on Kalia. If the Gioll came to, the
fight would start all over again, and, this time, who knew if she'd be so |ucky?
Now was the time. Now or never. She pulled back the huge, flattened breast,
found the spot, then raised the jury-rigged spear as if to bring it down .

and st opped.

"This'lIl spring you, won't it?" she shouted, her voice echoing around the hall.

<It is the first and necessary step in a process, > the denons admtted. <Do it
now, and when we are free you shall becone our high priestess, above all others;
a goddess with power such as you never dreaned. Do it now, for she is comning
around, and if she conmes around it will be too late and you will die. Make no

m st ake—we al ways keep our word. Do it now and becone honp superior, the great,
immortal, powerful one. Do it now, or, no matter what happens after, you wll
die.>

She raised the spear again, but again she hesitated. "Yeah? | saw them bodies
back in that first place, and | felt the agony of them whatevers in the hot

pl ace, and | heard the screans and noans. | only got your word you keep your
promi ses. The only thing I know for sure is if you're still |ocked up you can't
eat ne!"

"That is true," responded a new, deep, inhunman voice that sent chills through
themall. "But if you do not do it, then / will ensure that your tornent is
eternal and sufficiently ugly to make it the stuff of |egends!"”

She | ooked up, shocked as much by the voice itself as by the fact that it was
speaking in her own native tongue and di al ect.

The denon | ooked far nore inpressive, nore powerful, even regal, when not
i mprisoned in hard transparent material. Its bearing, its sense of life nade it
seem awesorre.

"Yeah? Where the hell did you cone fron? And why can't you do it yoursel f?" she
shot back, not nearly as confident as her tone indicated. And, al nost as soon as
she'd asked the questions, she knew the answers. This was one of the origina
denmons freed by the Exchange, and who had nost |ikely been shadow ng them al
along. As to the other questi on—she was Mycohl, the Grholl was M zl apl ani an, and
the syn was of the Exchange. Another three-way |ock, to be opened only by common
consent, but not by mere touching.

By bl ood.
That was one hell of a |ock! she thought, amazed at the picture it inplied.

Manya stirred, and her eyes seened to flutter. Her face was a bl oody ness, but
it "was regaining animation, and it would be nere nonments now before, Kalia
knew, the Gnhol

woul d be awake and uncontrollable. She might well take on the M zzle again, but
with that dammed denon standing right there in the doorway there was no way she
woul d take the two of them

Manya's eyes opened, and then suddenly grew wide with terror as, for her |ast
sight, she saw the jagged edge of the pole cone down and felt it penetrate. She
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screamed horribly, in the nost intense pain, and jerked up so violently that for
a nmonent Kalia was afraid she was going to get up and pull out the stake, but
then dark, brown blood erupted fromher nmouth and she gasped, stiffened, and
fell back, Iinp.

There was a sudden, holl ow runbling beneath them alnost |ike an earthquake far
bel ow, or, nore om nously, the sound of something inpossibly large stirring in
some subt erranean chanber, awakening to new life.

Mol Iy suddenly reached out and grabbed Kalia's right wist, then, with a sharp
fingernail, she cut a small slit on the wist that drew blood. MlIly's own head
wound had clotted |l ong before, so she let go of Kalia and drew the same cut on
her own left wist. Then MIlly placed her wist atop the gaping wound in the
dead Manya, so that sone of her bl ood m xed with the browni sh goo not yet
congeal ed on the body. Kalia took a deep breath and did the sane.

At the instant the last of the blood was nixed, Jimry McCray and the others felt
thenselves freed from constraint. Jinmy ran and picked up a handful of ashes
that had spilled fromthe brazier in the fight and ran back to the others,
totally ignoring the altar and the freed denon.

"Everybody! Gather in to ne!l Now " he shouted al oud, and began as soon as they
grouped behind himto use the ash to draw a crude border around them all

praying as he did so that there was enough to nake it all the way. Tobrush al one
took up as nuch roomas all the rest of them but he could hardly | eave the
Jul ki out. As for the others, they understood i medi ately what he was doi ng and
made no effort to stop him

The pentagram was crude, and barely a dark snudge at its |ast-drawn connecting
point, but it was the best he could do.

The noi se and runblings beneath them started anew, and the great hollow runbling
and bangi ng seenmed to take on a rhythmic tone, grow ng |ouder and | ouder as tine
passed. It sounded alnost like . . . footsteps! The steps of sone inpossibly
huge, alien beast rising fromsonme dark and dank prison bel ow.

<Pon't look at the altar!> Jimy warned tel epathically, the noise too great for
shouting even with this close conpany. <Whatever you hear, whatever you feel,

| ook away fromthe altar and keep your eyes closed! If | amcorrect, what cones
is a Power far too great for any nere nortal to withstand!>

One by one, along the four walls of the inner tenple, bright shields of the

si x-poi nted Seal of Solonon flashed |ike beacons, then seened to nelt away;

| arge rectangul ar panels cracked |ike sharply struck glass, then crunbled into
dust, and from behind and inside stepped the four denon princes.

In the center of the room behind them they felt a Presence at the altar unlike
anything any of themhad felt before. It was neither good nor evil; it was
beyond good and evil, beyond anything at all in their experiences. It was Power;
Power coupled with a cold, dispassionate, alien intellect as beyond any of them
as they were beyond the nost el enentary one-celled creatures of the universe. So
incredi bly overwhel ming was its presence that Krisha, Mdra, Jimmy, and even
Tobrush felt their consciousness slipping fromthem all their mnds were bl ank,
nunbed by the pulsing on all bands, and they were frozen now not by force of
another's will but out of their own brains' inability to cope.

The Presence still ascended, up, beyond the altar, upward to the topnost point
of the pyramd, then out into the city beyond. They could still feel it, knew it
was outside, waiting, growi ng even nmore in power every second, draw ng energy
fromthat mass outside, but it was no longer right there, no longer directly in
their presence, and consci ousness returned. Not a one of themwas not shaking
uncontrol l ably, however, fromthe awe and fear that thing represented.
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Jimy MCray still couldn't stop his trenbling, but he cautiously opened one
eye, then the other, and turned to see what had happened.

The denon princes stood there, solid and free, in front of the altar, along with
a mal e and fenal e denon wearing the green cloaks. The four princes, splendid in
their gold-trinred crinson robes and capes, had in truth regal bearings and
manners, and appeared at once grander than the nmere | esser denons and, sonehow,
seened not ugly or brutish but grand, the perfection of their species. They
spoke in a tongue that was beyond any of the nortals' ability to conprehend, and
their mnds were closed, but clearly all of themwere being sent out to neet
what ever it was the sacrifice had also freed. Then, suddenly, thoughts becane
all too intelligible, a gesture that had to be deliberate.

<What of all these |ower orders |eft here, H ghness?> the femal e denon in green
asked.

<The girl who freed us cones with us, > one of the princes responded. <W have

to keep our bargain. She's not rmuch, | admit, but she will do. The other one
al ready has all that was prom sed her. The others are not to be touched for now.
W will tend to each at a later tine. They are hardly goi ng anypl ace. Now, go.

The master awaits us, and there is so very nuch to do.>

<But —why | eave then? Wiy not just let us eat themor sacrifice themto the
master 7?>

The tone of the response was ugly, even dangerous. <You will never question ny
orders again or they will still , speak in hushed tones of your agony in the
days when the last sun grows cold! W have plans for themyet.>

The | esser denon bowed hunbly. <As you command, sire.>

Now al | were gone outside except the one prince, who wal ked over to them as they
stood, still within the exceptionally crude pentagram He |ooked at it and them
with amusement.

<You shoul d see yoursel ves!> he commented dryly. <Now I think you begin to
conprehend just the barest hint of the powers you have been playing with. Your
pat hetic

attenpt to guard agai nst us even here with this crude and neani ngl ess bit of
geonetry is high conedy. >

"What do you plan to do with us?" Jimy asked hi m al oud.

<You have been—dnexpected. Valuable for all that. W had not expected anyone to
recogni ze us in theol ogical, rather than nmere nythic, ways. Your know edge, in
particul ar, has been astonishing. That such ancient, primtive faiths built upon
ancestral nmenory woul d have survived interstellar expansion and cross-racial
societies intact is incredible. Qur ancient enemies are far nore resourcefu
than we believed.> He suddenly paused, and his great honed head cocked slightly,
as if listening to sonething. Then he added, </ nust go. You have free run of
the city. W have | ocked you out of materializing anything but food and dri nk,
but that you now know how to get. Soon this city will |ive again, but, by then,
| or sonmeone else will have returned to tend to you. In the end, all of you wll
learn to worship and to serve us. Al but you, priestess. | have already nmade a
promise to you as to your fate, to wander forever through our new enpire, bound
by your stupid vows, powerless to affect events. Until later, then—farewell. >

He started to wal k away and Gun Roh Chin nuttered, "W could still cheat him
They cannot stop us taking our own |ives."

The denon stopped and turned. <To do that, particularly here, would only deliver
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you to us without effort. But you—npst of you—won't. You are survivors. That is
why _ you got this far. > And, with that, he was gone.

Modra Stryke shook her head in wonder. "This is inpossible. Things like this
just don't happen. Not for real. Not in this day and age."

"They are the distillation of everything that was within everyone who ever gave

me orders," Josef commented. "I always hated them too."
"That thing is still outside," Mdra noted with a shiver. "Still, we mght as
wel | nake ourselves as confortable as we can in here until it goes."

"You think it's safe to |l eave the protection this early?" Krisha asked, |ooking
nervous and ashen

Josef shrugged. "He | aughed it off anyway. Pathetic, he called it."

"I'"'mnot sure," McCray told them "He never crossed it. The power of authority
is great in and of itself, and they lie with total conviction. | doubt if it
woul d even be noticed by their master, but we were irrelevant to him if, as
doubt, he noticed us at all. But the combination of sounds, geonetry, and faith,
whi ch gives us a confident power as well if true enough, can stop or at |east

sl ow the nore conventional creatures. W nust renenber that the Quintara are but
anot her race of beings. They eat, probably sleep, even go to the bathroom Their
power comes fromtwo external sources—their master, and the know edge of
superior technol ogy and their access to it. And we nust never forget that they
can be beaten. Even their naster was inprisoned in a sense. Thousands of years
ago sonebody beat them and seal ed them away. These are the hordes of the ancient
eneny of all races, and their naster was that enemny personified."

"You're not seriously suggesting that their master is sone kind of supernatura
entity?" Josef asked, skeptical

"None other. So powerful that he could only be inprisoned, and, even from
prison, could influence and shape events. Al our ancestral nenories of denons
and devils springs fromhere, fromthis source."”

"If that is true," Krisha responded slowy, "then where are the gods?"

"The solution to that question might well be the solution to it all," he told
her. "W still have far too many questions."

"l agree," @n Roh Chin put in. "All along | have been trying to fit the pieces
of this puzzle together and still | have far too many pieces that do not fit."

"How can such as we conprehend the supernatural ?" Krisha asked him

"Because you've got to get out of that way of thinking. This is just another
problem the sane as all the other problens in all the alien environments all of
us have worked

within at one tine or another. We—M zl apl ani an, Mycohlian, and Exchange

conbi ned—are a new arm a newteam a new unit. For the first time, we are faced
not with lesser races but with greater ones. Al three enpires now stand a good
chance of being overrun and conquered just as our individual races were overrun
and conquered by the enpires. He called us survivors, but we're better than
that! Al of us are better than that! W're fighters'."

"We are six helpless prisoners in an alien capital w thout weapons, without
access, reduced to the level of our prinitive ancestors," Josef retorted. "And
if we do not figure out a way out of here, we're no nore than victins."

"I agree that finding a way out is the key, but not to the rest," the captain
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replied. "Get out of this cult nentality. | have seen nany a world whose culture
is so primtive, so undevel oped, its people yet ignorant, who woul d worship us
as gods for the magi c our know edge and technol ogy and experience appears. It's
no different here, but we're nore mature than that."

"Do you honestly believe we can stand a chance against that thing!" Mdra asked
hi m

"Not by ourselves, no. And we are six against the Quintara hordes. W need hel p.
We know where to go to get that help, | think. They aren't the only ones with
the keys to this know edge. Sonmeone—their 'ancient eneny' they called themset
these | ocks and wal ked away. | think we are agreed on who that has to be. But
first we nmust get to them"

Jimy MCray | ooked around the tenple. Were Kalia had gone he couldn't guess;
she hadn't passed them but she didn't seemto still be in the tenple, either,
although it was hard to tell. The nass on the altar was nothing but charred

fl esh. He spotted Ml ly's body, |ooking unconscious or dead, face down in a far
corner. No—not dead. He thought he saw her nove.

"They' ve gone," Mbdra sighed, and they all felt it. A sudden sense of relief
m xed with a flood of enptiness swept through them Theyjtnew they were al one
once nore.

"l don't understand what nade her do it," Jimmy nuttered.

"The blood on the floor. It allowed one of those presences to cone through to
our universe and possess her," Josef responded matter-of-factly. "There's no
mystery there."

"No, no! MCray's got a point!" Chin put in. "It wouldn't do to unlock those
prisons if all you needed was to get inside a body. Denonic possession tales are
as ancient as |egend goes. If they could just have possessed one each from our
enpires they could have freed thensel ves at al nost any time. The three would
have to be true representatives. therwise, it's too easy—and why go through all
t hi s?"

"But Molly wouldn't have done that freely!" Jinmy objected. "She didn't
understand any of this. To freely act you nust conprehend your actions!"”

Mol Iy groaned, managed to sit up, and shook her head. She gave a sudden gasp,
then put her long hands to her face, feeling its contours, going down to her
breasts, where she paused, playing her fingers over the nipples for a nonent and
smling, and, finally, farther down, until she had felt or explored rmuch of her
body. Then she | ooked over and saw themall still standing there and brightened.
"Hey! Jimy! |'m back!" she call ed.

It was Molly's voice, but it wasn't Mlly.

"Who or what are you?" he called back, chall enging.

"I't's nme, you asshole! | nade it! | got ny body, and it feels trenmendous]"
He frowed. "What . . . ?2 Who . . . ?"

"Me, you shithead! Gysta! |I'm back!"

<All ny life |I've been taught, and believed on the evidence, that the soul did
not exist, > Tobrush conmented worriedly. <Science has proven beyond the shadow
of a doubt that the mnd and brain are really one. Even in that so-called 'other
pl ane' out-of-body experience, it was easy enough to see that we were never
anywhere but in our own bodies, that our minds were sinply dealing with

addi tional sensory input to which we'd been attuned but which the brain was not
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equi pped to handle or interpolate. It is, therefore, inpossible that what clains
to be the mind and consci ousness, even nenories, of the Morgh in the syn's body
can be who it clains. The brain died. Ergo, the m nd and nmenories died as well.
That has to be soneone, sonething el se, sonething that lived in that other

di mensi onal set, which telepathically captured and nerged with the norgh's mnind
and nenories before the creature died. That begs the question of who, or what,
is really controlling that body, and why. >

"But the syn wasn't telepathic,” Jimry rem nded the Jul ki. "She was an enpath,
yes, but of strictly limted design and range. She couldn't even get in to
perceive that other dinmension. You tried to read her mnd—so did |I. She was
limted, even retarded. How could sonething nmerge with or enter her?"

<That, > responded Tobrush, <is sonething we very nmuch need to know. >

"I feel like a dammed specinen in a lab jar,'
conpl ai ned.

Grysta, or whoever it was,

The "new' Grysta had all the same attributes as they had, but her bl ocking on
all levels was superb, beyond any of their abilities. She could and did open up
to them but that didn't solve the problem since only she would know how open
she really was and what was conceal ed beyond their noti ce.

"What happened to Mol ly?" Jimy asked her

"Ch, she's still here, sort of. Al that was Mlly, such as it was, is a part of
me. She didn't nmind! | don't think she minded nothin'. What a waste this body
was with her! 1'll put it to better use!" 1

McCray decided that the only way to get information was to deal with her as if
she were just who she clainmed to be.

"You died, Gysta. Don't you understand that?"
"I didn't die, Jinmy. | told you | wouldn't. That | would make it."

"l saw the other plane's access to this city. The entities were crowded around
it, the opening too-small to keep out of their grasp. Nobody coul d have nade
it."

"Yeah? Well / did," she responded snugly. "I was just goin' too fast for 'em
and, besides, | really wanted to nake it."

@un Roh Chin cane over and joined the conversation

He' d been deep in thought, and now the concl usi ons he was reaching were
dependent entirely on Gysta's credibility.

"What happened once your consciousness nade it through?" he asked her

She shrugged. "I was suddenly floating in this huge sea, or sonethin' |ike a
sea, | guess. There was lots and | ots of others around—ot them dark creatures,
neither. | can't really explain it. Then, suddenly, this big darkness, like a
kind of liquid creature, canme up and they all scattered. | didn't know where to
scatter to, so | just tried to get outta its way but it stopped and then it
talked to me. That was the scariest part. That thing was so powerful and so
cold. | knewit was a god, but | also knewit didn't give a shit about ne and

that it could just knock nme into nothingness wthout even a thought. |nstead,
though, it talked. It talked deal."

Chin nodded. "It offered you a real body, a newlife-Mlly's life—+f you would
do what it told you to do."
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"Yeah! That's it exactly! It told nme al nost a hundred percent correct what woul d
happen. Just who the other two would be wasn't real clear, but it wasn't no
surprise when | saw 'em It said that, with you all in here, it could sort'a
arrange things to happen, but it couldn't rmake us spill bl ood on the big stone.
It said | was to get the one that was dying to the stone while she was stil
alive and after the other one killed her I was to mix a little of Mdly's blood
with hers and the dead-one'. If | did that, there was no other strings. | could
keep the body and live a real, independent life. Feel things firsthand, see
things firsthand, pick up and touch things, talk direct like I'mdoin" now It
said the body don't get sick, don't age, and might last centuries. Centuries!
How could | tell it no? Particularly when | knew, really knew, that this thing,
like, owned ne at that point, that | was at its nmercy unless | got out and did
what it said."

The captain nodded again. "It nmakes sense. They needed an entity with free wll
fromthe Exchange to conplete the circuit, as it were. M ly wouldn't do. There
was not hing they could offer her."

Jimmy McCray stared at Chin. "You think it's possible that this really is
G ysta? That sonebody, anybody, could

have made it through? You didn't see how narrow t hat passage was."

"It was irrelevant. If this master of the Quintara is who or what you believe it
is, then it is also the | eader of whatever lives within that other plane. It
could sinply have ordered that she cone through.”

"But how could it have known that everything would take place here as it did?"

"You're too naive for this work. We were mani pul ated. Even inprisoned, the first
set of denbns we encountered were incredibly powerful. My | ate conrade and
friend Morok woul d have understood, and Josef, there, as well. The Quintara are
t el epat hi c beyond your powers to withstand; they are enpathic in both directions
to a degree that they coul d overwhel m and nmani pul ate other enpaths. W are
conditioned against nmultiple talents, but you have them yourself now. The

ordi nati on and binding of priests in the Mzlaplan is done with a hypnotic power
that is so strong it overwhelns any of us. We were mani pul ated, probably by
those first two denons whose tracks started us on this path. Put through a
series of tests and trials to deternine the best conbination for success. W
were so busy fighting each other we hardly noticed or gave it a thought. Al to
wi nnow out those who might interfere, and those who were unnecessary, to hone us
and the odds in their favor."

<So many vari abl es'” Tobrush objected. <lIt's not possible !>

Jimy MCray sighed. "Not possible for M, perhaps, but there is a good reason
for all our ancient beliefs and rituals and practices, and we have a word for
them diabolical."

"What m nds they nust have!" Mdra excl ai ned.

"Indeed," Chin agreed. "Imagi ne agreei ng when caught with the knives in their
hands to being | ocked away for thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of years,
until you feel your enenies have weakened and even true belief in you, |let al one
know edge of sone of their limtations, has died out. It's a nonstrous, fiendish
pl ot worthy of their reputation. An entire race, willing to suspend their
civilization, their very lives, until they have outlived their enemes. Still,
they m ssed their mark. Descendants, at |east, of those ancient enemes stil
live and rule, and not all the ancient know edge is | ost because the enpires
have grown so enornous that native cultures in nmany cases, particularly in the
Exchange, remain well preserved. Perhaps that was the plan. The Exchange
preserved the ancient cultures; the Mzl aplan created a bulwark, a holy
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overcul ture who knew the enemnmy and would raise the alarmin unison should that
eneny reappear, while the Mycohl could provide the shock troops as hardened and
fierce as the Quintara thenselves." He sighed. "Cone—tet's use this nechanismto
feed ourselves and quench our thirst. Then it will be time to explore options."

The system did work, delighting Gysta, but when they tried it for anything
other than sustenance it ignhored them as the denon prince had said. In a way,
@un Roh Chin felt reassured by that. "It's just a machine after all,"” he told
t hem

Modra went over to Krisha, who had been uncharacteristically silent during this
ordeal. The priestess | ooked wan and shaken, even a bit frightened. They all had
that fear, but this was unusual in the normally self-assured young wonan.

"It's taking its toll on all of us," Mdra said synpathetically.

"No, it's not that. They can see into the darkest comers of your mnd, where
even we do not | ook within ourselves. That is the heart of their power. That
prince, when he spoke of ne, allowed nme and ne alone to see a vision of what he
had in mind for ne."

"Yeah, they're good at scaring you."

"I saw nyself on ny native world, only then under their rule. Dirty, naked as
now, |ike sone animal, yet protected fromharmby others by sone sign burned
into nmy forehead. Consuned with lusts yet bound absolutely by ny vows, rooting
in the garbage for food, unable to control ny bowels and thus condemmed to
filth, my talent turned so that all could hear ny innernost thoughts yet | could
hear none of theirs, an object |esson to others, scorned and derided by all who
came upon nme. Never grow ng old, never getting sick, never even allowed the

| uxury of nmadness." She shivered. "And knowing in that vision—absolutely

knowi ng—that he could do all that to me any tine he chose."

Modra gave her a sympathetic hug. "That's the way they think, and the way they
get you to freely obey their every whim They get a charge out of it. They see
us only as food, pets, and toys." She thought a nmoment. "That nmark that would
protect you—an you renmenber what it |ooked like? If it's for real it mght give
us safe conduct out of here.”

Kri sha shook her head fromside to side. "No. | knew it was there, of course,
but the brief vision was fromny point of view Because it was on ny forehead, |
think, | could not see it."

Modra sighed. "Too bad. It would have been a handy thing to know. "

@n Roh Chin drew very close to Jimmy MCray. The little man was wat chi ng
Mol | y—er Grysta, or whoever it was—eat with such wondernent that it seened

al most unreal. If it was Gysta, it would be the first time she'd ever tasted
anything in the conventional sense.

"Well? Is it Gysta and only Grysta or not?" Chin whispered to him

"I don't know," Jimry answered in the sanme | ow tone. "She sure acts like Gysta
woul d act, and she talks a good line. But—who can tell? MIlly's brain was
designed with limts, but this one seens to have none that we ourselves don't
share. Could they have actually reworked the body, even the brain, inside?" v-

"They could," the captain told him "The body was totally within the energy
field and the adjustnments woul d probably be rather minor. Since the body was
synthetic anyway, it was probably easy for such a conputer as this to anal yze
The real question is the one Tobrush poses—f indeed that is Gysta in there, it
i mpli es sonething enormous. That not only our essences, our souls, survive the
death of the body, but our consciousness, even our personalities, as well. At
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| east a power that could read out, capture, hold, and reinsert that at will."

Jimy MCray stared at the captain, bemused. "You represent a theocracy and you
don't believe in the soul ?"

"Not like that. Not as a unitary, unchanged consci ousness as if in the body."

"Ch, yes—that's right. Yours is a reincarnation for perfection and puni shnent
system That, however, doesn't allow for deals with the devil. If that's not
Gysta, it's an inpervious inmtation."

"Wbul d you bet your life, and perhaps your imortal soul if it truly exists, on
t hat ?"

McCray was suddenly interested. "Wiy? Wiat do you have in m nd?"

"W need a station. If there is one here in the sane sense as the others, it'll
be closed to us and certainly guarded by denmons who don't need our help. That
means goi ng back up through the garden, which, | think, isn't sonething we are
all likely to survive considering the price paid to get in here in the first
pl ace and eventually facing us with the sanme problemof the |liberated guards.”

"It's academ ¢ anyway. Even without the problemof the fire level and the
wal | -to-wal |l dermon horde in the switching station, we'd have no food, nothing to
sustain us. Inpossible."

"I"'mnot at all certain we have to retrace our steps. However, we would
certainly have to get past the dem gods in the garden. The first gate |I'm not
sure is rel evant—+those guards were a projection. The inportant thing would be
getting back to that cavern of the crystals. As | say, unlikely that we'd get
that far, but it's a last-ditch attenpt. That | eaves the other, even riskier

i dea."

"Yes?"

"If that is your Gysta, and she got in, maybe some could get out the sane way."
"By dying? W weren't tal king bodies by that route, you know "

"I said it was risky."

"I't's suicidel™

"Remai ning here is worse than that."

Modra cane over and joined them "That big bastard really screwed up Krisha.
Dam! They know how to get to you, don't they?"

Ji my nodded. "They've kept in practice through surrogates over the years.
think that, even inprisoned, they could be sunmoned by their cults and the
stupid via the mental dinmension. It explains a lot. Uh—the captain here has been

proposing that we all junp into that big pool of nothing out there and see what
happens. "
"It may cone to that," she admitted. "Still, Krisha's vision had her under a

terrible curse, wandering around naked, yet with some nmark on her forehead that
told everyone instantly to | eave her al one. She doesn't know what the mark was,
but if we could find out "

@un Roh Chin brightened. "Yes! A safe conduct! But—he never showed her what the
mar k was?"

She shook her head. "Sorry, no.
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Jimy MCray thought a nonent. "I night have an idea, but the only way to test
it out would be for sonmeone to actually try it in harms way, and, if |'mwong,
it's curtains. Hell, | mght even be right and still blowit."

They were interested. "CGo ahead.”

"The Nunmber of the Beast—three sixes. But that was witten in the second century
after Christ, and probably in Geek. | seriously doubt that it's a real nunber
at this point. More likely a synbol, possibly in the witten Quintara script.
Sonet hing that |ooked like three sixes to a second-century nonk witing in
Greek. It mght have been expressed in Hebrew, since he was a religious witer,
or Roman, although that seens pretty awkward, or even Aranmic, of which | know
next to nothing."

"Tris woul d have known Aranmi c,
tongue. "

Modra conmented softly. "It was his native

Jimy didn't even hear. "Too early for the Arabic system which would be the
easiest. . . ."He sighed. "Dam it, we need sone sanple of the Quintara

al phabet! Then | coul d conpare whatever squiggles they use to the nunbering
systens known to a second-century Christian nmystic!"

Modra was excited. "W don't know how rmuch tinme we've got, but we've got a whole
dammed city here. Somewhere here sonebody nmust have built a statue to sonebody
or stuck inscriptions around."

The others were all crowded around now, interested in doing sonething, anything,
rather than just sitting and waiting.

"It's better than sitting here,’
not hi ng of any of those tongues."

Josef commented. "The problemis, | know

<You are too anxious, > Tobrush cautioned. <Wat difference can it make? There is
no station here, and to get back to a true station would mean goi ng back through
the water world without provisions and the fire world w thout environment suits,
and in any case it wouldn't fool the Quintara or any other telepath.>

Modra told the captain what was said, and he nodded. "True enough, but it m ght
be an automatic system |f you were one of the Quintara, and you'd been

i mprisoned, half-alive, for countless centuries, would you stick around if you
were freed? That first station was essentially automated. | think they all are.
Ask yoursel f why such a telepathic race should even need a mark of safety for
its people. The only logical answer is to allow themfree use of automated

equi pment. And don't be so certain there's no station here. |If they've gone,
they' ve gone by a route we, too, can use. For all their power, the Quintara are
flesh and bl ood, as we are. The odds are they even need toilets, although we
haven't seen one as yet. Those stations are there for them They need them"

"He's right!" Mddra cried, feeling sudden hope. "If we can just find the mark

"And if they are truly gone fromthe city," Jinmy added.

"Let's go see," the captain replied.

They all wal ked back outside, feeling as they exited a certain relief at open
air, however static, after the pyram d's close and dangerous theatrics.

"As cold and dead as ever," Josef remarked.

"Aye, but for how |l ong?" Jinmmy responded, |ooking around. "The big boss and his
local chiefs are free, and it's only a matter of tine until they fully satisfy
t hensel ves of the condition of things and unlock the others. They may be doing
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that right now with your turncoat providing the hand to break the seals they
can't touch. How nany do you wager were in that transfer station, just nonments
fromall those stations to God knows where? Hundreds? Thousands?"

They had conpletely forgotten Gysta, or whoever it was in Mdlly's body
pretending to be her. She'd followed themout, silently, but now she said,

" Ji my. "

"Shut up, Grystal" he snapped angrily, amazed even now that he'd ever uttered
those words again. "You' ve done qui et enough damage for one day. MIlions,
perhaps billions, of creatures across all three enpires will suffer horribly and
maybe die or wish they could because you added the blue to their grisly red and
gol d conbi nation."

"Jimy—+—+ didn't know. | still don't know what all this is about. Besides, |
wasn't the one who did it—+ was just there, that's all."

He turned and | ooked at her acidly. "G ysta, no matter what, they couldn't have
done it wthout you."

She shook her head sadly. "I—+ dunno. | thought everybody'd be glad | nade it.

It was what was supposed to happen. And none of you faced either doin' that or

spending eternity as a nothin' in a whirling stormof nothin' else. That Mycohl
bitch—she walked in with you, and she did it free and cl ear. Looked real happy,
too—even if her ugly face did get scratched up."

@un Roh Chin turned toward her. "You saw her? After? And maybe you saw t hat —hat
thing, too?"

"No, | never |ooked at him | nean, | net him sort of, in the nothin' and
didn't want to meet himfor real, so when Jimy yelled for everybody to close
their eyes and not look, | got over to the wall and shut ny eyes, too. But when
I felt himleave—kind a straight up, Iike goin' out the point in that thing,

real weird—+ peeked. She was wal kin' out tall and whole, |ike she hadn't been in
a fight at all, between two of them denons. She | ooked, well, alnpbst pretty,

like all those scars were goin' away, and strong, too. The only sign she'd been
ina fight were three bright red scratches on her forehead."”

Jimy MCray was suddenly nore interested. "Scratches?"

"Uh-huh. Right in the mddle of her forehead. Like sonmebody'd ripped nails
strai ght down."

Jimy put three fingers at his hairline and noved t hem down to between his
eyebrows. "Like that?"

She nodded. "Yeah. Just like that."

"I's that inportant? Scratches?" the captain asked him

"It could be, if they weren't scratches at all," Jinmy responded. "It's Hebrew
Vav, vav, vav-six, SiXx, siXx. In Hebrew the letters are also the nunbers. It's
usually witten as a sinple straight line. Add Saint John of Patnos did see
followers of the Quintara! For two thousand years fol ks have been trying to use
nunerol ogy to figure out who he was tal king about and provi ng al nost everyt hi ng,
and it's none of them It has to be! Sinple enough for anyone who had as much as
charcoal or perhaps even nud to do, but arcane enough that nobody would take it
for what it was!"

<Too sinple,> Krisha put in, understanding that G ysta had Molly's old enphatic
skills but not the full panoply the others had, thanks to the linmtations the
makers put into that syn body. <Can you trust her? O is this nerely another
stage in tornent?>
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<Even if that is truly Gysta in there and she's been telling the absolute truth
I couldn't trust her,> Jimy responded honestly. <She al ways has had her own
agenda and it's rarely tied to anyone else's, and she doesn't even have to live
t hrough ne any nore. >

<Even that is suspect,> Tobrush noted. <How do we know that she wasn't |ed
astray by themjust to keep us occupied? O feed us false information you would
be certain to recognize just to raise our hopes before feeding us to the
creatures of the other plane?>

"There's only one way to prove the thesis and al so bear out another needed
fact," the captain said, guessing the exchanges going on. "One of us has to put
these lines on our forehead, wal k back up that bridge to the garden, and see if
the idols there let himpass. If they do, it's for real, and he can al so check
to see if there is any sign our friends exited that way, in which case there is
no station here. If not—+then we have a way out."

Instantly the others thought of the sight of Morok attenpting to cross the
barrier and being engul fed in energy.

"Are you volunteering to be the test subject?" Josef asked him a little
nervous. None of this nmunbo-junbo made any sense to himat all

"No!" Krisha cried. "You can't!"

@n Roh Chin smiled. "I rnmust. They read mnds, renenber. We're tal king sentient
bei ngs of sone sort there, able to exercise influence in this dinmensional set
through those idols. McCray nust apply the marks on ny forehead wth whatever we
can find, and | rmust go up there, alone, and see. | assure you | don't relish
clinmbing back up that far with as little rest as |1've had, but | have a feeling
that the master clock is ticking fast."

"I won't let you!" she exclainmed, sounding near hysteria. "You're all |'ve got!"

He | ooked at her, suppressing the incredible pity he felt for her as al ways.
"It's better this way. If | remain here, nmy fate will nost certainly be
horrible. If worse cones to worst, junp into that mass out there. You will at

| east escape them and you might find a way out on that plane, sonmehow. | cannot
sense that plane at all, and | have no illusions about what sort of persuasions
they can use to bend ne to them or, at best, eat ne alive, a little at a tine.
I have no wish to do either. Either | get out before they return or | die

qui ckly and cleanly."

She could not refute the logic. "Then let me come with you!"

"They'd know the trick in an instant fromyour own mnd," he told her. "No,

let's do it, and quickly. 1'll go, and the rest of you search for sonething that
m ght be a station and then neet back at this great common. If | succeed, | wll
join you. If | fail, try other neans."

The ot hers nodded. "And how | ong do we wait?" Mddra asked him "There's no day
or night, and ny clock is in ny other suit."

He gave a wy smle. "Wait until something happens. Then wait no nore.”

Jimy MCray went back in the tenple and found nore of the thick, oil-soaked

bl ack soot and used that to paint three even vertical lines on Chin's forehead.
After, the captain went over to Krisha and said, softly, "You nmust have courage
no matter what. Until now, you have faced banal evil and clever evil but never

before pure evil. You nust cast out doubt and suppress fear. You cannot beat
these creatures with guns or talents; you can beat themonly with faith, and
faith is nore courage than anything else. | do not intend to die, but rather get
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out of here and fight them If | do die, however, you must fight all the harder
to nake ny death, and all the deaths that canme before, of our friends and
bel oved conrades, have neaning. They are very good at what they do. Be better."

"I+ don't knowif I'mthe one for that," she responded .honestly.

"You can be. |If you have faith, in yourself and in higher powers, they can only
kill you. The rest, the nightnmare |ife, damation, they can only do if you help,
and take it upon yourself. One of the Mzl aplan nust get back and report. One of
the Mzl aplan nust alert the Holy Angels before the horror truly begins. Only
they hold the key to this." He paused a nonent, then gave her a
confident-1ooking smle. "Don't worry. |I'Il be back in a couple of hours. The
nmost | fear right nowis that | shall be so tired I'Il fall off the bridge." He
took her hand, kissed it, then | ooked at her, w nked, and wal ked off, so
straight and noble, back into the city.

He didn't slump and sl ow down until he was certain he was out of her sight.

QUT OF THE ABYSS

I T SEEMED LI KE DAYS BUT WAS CERTAINLY HOURS | ater, arid Gun Roh Chin had not
returned, nor had they found any sign of a station, although, in this city of
the dammed, what would a station | ook Iike?

Krisha waited by the great, swirling pool of energy, not wanting to mss Chin

i f —when—-he cane back. At first it wasn't so bad, but after a while the boredom
and the settling began to get to her. She turned and wal ked over to the rai
guarding the walk fromthe edge of the great pit and | ooked into it.

If this were-sone romantic adventure, she thought, I'd | ook into here and
suddenly gain powers equal or superior to the denbns and return with sword in
hand, the Bl essed Warrior, to protect ny people and vanqui sh the evil.

But it wasn't some wild fiction or inspirational saga; it was real, and the nore
she | ooked at that strange bow with its energy clouds that |ooked al nbst solid,
the nore nervous she got that sonething, perhaps that ultinmate naster of evil,
woul d suddenly leap fromit and grab her. Al nost involuntarily, she recoiled,
and she couldn't help but watch her back nore than the city where the others
were, and fromwhere, she prayed, Gun Roh Chin would energe. It seened

like every time she took her eyes off it, something seemed to nove, just out of
sight, in the corners of her eyes.

Nerves, she told herself. She hadn't felt this scared, or this hel pless, since
the Inquisition had dragged her into the Holy One's presence for her ordination
But even that was different. Many in history had resisted the Call to Mnister,
or had never desired it, but the Call had cone and they had no choice but to
obey the will of the gods. This—this was sonething el se.

Even if Chin was right, and these Quintara were but an ancient race of flesh and
bl ood, incredibly powerful but hardly godlike, it made no difference. It was
that Gther, their master, whomthey served, that was at the heart of this
horror. Even not seeing, even being bl ocked from seeing, she had still felt the
creature and knew that it was of nothing in the universe she knew. The sheer
power it radiated by its very presence in the sane vast hall they were in
dwar f ed any such power she or any of the others had ever felt or sensed; the
Holy Angels, even the denmon princes, were as dust specks conpared to it, and the
utterly cold, totally alien intellect that resided within it was of a sort so
strong, so overwhelmng, that the only word she could think of for it was
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godl i ke, yet without any of the |ove or caring or conpassion she'd al ways
associated with that word.

Supernatural. That word had tripped off her tongue since she was very small, and
she'd always believed in it in an abstract way. The supernatural was sonething
fromoutside of normal |aws, fromoutside the universe itself. Sonething whose
power was beyond belief, spawned by no conceivabl e evol uti onary process under
the I aws of physics she knew.

Sonet hing they had all owed back in. Sonething which was not evil, but rather
defined evil. Sonething that toyed with countless races even from wherever it
had been inprisoned, and sonething which now was i nprisoned and limted no nore.

But if that was the Great Evil, the Dark Source—Satan, Jinmmy MCray had call ed
it, although it probably .had a million nanes—then that plaintive question asked
wi thin

the pyram d took on new neani ng. He was here; where were the gods?

The Holy Angels were a match for the denons, she was certain of that. For the
denons ... but not for that.

She started, then turned quickly, but there was nothing there. Not now.

I have to stop thinking about it, she told herself. Not only for the sake of her
nerves, but—what if, by dwelling on that One, she somehow sumoned it?

She felt terribly alone, and the one thing no natural telepath ever could handle
was being al one. Wrse, being so close to the center, the t-band was nuddi ed,
intermttent, blanking or scranbling the signals of the few others within the
city. Even the newer |evel of powers she'd gained on the | ong and bl oody j ourney
were pretty well out as well. That was to be expected—t was .long known that
the so-call ed broadcast and reception talents were grouped together in a narrow
band of frequencies. Interference on one would be expected to scranble them all
Still, any time in the past when she'd been either bl ocked out or had
interference, there had been other living people, allies of her own sort,

near by.

Her depression wasn't aided by this trial she'd undergone, either; fromthose
first pictures of the Quintara back at the scientific base canp through the
sight of the dead and rotting corpses of their initial victims, she'd known that
these creatures were on a |l evel higher than herself for all their evil. Mdra
had told themthat the cynol recordi ngs showed that the full blast of energy
pistols hadn't even slowed them down; that all the death and carnage had been
done by two of themw th nothing but their bare hands and bodi es.

Now they were free, and freeing more. MIlions nore. Hundreds of millions,
perhaps. Al hungry after such a very |long inprisonnent.

She saw novenent al ong one of the streets |leading into the common and her m nd
junped both ways, at once expecting to see sone of the Quintara cone to reclaim
their city, come for her to curse her, and al so hope that it m ght be the
captai n.

It was Jimy MCray and Modra Stryke, with that odd possessed creature trailing
behi nd.

Now both relieved and di sappoi nted, she waited for themto get close enough to
conmuni cat e.

"Well, there's good news and bad news," MCray told her. "First, there's a
station here, all right, and it doesn't have any Quintara in it at the nonent.
It's down in the basenent, as it were—the |owest level of the city—and it's
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huge. The bad news is that it's in a state of conplete activity, alnost as if it
were a living thing in and of itself, and it's hunm ng al ong and doi ng
sonet hi ng. Possibly reestablishing contact all along the line. It's also got
nmore ways to go than you can count and no way to tell what goes where."

Modra gestured with her head toward the swirling energy |ake. "At least it's a
better exit than that. If, of course, we don't run into any Quintara along the

way." She paused. "No sign of Captain Chin yet?"
"No, none. But—all this does sonething to you. | have no tine sense any nore.
There are no cues, no clocks, no sun, nothing changing regularly. | don't even

know i f he's been gone m nutes, or hours."

"That's true of all of us," Mdra agreed. "But we were poking around all over
the place for a pretty long tinme before we found the station. It's been a while
at, least. My feet are killing me, anyway."

"Where are the Mycohl ?" Krisha asked them

Jimy shrugged. "Haven't seen them | hope they rendezvous back here with us and
don't just try for it if they find the station. For one thing, we don't know if

the Nunber of the Beast really works in there. If not, then we're going to w nd

up either right back here or energe in a world that will kill us or, worse even

than that, in the mdst of a bunch of starving devils."

"It's better than staying here," Krisha responded.

Modra stiffened. "Did you both just feel something?"

The other two nodded. "Very strange,"” MCray said softly. "Alnost like ..."
"There are Quintara here again," Krisha added, articulating their fears.

Modra | ooked around. "Let's nove away from here and get a little cover," she
suggested. "Not towards that damed tenple, either."

"But the captain . . . !'" Krisha protested.

"He's a smart man and a survivor," Mdra consoled her. "He doesn't need to read
mnds to figure out things and maybe figure where we're noving to. We'll stil
keep in sight of here.”

The priestess was reluctant, but finally nmoved. The sensation of additional,
power ful presences—any of them—was inpossible to ignore.

They found an all eyway between two buildings on a snall street that opened into
the common. Wth a little risk of exposure they could check on the area, but
they weren't otherw se visible fromanywhere unl ess sonebody was on the correct
floor in the buildings on either side.

"This is crazy," Krisha protested. "You don't seriously think that we could hide
fromthem do you?"

"Not if they wanted to find us or nmuch cared,” Jimy agreed. "But | would
suspect that they're no different than we are when it cones to talents. They'l

bl ock nost of their abilities until needed. Your captain was right—ae even
chanced upon what, fromits general utilitarian appearance, just had to be a
public toilet. Just as age doesn't necessarily mean wi sdom so, too, power, even
on their scale, doesn't nmean ommi potence. And, if their reputation anongst mny
own people is any guide, as it has been, these fellows are very jealous of their
own individuality and not very good team players unless sonebody stronger is
over themwith a whip, as it were. This' 11l be a nai ntenance crew, to check over
the city and see that everything' s operating properly and everything's turned on
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and ready and waiting. It'lIl be hell to pay in nore ways than one of we run into
one, but we're not done yet."

"Surely, though, they' ve been told we're here,"” Mdra noted.

He nodded. "Mbst likely they have instructions to pen us up or sonething unti
the boss gets back, but they're not going to be very concerned about us in our
present state. They aren't even very concerned with us if we're wearing

full environment suits with fully charged weapons. A race that can stand the
heat and naturally filter the gases fromthat vol canic | and we went through
isn't one to be bothered by the likes of us. Anused, perhaps, but we're little
nmore than donestic animals to them" He paused. "Have care but check the
common, " he told Krisha.

She nodded, crept to the end of the alley and | ooked out. For a noment she saw
not hi ng, but then she spotted the great slug-like shape of Tobrush well across
the conmmon agai nst the buildings on the other side.

"The Mycohlians are over there!" she hissed to them

"Dam!" Jimmy swore. "I figured they'd be brighter than that. The power plant
for all this is under that tenple, as well as our food supply. The Quintara here
will be there first and forenost." He thought a nonent. "Tobrush is a born

tel epath. Do a quick contact, burst node. Tell themto work their way around to
here and that we found the station. If they want to argue, we'll do it their
way. Short duration's the key."

Kri sha nodded. "I wi sh we could do this with the captain.”

"He's safer than any of us. They have no bloody way at all to figure out where
he is, and he's wary enough to not come straight in. Go! Do it, lass, before we
m ss the chance!"

Kri sha went forward once nore, and Mddra frowned and turned, to Jimy. "Burst
node?"

"Don't try it. Takes a lot of practice unless you grow up telepathic. Line of
sight telepathy travels at the speed of light. If you know how, you can bring up
a packet of information and transnmit it in one shot and receive al nost as fast.
Trouble is, the brain's not fast enough, so you just get the |lob and then a
return.”

"But they're blocked! Wn't the result be that the Quintara hear it but not
t henP"

"Ch, Josef's not practiced enough to be totally bl ocked, nor are you. W' re at

t he common, though, which causes interference, and doing line of sight, which is
highly directional. If that Julki is any good at all, it'll sense the burst and
take it."

After a very short interval, Krisha returned to them "No reply, but | think
they're noving this way. | didn't sense any unusual or powerful probes after, so
I don't think it was particularly noticed."

"Good girl!" he enthused. "W'Il wait unless this place gets hot or we get a
di stress nessage fromthem"

Modra wasn't totally happy to have the Mycohl coming their way again, and for a
different reason than Krisha's natural aversion. "Jimy—do you think we can
trust thenf"

He frowned. "Huh? What do you nean?"
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"Well, their culture's nmore |ike what the Quintara would feel right at home in,
right? And their trooper did do the final deed and go over. This is a truce,
remenber, not an alliance. | wouldn't put it past either one of themto just

figure the odds and go over and try and nmake a deal. That Josef-he has rape in
his brain every tine he's within eyesight of me. He's just a cold enough
customer to keep it in check so long as his neck's also in the noose."

McCray nodded. "Yes, a violent, calculating man. The Jul ki, too, | suspect,

al though, as for rape, you're hardly its type. That type's probably the only
sort that survives and prospers in Mycohl society. Still, they're essenti al
allies and we need one or both of them He's under no illusions that he has any

speci al status anpbng the Quintara, and those two are nore likely to suffer than
we are because they're Mycohl —representatives of the ones who betrayed the

Qui ntara—and, far fromhaving an ally on the other side, that girl did what she
did as much out of hatred for himas for her own anbition. If the Quintara have
the usual reactions, as | think they do, the Mycohl in general will be the
ultimte eneny, the ones to revenge thensel ves agai nst. They know, too, that the
Mycohl Enpire will be the toughest to crack and the nastiest to conquer. I1t'l

be bloody as hell. There's a far greater risk to the Exchange and the M zl apl an
right off."

"The M zlaplan will never go to them " Krisha spat. "The society is too
cohesive, the Inquisition, Holy Angels, and the gods will nake us an
i npenetrable walI!"

"Nonsense! " Jimry scoffed. "l1've studi ed sone of your

religion—+t's always good to know the conpetition—and seen the pictures and read
the specul ation on your Holy Angels. They're alnost all brain—their bodies have
pretty well atrophied. They can levitate to a degree but really nust be carried
fromplace to place, even fed by a nonastic order of high priest devoted to

not hing but their care."

He felt her growi ng rage and noved to counter it, lest it bring the Qintara
right to them

"Easy, lass! | mean no bl aspheny! But in my cosnol ogy the devils are but fallen
angel s who rebel |l ed agai nst Heaven and were made ugly and tossed out. They were
known to gang up on angels and beat them too, until angelic reinforcenents
arrived."

Her anger subsided, overcone in part by curiosity, but she still didn't like the
tack he was taking, as if the Holy Angels were nere other beings, |ike the
Quintara. "What's your point?"

"On nost of your worlds, you've got only a single Holy Angel. None but the
priesthood ever sees himor converses with him and edicts to everyone in the

hi erarchy are conveyed by priests in the tenples. A bevy of Quintara could
neutralize a single Angel and take control of the internediaries. Wwo woul d
know? They don't even have to fight their betters—ust keep themcut off. That
one act would put the Quintara in place of the Angel and nobody but nobody woul d
know. I'mno spy or military man, but | was trained in logic, and it's the

obvi ous weak point in your whole society. Qurs is even nore vul nerable, since
nobody even knows who or what a Guardian is and nost folks aren't even sure any
exist. Just tap into the master conputers and you're in command. Even the cynols
woul dn't be nmuch of a problem |If a relatively mnor denon can read out a
cymol's entire menory by nere touch in a very enotional nonent, how rmuch easier
would it be for a coldly calculating denon to reprogramthenf? The system stinks.
Both systens stink, fromthe vantage point of anyone facing the Quintara. You
watch. A quiet alliance, and both the M zl apl anian and Exchange forces attack
the Mycohl on two fronts."
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"You really think that's possible?" Mdra asked him aghast at the picture he
drew.

"Unless they're a lot nore inconpetent than a single failed former parish
priest. O even trickier, which is a strong possibility."

"What nakes you believe they would not sinply join with the Mycohl and take us
apart one at a tine?" Krisha asked him

"Well, for one thing, the Mycohl masters are a col ony of over-educated gerns.
Parasites. So long as one of "emis |loose with an injector you can't w pe 'em
out. Unlike the other two, they're active. They live in their host bodies and
they nove about, so they won't be so easy to pin down. Their society's based
upon dog-eat-dog, so even if the Quintara took over the Lords they'd still be
targets on an individual basis, and holding the m ddl e bosses without
controlling the top isn't practical. And, of course, if you' d once had an
alliance with the little buggers and then they'd betrayed you, would you make
anot her deal with then? Wuld they dare nake one with you?"

"l see your point," Mdra told him "But, surely, there nust be a ton of
scientists and mlitary people crawing all over that canp and that expedition
ship, and the scientists nust have been sent by the Guardians and reported to
them The CQuardi ans, at |east, nust know that the Quintara are | oose. Surely
they' ve already taken every precaution they could!"

"You'd think so," Jimy agreed. "If the Quardians are still around, and if they

have full nenories and records of the Quintara, and if they're still able to act
after all this tine. |'msure that the denons have taken that into consideration
as well. W can't know unl ess—dntil—we can get there and report. And neither the

M zl apl an nor the Mycohl are going to really know anything for sure unless sone
of their own come back and confirmtheir intelligence." He | ooked at Krisha.
"That's why you are going to have to cone with us and get out of here. CGetting
you back is anobng our nmost vital tasks, since you're the only hope of warning
your Holy Angels."

"Me and the captain, you nean."

He shook his head. "In this case, the captain's irrelevant. They won't be able
to confirmand fully read out his nenories of all this as they can with you. He
can back you up, but you are the only one who can even get an audi ence with one
of your Holy Ones, and the only one whose credibility is beyond suspicion. |
understood this, and so did Chin. That's why we've been filling you with
everything we know and suspect and guess. You're our nessenger, too." She seened

startled by that. "I see." Mdra understood. "You don't want to | eave w thout
him" she said as gently as possible. "We'lIl give himall the tinme we can, but
if the Quintara are here, now, it's already chancy. W can't wait too | ong—and
you cannot stay. You see why now, | hope."

At that nonment, Josef cane around the corner and flattened against the wall as

i f something was chasing him They tensed, suddenly aware of the narrowness of
the alley and the single back exit it provided. About twenty seconds |ater,
Tobrush, too, nade it to the shadows. "Trouble?" Jimy asked nervously. "That's
hardly the word for it," the burly man responded, still a bit out of breath. "W
al rost ran smack into a pair of them"

"Did they see you?"

"I think they knew we were close by. One of themturned as if ready to cone
after us, but the other one said sonething and pulled himback. Their natura
speech sounds |ike the grow s of nonsters.”

"That just neans they had something nore pressing right then," Ji my coment ed.
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"It won't be long until enough of themare here to have checked out all the
systens and have sone tine to kill."

"But the denon prince said we were not to be harned until he hinmself returned,"”
Krisha remi nded him

Jimy MCray sighed. "First of all, they lie for the fun of it, so we can't take
that as a guarantee. Second, he could show up any tinme. Third, these creatures
don't have a good reputation for followi ng orders when the boss isn't around.
And, finally, there's Iots of unpleasant stuff they can do just for amusenent

wi thout really making the old boy mad. It's

goi ng to be tough enough just getting into that station without running into
themas it is."

"You found one, then?" Josef asked, hope rising.

McCray nodded. "It's probably sure death to use it, but it's better than staying
here and doi ng not hi ng."

Josef | ooked around. "Still no sign of the old captain?"

Kri sha shook her head sadly. "No. And |'ve just had a | ecture on why | cannot
wait for him"

The Mycohl | eader sighed. "Too bad. He's a smart old nman who'd be running things
if he were in the Mycohl. All right, then, we have to go without him" He
pointed to Grysta, who' d been uncharacteristically silent through nost of this,
as if realizing only now sone of the inplications of what she'd done. "I'd
prefer we didn't have that baggage al ong, though. | don't know who or what she
is, but she belongs with them not us, just like Kalia."

"She comes," Jimmy responded sharply. "If she's with them we want her where we
can keep an eye on her. If not, | don't want to give them any presents,
i ncludi ng know edge of everything we've tal ked about and done."

"I wasn't thinking of letting her |oose," Josef said nenacingly.

"Maybe we could kill her—+'mnot sure about what it takes to do in a syn—but the
enpat hi c waves would draw themirresistibly to us, particularly a death," Jimy
noted. "No, she's ny responsibility, and ny burden.”

"Gee, thanks a lot, Jinmmy," Gysta said sourly.

Now Tobrush, who had to use telepathy to speak with the others, chose its words
carefully and all owed the near-absolute telepathic shield to drop for only a
nonent .

<You all nmust let me touch you, > the Julki told them </ can nake the marks.>
To denonstrate, a trio of incredibly thin, wiry tentacles extended fromits
back, curved around, and, guided by the stal ked eyes | ooking back at itself,
they oozed sone thick, black substance and drew three perfect vertical I|ines

t here.

"I's that stuff safe?" Mdra asked worriedly.

Jimy shrugged. "There's not nuch el se around here to do it with. | just hope it
cones off."

The tendrils felt like wet twine, and Tobrush had drawn

the theoretical safety marks on Josef, Jimmy, Mdra, and even Grysta. Only
Krisha shied anay fromthe tendrils at first, alnpbst causing a real ness on her
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forehead, but she finally relaxed enough to get it done.

Jimy was as satisfied as he could be that they were ready, and | ooked at
Kri sha. "Take one nore | ook for the captain. A good |ook. Then we have to go.
There's no way around it."

She nodded, went to the end of the alley, and, after her nornmal and paranor nal
senses told her that nothing was in the i medi ate area of the conmobn, she

st epped out, deliberately exposing herself for close to thirty seconds. Finally
Josef ran up to her and, seizing an arm pulled her back with a violent jerk

"That's enough!" he grow ed. "Mre than enough. Betray yourself if you want but
| eave the rest of us out of it!"

She was furious at himand tenpted to take himon, although his size and viol ent
nat ure showed he'd be no easy match, but Mdra got to them before either could
do much nore than glare at one anot her.

"Enough of this!" Jimmy McCray snapped. "We're as good as dead anyway w thout a
mracle! If we start that up again even mracles will be inpossible! The

great est weapon these creatures have, far nore than even their powers, is our
own disunity!"

They both relaxed a bit, the crisis past for the nonent, but nobody had to be an
enpath to realize that the resentnment between the pair still snoldered. Still,
Jimy's point was well taken and they knew it.

The route down to the station | evel was convol uted, and several tines they had
to either stop or veer away as they felt or saw Quintara in the area. The sights
and sounds of creatures working hard were all around then unsuspected panels in
some streets were now off, and | arge machi nes of various shapes and sizes and
unknown purposes littered sone of the other wal kways and side streets. In a way,
it was reassuring to see such things; they reinforced Gun Roh Chin's adnonition
that the Quintara were, after all, flesh and bl ood creatures |ike thensel ves,
and that their true

power cane from evol ution and superior technol ogy, not sone vast supernatura
force.

Still, it was unnerving to go down the final ranps and di scover that this

anci ent capital of sonme past denon enpire appeared floating on nothing at all;
the station suspended seeningly fromthe underside of the entire vast plate that
supported the city.

Al t hough clearly not designed for any sort of conmuting traffic, the station was
nonet hel ess vast in size; a great oval -shaped common fl anked on both sides by
seem ngly endl ess nunbers of giant crystal openings. Wiile no living creatures
were in sight, it was clear from nore di sl odged fl oor panels and vari ous

equi prent scattered about that a technical teamwas either working here or
expected to shortly, increasing their sense of urgency.

"But which one, if any, is the way out of here?" Moddra asked, open-mninded at the
choi ces. "They could | ead anywhere!"

"There don't seemto be any signs," Jimmy agreed. "Still, | think we pick one
and see what happens. Either that, or each of us takes a different one in hopes
at | east one of us gets back."

"If only we knew how the system operated,” Josef sighed, |ooking at the various
entrances.

"The captain mght have figured it out, but he's not here," Krisha put in. "He
had a gift for it, even if it was all just |ogical deduction."
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Ji my thought a noment, feeling that Quintara were breathing down their necks
and knowi ng as well that the eneny could pop out at any nonent from any of the
crystals. "They look identical to me," he said at last. "I say we just pick one
and go fromthere."

"The captain felt that we were steered down, partly because of our clothing and
perhaps lack of the Mark," Krisha rem nded them "I think he suspected that they
were all the sanme. That the crystals were sone kind of dinensional switch box
Tesseracts, Manya called them™

Tobrush risked a broadcast of its thoughts. <If they are true tesseracts, they
m ght well touch on nany, perhaps any, points w thout going through intervening
space. In this case, each crystal is simultaneously touching every other crysta
in the network. In that arcane branch of nmathematics it just could be.>

Jimy frowned. "I wonder. . . . It's as good an idea as any. | say we pick one
and have a destination, a comon destination, in mnd."

"You nean we just w sh ourselves hone?" Mdra asked skeptically.

"Uh-uh. It'll have to be a station and we only know t he whereabouts of a couple
of them The crystal cave, water world, and fire world are out. The plain, flat
world is a good one, but they mght not have freed those two denbns yet. That

| eaves the station we cane in at. At |least we can be pretty sure there are no
denons there."

"I wonder if we can be sure there are no denbns anywhere we go," Mddra nmuttered

Jimy shrugged. "What the hell? We'l|l probably be killed on the other side if

we're wong anyway. |—=

At that norment, froma crystal gate not five neters away, a denon energed. They
froze, far too exposed to hope they could nake a successful run for cover and
the denon, too, froze, looking slightly puzzled, then turned and saw t hem

A demon grin was a horrible thing to behold, and this one seened vastly anused.

<You wear the Mark, | see!l How fitting that you should mark yoursel ves the way
you mark your cattle!>

There wasn't any use bluffing it through; this one, like all denons, had the
full range of talents in a strength far beyond any known to nornal races.

Josef still tried to play a card if he could. <We are under the protection of
your princes, > he told the denon.

<In a manner of speaking, | suppose, > the creature granted. <But it is | who am
answerable to them not you, and | amyour naster now. G ve yourselves to ne

now, freely and of your own will, and |I shall use the portal to send you far
fromhere, and you shall live as ny slaves in ny service forever. >

"Never!" Krisha shouted back at him

<O herwise | shall send you el sewhere, where pain such as you have never known
is eternal, yet death never cones. > He raised his |left hand and slowy brought
it down again. As he did, each of the Terrans felt as if sone great invisible
gi ant were pressing on them and they dropped to their knees. The sanme happened
to Tobrush's head, its |long neck being forced to the floor.

Jimmy McCray struggled against it. <By the power of ny Lord Jesus Christ |
reject thy power! The power of Christ commands thee/ The power of Christ . . . >

Krisha, realizing what McCray was doing, joined in with her own.
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<May the power of Lord Jasura whose dom nion over evil is greatest of the gods
command thy power! Away in the name of Jasura, and of Madigh H's Holy
Handmai den, protector of the Holy . . . !>

For a monent, the denmon was taken unawares. They felt his grip on them |l oosen
for a nonent, and he shook his head, as if trying to clear it. The victory,
however, did not last long. Both of the chanters suddenly felt enornous pressure
bei ng applied against their owm mnds. It was al nost a physical thing, black,

i mpenetrabl e, and overwhel m ng, darkness overcom ng the brightness of faith.

<Enough! > cried the denon. <If either of you were less worldly, or at the core
had the sinplistic total faith in your petty parochial deities, you m ght have
been able to focus enough power to truly disconfort me, but at both your own
cores there is doubt, and that doubt is enough. You pray to gods you doubt

exi st, and, as such, you pray to nothing!>

The bl ackness entered their ninds, at once chilling themwith its cold evil and
at the sane tine seeking out, finding, and nagnifying that doubt into a
spiritual well that seened enpty, enpty, enpty.

The station, the others, ceased to exist. They each found thenselves swrling
around in a sea of darkness, evil, corruption, the darkest parts of their own
psyches, with flashes, now and again, l|ike lightning against a dark w ndow, of
everyt hing and anything that, deep down, terrified themthe nost.

They were drowning, drowning in a sea of their own terrors, and, like sailors
overboard in a storm each saw a single line, a lifeline, the only way out of
si nking further

and further into the horrors their own ninds kept hidden fromthem kept |ocked
out of sight.

<Gab on to the line,> the denmon called to them <Cone to nme, becone mne; give
your bodies, mnds, and souls to nme and call ne Master, and | shall rescue you
Your gods cannot rescue you. Your friends cannot rescue you. Your m nds cannot
rescue you. Only I can save you now >

The terrors increased, becane nore tangible, reached out, engulfed them | eaving
only the tiny tendril of a lifeline. It becane inpossible to think, inpossible
to react to the terror in any way other than to reach for that blazing lifeline.

Suddenly it stopped, utterly, as if a wall had materialized between the denon's
m nd and theirs. Both Jimy and Krisha were w de-eyed, w ld-Iooking, not quite
sane in appearance, but they were back, and not because of that |ifeline.

<What the . . . ?> they heard the denpn say to hinself in shocked disbelief, but
at a power |level far bel ow what he'd been capable of only nmoments before.

<Qui ckl y!> Tobrush called to the others. <l don't know how |long that'll hold him
and it will surely bring others! Josef! Stryke! Bring those two with you unti
they get their wits about theml Into that entrance, there! It's as good as any!>

For a nmonent, the others were as confused as the denon. They'd been cut off,

al nost i gnored, when the demon | aunched his nmental assault on the pair, but the
denmon had enough spare power to have kept them fromrunning as he'd worked his
m sery on the chanters. Now, suddenly, both saw that Tobrush, rather than run
away fromthe denon, had crept toward him until, within range of the Jul k
tendrils, the denon, intent on the pair under attack, had allowed hinself to be
encircled by a neatly drawn bl ack pentagram

The denon hinsel f now realized what had happened, and tried to calmhinmself. <Do
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you think this petty little thing will hold nme for long? It is a scratch, an
irritant! You'll need nore than this to bind the |ikes of me for long! And you,
Jul ki, will suffer first!>

The denon turned and stared intently at Tobrush, and, even weakened by the
pentagram it was still terribly strong, its power rolling, concentrated, at the
creature who had done this.

Tobrush, who not |ong before had seenmed as in thrall to the power as the others,
now seened to hardly notice the nmental assault upon its m nd.

<| believe you are correct, > the Julki shot back at the denobn. <lI suppose there
isn't a better tinme than nowto test a theory.>

A group of tendrils shot with Iightning speed fromthe Jul ki's back, breaking
the pentagram as the denon roared in anger, and went straight into the denon's
nmout h.

The denon bit themoff, and swall owed. Roaring in terrible satisfaction and then
| aughi ng at Tobrush's | apse, the denon took a step, crossing the pentagram
boundary, then another, and another

<Your tornents will be legend for ten thousand years!> he told them and then,
abruptly, he stopped, stiffened, and started jerking about, as if having spasns
in every major nuscle of his body.

They wat ched, thunderstruck, as the creature began to trenmble horribly, then to
actually claw at his own body, creating huge welts wherever those talons
t ouched.

Then his skin, so tough that it absorbed al nbst anything, began alnost to cone
alive, as if trenmendous undul ati ng nasses of living tissue beneath fought to
break out of it, while the face contorted in sheer agony, all traces of the
arrogance and sel f-control gone.

<CGet in there! NOW> Tobrush ordered themwith a strength of command that seened
more the equal of the Quintara than its usual self. </ believe the creature is
goi ng to expl ode and you do not want any of it touching you! MOVE!>

They noved into the nearest crystal opening, and Tobrush followed w th al
speed.

Jimy MCray was starting to cone around but he wasn't sure that anything his
mnd told himhad just happened wasn't still part of the delusions. It was
Josef, however, who was nost confused, and anmazed.

"You just killed a denon!" the big man exclained. "You actually killed one of
them "

<Alas, | think not, although | destroyed its material part,> the Julk
expl ai ned. <Just as | entered, | sawno, sensed—that there was sonething nore,
at its center and core, sonmething not of life as we know or understand it, nore
kin to those beings of that other plane than of here. Fortunately, w thout the
body they cannot remain here without geonetric protections, and our friend back
there was sucked back into that filth fromwhich it sprang. >

"All right, all right, be nystical all of a sudden if you want, but you killed
it for all intents and purposes,"” Josef responded. "Wat was it? Wat did you
synt hesi ze and inject into his nouth?"

</ synthesized nothing. >

"Then . . . what?"
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Jimy MCray shook off Grysta's hold and took a few deep breaths, then said,
"Don't you get it, big man? Wen your friend, there, needed to be as strong as
the Quintara, he was. | don't know a whole hell of a |ot about your society, but
I have a feeling that you needn't bother reporting to your Mycohl masters."”

Josef was stunned. He stared at Tobrush and said, finally, "You—you are one of
t he Hi dden Ones?"

<Yes, | ama true Mycohl, > the creature replied. <Don't | ook so shocked! | am
the sane one whomyou first nmet back at the Lord's great gathering. The sane who
has been with you all along. W have a special fondness for the Julki form

obvi ously. >

And they woul d, too. The secret nmasters of Mycohl, the H ghest Race and one of
the three who rul ed, was al ways said to be sone sort of massive nicrobial
parasite. To produce more of itself, or ensure its survival, the Julki, with its
thousands of needle-like tendrils, would be very handy indeed.

"You—you injected some of yourself into the denon?" Josef said as nmuch as asked.

<Yes. | had a theory that it would work, although | am not now certain that I
like the inplications of proving it.>

Ji my nodded, getting to his feet. "A part of you died to kill it. | see.”

<No, you do not see. That is regrettable and painful but it was essential, and
what is lost can be replaced. It is the rest of it that is disturbing. You and
the M zl apl ani an priestess have had your very faith shaken to its core, and that
is devastating to you both, yet it is not as bad as the inplications of ny
success. W Mycohl —ene of the three, now four, highestforns of sentient |ife!

Mast ers of hundreds of worlds, feared by trillions! You cannot believe how
sobering it is to discover that what you are is a disease—a way of mmki ng denons
fatally ill. You cannot appreciate how shattering that know edge is.>

"What the hell are you tal king about?" Josef dermanded to know.

Jimy gestured to the Julki. "It means that the captain was right all along. It
means that the Higher Races, all three of them are put here; put here to stop
the Quintara. Each of them+the Mycohl, the Guardi ans, the Holy Angel s—has but
one overridi ng purpose. Each has a different way to attack and destroy, or at

| east contain, the Quintara."

"But —-who put them here?" Mdydra asked.

"Unl ess our friend, there, knows the answer, we don't have one yet," MCray
r esponded.

</ confess to little nmore know edge of all this than you, | fear, > Tobrush told
them <This journey of discovery has been equally yours and m ne. There are nany
| egends, many ancestral nenories, but they are too few and too fragnented, at

| east in ny components. >

"But you're as powerful a multiple talent as they are!"” Mdra pointed out.
"Surely you've got sonme nore information, at |east now"

<Until forced to use it, | have refrained fromusing any powers beyond those one
woul d expect of Tobrush the Julki until this last encounter, except in a few

m nor instances to protect nyself or reinforce the shielding of this group once
we conbined. Until | |earned enough or was forced to act, any betrayal of mnyself
woul d have exposed ne to the greatest danger of all. Do you think for one nonent
that the Quintara would have allowed ne to |ive one second had
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t hey suspected who or what | was? | can nore than hold my own with any one of
them but two or nore . . . >

Ji my nodded and sighed. "Well, at |east we actually got one of the bastards!
You did it, of course, but, God! It feels good!"

<It is no practical solution no matter how satisfying, > Tobrush told him <Wat
can we do? Miultiply into the hosts of the entire enpire? To do so would nean the
death of the enpire itself, and would nake us no | ess targets. W can ni bble at
them give themfear, nmake them pause, but if we nust take on each of them
one-on-ont, the future is grotesque and by no nmeans certain. W are only one
part of the defense, inadequate by ourselves. Al three of the H gher Races beat
themthe last tine, and all three nust take them on again. The inplication of
that dark, other-plane mass at the denon core is also unpleasant. It means that
their bodies, their solid universe selves, are but nobile shells isolating the
real eneny fromthe properties of our universe and giving it an interface, as it
were, to work here, in the sane way as the others Over There used the idols. It
may explain why they were inprisoned in their bodies instead of destroyed
before. They mi ght not be able to be destroyed. >

"Cheery thought,” Jimmy MCray responded.

"Jimy—better take a | ook at Krisha," Mdra put in. "Something's really wong."

The little man went over to the M zl apl ani an woman and knelt down. Krisha was
awake, but unnoving, blankly staring at a point beyond sight. He tried a
tel epat hic probe but recoiled after a nonent.

Her mind was a ness, an endl ess | oop of paradox and despair:

</ have succunbed to the ultimate evil and nust destroy nyself yet if | destroy
myself | betray all those living in the known universe yet | have succunbed to
evil and I nmust . . . >

He | ooked over at the Julki. "Tobrush? She's gone catatonic. Under sone

conmpul sion to comit suicide because she broke, even though anybody can be
broken. The compul sion's near absolute, but her rational self knows that, if she
does it, she cuts the only one we have who can get to one of the Angels."

"A hypno conundrum" Josef added, nodding. "l've seen it before. The Mzzie
Angel 's hypno is too strong for anybody to resist or clean it out. If she cones
out of it, she'll die. Since she has an equal noral obligation to stay alive,

she's staying out and | ooped. That's a job for a psych, a specialist, and one
with the power to unravel that conpul sion."

<W¢ nust have her,> Tobrush noted. <And we can't stay here in this antechanber
too |l ong or soneone's bound to start searching, either when they find that ness
out si de or when the creature comunicates through the other plane to ones stil
here. McCray, stand over there with Stryke and Josef and hel p them bl ock as mnuch
as possible. If only one Angel did this, | nay be able to match its power, but I
don't want any of what | do | eaking over to you.>

Tobrush glided over to the catatonic priestess while the others, including
Grysta, got as far back against the other wall as they could and braced
t hensel ves.

Even so, the blast of power from Tobrush's mind al nost knocked them col d. Just
when they felt they couldn't stand it any nore, it stopped.

<Tricky. You were correct, Josef. | amno psychiatrist, and I wish | had one
iota of the knowl edge and wi sdom you and the others believe | have. It is no
trick to renpve the compulsion. It is not terribly strong, just strong enough.
The problemis also cultural. Merely renoving the hypnotic shell would not solve
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the problem since she was raised to think in these terns. In this case, it is
easier to erase the failures.>

"OfF course!" Josef said, snapping his fingers. "Erase the nenory of her
br eaki ng!"

<It is not as easy as your parlor trick nmentality believes, > Tobrush told him
<A command to just forget it wouldn't work. Her psyche is too deeply wounded.
Havi ng her forget conscious nenories would not be sufficient to save her. This
is made nore difficult" because | do not understand the human psyche. | am going
to have to guess at this. It may work, or not, and it may produce unpredictable
results, either immrediately or later. >

"Do your best," Jimy told the creature. "Do it now. "
<l ndeed. Brace yoursel ves. >

It wasn't as bad this time, but nmuch of what Tobrush was doing bled out to them
At the heart of the problemwas the ordination itself, the original set of
hypnoti ¢ commands the M zl apl ani an Angel had given her years before. The
menories of that, of her terror, at being forced into that great room flashed
before them As the string entered her mnd, at that very point when the
frightened teen-age girl was nade a priestess, Tobrush began to work, slowy
renovi ng the pernmanence and replacing it with a different i nage, one that was

al nost diabolically clever.

The ordination had worn off over tine. Worn off, and, when she again was in the
presence of the Holy Ones, was not replaced, could not be re-inplanted. She
realized that now. Realized that she'd been conditioned by her training and by
her frequent inquisitorial exaninations to shunt that know edge from her
conscious nmind, creating a fal se persona, a shell, that protected her by
bel i eving her ordination was true and bi ndi ng.

Satisfied, Tobrush noved to the inmedi ate past, pushing back, unraveling the
threads that had | ed to her breaking before the denonic onslaught. That pit,
those terrors, they were Krisha the Priestess's terrors, and when the priestess
shel |l had shattered, her true self which had al ways been there remai ned. That
priestess, the dom nant personality, had weakened, succunmbed, and been
destroyed. The Holy Laws of Ordination had been obeyed. The saint had died, but
her true self had not. Nowit was free, free to adnit that it existed, free of
holy obligation. . ~ .

They watched as animation, life, returned to her body. First her eyes fluttered,
then she shook her head, and began taking a | ot of deep breaths. Then her head
snapped back and her nmouth opened wide, as if in sudden shock, and her hands
began to feel all over her body, including those parts forbidden to be touched
in those ways. She had the expression of a delighted child with a wonderful new
toy, and it went on for perhaps a mnute or two. Suddenly she

stopped, froze, and | ooked up at them Her appearance, just the way she noved,
seened so different that before she spoke a word she seened to themall to be
al nost possessed in the way Ml ly had been, a conpletely different person in

Krisha's body. Her shield was down, her mind as open as one wi thout any talent

at all, but it was still too groggy and disorganized to tell nuch.

She pointed. "You—you're . . . Mdra. Right? And you're Jimy, and you're
Tobrush, and you, you're . . . Josef."

Modra went over to her. Krisha seened so different, so ... childlike, alnost.

"That's right," the Exchange wonman said gently. "And do you renenber who you
are?"

For a nonent it seemed as if she didn't understand the question. Finally she
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said, "I"'mKrish. Krish Mendoro." She frowned. "Aren't |?"

"W hope so," the other worman responded. "Uh—do you renenber anything about the
past, about how you got here?"

Kri sha frowned even harder. "I have nost of her menpries. | know where | am"
She | ooked up at them "The captain?"

Modra shook her head. "Still nothing. Come—we nmust get out of here. W stil
aren't hone free by any stretch of the inmagination."

Krisha allowed Modra to help her to her feet, but she was still not at all
hersel f. She was speaking in a thick and comon dial ect of her native world, and
thinking in that tongue, too. As an experienced tel epath, Mdra had been able to
pick the correct words fromKrisha's nmind for the reply, but clearly her
pronunci ati on, and, perhaps, gramar, were pretty far off as well, which is why
it took a little tine for Krisha to figure out what Mdra was sayi ng.

<Use your talent,> Mddra shot to her. <Relearn what you need.>
Krisha's mnd, however, showed that she hadn't heard a thing.
<She's lost her talent!> Jinmry MCray excl ai nmed.

<She's lost all of them old and new, > Mbdra agreed. <|l thought that was
i npossi ble. A genetic trait!>

<It is possibly psychosomatic,> Tobrush suggested. <Such trauma can cause all
sorts of things. | have seen people with perfectly good eyes who were
nonet hel ess blind, for exanple. She has hated her talent for getting her into
the bind she was in. So long as she is not telepathic, it can't bind her again.
It is the obvious answer, but | amgetting literally nothing in feedback from

her. | have known talents to be lost or, nore frequently, becone intermttent
because of head injury, for exanple, and it is inpossible to damage the area in
other ways. | can but wonder if |I did not burn it out when | worked on her. >

"You're all so quiet," Krisha noted. "You're talking with your thoughts, aren't
you? | used to be able to do that, too. Wiy can't |?"

"W don't know," Moddra told her. "It mght cone back. Do you want it to cone
back?"
"Ch, vyes! It's so—quiet. So lonely. | don't like it at all! Every one of you can

read me, right? Deep, too! But |I'mcut off!"

"W have to go," Jimry McCray said synpathetically. A born telepath hinself, he
couldn't inmagi ne suddenly having no thoughts but his own and no bl ocki ng
abilities, either. "Just stick close to us and let's see if we can get out of
here. If we can't, it won't nake any difference, will it?"

She stopped short. "Ch, yeah. | hadn't thought of that."

The station was laid out like all the rest, with an entry cavern, a narrow ng,
and then an opening into a central area. Clearly denbns had been in suspension
here, as in nost of the others, but they were gone—possi bly anong the ones now
restarting the city.

"Everyone!" Modra said aloud, for Krisha's benefit. "W want to go back to where
we first entered this horrible place! Cear your nminds! Pretend that you are
sendi ng your thoughts to the crystal, nmaybe focus on the center, there, where
the denons were. Picture the place in your mind and tell it that that place is
where you want to go!" She didn't add any cautions, for fear of putting other
thoughts in their m nds.
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Thi nk about the first place. . . . Think about the vision
of the world, of the crystal, inside and out. Think of that place.

The wal s began to take on a strange quality; features seenmed to be revealed in
the snmooth-faced facets of the crystal interior, features that |ooked al nost
like . . . like a living creature, whose tissue was seen under a hi gh-powered
nm croscope. There seened to be veins, arteries, fluids noving al ong and between
them It was a fascinating if unnerving sight.

"Wal k on through!" Mdra said, nervously, softly, not sure what was comi ng.

They wal ked together, crossing the great roomand exiting through the far narrow
corridor, then enmerged into the expected antechanber.

"The wal | s—what ever that was, it's gone now, " Jinmmy noted.

<Fasci nating, > Tobrush comrented. <Could the crystal actually be a form of
life? After so many, this is still nobst unexpected. >

"Never mnd the scientific detachnment," Josef grow ed. "Are you all here?"
They | ooked around. Everyone, even Gysta, was through

"Ckay, then," he said, satisfied. "Shall we see where we are? | hal fway expect
to wal k back out into that dammed station again!"

"There's no cable or wal kway," Jinmy noted. "I don't think this is where we
wanted to go." He sighed. "Well, there's the exit. Let's all get disappointed
t oget her. "

They wal ked t hrough the energy barrier and were relieved to see a bright

| andscape before them warm and green. It was al nost a paradise-like
environment, at least for the Terrans, but there was no sign of any structures,
nor any indication that structures had ever existed here.

Jimy MCray sighed. "As pretty as ancient lreland was ever said to be, only
war mer, thank God."

"But it's not where we wanted to go," Mdra noted.

Jimy sighed. "No, it's not. Either we didn't tune the thing right, or know the
secret passwords, or sonething, but clearly the old captain was wong on this
one. We're out of Hell, all right, and that al one makes us better off, but we're
still a long, long way from hone."

EXIT, STACE RI GHT

IT WAS THEIR THIRD NI GHT ON THE NEWWORLD, and tinme for reflection

The air was sweet and normal, with considerably nore oxygen than they were used
to, giving themall a slight feeling of Iight-headedness which they were now
getting over, but, although it hadn't rained, the very high humdity that felt
Iike a thick blanket made the danger of fire m ninal

The water tasted high in mnerals but it was good water, and Tobrush provi ded
needed confirmati on of sone of the plants by showing that a Jul ki was not just a
bi ol ogi cal chemical synthesizer but a natural analyst as well. By ingesting a
tiny part of organic matter through two hollow tendrils and sticking it
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somewhere in a conpartnent inside its body, it was able to give a basic
breakdown of what was in the things and at | east a guess as to what was or
wasn't edible. None of it tasted like much, but nuch of it was edible by the
Terrans and it at least allowed themto fill their bellies.

As for Tobrush, it found some ugly creepy-crawies in the woods, netallic blue
in color, with cauliflower-like bodies and nasses of feelers that kind of slid
along the forest floor and clung to the trees, and di scovered that they were
acceptable to the Jul ki constitution, although the Terrans were cautioned not to
try themas if any of them had any such inclinations after |ooking at one of the
t hi ngs.

The food, or water, or whatever had, however, given all the Terrans bad gas and
di arrhea, which seened not serious or life-threatening but definitely had kept
them from consi dering other options for a while. Now, however, it seened to have
finally eased up as their systens adjusted to the unfamliar but chemically
correct food.

Josef had tended to distance hinmself fromhis old conpani on and conrade; the
fact that Tobrush was one of the Hi dden Ones wasn't easy to take, and Josef
shared the fear of all citizens of the Mycohl that a H dden One could, at any
time, inject anyone of any race with its mcrobial self and take over the body.
The fact that Tobrush still tal ked and acted |i ke Tobrush was no confort; none
of them harbored any doubt that they were reading only the natural actor's
persona the Mycohl master wanted themto have, and that, underneath and

unt ouchabl e by such as they, was a totally different, totally alien presence.

Jimy felt that as well. He'd seen likable Tris Lankur, a regular fell ow and
pi l ot, unmasked as somet hi ng i nexplicable and i nhuman al ready. He had no desire
to get bel ow the Mycohlian's surface, but he had no illusions about how that

totally different parasitic life formreally regarded them Certainly not as
equal s; rather, nmost likely, as intelligent and useful pets, in the way a hunter
regarded his dogs.

This was a representative of a life formas ancient and as powerful as the
Quintara, and the enpire its people had created was, at |least to those of the
other enpires, rather denon-like itself.

Jimy MCray had taken nostly to lying in the grass, shield fully up, and just

t hi nki ng about things, well away fromthe others. It was, oddly, the I ack of
pressure that was bothering him Al of themfelt it; as if the weight of the
world and the threat of instant death or eternal torture had been suddenly taken
away, along with all responsibilities and cares. Krisha, Mdra, and, oddly, even
Josef seenmed to be happy just to remain here, at least, they all told
thenselves, just a little while longer, particularly now that their digestive
systens weren't in revolt. And they had needed the rest, and deserved it, after
what they'd all been through

G ysta approached himas he sat there, |ooking up at the i Mmense starfield that
appeared in this world' s night sky, and he barely | ooked around.

By now he was pretty certain that Gysta was in fact Grysta; that, sonehow, she
coexisted in that brain with poor little Mlly. If, indeed, that other plane was
the plane of the soul, who was to say that what G ysta clainmed wasn't true?
Under his Church's doctrine a syn was a nmachine, and nmachi nes had no souls. In
that case, there was certainly room and perhaps MIlIly'd been given a sort of
imortality by the nove, although the price had been nuch, nuch too high

"Jimy? W gotta get out of here," Gysta said with a sigh

"Huh? What ?"
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"l said we got to get out, that's all. | been keepin' Josef happy but that won't
last. | know he's got eyes for both the other girls, and that nutty ex-priestess
is irresistible. And Mddra, she's maybe sick. She actually had sone bl ood cone
outta her crotch today and she's real upset by it."

That got himinterested. "Hnph! | hadn't thought of that, nor she, either,

bet. That's not any illness, though, Gysta. Wen she got married she probably
had her reproductive systemturned back on and limted it with a skin patch for
the duration of our so-called |ast job together. Now the patch is wearing off
and a replacenment is—od knows where, out there, sonewhere."

"Repro—you nean it's part of the Terran baby-makin' systenf? Bl ood? Yuk! She
gonna nmake a baby or sonething now?"

"Not unl ess Josef gets to her, but she could have a rough and nessy coupl e of
days. | don't wonder she's upset by it."

"Jeez! Then what about me and the other girl?"

He chuckled. "You don't have to worry. Your body's not designed for it. And
Krisha—el |, | think they nade that inpossible when she was ordained, if |
renenber right."

"Jimy—+ can't read minds, but | got the real strong inpression that Josef has
this real fantasy of setting off in the wlderness, just himand three wonen,
all hypnoed and his adoring slaves. You watch your back."

He smiled grimy. "A telepath al ways wat ches his back. | know his thoughts as
soon as he knows them and | know his fantasies, too. typical hypno, really,
particularly fromhis sort of culture, although | suspect one fromours would be
just the same in this sort of situation. H s one problemis Tobrush. He can't
get around that and he can't really get away here any nore than he coul d back
where he cane from and Tobrush knows our job is not only unfinished, it's not
even fully begun."

"Yeah, but, |ike sonebody said, they nmust know back in the Enpires that the
Quintara are | oose. They gottal"

"I"'msure of that," he agreed, "but |'mnot at all sure, particularly now, if
they know just what that nmeans. Tobrush is the best exanple. He's one of the
very ones we're counting on, and he adnits he didn't know any nore about this
than we do. What if it's been too long? Wiat if it's been forgotten? | keep
wondering about the old tinmes in nmy own race, after the expl osion of science but
before interstellar flight, and what woul d have happened if we'd di scovered a
devil in anber. Only the so-called ignorant woul d have feared it. The others
woul d have acted |like our scientists did on that frontier world. They'd have
poked and probed and nmeasured and all that and even freed it eventually, and the
rationalists who woul d head such expeditions would not believe in the rea
danger, but only in ternms of nore tangi bl e dangers such as when facing a wild
beast or an eneny soldier, no matter what the | egends. After thousands of years,
perhaps the Quintara are nere | egends to the Hi gher Races now. Two denon-|ike
creatures were broken out of suspension capsul es, awakened, killed everybody,
and sonehow got away. A tragedy for science, perhaps, but only a |ocal danger
Ten to one that they're not only not preparing for war, they're sparing no
exploration effort to find nore crystals. Damm them This is one tine when being
smarter and nore powerful shields themfromthe truth!"

"So, like | said, we gotta get out of here, right? | kind a feel responsible for
all this. I want to do what | can, if you just tell me what to do."
He sighed. "I wish | knew. | really do. But this is one tinme when the old

captain blewit. W just went through to another |ocal destination and that's
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that. Sone world maybe further out, past the frontier, |ike the one they
di scovered." He suddenly stopped and sat up straight. "Holy Mther of God!"

"You all right, Jimy?" Gysta asked, concerned.
He snapped his fingers. "Sure! Look up there, Gysta, and tell me what you see?"

She frowned and | ooked up at the sky where he was pointing. "A big bunch of
stars?"

"Stars! At all the descending stages to the city we passed through regions that
son of | ooked |like worlds but had no day, no night, no stars, no sun. W went
down a nunber of levels to get there, and they all had that in common! But, when
we exited the city, we came immediately to a world that could support us, wth
sun and stars and all the rest. We are out! It did work, just like the old boy
said it would!'"

"Uhdimry. . . . This ain't where we cane in."

"No, of course not. Think of the capital city, where we |lived. You get there,
havi ng never been there before, and you get a robocab and you say, 'Take ne to
Jimy MCray's flat.""

"Yeah? So?"

"Well, there are a mllion mllion flats in that city, and a nere cab doesn't
have the kind of database access to do that. There are privacy |laws, for one
thing. So the cab asks for nore specific directions, and you reply that you only
know it's a one-bedroom standard flat on the third floor and you insist the cab
take you there. So, what does it do? It takes you to the first block of flats
with three or nore floors that have one-bedroomflats!"

She frowned a nmonment, then brightened. "Oh, | see! So then you tell it that it
isn't right, so it goes to the next block, and the next, and so on."

"Exactly. A systemthis sophisticated would require uniformy specific
instructions. Not the place we cane in at, which it wouldn't know, but precisely
which world in the network. Nor would it know the politics or new structures or
anything of the sort. W gave it a set of pictures fromwhich it could only
extract a warm tree-filled world that could support' our kinds, so it sent us to
the first one on the list!"

"Urn—yeah, but—that cab you tal ked about? There's zillions of blocks of flats
like that in the city. You could take nonths to find the right one, one at a
time, unless you were real, real |ucky."

He nodded. "And that neans we can't go back there. Not directly. I"'mtenpted to
try for the plain one, the one with the rather bizarre 'Do not enter' sign, but
there might be a nunber of themlike that. Damm.' W really do need the captain
nowi We had the proper star maps for Rainbow Bridge, wherever that is. He had to
interpret and programthe location fromfixes by their mlitary. He's the only
one who actually knew the true location well enough to be specific."

"VWhat about Josef? He was captain and he got there."

"By followi ng the Mzl apl ani ans, not by independent coordinates. | already
pl unbed his mnd for that." He sighed. "Even then, it m ght not matter. They
probably have their own coordi nate system as easy as giving an address."

<Nevert hel ess, your theory is the first ray of hope out of this norass,> cane
Tobrush's comments in his nind.

<You were |istening!>
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<| amlistening to all of you. Your shields are not much of a barrier to me.>

He hadn't thought of that wrinkle. They were as w de open to the Mycohl naster
as Krisha was to the rest of them It was a nost unsettling thought for a
t el epat h.

<What's the difference? If it's strictly trial and error we're nuch nore likely
to run into a batch of Quintara than we are to luck into the right exit, > he
not ed.

<Per haps. Perhaps not. | keep going over the contents of the M zl apl anian's

m nd. Captain Chin once told her that the only way was to return to the chanber
where the crystals grow. He seenmed to believe that part of the answer |ay
there. >

<And do what? Go back into that ugly other plane with __ those nonstrosities
there trying to engulf us? Reach the pool in the city again in nental form and
get trapped there until that creature discovers us? W can't get out of there
any other way. The fire world is between us, and, even if it wasn't, it would
take a week or nore to wal k back out wi thout food and in sonme cases without
wat er. >

<| have been considering that. At the very least, it would prove your theory. |
sincerely doubt if there is nore than one place where these crystals grow. If we
reach it, we prove the thing works.>

<Ckay, granted. But if we reach it, we'll probably find ourselves neck deep in
Quintara. O, say we don't. Then what ?>

<Perhaps we can use it to find a destination. Has it not occurred to you that in
all cases we have gone left to descend, as it were? Even in the visions of the
other plane we went towards the city, which is where we wanted to go. Suppose
this time we go agai nst the strean?> "Against the strean?" he said al oud. "Huh?
You say sonething?" Gysta asked. "I'mtalking to Tobrush. Hold on." <What about
ri ght here? Wat about going right fromthe station back there?>

<I doubt if it will work. This is, as you noted, in the universe that we know.
It is an end point, >

<The others weren't in the universe we know?> <l think not. It is too sinplistic
to think of themas levels inside that first world. Clearly that is absurd. But

neither do | believe that they are real worlds. As you yourself noted, they had

no day, no night, and did not really vary.>

He was fascinated, and he knew that the Mycohl had to have an intelligence well
beyond his own, or even the captain, who' d made sinmlar comments. <So, if they
aren't worlds, what are they?>

<Tenpl ates. Tenplates for worlds. Perhaps even breedi ng and experinental |abs as
wel |, but conpartnents nonethel ess in some vast encl osure. The place where all
the denmons were—a service corridor running between. > <Tenpl ates? Conpartnents?
You speak like it's sone kind of spaceship, like that big Iab ship orbiting the
first world. >

<l think it mght be sonething Iike that. Were? Wo can say? W travel via the
crystal s through a physics that some of us do not yet know and ot hers have for

gotten. The picture is still unclear. | believe that Chin was onto the sane |line
of thought. He believed that nore of the picture lay in a return to the crysta
cave. So do |I. Let us see if we can get there.>

<And if you can talk the others into it.>
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Tobrush sounded very confident indeed. <Josef will go or he will no | onger be
Josef. |If he beconmes a liability | can create in hima brother. He knows this.
Wuld that | had done it to Kalia! The others . . . they will go where we do.>

Jimy wasn't so sure, but it was better than staying here and waiting for Josef
to nove. He | ooked at Grysta. "Ckay, your point's accepted. W're pulling out,"”
he tol d her.

The others were not nearly as enthusiastic about the idea, he found, sonmewhat to
his consternation. Josef, of course, had his own agenda, at |east in his mnd,
and he expected Krisha to be less than thrilled at the idea of possibly facing
the Quintara again, this time defenseless—for all the good her talents had done
bef ore—but Mddra he expected to be anxious to get on with this. She felt his

puzzl erent and said, softly, "It's not fear, Jimmy. | think you know that. |I'm
just so tired. It's as if 1've been going round and round on this high-speed
thrill ride. |I got off, and it's so dammed peaceful | don't want to buy another
ticket." Still, she knew she woul d, and he understood that.

"I'"ve been feeling a bit tired nyself," he responded softly. "But this isn't off
the ride—t's nmerely pausing for suspense before dropping us into a dark pit.

Just over the hill and through the trees is a station, and, sooner or |ater,
sonmebody we don't wish to neet is going to pop out of it. | don't just want the
pause. | want out, and that neans letting the damed ride continue."

The next norning, they wal ked back to the station. The great crystal had once
| ooked odd and bizarre to them but nowit was at one and the sanme tinme as
famliar as an old shoe and nore threatening than the grave.

<Take the image of f ny mind, > Tobrush instructed.</ believe it will work better
if there is a single specificity of vision. If we energe in the correct place,
no matter what we find or do not find there, it will mark the first truly

i mportant nonent in our journey, for it will nmean that we have regai ned sone
measure of control. >

<What about Krisha?> Jimy asked. <She won't be able to |ink.>

</ do not believe that will be a factor, > the Mycohl master replied. </ think
we all go the sane place. The only inportant thing is that we go where we want
to go.>

After the warnth and humdity of the way-stop world, the interior of the station
seened cold and sterile. Tobrush |l ed the way but did not pause; instead, it was

a deliberate pace through the thing with one destination in nmnd, a destination

firmand clear enough that it could not be m staken and held in its mnd in such
a manner as one woul d wal k down the bl ock expecting to exit there.

They wal ked out the other side into an oddly |ong and wi ndi ng passage which | ed
to an antechanber that seemed very faniliar.

"There's bl ood over there," Mdra noted. "It | ooks |ike Terran bl ood."
"Jimy," Gysta said, uncharacteristically nervous, "I don't like this place.
It's a death place. But, sonehow, |'ve been here before. | got sone weird kind

of menories that give ne chills. Like you, bent over, screanmin', while the
captain ..."

"We did it," Mdra breathed. "Through there is the place where the crystals
grow. "

Josef nodded. "You can feel it, alittle, even out here. You renenber what
happened the last tinme we went through there, though."

<Yes, but this tinme we know what to expect,> Tobrush responded. <This tine,
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don't go with the current. Do not go left towards the city. Go right, no matter
what the effort. Go right—and stick together. >

Jimy turned to Krisha. "I don't know if you'll go this tine or not. If so,
stick with us. If not, keep watch. Gysta, the same goes for you. You went | ast
time, but you mght not now that you're in that syn body."

"I won't let you down again, Jimy," she prom sed sincerely.

Still, Mdra voiced the question the others were thinking. <Tobrush-what do you
expect to find her el >

<At the very least, nore information. At best, sufficient anplification on all
bands to find out all the answers. >

<I'd settle for the way out,> Josef grunbled, a bit nervous at another run at
that strange and bi zarre pl ane.

</ already know the way out, Josef,> Tobrush responded, startling the others as
well. <Now that |I know how it works, and have proven it, | believe | can use the
systemas well as they can, at |east for destinations | know >

<Then why don't we just go?> the forner commander asked him <That's the idea,
isn't it?>

<The idea, Josef, is to get out with some way to stop them Cone—we waste tine,

and | assune that this area will be of keen interest to the Quintara princes in
not too long a tine. Have care—the Quintara have far nore experience on that

pl ane than we, and |. expect we will not be able to avoid running into one
there. >

"Ch, that's just what | wanted to hear," Jimmy nuttered glunly, but he foll owed
the Mycohl into the passage and then into the crystal cavern, as did the others.
No matter what their nationality or allegiance mght be, it was now clearly
Tobrush's party.

They felt it imrediately; tremendous vertigo and disorientation, alnost as if
being in several places at once.

"Pinch yourself!" Mddra called out to them "It hel ps keep you oriented."

<That place over there provides good cover, > Tobrush noted. <Were the crystals
create alnpst a natural fort.>

Modra sank down on the floor of the cave, trying to avoid the tiny spikes comn ng
up fromit, and, although she felt |like she was on a bed of nails, she also felt
the accunul ated crystal resonances sweepi ng over her, overwhel m ng her.

At that nonment she felt a horrible, sharp, agonizing pain, and, already dazed by
the crystals, she lost all control

Modra screanmed. The scream reverberated around the vast chanber, setting all the
crystals in agitated notion.

Geen lines ... a grid spread before them two-di nensional, an eerie, flat sort
of bl ackness in between the lines, and they were flying at great speed.

There was no up, no down, no sense of place at all. How could anyone go right in
an environnent where such concepts were neani ngl ess?

<Hol d position!> Tobrush ordered. <Feel the tug, the easy way, the way you want
to fly. You can feel it, it is an effortless direction! Resist the easy
direction! Werever it wants, go the opposite way!>
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<The way to evil is always easy, > Jimy thought, not without a little hunor.
<The way to God is long and hard. >

<What the hell was that | felt?> Mbdra wanted to know. <lIt was horrible. The
worst pain | ever knew >

<Sorry, > Tobrush responded. <It seened the nost efficient way to quickly get the
resonance to maxi num >

<You bastard! That really hurt/>

<It is only a menory now. Concentrate on the job at hand! How many are we?
Josef ?>

<Here! >
<Krisha? Grysta?> Jimmy call ed.
<It's just us!> Mddra shouted. <Just we four!>

<It will have to do,> the Mycohl naster told them <Feel the resistance, fee
the flow Go the way it hinders you from goi ng! Together! Now >

Before, they had dived into the grid and sank, gone downward to a constriction
of the plane toward that place where the entities of pure evil clung to the
sides and hid in its nooks and cranni es, beckoning, with the Quintara city at
the end. Now they went up instead, through the dark above and around them

<It's so hard! Harder than getting back fromthat place of evil last time!>
Modra conpl ai ned.

<Join with ne!> Tobrush called. <G ve ne your mnds! W nust punch through!>

They focused on Tobrush and tried to go with him but all three of themfelt
t hensel ves slipping, slipping backward.

<Concentrate! > the Mycohl master shouted at them <Qherw se you will fall-al
the way down!>

"You lack faith," the denon had told Jimy. "If either of you truly believed

"Only faith can save you ..." GQun Roh Chin's voice whispered

"If denons are real, then where are the gods . . . ?"

"In the nane of the Lord Jesus Christ | command thee ..
Even Peter failed three tinmes.

Sonething flared in the darkness; a brightness as if a star, just gone nova,
reached out its waves and washed over them The brilliance and energy surge were
unexpect ed, engulfing them before any could react, and even Tobrush was caught
of f guard and puzzled, but the Mycohl was not about to question opportunity. Al
that was seen, heard, and felt in this place was but illusion, the

t hr ee- di nensi onal m nd maki ng sense out of things that had no sense within its
cont ext, making shapes out of that which had no shape.

The power surge lifted them brought them up. They burst through the flat bl ack
as if tearing arip in fabric and burst into a universe so vast and so conpl ex
none of their minds could handle it, even as illusion

CGolds and silvers and brilliant swashes of color and all of it inpossibly
bright, woven in a tapestry too conplex to understand, stretching out beyond
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infinity, to places that had no end, no edge.
And yet, they were there, so they had a right to be there. They had earned it.

The pull was still fantastic, and still downward, toward the bl ack bel ow. Burst
or not, getting in was not the same as ascending or navigating within the realm

And yet, sonehow, while the shapes and patterns renai ned too conpl ex, too
i nconprehensi bl e for such puny mnds as they possessed, it nonethel ess bore upon
them as concepts that they could, feebly, understand.

The Ship was wonderful!

Even as the fram ng concept entered their mnds, there began a clarification, a
sinmplification to a point al nost of understanding.

A Ship, a craft of sone sort, going fromsome point to another in a real mthat
was not their universe, nor any other like it. A ship passing through a cosnos
wi t hout end, a cosmps where none of 'the laws and rul es appli ed.

The Ship, carrying . . . universes?

No, that wasn't right. Not universes, although they were there, an al nost
infinitesiml dot conpared to The Ship's vastness. Not cargo, though. Not even
bal | ast .

The Captain gives the order. . . . "Cast off! Ignition! Let there be light!"

And in the mighty reactions, in the great blast of power that sets such a Ship
as this in notion, an explosion, a series of explosions.

The universes are born. Their universe is born. Energy spews, spins, swrls,
sonme turning to mass, the byproduct of the mighty start.

Vastly limted universes, where only a few of the boundl ess, unfathoned
di mensi ons are all owed, perceived, used. A pale echo of the infinite real m of
the great, true steady-state universe

Uni verses, propelled outward in the vast reaction chanmber that powers The Ship.
Byproducts, bits of debris, swirling before reaching a state of equilibriumthat
others woul d one day call physical |aws. Gal axi es, supergal axi es,
megagal axi es—rAere bits of debris within a transitory bubble so tiny, so

m nuscul e, that to the Beings of The Ship the whole of the universes so created
were as nere nolecules to a giant.

Bei ngs so beyond anything that the minds those universes would eventually
produce, so alien in every sense of the word, that nothing about them could be
conpr ehended. Beings so incredible, so inpossibly beyond anything the Terran
m nd or even the Mycohl could grasp, that they were interpreted as nere points
of light so bright that they could not be | ooked upon, even in this bhizarre
mental plane, nor nmentally turned into sonething their mnds could handle.

Bei ngs so beyond anything the mind could accept, so powerful, so—emni scient—hat
they were actually aware of what was inside that byproduct of their nmain engine
start.

To study them probe them do experiments, even argue over them

To create surrogates that could walk, craw, fly anong the tiny new universes.
To debate their own responsibility, and the direction of their own actions.
And for all their powers, all their infinite intelligence and the vastness of

their beings, they weren't the greatest, weren't even very inportant in their
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own donai n.
They were sinply the Crew of The Ship, doing a job.

Most felt at |east a sense of responsibility, but with such vast power and being
such journeynen as they were, sone playing around was irresistible. Even when
the Captain had comanded ot herwi se, sone could not resist playing with their
newf ound toys, particularly the engine roomofficer and his black gang down in
the bowel s of The Ship.

And, when inevitably discovered, they had fled rather than face the charge of
mutiny, fled into the main engine area that was their realm

And there they had | ocked himin, that officer and his bl ack gang. Locked them
in and debated what to do next, with themunable to return to any part of The
Shi p except through the engine roomhold, but still able to play a | ot of ganes.

Move and counter-nove. Surrogate and construct agai nst surrogate and construct,
according to the limting rules of the physics of the engines.

"You cannot beat them" sonmething told them not in words, or even thoughts, as
they understood such things. "The best that can be done is a tie, until your

uni verse dies or The Ship reaches port. They know what will becone of them when
that happens. You cannot win, but they can destroy you all. "

Despair . . . enptiness. <How can we then hope to even tie thenP>

"United you nust face Hm United you nust drive H mback into the reaction
chanber and reaffix the seal to the hatch.”

<Face Hi n? The four of us against such as H n? How can we face H n?>

"Not you four. The outbreak is currently localized in an area where defenses
exist. It must be kept there. Mbilize the defenses. 'You will face H m and push
H m back if you deserve to do so. It has been done before, while nany races now
ascendant were but primtives scratching upon single balls of dust. Nowit is
your turn."

<Are we-we four—eapabl e of such a task?>

"Si xt een began the marathon, by no neans chosen at random You have won the job,
whet her you want it or not. That is three nore than we have had to work with in
the past. If you want to win, and have faith that you can, then you can."

They were beginning to sink, to fall away fromthis place of wonders, unable to
hold for |ong agai nst the enornous pull.

<WAit!> Tobrush called. <Even if we can get Hi m back under |ock, what about the
Qui ntara?>

"Consi der the squimish," cane the reply, growing nore distant as the darkness
came up at themlike a wall. "Or, for the others, the conmon cockroach."

<No! Wait!> Jimy MCray called to the Being as the bl ackness canme up |like an
om nous wall. <Who are you? Are you the Captain?>

"Not exactly," cane the distant, alnobst anmused reply. "You know who | am Ji my.
You might call nme the Executive Oficer. "

The bl ackness envel oped them then they were through, far faster than they'd
ari sen.

Qddly, they did not sink further. The current, the pull, was still there, but it
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was manageabl e, nothing to fear or even particularly notice.
<What —what did he nmean, we'd win if we deserved to?> Mydra nanaged

<There are only four ofus,> Tobrush expl ai ned. <Even together we can do little.
Al we can do is sound the alarm

find those who know how, and, as the Being said, nobilize out defenses. |If those
who can do so fail to unite, fail to have the will to finish the job no matter
what the cost, as we ran our nmarathon, as it were, then our conmon people wll
have forfeited their right to survive. They will deserve what they get.>

<Even Jesus had twel ve!> Jimy MCray excl aimed, wondering if they had even a
ghost of a chance.

<There's sonething com ng! Sonething dark!> Josef warned.

They had never seen Quintara in this plane before, and they were even uglier and
more frightful than in solid flesh, although on a |l evel that could not be
expl ai ned. The arrogance, the cold evil that radiated froma darkness that was
beyond the common dark of the plane, a darkness that shone in sone odd way and
coul d engul f and perhaps devour, was pure and undil uted.

There were six of them and they were noving something that appeared as a vast
bul k of eternally tw nkling golden lights in an anorphous bubbl e.

There was no question of flight. They couldn't go back up, not now, and they
couldn't exit without going al nost through the six, who were suddenly quite well
aware of their presence.

<Toget her as one! > Tobrush snapped. <No hesitation, no doubts, no reservations!
W are one!>

They opened their mnds to one another and flowed together as a single force
that seened to blaze with that same energy that had gotten themthrough the
barrier to The Ship itself.

They did not run, they did not counter the threats and insults that suddenly
canme their way |ike sone dark, wet blanket fromthe six denonic presences.

They attacked.

Brilliant white light, the purest of energies, struck out at the nearest denon
and engul fed its darkness. It screaned, it withed, and then it fried, nelted,
di ssol ved i nto not hi ngness, consuned by the light it could not tolerate.

Three nore bl obs of shimering darkness canme at themin fury at what they had
done to their conpanion, and they stood their ground and waited, letting the
creatures smash right into them

It was so—easy. Easy to enfold them separate them crush themin the brilliance
of their radiance.

The other three, three mghty Quintara within their elenment, broke and fled back
in the direction of their city with all the speed the gravitational current
woul d al | ow t hem

The denons were not pursued. There was nore inportant business to do, and a
greater foe to face, one who could not be dissolved by such a mnor light as
they. Still, they understood the Iesson in their collective consciousness.

Al one, any one of them even, perhaps, Tobrush, would be no nore than an even
mat ch and probably far | ess for any one of the Quintara. Together, collectively
linked, the Quintara hadn't a prayer, for it was in their very nature and their
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very culture that they could never unite.

It had not been six to four. It had been four to one to one to one to one to one
to one.

The four nobved as one toward the abandoned thing that the Quintara had been
nmovi ng and probed and examined it. What it was they could not be sure, but the
inmplication was clear. The giant crystals, before being outfitted for station
use and control, had to be noved and positioned and |inked sonehow t hrough this
medium Quite possibly it was just ~ that: a crystal in transit to a new spot,
one convenient to the denons' ultimate plans. It didn't matter; the inplication
was clear. Inanimate matter could be transferred to this nedium and extracted
fromit.

Resonances. Resonances and topol ogi cal patterns.

And, quite suddenly, as if in a burst of inspiration, they knew how it was done,
knew all the patterns and resonances and, of course, their limtations. They
didn't understand it, not a bit, but they knew howto do it.

They had not been sent defensel ess back into their universe after all. >

Suddenly they were aware that sonething, perhaps nany things, were within the
shimreri ng mass. Living things. Disgusting, dark things.

It was already slowy drifting back under the pull of the great pool at Chaos
Keep; they unhesitatingly gave it a great shove! It went back at ever increasing
speed, back fromwhence it had come. Wth any luck it mght crash and take sone
unwary Quintara with it.

The | essons were clear and | earned and accepted. It was tine to go back

They separated, but the effect was not to create four individual presences, each
apart and distinct, but rather a net-like effect in which each individual was
connected to the other three by a thin but firmthread of energy.

He was a priest once, and a son of priest again, but he was al so a ruthless
hypno of the Mycohl, and an attractive, red-headed woman, and, yes, even a
Mycohl master in a great body that no | onger seened at all alien and whose

capabilities he understood quite well, although his mnd could not grasp the
t hought processes and frame of reference of the parasitic colony within; it was
just too alien. Still, he had a viewpoint of things that was so bizarre and

i nconprehensible to himthat he felt he could truly understand what the term
H gher Races really neant.

And yet he was still Jimy MCray, albeit a changed one, a McCray w th purpose
again, and vision, and a new certainty. The dangers of a true telepathic nerger
had not cone to pass; the other personalities were distinct and thensel ves as
was his. Instead, they were, sonehow, inextricably |inked together, all four, in
a way no tel epaths had ever been |inked, and through a plane that did not
understand distance or tine as theirs did. There was nothing hidden, nothing

| eft to understand. Each took the others for granted as if they had been inside
the others since birth.

For better or for worse, only death could separate them now. They woul d never,
any of them be al one again.

It was, in a way, an unsettling thought, but it had conpensations, too. Besides,
pragmatically, what could they do about it?

Unfortunately, he discovered alnpbst imrediately that a nental expansion and even

a conversation with a god didn't nmean that his body didn't ache like hell from
lying on this crap.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...a%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (95 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ninety %20Trillion%20.txt

He groaned, got to a sitting position, stretched, and tried

to work sonme of the kinks out. There was no telling how long they'd been in
t her e—wherever "there" was. The others, of course, were going through the sane
sorts of things.

"Wl | ?" asked a famliar-sounding nale voice fromnearby. "Did you find out what
the devil this was all about or didn't you?"

They all whirled, and, having just all decided that they could never be
surprised again, were all four as astonished as they had ever been

@n Roh Chin sat perched on a stubby crystal growing fromthe floor, wearing, of
all things, a crinson-red Mycohl environnent suit, and snoking the last of a
ci gar.

"Where did you cone fronP" Jimy asked him "How did you get here!"

He shrugged. "I knew you'd have to come here sooner or later. At |least, | hoped
you would. As for the how, well, | sinply wal ked back. | was up at the edge of
the garden, and | saw all sorts of energy activity down in the city and then
spotted a couple of Quintara fromny vantage point a bit down on the bridge. At
| east, they were large and weren't any of us, so | knew what they had to be. |
knew t hat nobody with any sense at all would stick around while the city was
reoccupi ed, so | ganbled that you'd find a way out, turned, and retraced our
path, fromthe substation in the hillside beyond the forest through the |ong
cavern to here, ganbling that the presets on the destinations were still in
effect. They were."

"That was quite a ganble, though," Jimy noted

The captain shrugged. "I never gave it a second thought. Wat, after all, were
the alternatives? Since that tinme, |'ve been here. | had plenty of spare tine to
hunt up the scattered energy packs and di scarded suits, and, with judicious use
of power, |'ve managed to get sone basic food and water fromthe suit

synt hesi zers as needed, although it's running out now. Mstly | shuttled back
and forth between the forest garden region and here for provisions, although I
was beginning to get very nervous that |'d sonehow ni ssed you." He paused a
monent. "Sorry. | forgot that this place

di sturbs you, and | don't want to send you back off there again. Should we nove
out of the chanber?"

Ji my shook his head slowly fromside to side. "It's no |onger relevant."
That surprised the captain. "Then you know what this is all about?"

"W know how little we know " Mdra put in. "My God! If the Hi gher Races are
mer e cockroaches, what does that nake Ms?"

The captain frowned. "Cockroaches? What's all this about cockroaches?"

Space had defeated the rat, and nost other scourges of ancient Earthbound

conmmer ce, but, sonehow, not the roach. O all the creatures fromthe nother

pl anet, not one, but many varieties had sonmehow made their way into space, and
fromthere to nost or all Terran, and many non-Terran, worlds that woul d support
life. The captain knew the term as did the others, and the insect itself.

As carefully as possible, Jimy told the captain of their experience, their
di scoveries, even their conversation with something far beyond their true
understanding. He listened patiently, asking an occasional question, then
si ghed.
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"Normal |y, when one has a religious experience, an encounter with a god, one's
personality is radically transforned,"” he noted. "You have changed—all of
you—but not in that way."

"He wasn't exactly a lot of help,"” Mddra noted. "And we didn't even get to talk
to the Captain. It isn't as if we had our faiths, such as they were, confirned,
or were offered an eternity in the Garden of Heavenly Delights."

"I't was dammed depressing," Josef grow ed. "The whol e danmed uni verse just an
uni nt ended byproduct of an engine start, a speck of polluted debris. Gods and
devils both nere crewrenbers on a gigantic scow, not even the rulers of the
pl ace!"

@un Roh Chin shrugged. "What you saw and heard was for your own benefit," he
noted, "and on a level you all could understand. |I find the concept of a great
Shi p moving through an infinite cosnmos sonehow reassuring. In fact, beings so
powerful that they even know of our existence, |et

alone intervene in individual lives, are every definition of a god | ever heard.
They nust . have been quite active, too, since just about any religion | can

t hi nk of going beyond sun and nature worship incorporates sone of the elenents
of what you interpreted. |, for one, expected far |ess."

"Tobrush believes that we risk only exposure here," Josef noted. "I think it is

time we left this place.”

@un Ron Chin sighed. "Well, this is ny last battery pack and it reads
essentially enpty. Mght as well toss it away anyway. The girls are asl eep over
there—a natural one, | could tell, not like yours. We'll wake them and take our
| eave if you now know t he way."

"How did Krisha take seeing you?" Mdra asked him "And you her as she is now?"

He grinned. "You've been out quite a long tine. A day or nore, |1'd say, by the
usual reckoning, although | can't really tell. The clock in this thing only
wor ks when you' ve got «nergy reserves. W spent a considerabl e anmount of tine
getting reacquainted."

Krisha in fact had been terribly disappointed not to have undergone what the
others had. It was confirmation that her talents were gone, probably for good,
and on one level this frightened her. Her nightmare, wandering, naked, her

i nnermost t houghts exposed to all, was still very much there, and, at the
monent, not far fromthe truth. Only the reappearance of Gun Roh Chin had lifted
her spirits and given her some of her old confidence back

"I want out of here," she told themhonestly, "but | can't go back. Not to the
M zl apl an. The first one in Holy Orders who finds me will read both ny nmenories
of her and what is ny mind now and | shall be sent to total indoctrination.
cannot accept that. | would rather die than accept that again."

"You will go back," Jinmy told her, "but that will not happen to you. You are
the only access we have to the Holy Angels without a | ot of problens. Don't
worry about your own mnd or what they can do, though. W won't |et that
happen.” / won't let that happen, he added to hinself. Not again. Not to anyone.

G ysta | ooked around. "Wich way?" she asked them

"It doesn't matter,’
t hough. "

Jimmy told her. "That way is a nore conventional station,

"Hey! W can't go out that way!" she protested. "That's a direct line to the
fire world!"
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"It can be," he agreed. "But it doesn't have to be. Captain, renove everything
you have on. As you surm sed |ong ago, this route noves only animate matter
randomy. It's howit's programred. |nanimate matter nust be noved

differently. Fortunately, the Quintara are shifting a ot of materiel that other
way. | doubt if we'll meet any through here.”

"Then the crystals are nmachines after all?" the captain asked.

"Not quite. They are a formof life, a silicate form but rather primtive
Their properties arc such, though, that they can perceive and thus nove through
far nore di nensional |evels than we, and a program can be inposed upon them"

"Fascinating," Chin responded. "How do you know t hat ?"

The question took all four of themnonentarily aback. Then Jinmmy replied, "W
can—read them | guess is the best way to put it." He frowed. "Qdd. It was so
sinmple, so obvious, that it just never occurred to any of us that we couldn't do
it before. Good Lord! Perhaps the Four Apostles got nore help than we thought!"

The patterns were incredibly conplex math established in a series of topol ogica
patterns, sufficiently huge and conplicated to have required a very good
conmputer to work themout in the past, were the conputer able to read and
understand the patterns at all. To Jimy, who had never even managed to
correctly add up the proceeds in a collection plate, it was as sinple as one
pl us one equal ed two.

"Just in case we do bunp into sone denons," Josef noted, "you three get as far
back and away as possible and |l et us handle them™

But there were no Quintara in the station, and they wal ked briskly through to
the other side, and out into the antechanber.

There were a nunber of power cabl es rather suddenly

runni ng along the floor, and the wal kway was still there. They proceeded on and
out into the sunshine and | ooked down upon the encanpnent they'd |left what
seenmed like lifetimes ago.

THE H GHER RACES

"LOOKS LI KE A BLOCDY CI TY DOMN THERE! " Ji mmy McCray excl ai ned.

"Or amlitary canp," Josef noted
"I feel a tad undepressed for that sort of conpany," Mdra conment ed.
"How the hell are we gonna get through that nob?" Gysta chimed in.

"Get into the trees there and get out of sight," Jinmy told them "Tobrush and
Josef will remain with you, and that will keep everyone in contact. W were
timed for mninmum exposure to get out here, but we need to nove fast or there'l
be a nob of mlitary m nds upon us. They can shield all of you fromdetection
for the present.”

"Yeah? What about you and Mddra, then?" Gysta asked.
"We're going to go down there. This is, after all, our governnent, God help us."

The others had barely gotten into the woods when a | arge contingent of
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scientific types, flanked by a squad of security police in full conbat suits,
began wal king up to the crystal along the well-worn wal kway.

Nei t her Modra nor Jimy even consciously thought about it, any nore than they

t hought about blinking or scratching an itch. Instantly they projected a w de
hypnotic field and stepped to one side and the entire contingent passed by them
wi t hout even | ooki ng, one soldier so close Mddra had to resist the urge to tap
hi m on the shoul der, and entered the station

If the conbi ned mental powers of the four, including Tobrush's far stronger and
wider abilities, had little to fear froman individual denon, they had even | ess
concern about anyone of their own known hundred races.

<You know, this could get to be fun, > Mdra noted.

<Dorit get kinky, lass,> Jimy warned. <There's bound to be cynols down there
and possibly a null or two, and I'mnot sure we can do rmuch agai nst that sort.>

But it wasn't that difficult to avoid them since the identities and |ocations
of such ones were all known to sonebody down there, and, despite the fact that
there had to be a thousand people of a good forty-odd races in the canp, they
found it sinplicity itself to pick out just what information they needed from
anyone, wi thout even knowi ng who, including some very powerful talents with

i mpossi bly strong shi el ds.

The Exchange Frontier Fleet had arrived within three days of their own arriva
and found what they had found, as well as unoccupied shuttles fromall three
enpires. Cynols had read out the account in the dead one's cynol brain, just as
Tris had done, and al so processed the information in the destroyed research ship
and even nanaged to recover about eighty percent of the blasted records bel ow

In one sense they knew what they were dealing with, but, sonehow, they stil
considered it a local outbreak. If the new cynols sent to the rescue knew any
nmore about the Quintara than Tris had, they hadn't revealed it to the nilitary—a
bad sign.

There were security nmonitoring devices all over the place, just in case sone of
the folks fromthe shuttles or, perhaps, the denons showed up anywhere around,
but it was sinmplicity itself to fool them They could sense the energy going to
and fromthe devices, and trace it nentally to its master relays just as they
could divine the programming in the crystals. Fromthat point, it was child's
play to sinply ensure that the digitally encoded signals did not include them
when they got to a view ng or recordi ng source

While the ability to wal k, stark naked, through such a high-tech and
security-conscious assenblage had a certain thrill about it, it was also
sobering. Aided and augnented by their nmaster and the other plane, as well as
vast experience, the Quintara could do al nost anything they could do. The best
security, weaponry, and personnel in the Exchange were as wi de open to those for
whom t hey searched as if they were savages squatting before fires with their
stone-ti pped spears.

In the vast prefabricated supplies building, bristling with security devices,
they found spare environnent suits with no difficulty and hi gh-energy power
packs. How nuch easier it would have been if they'd been allowed the
mlitary-grade power packs at the start!

Al t hough, they knew, the end result woul d have been the sane.
</ look a fright and snell worse, > Mdra noted, <hut it's better than nothing.>

<Well, I've got this wild man's beard as well,> he noted. <And I'll toss you for
stench. | think it's time we hunted up a cynol and tal ked to the inportant
fol ks, don't you? But not before we do a bit of artwork. >

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...a%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (99 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ninety %20Trillion%20.txt

Al t hough Terrans were the largest single racial group in the Exchange, they were
singularly under-represented in the canp. Their decision to deal first with one
of their own wasn't based on any attitudes toward ot her races, though, but on
the nore practical consideration of speech. The vast ngjority of all races had
no appreciable talents; dealing with themthrough translators risked both

m stranslation and elimnated intonation, and, for now, they preferred not to
deal with telepaths until they were certain that they would not inadvertently
betray the rest of the party hiding nearby.

Captain IbrimMgod was a dark-ski nned, craggy-faced man wi th bushy bl ack hair
that could be detected as a wig only upon the nost mnute inspection. Intent on
review ng recent reports of security breaches in the canp, he barely noted that
someone had entered his office. derks and other junior subordi nates were al ways
coming in to drop off one thing or another.

"Col onel, | believe talking to us will be far nore informative than those
reports,” Jimmy McCray said conversationally.

The security officer frowned and | ooked up, then put down the reports and stared
at the newconers. "Who the hell are you? And why are you as filthy as ny
gr andf at her' s goat s?"

"I''m Team Leader Mddra Stryke, and this is Exploiter Agent McCray." She paused
when she saw no i medi ate reaction. "Fromthe Wdowraker. Tris Lankur's team
We're two of the people you' re |ooking for."

"You're raving lunatics! How dare you cone in here like this! Wio let you in
here in the first place?" The col onel reached for the intercomto sunmon the
guards, but the thing didn't react.

"Col onel ," Jimy said inpatiently, "the Quintara still run.
The col onel stared blankly at them "What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"We're back fromHell, and we need to talk to the Quardi ans. Right now we're
bei ng set up for a denonic attack beyond any of our abilities to withstand. And
if your cynol programm ng doesn't cover the Quintara, you are the wong man in
this job and the Guardi ans are dead," Moddra told himsharply.

The col onel sat back in his chair and | ooked at the pair hard. "That phrase is a
part of an ancient series of energency signals. The first time |'d ever heard it
uttered was on the recording of the dead cynol in that alien structure up there.
You're not cynols. How do you know it?"

Jimy MCray sighed. "Damm it, Colonel, we've been far beyond that 'structure,’
as you call it. Those creatures that broke out are an ancient H gher Race, the
Quintara, inprisoned by the billions for thousands of years. They're free now.
Their conbi ned power and know edge i s beyond anything you can imgi ne. W' ve
been there and seen them A report nust be made. Action nust be taken."

Mogod thought a nonent. "I believe that both of you should be given a very
t horough debriefing. Then you may nake your report."

"I don't think we like the kind of debriefing you have in mnd, Colonel," Mdra
told him

Instantly, from Tobrush far back in the woods, cane the know edge and power they
required.

The colonel started to get up again with the obvious intent of calling in
guards, but suddenly he was pushed back into his chair as if by a great unseen
hand, and his body froze and | ocked into place.
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Jimy had al ways wondered how the renote levitators did what they did in the
face of little things like gravity; tel epathy, enpathy, even the hypno powers
were all matters of transmitting and receiving information on various

wavel engths common to the majority of species, but levitation had al ways seened
some kind of miracle. Now he sinply raised his hand and directed the power wth
his mnd and both saw and felt the lines of plasma-like energy spring from him
I'i ke Julki tentacles, picking up and tossing to one side the security officer's
wi g and revealing the contact spot on the skull.

Now the tendrils from both Modra and hi m conbi ned, reinforced by Tobrush and
Josef who might as well have been in the sane room and the plasnma tentacle
touched the contact point.

I nformation flowed out from Mogod t hrough themto Tobrush so fast they coul dn't
grasp it, nor were they intended to. Only a H gher Race would have the capacity
to absorb and correlate all the information given at such a speed and in such a
manner, although, once done, the three Terrans could draw upon it. Idly, both
Jimy and Mddra realized that what they were doing to the col onel was precisely
what the nore brutish Quintara had done to the cynol back in the crystal before
killing her.

Sonebody tried the door in back of them but it wouldn't open. After a nonent
they went away; it wasn't all that unusual for Mdgod to lock .hinmself in for
peri ods of tinme.

</ have it,> Tobrush told them <He has little nore than | do, curse it! And
not hing nore we haven't found out

for ourselves! I'mgoing to reverse it, give hima thorough record of where
we' ve been and what happened. He'll have it as a seal ed security packet—even he
won't know what's init, but he'll download it for us to his operators, whoever

or whatever they are.>

It took only a couple of minutes to do the job with the Terran pair standing
there as conduits.

Finally Tobrush said, <W have been gone over six weeks. There are now siXx
battle groups in the region facing down a nassive buildup of Mycohl forces al ong
the frontier, and a concurrent buildup is occurring on the other side with the
M zl apl an. There is diplomatic hell at the noment and the Treaty itself is on
the verge of shattering to bits, and there are war scares, runors, and
unreasoned bel ligerence at the highest levels. W needn't |ose tinme guessing
over who is already at work behind it. A sweep of the systemflushed out both
the captain's ship and yours, and I'mafraid the ones |left aboard went through
their own hell, but the Gurusu has now been returned to the Mzlaplan mnus its
records and yours is interned along with your nan, Kose. They haven't yet found
our ship, which has nothing living aboard and is designed to avoid sweeps. Qur
friend here has the codes we need. It's done. Now exit through the private
route. >

They broke contact with the colonel but kept himin a frozen, trance-like state.
Modra and Jimy noved to a clear place on the snooth floor and she took out a
marker fromthe e-suit kit and drew a basic circle around themboth with the two
of theminside, then a five-pointed star within it. Then they closed their eyes
and visualized another draw ng they knew el sewhere. Both instantly vani shed from
the office.

At that nonment, a clerk tried the door again, entered, and found the col one
sitting in his chair |ooking puzzl ed.

"Sir? Are you all right?"
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Mogod frowned for a nmonment, then nodded. "Yes, yes. Leave me for five nore
m nutes. | have some top-security information to deal with. 1'll signal when
it's clear to come

"Very well, sir. Funny, though—+ thought—+ could swear there were two Terrans
who came in here." 1

"If so, they obviously had the wong office and | eft. That will do, Sergeant!"
"Yes, sir. |l-what's that?"
"What' s what ?"

"On the floor here. Sone kind of design."

The col onel got up, cane around his desk, and examined it. "Curious. | didn't
notice it earlier. Have a crew cone in when | |eave and clean it up."
"Y-yes, sir." The sergeant |eft, but not without a |lot of questions still in his

head. He clearly remenbered two Terrans passing on the way in, and, although
there was no other way out, they hadn't cone out past himand they weren't in
the office. He shrugged. Well, they certainly had the proper clearances and
credenti al s—etherwi se they' d never have gotten this far. If the col onel wanted
to play spy ganmes, that was all right with him Cynols never told anything to
anybody.

For Moddra and Jimmy, it was as if the colonel's office had just w nked out and
they were now standi ng once nore in a dark corner of the warehouse where they'd
gotten their e-suits.

"As easy as that," he breathed.

She nodded. "And the Quintara have whole cults to draw synbols for themto use
and feed themtheir addresses."

"l don't get it, though. If they can travel |like that, why do they need the
stations?"

<You are wasting time,> Tobrush said inpatiently. <They can't use this method
freely—they don't have exact |ocations as you did. Sonmeone has to call themto
one they have drawn and prepared. Call them by name, | suspect. >

They started to nove fromthe pentagramthey'd pre-prepared, and it was as if
they had hit a maxi numsecurity force field.

<Hey! We're locked in this thing!>

<That, of course, is the other reason,> Tobrush noted calmy. <Josef is
nearby-and will break the barrier fromthe outside for you. Wen you activated
it and created the

i nterdi nensional wornhole it sensitized your destination. You are not totally in
sync with space-tine, and to sync it sonething fromour continuum nust breach
and touch yours. >

"Li ve and | ear n—fast, "'
Josef . "

Jimy sighed. "I hope nobody el se cones al ong before

But the big, burly Mycohlian was there alnost inmrediately and sinply put his
foot on the crude drawi ng. Although there was no visible effect, they crossed
over it without trouble but with nuch relief.

"Great trick, but not as useful as we'd hoped," Mdra conmented
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Josef shrugged. "Not bad even for all that. Draw another around the three of
us."

"What ? Agai n?"
"Yes," he responded. "After | get a few nore of these suits. Any nodel here that
woul d come close to fitting Tobrush?"

Modra thought a nmonent. "Try the quammir. That bin over there. They're very
different but very roughly the sanme size and shape, so |long as Tobrush doesn't
use his tentacles.”

"Got it. Cof! Heavier than |I thought! Al right—start draw ng."

It was in the nature of their union that as soon as the question was forned in
their nmnds as to what good it would do to wind up trapped again, they knew the
answer .

As soon as the pentagramwas cl osed, they concentrated, and were suddenly in a
small clearing well back fromthe canmp. The receiving pentagramwas drawn in the
dirt but it worked, and a single one of Tobrush's thousands of tendrils was
sufficient to sync it.

"I wish we had tine to clean up," Krisha commented, still happy to have an
e-suit again, even if it was an ugly blue. The internal controls were also quite
different in their |ayout and design, but she had no trouble figuring which did
what with a little guidance from Modra

"Now what ?" Krisha asked t hem

"Now we wait half an hour or so, until Col onel Mqgod issues all the proper
security codes and clearances for us to pass,"” Jimy told her.

"Wthout ever knowing he did it," Mdra added
@un Roh Chin frowned. "You can do that! To a cynol!"

Ji my nodded. "Tobrush says that it's child's play. He could do it before if
he'd been in the same roomwith the colonel. The only thing we added was the
m nd-1ink conduit. Kind of lets you know why they're the bosses, doesn't it?"

The captain nodded. "And he and the Angels, Guardians, and Quintara are further
bel ow your nystical Crew than we are fromthem It does become rather hunbling."
He sighed. "Still, if our friend can be believed, we're still mssing a vita

pi ece of the puzzle. Cearly the only possible deduction covering all this is
that the Hi gher Races once fought and defeated the Quintara; that they were
created, or introduced, or possibly mutated into their current managenent roles,
and that, having done it once, they can defeat the Quintara again. Cear?"

"I"'mwith you so far."

"So," the captain continued, "why doesn't Tobrush know anythi ng nore about the
Qui ntara than we oursel ves have discovered? Particularly when his particul ar
formof life has such a superb crack at true ancestral nenory? Wiy did your
Guardi ans not inmediately spot the danger and swing into action when the first
reports of the discovery of a Quintara station cane in fromthe scout who

di scovered it? Wiy, in fact, did they allow apparently unbriefed and unprepared
scientists, without even nilitary backup—for all the good it m ght have done—to
poke, probe, and eventually initiate the very events that have led to this

poi nt? And why, once it was done, didn't they imrediately initiate neasures to
control the danmage before the princes and their naster were rel eased? In
particul ar-why didn't the cynols, on the scene, personified by your Captain
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Lankur, or even now with this nob scene here, their own security chief know as
much as we do? | could go on and on."

"Yes, there are lots of mssing pieces," Jinmy agreed, "but the litany you
recite asks the nost inportant one.”

"1 ndeed?"

"Al'l right, we've got sone know edge of at |east what the bad guys are doing,
and we' ve got sonme power now and sone defenses, but within very local lints. W
can't take on the whol e bl oody denmonic army. He as much as said so. So where
does that |eave us? Just what the bloody hell do we do now?"

"W get out of here,"” replied Gun Roh Chin. "W get Tobrush to his own people
with the sane information so they' |l at |east be as inforned as we've now
hopeful | y made the Guardi ans. Then, if possible, we do the same thing with the
Hol y Angels. Wen we've done that, either the process of conbating the attacks
to come will be put into motion and it will be out of our hands, or we are going
to be scranbling just to stay alive."

"We' Il be doing that anyway," Jimry said nervously. "It won't take that denon
prince long to put two and two together when he discovers we're not in the city.
Most |ikely he can trace us through the network. Sonme records nust be
automatically maintained. You saw the | evel of technology in the city. Not to
mention the ones who broke and ran for the city after our encounter in the other
plane. If / was a Quintara, |1'd make bl oody sure that our descriptions were
everywhere, that there was no reward too high to ask for our heads, and

simul taneously attenpt so nuch disinfornmation about us to our own peopl e that
we'll not be received."

"I thought of that," Chin replied. "lIndeed, |'mnuch nore worried about the
inplications if that isn't already in notion."

"Implications?"

"They' ve had sonme time now to evaluate the situation here. Wat if they aren't
hunting for us? Wat if they don't care? Wiat if they consider us to be totally
i rrel evant ?"

"There is no chance of that, nmy captain," Krisha put in, having stood in back
and listened to the discourse. "You have seen themonly fromafar, never from
within your mind as the rest of us have. It would not matter to themif we could
truly hurt themor not. They have an ugly code of honor, as it were, and that is
that they always keep their word. W nay or may not be high on their list of
priorities, but they want us. OF that | amcertain. They want us badly, and
alive. They have nade proni ses—gly, evil prom ses—+to many of us. The rest have

still thwarted their will. And particularly now that we have spilled their
bl ood, they will not rest until we are dealt with. It is their way."
The captain stroked his chin, thinking, then chuckled. "Isn't it ironic that we

find our own so inconprehensible, yet we understand the Quintara so very well?"

Ji my suddenly | ooked up and away, his expression distant. Then he said, "All
right, it's time to get off this dirt ball. Just follow our |ead, act |ike you
bel ong here, and say nothing. It is better to walk out of here than to have to
try and fight our way out."

They wal ked down into the canmp, Chin, Krisha, and Gysta flanked by the four,
their blue uniforns and confident manner causing not a ripple of attention

O her than one of the three not mind-1inked panicking or saying sonething wong,
the only worry was that soneone would take a very close | ook at Tobrush, since
the Jul ki were not a shared race but existed in the Mycohl alone. Still, with so
little of himexposed in that anorphous blue environment suit, and with so nmany
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varied races around, it would take a real expert in race and nationality to
identify himas one who didn't belong in this conpany, |let alone as a Julki

They approached the first parked shuttle. The two guards, rather bored and none
too bright Zami gls, anthropoids noted for big, round, black eyes and hair that
grew naturally as uneven spikes all over their faces and bodi es, snapped to
attention. "Orders?" one barked, trying to sound inportant.

"You shoul d have received orders from your superiors on our party,'
said confidently. "Security code al ka grefart."

Ji my MCray

The guards relaxed. "Ch, yes, sir. You may board."

"Thank you," responded the little Terran and, just like that, they all wal ked
aboar d.

Modra went forward to take the controls, with Josef taking the junp seat next to
her. He surveyed the manual controls with disdain. "Very inefficient. W do
things much better in the Mycohl."

She shrugged. "Wen you steal a design you have the

advant age of inproving on a few things." She reached up, closed the hatch, and
pressurized the cabin, then flicked up the small speaker built into the e-suit.
"Shuttle ready for departure, security code al ka grefart," she reported
routinely. "Ground, let me know when |'mclear to lift."

"Timer linked," came a gruff, guttural voice in her ear. "Lift off at rundown,
shuttle.”

The panel came on, with a sixty-second countdown. Krisha and Gun Roh Chin were
both holding their breaths during the entire procedure, and both at one point or
anot her becane convinced that the count had either slowed or stopped. After a

m nute of eternity, Mdra began throwing switches and then took the stick. The
shuttle cane to life and lifted off straight up, the screens giving a conbined

t hr ee- hundr ed- and- si xt y- degree vi ew now com ng on and showi ng the correct egress
path to orbit.

@un Roh Chin breathed again. "I was sure we'd get stopped at any nonent," he
adm tted al oud.

"We're not out of the woods yet," Jimy cautioned. "W've got this far only
because security is so hush-hush it is designed to work without anybody
questioning it. But if a higher-up with the fleet decides to chall enge our
actions, we'll be for it in a hurry."

"If you've got all your codes right they won't," Krisha assured him "She used

to be in intelligence, you know "

Josef | ooked at the screens. "That's quite a fleet they've got around here," he
commented. "Well away, too. They're not ready to be caught in orbit like the
research vessel was."

They were chal | enged not just once but a half a dozen tines by mlitary watchers
whose job it was to check out anything odd. Each time a password got them

t hrough, although the passwords did change with each | evel. They reached orbit,
passed the security point, received their new cl earance vectors, and headed

out -system away fromthe demon gate and its star.

"Here we go," Mddra said under her breath. "Josef, call your ship."

Far off, in the nassive belt of asteroids so dense it created a ring that
encircled the solar system sonething dark, sonething as cold and apparently
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dead as the rocks among

which it hid, stirred to life, powered up, checked its systens, and noved out on
a vector to neet them Alnost instantly, hundreds of |ocator beans fromthe
fleet pickets zeroed in on the intruder as well.

"Security code hakah snmarsh,” Mddra called. "This is a security nission. Please
do not interfere."

Sonebody coul dn't accept that. Sonebody al ways hated security. "But we are
registering a Mycohl frigate closing on your position!"

"W know," she informed themcalmy. "And if you'll check your scanners you'l
see that there is no one aboard. It's taken an awful | ot of people a very |ong
time to figure out the codes to activate it without it self-destructing or going
into automatic attack mode. WIIl you kindly not give it any such ideas while we
are out here? W are supposed to board it, not be blown to bits by it. This is
going to be tricky enough as it is."

There was a |l ong silence, then, "Oh."

The sleek, black frigate sped toward themat a rate no shuttle could hope to
mat ch, but it slowed to a craw just beyond visual range and seened to pull to a
st op.

"Wong shuttle,” Josef explained for the benefit of the three who weren't
| i nked. "Tobrush can override."

There was a sudden bl ast through the ship-to-ship radio of what seened |like
static mxed with ear-splitting tones, then silence.

"Shuttle, what is your status?" the perineter controller asked. "W just
received a series the battle conputers identify as Mycohl nilitary code."

"Of course you did," she responded. "What is your name and rank, anyway? Are you
stupid enough to think that a Mycohl ship's conputer woul d speak Durqui st?"

There was a silence fromthe challenger, but they nonitored several snickers
fromother controllers. It had been the correct response for the situation

The two ships closed, and the shuttle hovered just beneath the main airlock on
the frigate. The two airlock systens were inconpatible, of course, and

deli berately so, unlike nmerchant vessels which were standardi zed no nmatter what
the nationality.

"Hel mets on!" Mbdra called to them "I'mrotating to match our exit hatch with
the Mycohl ship, but we'll have about three meters to go. Captain Chin, make
sure that Grysta's sealed and on internal, will you? Everyone report when
they're ready and |I'1l depressurize."

"All set."

"Tobrush will go first," she told them "The lock's only big enough for one of
himor two of us at a tinme." She paused. "Depressurization in effect.
Done. Qpening both airlock hatches. Watch yoursel ves!"

Tobrush managed to get to the hatch, |ooked at the distance, then gave hinself a
push and floated out the shuttle's main door and up into the open hatch of the
Mycohl ship. The frigate's hatch cl osed.

"l hope he doesn't just take off and | eave us," Krisha nuttered, as nuch to

hersel f as to anyone el se.

"He won't. He needs us," the captain responded, sounding nore confident than he
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felt. This was back in the real universe now, the one he knew, and these were
not only Mycohl, that was a Mycohlian master up there.

About a minute later, the frigate's hatch slid silently back open again. This
time Jimy went up, taking Gysta with him Having never been independently in
space before, |let alone operating a suit in a vacuum she needed a |ot of help
and there was sonme apprehension to overcone. Still, the part of her that was
Mol Iy cal med her and allowed a snooth ascent.

"Captain, you and Krisha next," Mdra instructed. "Josef and | will go last."

Neither of the Mzlaplanians felt all that confident about |eaving Josef al one
with Mbdra, either, but they obeyed. Mdra, however, wasn't the |east bit
concerned. For one thing, there was precious little anybody could do in two
e-suits in a vacuum and, for another, neither of the others could know what the
mnd-1ink was like. Josef still wasn't all that adnmirable a hunan bei ng, but
there could be no surprises between at |east three of the four, and the fourth
woul d take any attenpts at surprise very badly indeed.

The frigate was spartan by Exchange standards, but it was |like a |uxurious hone
to all of themafter what they'd been through

"There's even a shower on the tower deck!" Krisha enthused.

Josef frowned. "OF course there is. Wiy wouldn't there be? This ship is designed
to be self-sufficient for several nonths if need be."

She shrugged. "Sonehow, all the views of the Mycohl we were taught didn't allow
for that sort of thing," she adnitted honestly.

"Wl l, we envision your ships as |like prison ships, full of tiny nonastic
cells,"™ he countered.

She sighed. "Well, you're closer there than | was to this."

"Enough of this!" Mdra snapped. "Josef, you and | have to have to get us out of
here yet."

They took their positions on the command bridge. Josef switched off his intercom
as soon as pressurization was conpl ete and depressurized his suit, renoving the
hel met, and put on his famliar captain's connector helnet. It felt good to be
back and in his own ship; he frankly had never even hoped to be here again once
they'd lost their suits on the way in.

Modra clicked on the Exchange mlitary frequency. "Control, we have exam ned the
ship and disarned its sel f-defense nechani sns. Qur expert believes he can fly
it. That being the case, we are going to take it where nuch smarter people than
we are can take it apart and really find out what's lurking under the shell

Pl ease give us clearance to exit system then arrange to pick up the shuttle."

"This is Captain Orgho, Fleet Intelligence," came an unfamliar and
mean- soundi ng voice in reply. "Why wasn't | notified of this? O even that the
Mycohl ship had finally been | ocated?"

"Uh-oh," Jimy said al oud.

<Tell him he has no need to know, > Krisha sent. Although w thout talents, she
was smart enough to realize that Mddra could read her thoughts and she hadn't
forgotten how to send clearly.

"You have no need to know," Modra repeat ed.

<Captain? Am| to understand that you are interfering with a top-secret security
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detail in the performance of its assignnment on your own authority?>

Modra couldn't resist a smle as she repeated the Iine in an indignant tone. She
knew next to nothing about the mlitary except what she'd gl eaned from Josef's
m nd and nmenories and she'd di scovered nothing she |iked about it. As such, she
was grateful to have an expert coach. Hi erarchies, it seenmed, transcended race
and nationality.

The captain did not reply i mediately, giving them sone nervous nonents. Finally
he said, "No, | amjust doing nmy duty. The M zl apl ani an and Exchange vessel s
were exam ned here before being sent back. | nust know for nmy own records why
this procedure is not being followed with this ship."

Again, Krisha was the coach although Mddra said the words.

"Captain, those were commercial vessels. This is a nmlitary one. W do not know
its capabilities and are praying at the noment that we can pilot it without it
killing us. Qur fleets are massing along the boundary with the Mycohl at many
points, as you surely know. This is only a frigate, but it nmay give vital clues
as to the construction, capabilities, and weaknesses of their |arger vessels as
well. It is inportant that it be gotten to a point where the best m nds and
machi nes can do just that with minimumrisk. If we try anything fancy here, we
m ght just break a security barrier and wind up with this thing in automatic
attack nmode. You know what woul d happen if we suddenly started an attack run on
you. "

"You woul d be vaporized before you got close enough to fire anything!"

She grinned, although he couldn't see it. "Exactly ny point. Now, we're both
busy enough and nervous enough here as it is. W have no nore tine for this.
Either clear us to attenpt to fly, give the counter-signal for aborting our

m ssion, or interfere on your own direct authority, in which case | assure you
you will answer to an Admiralty Board."

Ogho didn't like letting themgo, but he al so was enough of a security

organi zation man, wth understandable anbition to one day become an admiral, to
know t hat one does not get to be an adm ral by counternmandi ng security m ssions
on your own authority unless you have clear and direct evidence of eneny
activity.

"Very well. Transnmit course and speed."

"I most certainly will nor!" Mdra responded. "I want no Mycohl surprises
bet ween us and our destination, and the destination nmust renmain secure. W will
clear the fleet. Just give us clearance to junp to subspace."

"Ch, very well, you've got it. But I'mfiling a conplete report on this to
Admiralty, along with a transcript!"”

"You do that, Captain. Thank you. Leaving now." She couldn't suppress a chuckle,
which, fortunately, was with transmtter off. / wonder what rank he'll be when
Admralty gets that transcript? she wondered

Josef put the ship into notion, checked the traffic, calculated his best
freehand exit, and accelerated to full sublight speed.

<They've just |ocked on all targeting computers!> Josef noted.

<Junp! Now! > Tobrush ordered, and there was a shudder, a feeling of vertigo, and
t he screens now went bl ank.

<What happened at the last minute there?> Jinmmy wanted to know. <Wy did they
| ock on?>
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<Precaution, perhaps,> canme Tobrush's reply. <W did, after all, becone

mel odramati c over the possibility of the ship going wild. Perhaps something
else. At any rate, we are now in subspace and far away fromthem and their
fleet. Josef is adept at taking the kind of maneuvers to ensure us not being
easily followed. Still, let me check. . . . Wat the . . . ?>

The subspace nonitoring screens showed no signs of a ship within any reasonabl e
tracki ng range. Although that wasn't an absol ute guarantee that nobody was
following, it was as good as you could get. Still, the nonitors were not totally
bl ank as they ot herw se should have been

As Tobrush watched them the other three linked with himsaw themtoo. Saw them
and recogni zed them Anorphous, alnost |iquid shapes that changed and withed in
a slow and evil dance as they watched.

"Sweet Jesus! They're all over the place!" Jimry cried.

@n Roh Chin released his restraints and went forward to see the screens. Wat
he saw startled himas well. "I've seen that phenonenon before,” he told them
"al t hough never so many or so large."

"That's no phenonenon!" Mdra responded anxiously. "That's just what we saw in
the other plane, minus the grids. The evil . . . those horrid things that |ive
in the nuck and cling to the sides!"

"They appear to be grow ng," Chin noted.

"Yeah, they are," Josef agreed. "I can avoid them unless there's sone kind of
attack, but | never saw them here before, and they didn't teach nme anything
about those in pilot's training."

Krisha, who'd seen themonce, stared at the screens and was appalled. "Don't you
see? That's howit's done!" she excl ai ned. "Subspace—parallel universe,

ot her - di nensi onal pl ane, whatever you call it. It's the soneplace!. They nove,
they float within, they attach to a wall and sonehow ooze their slime into our
uni verse! "

The captain frowned. "What? How?"

"l don't know. Through idols, perhaps, and other icons of evil. By being called
by those who worship them Hundreds of ways, | suspect. It's the physica
realization of pure, unadorned evil!"

Jimy stared at the slowy pulsing, plastic shapes. "He said they did
experinents. That's the nechanism |'d wager. Program one of those things the
way we program conputers and send it to a specific point on the grid, snall
enough for a local area or huge enough to envel op whol e worl ds. Responsive now
only to the Engi neer. They said that he alone refused to give up playing with us
i ke toys. Now he's noving them concentrating them perhaps maki ng and
programm ng more. My God! He could cover the Three Enpires! And with the
Quintara active and free, and all those who' ve al ways foll owed evil and the

ancient evil ways on world after world, race after race. . . . It's nonstrous!
It's the ancient Eneny setting up his pieces to strike at will and without
warni ng! And with ninety trillion Fausts out there being propped for seduction

and damation."

"Jeez," Gysta said under her breath, listening to the conversation, sounding
nmore amazed than contrite. "/ helped do all that ?"

@un Rob Chin stared at Jimry. "Who's this 'Faust'?"

"An ancient tale of a scholar who sold his soul to the devil in exchange for
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twenty years of anything he wanted," Jimy told him "It was fun—ntil the end
of the twentieth year. The nessage is that everybody has a price, but selling

out has its own price as well. This Engineer, he's a god for all intents and
pur poses, just as the others are as well. But, unlike them he |acks conpassi on,
or any sense of ethics over |lower races. Any at all. He probably ran their

experinents in the early days. Perhaps there were even bets." He thought of Job
but decided not to have to explain the Bible to the Mzl aplanians in one easy

| esson. "Then somet hi ng happened. Either they went too far, and everyone but the
Engi neer was appal | ed, or they were caught playing by the Captain, who ordered a
stop to it. The rest did, but not the Engi neer. He was having too nuch fun. It
was probably like a drug to him He couldn't give it up, couldn't halt playing
God. In a sense, he was the first Faustus, the nodel. He traded being a god as
long as it lasted to thinking about the consequences of mutiny in some far-off
tine."

"He'll fight if he has to, or when it anmuses himto do so," Krisha agreed, "but
he'd nuch prefer to corrupt and have us march willingly into his horrible
slavery. That is consistent with our Scripture."”

"But we—all three enpires—are but a slice, and not even a third of a slice, of a
single galaxy!" the captain noted. "Wiy us? We still can't even count the
gal axi es out there!"

"Ch, it's probably nor just us," Jinmy answered. "W saw the countl ess gal axi es
l'ike grains of sand fromwithin that plane. But we're special. It was while they
were playing with us, in our little corner of the universe, that they got

caught. Trapped. The denons seal ed up, the Engineer forced to work renotely
through the other plane, the ship's

corridor or whatever it is, with nore limted resources. God knows he was bad

enough even under that sort of handicap considering the evil, msery, and
destruction of all the histories we know Krisha said it when she tal ked about
the denon princes, who are, after all, in many ways reflections of their master.

Here, in our little corner of the universe, is where they nipped him hurt him
pushed hi m back, gave him a bl oody nose and a bl ack eye. All his thoughts for
these thousands of years have been directed at us, at getting even, at becom ng
the supreme power and puni shing those who bloodied him It's a point of honor
with him He m ght even show ki ndness or nmercy to others far off, for gods are
al ways capricious, but here-here, he wants to drop into a Hell of his worst

i magi ni ngs. "

@Gun Roh Chin nodded. "It all nmakes a horrible, tw sted sense. Wrse, it's
consistent with the ancient | egends of countless races and the varied ones of
our own common not her world. The Hi ndus perhaps had the best appreciation of the
grandi ose cosnol ogy, the Jews and their siblings the Christians and Mosl ens the
best appreciation of the local situation. R ght now, however, | see nore

i medi at e problens."

"I ndeed? What ?" Ji my asked.

The captain pointed to the screens. "This is the only way fromworld to world

wi t hout spending several lifetimes in space. Wat's the energy blister that
mai nt ai ns our own di nensional environment here to such as that! If that nany can
be nustered over so vast an area in this short a tinme, think what a few nore
weeks, or nmonths, mght bring. If he's a good strategist, as his reputation

indicates he is, the worlds will be the last to be fully attacked, save sone
primng. Think of it! No one will be able to nove through subspace wi thout
encountering one of those things. They will control travel, comerce, even
communi cati on between the worlds. Al worlds. They will be cut off, surrounded

like white stones on a Go board. Al three enpires are organized simlarly; the
glue that holds themtogether is a | evel of interdependence. Cut off that trade
and you have whol e worl ds who nust submit or die."
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"It is diabolical," Krisha said, horrified at the picture.
"I ndeed. And, in a way, reassuring."”
They all | ooked at the captain quizzically. "Reassuring?" Jimy pronpted.

He nodded. "He's living up to his reputation. By doing so, however, he is al so
approachabl e. W understand hi m preci sely. Wat he is doing and why. He has

becone so corrupted that he is at our level, in a sense. It is a gane we can
play."
Jimy snorted. "I'd rather have his pieces than ours at this point."

"Per haps. Have you ever played Go?"
"Don't know it. Chess was ny game, along with cards."

"Each player places a stone, one at a tine, on a very large grid. Wen an area
of opponent's territory, as it were, is conpletely surrounded, it is taken. But
it is possible to be outnunbered by a massive anmpunt and still win, since no
territory is safe no matter how nany stones it contains if it can still sonehow
be surrounded by the eneny. It takes far fewer stones to surround than to fil

an area. The trick is not in having the nost stones while the gane progresses
but to have the best position.”

Jimy refused to feel optimistic. "Yeah? Well, take a | ook around. Those are
just a tiny fraction of his stones. Now | ook at the contents of this nodest
ship. Here's our stone supply."”

@un Roh Chin nodded. "Then we nust get nore stones before we play."

"We've got trouble," Josef reported. "We're fine as long as we run along a
course keeping us wthin Exchange space, but whenever | attenpt an adjustnent
and attenpt to plot a turn into the Mycohl the stuff just builds up like a wall.
| realize they can't possibly be covering tens of thousands of |ight-years of
border, but how old do you want to get before we nmanage a breakout ?"

"Can you shoot your way through?" Chin asked him "This is a warship, after
all."

"Designed to take on other warships,"” the Mycohlian replied. "Nothing |I have
woul d work in subspace agai nst subspace material. It's designed to blow the
energy blisters around other ships of our sort."

Chin thought about it. "Any way to neasure the thickness of the barrier?"

"Not neaningfully, no. Again, the instrunents are designed to detect our kind of
matter and energy. There isn't supposed to be anything native to this
envi ronment . "

The captain considered that. "W have to assune it's relatively thin, that
there's a limt to how much can be made and programred within our tine franme. |
don't think this concentration is likely to be new material; nost likely it's
old stuff, pulled, as soneone pointed out, fromthe far reaches of the universe
to concentrate on us. If they could really make and programthe material this
quickly and in this quantity their captivity would have neant little, since they
could still programit even penned up. No, nore likely there is either a finite
anount of it, period, which would be consistent with some |logic, or they cannot
make it by thensel ves and nust use what is available."

"Qdd," Krisha comented. "If you are right, then there may be vast civilizations
out there sonmewhere now under goi ng peace and perhaps a gol den age."
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"Until they are done with us," Jinmy nuttered.

"Tobrush!" the captain called. "What about using your group abilities to punch
that hole for us? You think it is possible?"

"Possibly," responded the Mycohl nmaster hesitantly, finally able to speak
directly to those without telepathic abilities or a know edge of the Mycohl
tongue via his own translator nmodule. "But the price night be too high. No
matter what happens, we will attract attention, perhaps all of of attention, and
point arrows directly at our position and identities. Right now, | tend to
believe that our best interests require us to be as anonynous as possible."

The captain suddenly frowned, a quizzical expression com ng over his face. "Wit
a monent! We've been going at this the wong way! These things have no access
into our space; they can't even survive our environnent w thout protections such
as the idols and cross-di nensional geonetry. Way don't we just exit as close to
them as we dare and go flat out in sublight within our normal universe?"

"I was thinking along the sanme lines," Josef responded.

"However, it brings up a nunber of other risks. If there are any Exchange
warships in the region, we're sitting ducks, and if that stuff is thicker than
our sublight speed can take us before we're intercepted, we'll have to subnerge
right into that gook."

"Those are better odds than staying here or taking them head-on,"'
noted. "I say we do it. Now. "

the captain

"It is worth a try," Tobrush agreed, and Josef cal cul ated the bare ni ni mum
egress trajectory to take themover the dark wall and then placed the ship on
aut omati c.

The engi nes revved up, they strapped thenselves in, and then the screens began
to fill with the mass of dark plasna as they approached until there was not hing
to be seen but solid obstruction. Fromthe slowy pulsing nass a tentacle forned
wi th astoni shing speed and | ashed out at them brushing the ship and going
through it as if it weren't solid at all but rather some sort of ghost.

For a monent the mind-1ink broke, and Josef felt a lustful, violent rage rise
within him

At the same nonent, Modra felt a near crushing weight of guilt conflicting with
a near aninmal |ust.

Jimy felt a horrible, hollow agonizing despair.
Tobrush repressed a sudden urge to kill everyone aboard.
Krisha felt naked, defenseless, totally exposed and al one.

Gysta felt a total animalistic carnality and snapped one of the restraints as
she tried to nove toward Jimmy.

@un Roh Chin felt a bit dizzy and his skin tingled for a nonent, but otherw se
he felt nothing at all.

An al arm sounded on the pilot instrunmentation board and snapped Josef back to
normal . The link, briefly broken, was restored al nost instantly, bringing to al
four of the team an awareness of what the other three had felt but also

| essening its afterinages in their m nds.

"We're being scanned. About two parsecs distant, no nore,
"Definitely an Exchange signal."

Josef report ed.
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"Aut omat ed?" Chin asked worriedly.

"I'"d say so, or we'd have had targeting on us by now They're probably spread
pretty thin through this region, I'd

expect. It'll send a report, but with all this gook I'mnot certain anything
will be received."

"They're sending in, away fromthe wall," Chin pointed out. "I'd say it depends
on both how close real help is fromthe nonitor probe and al so how smart those
things underneath really are. If they're bright, they'Il let these kinds of
messages through |l oud and clear."

Modra shivered. "I don't care how smart they are. So much for taking them on
directly. Those feelings ... Al of us. And so personalized."

For the first time, the captain realized that they hadn't cleared the barrier
conpletely and that there had been effects. Carefully, he polled the others.
Finally he said, "I don't think, fromwhat |I'm hearing, that they were
personal i zed at all. Whatever field they generate is designed to suppress

i nhibition and unlock the primtive parts of the nmnd, where we store both our
wor st ani mal inpul ses and our darkest fears."

"Yes, but it was a nmere touch," Krisha breathed, still a bit shaken. "If we'd
gone full into it "

"And it broke our connection at the sane tine," Jimy noted. "Switched it off
briefly like a flickering light, turning us fromallies to predators agai nst one
anot her. \Watever it is, it's too strong for the Iikes of us.”

"They are nmachines,” Gun Roh Chin insisted. "Not machi nes as we understand them
but machi nes nonet hel ess. Machi nes desi gned and progranmed with the |ikes of us
in mnd."

Krisha stared at him "And you felt nothing?"

"A touch of vertigo, a tingling, no more. It works through the t-band, as do the
Quintara thenselves, and | have virtually no sensitivity there."

"In a way, | envy you," she told him "I think we all do, just a little."

He shrugged. "Don't. | could never have gotten out of the crystal stations, |et
al one off that world back there, except perhaps in chains. And in front of an

i dol or a Quintara, perhaps ny nmnd could not be so affected, but it would be
sinplicity itself for one of themto sinmply order a follower to shoot ne or a
mob to bum ne at the stake."

"l believe you could actually stand in the presence of a Holy Angel without
effect,” she told him

"Per haps, but the same thing applies. Even if | were able to get past all the
security, fool everyone, and get taken into such a presence, an Angel could
sunmmon all the help it needed while | would be unlikely to be able to even
converse with it."

"My instrunents state that we're across the border,"'
shoul d we go before we try goi ng back under?"

Josef reported. "How | ong

"I wouldn't submerge until absolutely necessary," the captain responded. "W
simply must minimze the risk of going under and winding up right in the mddle
of one or nore of those things."
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Al arms began soundi ng once again. "W have an R-class cruiser just surfacing
behi nd us!" Josef reported. "I think they're going to |aunch fighters, border or
no border!"

"Go under now " the captain shouted. "W can't take on that kind of power!"

"W dare not! W haven't made any real distance yet! W '11 need at |east an
hour to have any safety margin at all!"

"I think they've figured that out," Mdra commented dryly. "I don't know
anyt hing about fighting or mlitary vessels, but |1'd say we have maybe five
m nutes. "

A HELL OF A MESS

THE CAPTAI N CAME FORWARD I N A HURRY. "Transfer command to nme and get back there,
both of you! Strap in, take sedatives, anything you want! Just nove!"

They imredi ately saw his point, although they didn't like it, and Josef and
Modra i medi ately noved to the rear. GQun Roh Chin slid into the seat, strapped
in, and put on the command hel net, which was so large for his head that it

al most rested on his nose. At this point, he didn't care.

Anot her series of alarnms sounded, and the screens showed at |east a dozen
fighters now | aunching fromthe cruiser, which kept a steady station just barely
i nsi de the Exchange border. Cdearly, though, the fighters had no such
restrictions, not here, in this desolate area of space.

Chin reached up and threw the manual contacts that sent the ship into conbat
nmode. Al though he had no intention to fight, this had the effect of putting the
entire systemon ready alert and at one and the sane tinme dividing the frigate
into separate seal ed conpartnents. No matter what happened back there, nobody
could get to himnow unless he allowed it, or was unable to prevent it.

"Brace yourself,"” he said through the intercom "lI'mgoing in!"

The ship did not respond, and the instrunents registered a series of shots
hitting very near him For a nonent he was confused, trying to figure out what
was wong, when it hit him He was too excited, too tense. Think in Mycohl, he
told hinself. Cal mdown and think in Mycohl

The ship surged forward and he felt the slight vertigo and shimering of the
vessel as it went into subspace.

By the gods I'mright in the mddle of the stuff! He felt the tingling and
slight dizziness and had a sudden feeling of nausea, but he ignored all those
and pressed full speed in toward the Mycohl. He couldn't hel p i magi ni ng what
this was putting themall through back there and he just wanted to get them out.

Speed, course, heading, all were correct, but the seconds ticked on. How nuch of
this stuff could there be here? It just couldn't be this thick

And, al nost imedi ately, he realized that what he was thinking was correct. They
weren't in that wall any nore; one of the damable things had |atched on to the
shi p!

"Thi nk, Chin! Think!" he said aloud, angry at hinself for not foreseeing this
despite the small anount of tine he'd had to prepare. Wat was sonet hing that
woul d get it off? His eyes scanned the instrunentation, sone of which was
unfam liar to himand little of which had any coherent |egends in any | anguage.
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One, however, caught his eye because he understood fromthe nmeasuring unit what
it had to be. Air pressure! But the others wouldn't be sealed in their suits.
Particularly not now. How | ong had it been? By the gods of his ancestors!

M nutes, at |east!

The devils with it! If he didn't get that thing off the ship quickly, it
woul dn't make any difference anyway! "Depressurize at maxi num safety curve!" he
ordered. "Vent through all pans to ship exterior."

Even as the ship filled with a hissing sound he pushed the command hel net up and
grabbed a breather nmask frominside his own suit.

In awy, it was a totally illogical, very risky nove. Those poor souls in the
rear would find it increasingly difficult to breathe; all of themrequired
oxygen in higher quantities than this for normal use. At least it would really
sl ow t hem down, probably knock them out, although he wasn't that sure about
Tobrush. Still, the very notion that the thing could nove through their energy
shell and interact with themwi th no problens yet mght not be able to stand
normal air outside seened ridicul ous.

Sudden waves of nausea gripped him and he tried not to throw up, but they
stopped as suddenly as they'd begun. He tried to get hold of hinself and keep
his stomach cal mand take a | ook at the screens. They showed a vast bl ack

anor phous shape rapidly receding in the distance until it was gone from vi ew.

For a monent, he was amazed that it had worked. Then he quickly noved to halt
the still ongoing operation and set about trying to figure out the comrands and
controls for rebuilding pressure and proper mixture once again in a slow and
steady rate to mnimze any ill effects on those in the rear. Thinking carefully
in Mycohl, he ordered, "Estimate safe time for full ship repressurization, al
conpartments.”

The answer flashed. Emergency, about five mnutes. To be absolutely safe, twenty
m nutes. This was coupled with a warning that he had vented close to half the
reserve, and that no extended trip should be undertaken wi thout full recharging.

He noted an odd flashing code. "Meaning of code on ship's support systens?"

"Safety systens override, Compartment Three," responded the ship's conputer.
"Triggered fromw thin conpartnent."

Three . . . Let's see, that was the upper bubble. Tobrush

"Effect of triggering in this nmanner?"

"Potential mutiny, insubordination, or eneny agent activity," the ship's
computer replied. "Effect is to introduce non-toxic nerve agent into closed air
system WI1I| paralyze or render unconscious all but five known carbon-based life
forms."

He rel axed. He had to hand it to Tobrush. He'd knocked hinself col d!
"What about the other conpartnents? Were they knocked out, too?"

"Code can be triggered only by ship comrander or in manual at bridge or
navi gation station," the conmputer responded. "Only Three was triggered."

He sighed. So the other five had been forced to go through it. That woul d have
put Jimy next to Gysta, Josef with Mddra, and poor Krisha al one as usual
Wel |, maybe that |ast had been for the best.

He had the conputer play back the sequence fromgoing in to expelling the black
thing. Alittle over nine mnutes. Alot could happen in nine mnutes.
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"Reset security code in Conpartnent Three," he ordered. "Ilntroduce"—what in
bl azes was the Mycohl word for antidote"!—agent into air systemto revive
occupant. Code triggered in error."

"Count er-code required," the conputer responded.

@un Roh Chin had never been a cusser in his whole life but he wished he had a
few choice words to use right now The only way to revive Tobrush short of
docking at a Mycohl mlitary installation, which wasn't sonething he relished,
woul d be Josef —+f Josef was in any condition to give it.

"Condi tion of other personnel ?"

"Satisfactory. However, all occupants are unconsci ous due to oxygen deprivation
Sone danage may result in full if repressurization is not ordered within the
next three mnutes."

Bl azes! He'd forgotten to actually give the order.
"Do it now Slowy, but sufficient to induce no physical or nental danage."
"Conplying. Mnitoring life fornms directly."

He suddenly had a thought. If this culture was paranoi d enough to have nerve gas
for use on its own crew. . . "lIs there a way to see into the conpartnents?"

"Yes. Do you wi sh it?"
"Please. Gve ne Two first."

The main screen that nonitored the aft view in space shifted and he got a skewed
but somewhat panoram c view of the conpartnent. What he saw shocked hi m

It |ooked as if Modra's e-suit had been al nost ripped off her. Untearable, of
course, by normal agents, but fasteners, packs, instrunents, were snashed or
shattered, and she | ooked bl oody and bruised, as if al nost yanked fromit before
it had been fully deactivated. She |ay naked on the floor, face up, arns away
fromher sides, like a linp doll. Josef, whose own suit appeared to have been
removed and then thrown against the bul khead, was on top of her, his own hands
near hers. It wasn't very difficult to get the scenario, as nmuch as the captain
didn't want to know. By the gods, he was still inside her

He searched for Krisha, suddenly panicked, and it took a little doing to find
her. She, too, had renobved her suit, but not, apparently, in a forcible manner.
She was back there behind the second set of seats, pressed into a corner, naked,
wrapped into a ball, alnmost a fetal position

She' d probably gone through nental hell, but at |east she | ooked physically al
right, and untouched by anot her

Josef groaned, gasped and started taking in deep breaths, He rolled over, off of
Modra, who was starting the same procedure herself.

In the aft conpartnent, it was Gysta on top of Jimmy, but there was an odd
note. The little man had bled as well, and in his right hand he clutched the
utility knife fromhis suit, and Gysta's own hand was still against his wist.
That scenario was nuch nore difficult to determ ne

"I's the nerve agent still in Three?" he asked the conputer
"Negative. It was vented with the reserve."

"VWhat's the pressure now, in altitude?"
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"Twenty-ei ght hundred neters."
"Secure from conbat node. Equalize and open all conpartnents.”
In a monment, the door slid back and all screens returned to nornal.

"Maintain alert status, automatic defense node. Maintain current course and
speed, avoid any subspace returns," he ordered, then renoved the command headset
and got up and wal ked back into the next conpartnent.

Josef was sitting up, taking deep breaths, and shaking his head as if to clear
it. Still, he was aware enough to | ook up as the captain entered.

"I't'Il be all right in a couple of nore mnutes," the captain told him "It's
taking nore time because it has to refilter a lot of the existing air. | had to
use one of the two reserve tanks to blow that thing off us."

Josef coughed, then managed, "Oh, is that what it is? | feel weak as a baby and
my head is pounding."

"Do you remenber any of it?"

Anot her series of coughs., "Yes. It was very strange. Once we joined, |—+t was
very weird. There wasn't any telepathic link, but the noment | took control of
her we had this other link, like |I could feel everything she felt and she could

feel everything I felt."
"You hypnoed her? Then what are all these signs of violence?"

"Captain, there wasn't any thinking. It was all just raw power, raw lust. She
was a natural enpath under ny influence. She felt what | felt and so she was the
same way. It was like two wild animals in heat."

"You okay now?"

Josef nodded. "I'm getting enough air. You might help nme up, though." He
frowned. "Tobrush? He's calling ne, and he sounds pretty strange hinsel f."

"He triggered the mutiny signal in his compartment. |'m sure he wants you to get
himout of it. I don't know how. "

"Yeah. | thought about doing that for us but then |I renmenbered that you woul dn't
know how to countermand it. Ckay, |'ll set the codes, then cone back and hel p
you."

Modra still lay there on the floor, breathing hard, her eyes open, but staring

up at the ceiling.
"Modra? Are you all right?"

For a second or two she didn't reply, then she said, in a hoarse whisper, "I'm
not sure. | feel |ike sonebody's punching bag, and ny head feels like it's going
to expl ode. ™

"You know what happened?”

She nodded idly. "I+ was him And | enjoyed it! Now. . . Now | feel unclean,
Ii ke sone of that black stuff is still |odged inside me. He disgusts ne. He is
inm mnd and I'"'min his and he still disgusts nme."

"It was that thing. You nust know that."

"What happened isn't the point. He's still enjoying having done it!"
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The captain sighed and nmoved back to Krisha, who had uncurled and now sat,
| ooki ng puzzled. "Are you all right?" he asked gently.

"It was the sane nightmare," she told him "Only this tine it seemed so real,
and it went on and on and on. It's still there, too. Not fading, |like before, to
a bad nenory or an irrational fear. Like—+tike this is just a shell, and the
vision's going to shatter it and becone real."

"It's only a nightmare triggered by that thing fromyour own mnd," he assured
her in as gentle a tone as he could nmanage. "If you want to find out what rea
is, go help Mddra. She needs sonebody."

He patted her hand, hel ped her to her feet, then had to steady her as her
headache and nausea attacked full tilt. As soon as he felt she was recovering,

t hough, he nade his way through the hatch to the aft conpartnent. Both Ji my and
Grysta were up and seened all right except for sone cuts and brui ses, perhaps,
but Gysta seened angry and Ji my uncharacteristically reserved.

"Jeez, Jinmy! You're damed lucky it only got to me alittle! | still had ny
brai ns about me and could stop you!"

"Shut up, Gystal" Jimy snapped. "Just shut up, wll you?"

She turned to the captain in disgust. "Shit! You' d think |I should a Iet himcut
his balls off!"

@n Roh Chin felt his jaw drop. "What?"

"Yeah, that's what he was gonna do. | nean, it all started and all, and |ike
last tine | just get all hony, and | undo the straps and go to Jinmy, who's
gettin' outta his suit, so | do the sane, right? And then instead of doin' what

I figured, next thing | know he's got this knife in one hand and he's holdin

his nuts in the other and | grabbed his knife arm and pushed himover and had to
fight Iike hell just to hold himdown. And for that he's mad at me nowl Can you
believe it?"

Chin | ooked at Jimry McCray. "Is that true?"

Jimy | ooked down at the floor rather than at the captain, but he slowy nodded.
"It was an overpowering urge, but it wasn't any unthinking action. | was
thi nki ng too nuch, maybe. Al of a sudden |I knew, | just knew, | had to do it.

That if | did it everything would be all right, everything would work out, ny
soul would be purified. No question. It was like a revelation."

"And do you still feel like that? |Is that why you're angry?"

"I + don't know. I wouldn't do it, but I still can't shake the idea that it's
right, sonmehow. You said it yourself, Cap. Those things can't know us as

i ndividual s. They just let |oose what we got in our own m nds, what we hide away
even fromoursel ves. Maybe that's why I'mstill a virgin. Maybe | don't want to
be a man. At least not in that way."

"Most likely it's guilt,” the captain replied, trying to nake the little man
feel a bit better. "You were a priest once and you rejected it, your vows,
everything your life had stood for and believed in up to that point. You're
afraid you did it because you were selfish, carnal. That is a doubl e-edged way
out. You renove the source of your fall and punish yourself at the sane tine."

He | ooked up at the captain. "I know the pop psychol ogy. Probably right, too.
The problem s nore basic than that. If | wasn't a priest we might all be dead or
ensl aved back in that denon hellhole. Every bit of ny know edge that nade ne a
real asset to the rest of you canme fromny being a priest. And then | get to the

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (118 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ninety %20Trillion%20.txt

hei ghts and thi s—+this bei ng—knows ne, says we tal ked before, nmany tines. That
we, maybe all of us, were picked. That all along |'ve been an instrunent of

hi gher powers, which is what a priest is supposed to be. Before, it was easy.
was on non-Terran worlds and around non-Terran types, and then | had G ysta on
my back, and then we had nuch too much to think about to be very carnal. Not
now, though. Not this time. When we went in | wanted her, wanted her bad, and
she wanted me, and there we were." His eyes | ooked haunted. "There wasn't any

other way out, you see. | knew | wasn't strong enough to resist. "
@un Roh Chin sighed. "Well, you'll have to deal with your own problens as best
you can, and so will the others. Consider Mdra and Josef."

"Hey, I"'mlinked to them too, renmenber,"” Jimy said. "And he saved her life by
what happened and she knows it.

Not deliberately, of course, but it's the first case of rape | ever heard of
that was a bl essing. She just doesn't want to face that, because that neans
facing her owm dark little corners."

"Eh? What? Saved her |ife?"

Ji my nodded. "Before the link snapped | got a picture. It was only a second,
maybe a fraction of a second, but it was all | need. She's got enough guilt
inside her to make a neutron star. She'd have killed herself in a matter of
mnutes if he hadn't taken her over. Not, to be sure, that he knewit or that it
had anything to do with what foll owed, but the know edge gives hima sense of
smug sel f-righteousness.” He gave a dry, mrthless chuckle. "Wat a crew of
saviors we are!"

@un Roh Chin gave a wy smle. "Wwuld it surprise you if | said that | think we
are a nost extraordinary crew of saviors?"

"Huh? What do you nean?"

"Beyond the bal ance of skills, talents, intelligence, and |lack of comm tnents
beyond our imredi ate m ssion, we've faced the burdens of our upbringing and now
the burdens of our own worst selves and we're all still here. And if you want to
believe you' re on sone sort of divine mssion, fine, but take the entire package
because | ogi ¢ says you should."

"What ?"

"Consider that, perhaps, Gysta's purpose was to save you fromyourself. That
her actions, too, were neant to be."

Wth that, GQun Roh Chin wal ked back into the nmddle cabin. As he did, the big,
hairy figure of Josef came down fromthe top bubble.

"How i s Tobrush doi ng?" the captain asked him

"Al'l right. The gas put the body out but not the real Tobrush inside it. It was
just immobile. He says he spent the whole tine fighting the stuff off. That it
kept trying to enter and bond with him™"

Chin frowned. "Bond? What does he nean by that?"

"Renmenber we said that stuff couldn't exist on its own in our universe? Not
unless it was encased, protected, anyway. Think about every scary story you ever
heard about the supernatural. Denpnic possession, the wal king dead, the vanpires
and werewol ves that used to scare ny ancient ancestors—stuff |ike that."

"Al'l cultures have such | egends, or their equivalents."
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Josef nodded. "That's the bottomline, Captain. It doesn't just happen in any of
the stories. Denons conme when they're sunmoned, intentionally or otherw se;
vanmpi res and werewol ves and their ilk are created by bl ood and deliberate acts.
The bottomline ... It doesn't need idols, it just uses them It can use bodies,
too, and mnds."

Suddenly Gun Roh Chin understood. "That's what it was trying to do! Take
control! Good Lord! Think of the nunber of ships and people traveling through
subspace! Think of the automatic pilots and programed courses that m ght not
avoid what they're told cannot be there! They're doing nmore man controlling
comrer ce—they' re nmaki ng converts! Forcible converts! Ones who not only will then
sow an evil path, but who will al so make the pentagrans and ensnare the unwary
and make gateways for the Quintara to enter!"”

The big man nodded. "We' ve decided not to make for any frontier posts. In |ess
than three days we'll be at a position only Tobrush knows. One from which he can
contact the highest levels of his own people—and | don't nmean the Julki. So far,
the further in we go, the fewer blips I'mgetting on the nonitors. At |east
you're right about that part, it seens. They' ve got less of that stuff to go
around than they need."

@un Roh Chin sat perched casually on the edge of a storage | ocker, Tobrush
nearby at his console in the upper bubble.

"l know you have the power to seal the others out,'
"I'd like a private conversation."

the captain said softly.

"You may speak freely," the Mycohl nmaster responded. "The Julki brain is |linked
to theirs, but | amrerouting the input-output to ny true self and operating
manual | y. None will overhear if you do not wish it."

"I't's about the others that |'ve cone to speak."
"Yes, | thought as nuch. We are only two hours from egress."
"You're nmonitoring them linked to them Surely you've noticed the changes."

"Changes in Terran behavior and attitudes are not always so obvious to an
out si der. "

The captain smiled, wondering if he was being put on. "I'mtal king about sl ow,
st eady behavi oral changes over the past three days fromthe episode. Krisha has
wi thdrawn al nost into a shell. She speaks little, refuses to put on the e-suit,

and half the time doesn't seemto understand what's said to her, even by ne."

"Yes, that is noted. Her thoughts are very dark and very confused and
frightened. The nenory of her ordeal is strong and she is having trouble at
times distinguishing it fromreality. She has been very strong up to now | had
hoped sone tine and rest would allow her to sort things out."

"Those were ny own thoughts,” Chin agreed. "But it is not isolated. There's
Modra, too. Rape is one of the things a Terran woman fears nost. It is an ugly

i nvasi on of her nost private area, and is used in some cultures as a violent
cultural act to keep wonen from |l eading roles through fear. Just after the
encounter, she reacted just that way, just the way | woul d have expected. Now
suddenly it was no big deal, and she's all over Josef and she's nade love to him
twi ce of her own accord in the past two days."

"Four times. You sleep nore than they do. It m ght have been nore if they had
been | ess bruised and battered."

"Four! Even worse!"
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"I found a great deal of the ritual and physical addenda quite fascinating. The
oral parts in particular are quite unusual in that they have no direct
relationship to the primary functions. | could not, however, know out of hand
that this foll ow up behavior was unusual. There are nany races . "

"Yes, | know. But it is. Highly unusual. And McCray—he's become cruel, even
violent to Gysta, and co!3 and distant to the other two wonmen, while he eggs
Josef on and even tried to get me to force myself on Krisha. Wen you try and
put himdown he flies into rages and either approaches violence or stal ks off.
Josef + haven't seen as nuch of a change in him It's nore one of degree,
suppose, but | have | ess conparison there."

"Josef has gone the | ast step to what you would call a negal omani ac. He no

| onger sees people as individuals, only as toys for his own amusenent. Before,
he woul d kill to survive; now he would kill if it pleased himto do so. He is
utterly without conscience and is incapable of renorse. Only by subtly
stimulating and directing his inpul ses have | managed to keep hi munder control
What you sense is true. They are all corrupted.”

@un Roh Chin sighed. "That-—stuff, that evil, programmble plasnma, got in, then."

"Yes. | was too weak and disoriented for the first few hours afterwards to
really recognize it. I knew fromthe assault it waged upon ny own person how it
could work, but it did not occur to me at the tine that | was not the only one
under attack. By the tinme it did occur to nme, it had integrated itself into
their systens so as to be beyond any known means of detection. \Wat one cannot
detect, one cannot excise."

"But don't they recognize it?"

"Yes, but it is in the very fundanentals of evil that one al ways condemms it
when they see it but rationalizes it when they do it. They are not going over to
the eneny—they are nuch too strong for that. But they are undergoing a
corrupting netanorphosis that nakes themnore |ike their eneny. | can contro
the three through the mind-1ink, even noderate themif need be. You and the syn
seemto have escaped its grasp due to your physiol ogi cal makeup. About Krisha
can do little, since she is using it to create her own self-enforcing hell. W
can hypno her to a degree for our inmredi ate purposes, but only for short and, |
suspect, decreasing periods of time. The Quintara energy, for want of a better
term is there to resist counter-noves and, although a raw program as anorphous
in many ways as its true shape, it is progranmed to survive and is capabl e of

| earni ng how. "

"You nmean there's no hope for her—+them+then?"

"I didn't say that. What | need is a way to get the material to nmanifest itself.

If I can detect it, | can isolate and renmpve it. It will not reverse things to
do so, but it will free themto reverse things as they will. W nust get it out.
We dare not go up against the Quintara without doing so. | believe that the
Quintara can programthe material by sheer force of will if they are in close

proximty to it. Wth that stuff inside them the Quintara would be able to
renake theminto their own inage. It is ny hope that when we egress for the
first tinme, the material inside them which has never had that experience
before, will be briefly shocked and undergo a self-protective reaction. Using
the mind-link, I mght well be able to excise the material in the three to which
I am netaphysically attached."

"Yes, but even if it works, you said it |earns. Krisha—

"I will do what | can, but I amunsure of success even with my own. |If not, then
we shall have to find sone other way. | do not have it all yet, nor do you, but
wi thout the M zlaplan there is no success. O that | am convinced. And you are
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not the one to bring us the Mzl aplan, Captain. You know that. That |eaves but
one candi date."

The captain sighed. "All right. We are in your hands right now There seens
not hi ng nore we can do."

"Not, at least, until | have reported to my own kind. Leave nme now, | nust
prepare for the brief nonment of possible opportunity. Watch them carefully,
t hough, at the noment of egress. If | am successful, who knows what will
resul t?"

"I will do what | can, as you will."
"It is all that can be done right now. OCh—€aptain?"
"Yes?"

"Have you any nore thoughts on how we are expected to win this thing, even if
the unlikely event cones to pass that all the pieces fit into place? | begin to
fear that we may have the weapon but not the instruction manual."

"I know. And yet, | can't help feeling that the answer is right in front of our
faces, if only we could recognize it. It is a puzzle requiring nore pieces, |
fear, but the pieces only assenble a | ock. The key is still required."

@n Roh Chin sat staring at Krisha trying to think of sonmething he could do. She
just sat there, naked, on the

floor, her arns wapped around her pulled-up |egs, and stared vacantly at sone
point only she could see.

"Want to know what she's thinking, Captain?" Jimy MCray asked in a casual,
al nost anused tone.

"I know you're a telepath, MCray, but until now | hadn't thought you were a
voyeur."

McCray shrugged. "We're all voyeurs. We just don't like to adnit it to anybody,
that's all. But | don't have to nake any effort with her. She's becone the worst
kind of talent to be, a broadcast telepath. Even ordinary folks, the kind with
no talents at all, can know pretty well what she's thinking just by staring at
her. Not as clear as a telepath, or as deep, but pretty well. |I've known a
couple in nmy life. Live well away from just about anybody, doing the kind of
shit jobs loners do. It'd drive nme nuts to be like that; you can never lie,
never have even the nost private secrets. Mdst of 'emw nd up insane or

sui cidal, but she's not the suicide type. Deep down she still believes all that
guff she was raised on."

"/ was raised on that 'guff,' as you call it, too," he remnded the little man
"And you were raised in and believed a different but equally solid system Just
out of curiosity—what do you believe in now?"

"Me. That's what | believe in. Wiat | can see, feel, hear, touch, and use.
That's nore than nost gerns believe in, | think."

" CGerms?"

"Or maybe viruses, or even |less inportant stuff. No use kidding oursel ves any
more. WW're the byproduct of a series of chance actions in the exhaust of
somebody el se's ship. The black stuff's just nore gunk, and the so-called Hi gher
Races are a bunch of smart di seases, cockroaches, and ot her pests kind of

hal fway in our bailiwi ck and halfway in the real, big one, where here they play
tin god and there they're nuisances and insects. It doesn't matter any nore if |
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believe or not. Nothing much matters any nore."
"\Where are the others?"

"Big Joe and the Terran Slut are off on a bunny trip again in the cockpit, since
Tobrush is taking the con fromthe bubble, and the talking Build-a-Slut kit is
napping i n back."

"Your opinion of wonen has certainly changed," he noted sourly. "Grysta saved
you from doi ng sonmething pretty nasty to yourself. |'d expect sone gratitude."

"Gratitude!" MCray snorted. "Yeah, she saved ne fromnyself all right, but not
to do ne any favors. She saved it 'cause she wanted it. Deep down that's all any
of "emwant. Drag nmen down, control 'em and in exchange allow us to give 'em
what they bloody well crave. Hell, |ook at Mddra. She gets raped and now she's
"Beat nme! Whip ne! Screw ne!' |ike sonme bad pornography. And, let her. But
nobody on this ship gets mne, that I'"mswearin' to you. Throw caution to the

wi nds and get what you want when you want it is the only way that nakes sense in
this black cosnmbs we' ve uncovered. We lifted up a rock in the glen and found
ourselves livin' under it. Hell, the one thing good about all this is that I
spent ny whole life believin' and teachin' that sin was sonething external, the
sins of Eve and Adam and the forces of the devil and his mnions. And, what do
you know? It is the devil and his mnions doin' it! And sin, real sin, is
literally a god-damed conputer program”

"External causes nake it easier for you, then? Absolves you of any
responsibility for your actions, any conscience, you think. But it's not the
case, McCray. It doesn't matter where we are in the overall cosnpbs, this is
still the same place and the sane people and the same cultures we grew up in,
and it's very real, all of it. The basis of all religious faith is that the
gods—&od, singular, if you please—+s boss. W were always subject to the whins
and the will of greater forces and prayed to themthe way anci ent slaves pl eaded
with their nasters for crunbs. So what if we've found out sonething about how
the systemreally works? Al religions postulate that even the supernatura
operates by its own set of rules and codes and that the gods use internediaries.
The physical presence of a corruption programor device neans nothing, and

absol ves us of nothing. Unless there's an intelligence, the Quintara or their
boss, behind it, it's generic." He tapped his head. "It uses what it finds in
here. It's found the ugly part in all of us and enhanced it, taken the lid off.
You know that, deep down, intellectually. You just are willing to let it win."

"Big talk. You didn't feel it. You didn't let it go in and wench your mind out.
Not her, either, in the sane way." Jimy pointed to Krisha, who was ignoring the
whol e conversation as if the pair weren't even there.

"Huh? What do you nmean by that?"

"She's being specifically reprogramed. | can read it fromback in her
subconsci ous mnd, although she's not aware of it. She's being made over into
the exact specifications of that denon prince's curse on her. It's not conplete
yet, but as soon as she steps off this ship and onto a real planet it'll set up
the rest alnobst instantly and lock it in so tight won't no power get it out

wi t hout destroying her mnd as well."

He half rose fromhis chair. "How do you know this?"

"As | said, | can read it. She's an open book to nmpbst anybody all the way down.
It's a set of instructions. Not in words, but very clear in holograph. Starts
with a real conpul sion to survive and not go conpletely off the deep end. Wde
open, full-power broadcast to everybody and everything, but the input's
scranbl ed so she can't understand a thing anybody says. Wn't accept charity or
hel p from anybody, or use anything anybody el se mi ght want. And anybody who
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tries will get cursed sonehow thensel ves. Don't ask ne how Not that they'd want
to help after a while. The very next thing on the list seens to be a total |o0ss
of bowel and bl adder control. d ad that one hasn't kicked in yet! Real ugly
picture there of her wallowing in the nud and her own excrenent, eatin' garbage
totally cut off fromsociety and totally al one. Had enough?"

"l get the idea. But you're sure this isn't fromher own ni ght mares?"

"Ch, who can say where the old devil got the idea fron? All | knowis, it's &
pattern. Not sonething in any way |ike her other fears and terrors and dark
regrets. If this crap's generic, explain that."

@un Roh Chin's eyes wi dened. "He programred her! That denon set her up!"

"Set her up? When? In -her dreans? If he could do that, ' why didn't he do worse
to us? I'mpretty sure we were protected by that pentagram no matter what that
evil bastard cl ained. He never stepped over the line."

"He didn't do it. Don't you see? He only planted the vision in her mnd, built
froma synthesis of her ow terrors. It was the other denobn, the one who had you
both back in the city station—he saw that vision and he made it a programwhile
he had you! It nust be!"

"Yeah? So why'd he do that to her and not nme? He had ne just as |ow. "

"Who's to say he didn't, McCray? Wo's to say that the knife you al nost used
wasn't the first conmand in a series? It would be different for you, a different
set of nightmares, but who's to say that stuff isn't just sitting there, waiting
until the next time the mind-link is broken, to activate?"

The little man was really rattled by that. "You—you really think so?"

"l have no idea. But | also have no way to find out, do I? | would say that the
chances are good that you will find out for yourself in due tinme. In the
meantinme, |'mnore interested in the fact that she is, as you call her, a
broadcast telepath. It's a variation | hadn't heard of, although | would assune
that the Church would co-opt such ones and hi de them away, perhaps as the direct
servants of the Holy Angels, since they could never be disloyal. But it's stil
sinmply a variation of a strong talent."

"Yeah? So?"

"Tobrush said he thought he m ght have burned the sensitivity out of her, but
there was also the chance that it was psychosomatic. Now a variation of her old
tal ent has reappeared. Tell nme, McCray—as a strong telepath yourself, could you
create a situation where you'd be a broadcast tel epath? Send wi de open at ful
strength while not receiving?"

"Yeah, | suppose. | doubt if |I could ever do it willingly, though. Not only is
all ny training, defenses, and intellect directed the other way, but I'd never
want to."

"WAnting or being psychol ogically capable is not the point. You could create the
situation yourself if your life depended on it."

"Well, it's theoretically possible, sure.™

"Then her |1 o0ss was psychosomatic after all. Possibly even induced, the first

| evel of this program Even a hypno could make her believe she had no nore
talent for a while. Sonmeone with the Quintara's power, or Tobrush's, could do it
much better and even neke it a permanent conmand. That's all the binding

ordi nation of the Church is—a Hi gher Race using its far stronger hypno talent to
create a pernmanent condition. Long ago, on the way to the city, a stil
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i mprisoned Quintara was able to negate her Angel's hypnotic conpul sion. She said
as nuch."

"Yeah? So it's a conpulsion. That's a curse anyway, isn't it? Wat's the

di fference? She couldn't break her old one on her own, and after seven ninutes
in the black to reinforce it even Tobrush or her Angels couldn't undo it. Only a
Qui ntara who knows how it all works could probably do it, and naybe that was the
i dea. Spend sone tinme like she's gonna, and you'd cheerfully sell your soul to
the devil. Any devil. And then they'd have their own in the priesthood of her
all-controlling church. A Kalia for the M zlaplan."

@un Roh Chin thought about it, and the nore he thought, the nore he knew t hat
McCray had hit it. Not precisely, of course—that denobn wasn't interested in the
|arger war, only in getting its own foll owi ng of worshipers—but clearly that was
inits mnd. Breaking themwasn't enough; later on, renpved fromthe nenta
horror, they might still be less than fully commtted. Body but not soul. Put
themin such horrible situations and, after a while, they'd pray to the damed
thing for rel ease!

"If your action with the knife were coupled with an overwhel mi ng sexual desire,
you might do anything to get back what you threw away," Chin noted

McCray | aughed derisively. "A lot easier to get her back than that."

"Sonmeone in the Exchange is making synthetic people to design. Are they al
f emal es?"

Jimy was startled. "Conme to think of it, nol! Oh—+ see what you nean. Point

taken. Wi ch neans, as usual, I'mstill up the creek and at the end of another's
strings. If | keep the mind-link, I'"'min for the duration on this ness. If
lose it, I'min nmy own private hell. You've really nade ny day, Captain!"

But Gun Roh Chin | ooked over at Krisha. It also meant that they could do
horrible things to mi nd and body, but they needed your consent to get your soul
She' d never give themthat, no matter how horrible an exi stence she had. It
woul d be the one thing that woul d keep her going, give her strength.

He pictured her as McCray said, if the man wasn't just twi sting the knife for
the fun of it. Al one, mserable, nud-caked, going through garbage.

"No," he said softly.
"Huh? ' No' what, Captain?"

@un Roh Chin | ooked at the chronograph. "Go back into the aft conpartnment and
strap in, McCray. W're going to punch out in just a few mnutes."

"I don't need to do all that. I"'mperfectly fine right here."

"Go back aft and strap yourself in, MCray!" said the captain in a tone so
menaci ng and so icy cold that there was no m staking the danger in him

Jimy McCray threw up his hands. "All right! Al right! , Man! | think sone of
that stuff nade it into you, too, after all." He got up and started aft, then
stopped and turned. "What are you going to do, Captain?"

"You're the one with the talents. Go back there and divine it."

Jimy grinned. "Ch, no! You're the prognosticator, not ne!" He paused a nonent,
then added, "Let her go, Cap, for your own good. When a wonan |oves a man, then
comes the man's destruction if he puts her ahead of all else. That's been the
way since Eve got Adamto crunch the apple and share her msery."
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He | eft before Chin could respond.

The captain sighed. He wi shed he were a prognosticator, able to predict the
out come of things, but that was the last thing he was. What he had was no
talent; it was sinmply an ability to see things, both little and big, and put
them together into a coherent picture. It was why he was a Grand Master at Go
before the age of twelve. They'd told himearly on that he was a prodigy, with
an 1.Q off the scale,

but he'd never fully accepted that sinply because he didn't feel any different
than those around him He had far nore in commobn with a random group of people
than he did with these talents or sone big-brained master scientists. He'd often
wonder ed, though, if smarter and dunber had nost to do with processing speed
than with really being different. He took it for granted that he could do these
deducti ons because they were sinple, obvious; it was always amazing to himthat
others could not, even ones who seenmed on a conversational |evel to be as smart
or smarter than he. He'd always put it down nostly to the |uxury he had of

absol ute privacy of thoughts and feelings fromhis earliest childhood.

He | ooked at Krisha sitting so forlornly in the corner and then at the
chrononeter and wi shed that he had a clue as to what to do. He'd kill her before
he'd allow themto turn her into sonme kind of aninal!

But the nore he | ooked at her, suddenly so small and pitiful, the nmore he knew
he coul d never bring hinself to do it.

There had to be a way out! Think! Think! He glanced up at the countdown
chronograph. Two minutes and counting. Precious little time left to think

No matter if she'd been set up by that denon or not, the fact was that the curse
was based upon her own darkest nightmares. The Quintara didn't have to build

|l evels of Hell; they let you construct it yourself and then nmade it possible to
happen.

McCray had lost his faith, but once he'd had it firmand strong and had becone a
priest in a celibate order, yet he'd remained too painfully human. Love for an
unat t ai nabl e woman had cost himhis profession, cut his faith not only in his
God but in himself to ribbons. Another female, although a very different sort of
creature, had held himin thrall. That one and anot her wonman had | oosed the

Qui ntara. The bl ackness had no trouble turning his inward self-loathing into an
outward hatred of all wonmen fromwhich, if his nature was viol ent enough, could
spring a vicious rapist and possible serial killer of wonen. That was his
darkest comer, the part he never even allowed hinself to see. Now he stil
couldn't see it, but he could beconme it as surely as Krisha

coul d becone her own nightnmare and perhaps even add to it herself.

Josef had al ready been an arrogant hypno raised in a violent society with little
care for individual life, but he'd still operated on civilized codes which had
kept his inmpulses in check and allowed himto function with at |east sone
measure of right and wong, as different as his definitions night have been from
the others'. The darkness had stripped away all inhibitions, redefined "right"
as anything he wanted to do and "wong" anyone or anything that interfered with
that, and in so doing he'd becone the nmal e counterpart of Kalia with one
exception: Josef would do no bidding of a Quintara, prince or otherw se,
willingly.

And Modra, proud, independent, tough Mdra, who'd seen enough of her deci sions
create tragedies for others and who therefore carried such enornmous guilt within
her, had let the darkness seduce her, make her conpliant, passive, masochistic,
and totally subm ssive, so that she wouldn't have to think and deci de things any
nor e.
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VWhat was k McCray had said? Ninety trillion Fausts. Ninety trillion sentient
creatures, each with their own dark corners, inhibitions, repressions, just
waiting to be et out and destroy three mghty civilizations, ready to be let
out by the Engineer and his mnions for their own infinite amusenent.

You will win if you deserve to, that distant, godlike being had told the four
who' d reached that lofty duty station. What did he nean by that? Mrally?

Et hicall y? What were those agai nst the bl ackness that invaded and corrupted even
the best? Intellectually, perhaps, if they could solve the great puzzle before
it was too late. But why hadn't they been given the answer? If those of the
Bridge of the Great Ship were of such high noral and ethical character that they
opposed all this, why hadn't they given precise directions to the four of them
when they coul d? Wiy did the nortals al ways have to prove thenselves to their
gods?

Was it, perhaps, to convince the gods that the nortals were worth the trouble
and worthy of norals and ethics? In many faiths, including McCray's if he
renenbered correctly, evil was | ess an opponent of the gods than a tool of

them for weedi ng out the worst and perfecting the best. Was there, perhaps, even
now some hi gher state, sone ultimate reward, that even we lowy viruses of
engi ne conbustion mght attain? Something that, even so, would be an enornous
bother to the gods of The Ship, a lot of time and trouble? Is that it? he
wondered. Are we supposed to show them whether or not we're worth the trouble?

One mi nut e!

He got up and shed his suit. No barriers. Then he went over to her and squatted
in front of her. She | ooked up at himw th those enornmous brown eyes filled only
with resignation and despair.

"Get up!" he shouted at her. "Don't let themdo it to you!"

When she didn't immediately react he stood, reached down, grabbed her arns, and
forcibly pulled her to a standing position. They were al nost the sane hei ght and
that hel ped; he | ooked straight into her eyes.

Thirty seconds.

"You are not alone!" he shouted to her, unsure if she could even understand him
Twenty seconds.

"/ will not permit you to be alone! | will not permt this to happen to you!"
Ten seconds.

In desperation and his own despair he pulled her to him and she clung to him
and he to her, and, on inpulse, a lifetine of conditioning and behavi or went out
the hatch. He held her tight, as if trying to bring her body within his own, and
she had her own arns around himso tightly her nails dug into the flesh of his
back, and he ki ssed her and held her and passi on and conpassi on m xed as she

r esponded.

Five . . . four . . . three. . . two . . . one .

They never noticed the slight vertigo and disorientation of the emergence into
normal space, but at the noment it happened sonething dark and crackling with
energy flared within her, reached out for him and they were both envel oped in
an energy pattern that seenmed alnost a living creature, tentacles of black flame
reaching out directed by three tiny red eyes, and throughout the ship all the
talents heard terrible mental screams of pure hatred fromcreatures of a type

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (127 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:36 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chalker,%20Jack%620L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ni nety %20T rillion%620.txt
they coul d not inagine

And then, suddenly, there was silence, with just the normal sounds of the ship
around them and the telltal e whine and vibration fromthe subspace engi nes
kicking in and regul ating normal flight.

It was Krisha who | oosened her grip first, relaxing and pulling a bit away from
his lips. Sensing that she wanted to break, he I et her go, and she stepped back
a half step and alnost fell. He noved to steady her but she waved himoff and
remai ned on her feet, breathing very hard.

"Krisha . . . ?"

"I+ amall right, Captain," she responded, coughing, but speaking in the
classical Mzl apl ani an di al ect she'd had problens with before. She went over and
sank into a chair, and he just watched her, excited, heartened, but puzzl ed.

"The dar kness?"

"That which is within ne is back where it belonged," she told him eyes tearing.
"That which was added is gone. Dead, | think, if such things can truly die. The
others, too, although, like me, it will depend on their own wills to control and
push that inside them back down. At |east—t is our choice once again."

"You know about the others?"

She nodded. "It is back. | amnot a part of their group, but | can read their
surface thoughts and feel the absence of that horrible darkness."

"Then . . . what is wong?" He was troubled by her strange tone and seem ng
sadness at what could only be called wonderful news.

"I+ will treasure that noment forever, Captain, when your |ove saved nme. It is
the greatest noment in ny life, and | mean that. Still, | understand now That
poor little wetch of an animal | was turning into was nme, Captain. Not the

fantasy | always had, which was based on fanciful ideas about what | m ght have
becone in sone other culture, some other nation, sone other tinme, but the rea
me, stripped of all that I was, as | am now. "

He frowned, puzzled. "Wiat do you nean?"

"My fantasies were false, Captain, as nost fantasies are. In intelligence, in
rel ati ve appearances, even in social class, |I'mnot really all that different
than, say, Mddra of the Exchange, or the wetched Kalia of the Mycohl. In a
sense, they are both alternative versions of me, no matter how different we

m ght seem No matter ny childish fairy tales of a different life, they are, in
a great sense, alternate truths had | been born into either of their societies
instead of ny own. It's quite a choice. A self-centered, driven work-obsessed
worman t oo busy to even see the feelings of others and causing much pain as a
result for an enpty, hollow end, or an ignorant, abused girl hating her own
beauty and herself for it instead of the society that nade her that way,
consumed with loathing for life itself. That—er a priestess of the M zl apl an,
hel ping maintain a state of peace and relative plenty, serving people and
solving their problens rather than causing themor being victinized by them"

"You are not like those other two," he told her gently.

"No, Captain, I'mlike McCray. My identity, all that | have, is wapped up in
one personality, one existence. Renpve it now, at this point, and there is
not hi ng upon which to stand. Wien he lost his faith he becane nothing. In his
search for sonething el se, he got a replacenent control on his back. On our
descent to the city, he lost that control but regained his faith for a tinme and
was a great nman. Wien the denon and the ascent to The Ship took it away once
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more, only ugliness remained. I'msorry, I"'mtrying to explain what may not be
expl ai nabl e. | know what you want, and a part of ne wants that, too. But, over
time, it would be as hollow as Mdra's future, and as selfish. | could never be
what we both imagine; in the end, it would eat me fromthe inside as sure as
that darkness. If | amnot a priestess, | amnothing at all."

He shook his head, more confused than ever. "I amtrying to understand, but it

is difficult. You can't truly believe the Cosnol ogy. Not after what you know
now. "

"I't's beyond that. For twenty years | have been defined by, and defined nyself
by, a single identity. That's the very person you | ove and wanted to save, and
you did. It is the only way | can contribute, be a human being. Wthout that
bedrock of truth within a nmuch confused faith, | amtoo cold and dark and al one,
no matter what | amdoing or who | amwith. It's no conpul sions tal king, no
powerful hypnotic talent, just me. | al nbst wonder about that priestess or what
ever she was that broke McCray. | wonder how nuch conditioning and m nd contro
they actually did on her, or whether she, too, canme to this point, a point as

i nconprehensible to himas mne is to you. It hurts—t's supposed to hurt—but |
know now, knew fromthe noment that thing left nme, that | can be one or the

ot her but not sonething new. You have never truly believed in the Cosnvol ogy,
even fromthe start. |'ve known that. | think we all did. But you believed in it
over all the alternatives."

He sighed and gave her a sad sort of smile. "In a sense, | think I do
understand." And he did, although his heart ached. He went over to her, took her
hand, and kissed it. "As you say, |, too, amof M zlaplan."

He coul d see her tears, and fought with all his self-control to hold back his
own. O all the losses of this great adventure, though, this one was the nost
difficult to accept.

Worse, what he'd already determ ned nmade it the best result, for now there was
hope again for any future at all

Josef's voice suddenly cane on the intercom speakers. "Wat the hell happened?"
he growl ed. "There's nothing on the scanners! Nothing on the screens! W' re dead
and flying blind!"

HARD TRUTHS

TOBRUSH HAD TAKEN HI S | NNER, REAL SELF OUT of their mind-1ink, but Josef had
still been able to follow the Mycohl master's physical actions, which seened
quite ordinary. This nade the sudden freeze in all systens all the nore

i nexplicabl e.

Tobrush decided to kick in on the intercomso that all of themcould be
reassured

"We are under the control of nmy own kind," it assured them "No neasurenents or
recordings are permtted in this place."

There was a slight jar and the ship shuddered.

"That is a shuttle for me," Tobrush told them "You cannot cone, but you will be
safe and guarded here until | return.”

"W have al ways been a team " Josef protested. "Wy can't we go with you?"

"You could," the Mycohlian responded, "but only your body would return. By
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keepi ng you here, | hope to preserve you. Sonehow, | still believe that all of
us are essential to the success of our operation. Now, stand clear, | am com ng
down. "

Josef net Tobrush at the hatch. "How long will you be gone?" he asked.

"l do not know. There are sufficient supplies on board, and | will arrange for
the tanks to be serviced and the lost air reserve replaced. As for nme, it night
be hours, it mght be much longer. If it is too long | shall send word. The
deci sion on what to do next will shortly be out of ny hands, and I wll be
followi ng orders. In the meantime, the mnd-link will allow ne to nonitor you
here. No harm rmust cone to anyone aboard this vessel while | am gone, Josef.
You, as commander of the vessel, are responsible—and accountable. You are right
on the edge, Josef, of either again becom ng the responsible top officer with
great potential you were, or tipping over into Kalia's nmental realm Mich
depends on how wi sely you decide."

The hatch opened, and the Jul ki body oozed through it and down into the shuttle
bel ow.

@un Roh Chin sat at the quarternaster's table in the bubble and picked up a
stylus. Putting it to the white-surfaced table, he drew a snall design which the
table then showed in stark black and white outlines.

He noved above it and drew

Below it, he drew yet another shape, the same as the second but reversed:

"I''"'m m ssing something," he nuttered to hinself. But what? To the right of the
star he sket ched:

He stared at them certain that what he was [ ooking for was now in front of his
eyes, but, sonehow, he couldn't nmake the jigsaw fit.

He heard someone come up into the bubble and turned to see who it might be. It
was Modr a.

She had a | ot of bruises and some scratches, but still sonmehow appeared softer
than in the descent and the city, as if all the hard edges, the toughness, the
fight, as it were, had gone out of her

She said nothing right away but came over behind himand just | ooked at what he
was drawing. Finally she said, "Sorry if I"'minterruptin',"” in a |ower, sexier
voi ce than she'd used before the last few days. It was alnost as if she was
consciously trying to turn herself not into Grysta but into the original Mlly.

"No, no, not at all,"
think right now "

he responded. "There seened little else to do but sit and

"Yeah. Josef's suddenly got hinself sealed up in the cockpit—said he had to sort
sonme things out, whatever that neans—and |I'ma little scared of Jimy right
now. "

"Overall, 1'd say Jimmy is nore dangerous to hinmself right now than to anyone
el se," he commented. "Deep down, he's a very good, very noral man with too nuch
ego and not enough will to resolve his problens on his own. He needs hel p, but
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his ego stands in the way of accepting that, and his ego is all he's really got
left."

She sighed. "I threw my ego over the side days ago and |'m sl eepin' better than
| have in nonths."

"Krisha tried that, and the result was so enpty it nearly destroyed her. Each
person is very different."

"Yeah, | know about Krisha, and | think she's nuts. Being the wife of a
freighter captain, living on board, seeing different places that don't try to
kill you while havin' all the peace and quiet you want, that's perfect. If you
ever want a replacenent, |'mavailable." She started, massaging his neck and
shoul ders

"You're married," he rem nded her, but the nassage felt too good to tell her to
st op.

"A tenporary thing, if 1 ever get back there, and if he hasn't already decl ared
me dead anyway," she told him "He's a very sweet man, but it was a narriage on
i mpul se, without either of us even knowin' the other. Besides, | didn't say you
had to-marry ne."

"W don't do such things in the Mzlaplan. The whole systemis designed to
create a uniformty of thought and behavior. |I'mbeginning to believe it's a

ki nd of | ong-term defense. The Church, synthesized out of countless other
religions of the races incorporated into the M zlaplan, evolving to nmeet its
needs but always strict, nakes it nearly inpossible for cults tied to the
Quintara and what they stand for to exist, at |least for very long. | doubt if
you'd like or accept those rules. Besides, with your current multiplicity of
talents, they'd haul you in and nake you a priestess |like Krisha. As long as al
the talents are in the priesthood and out naintaining the system |arge-scale
rebel lion and conspiracies are next to inpossible.”

"Yeah? You ever been married, Captain?"

"Me? No. To conmmt to narriage |I'd have to know the woman well, first, and ny
life and profession do not lead to many |ong-term associations with ordi nary
folks. I'mnot against it, it's just one passion of mne ruling out other

passions, as it were."

"Ch, come on! You're no virgin, Captain! You're a real gentlenan and a charner,
but you know your way around. And you didn't |ose your chastity in the enpire
you descri be."

He smiled. "You are correct. As a matter of fact, | lost it at the age of
twenty-two on ny first mlitary assignhment as assistant arbiter in a treaty
dispute with the Exchange. To a Mycohl, in fact. | rather think she was a spy. |

certainly hoped so, since she was so intent upon seducing ne."
She had to laugh. "And that's when you do it? Wen you put in for foreign duty?"

"Well, nmost of the tinme. There are sone people one can have in the Mzlaplan if
you nmust, or are in a situation like nine. To keep you sane, to bleed off your
wor st i mpul ses—t herapeutic sex, you m ght say. They are barren, so there are no
conmplications, and for one reason or another they have no other thing to do. You
m ght say that their job is to keep people like me on the straight and narrow,
as it were. They are pleasant folk, usually, and, believe it or not, they work
out of the nedical branch."

She found the concept hilarious, although she could see that it enbarrassed him
to talk about it. "I will admit," she said when she got hold of herself, "that
they' ve thought of everything. And there is proof, if any is needed, that a
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solid religion can rationalize anything. No of fense, Captain."

"No offense taken. To ne the systemis practical, considering the hundreds of
life forms and thousands of worlds involved."

"You shoul d cone over to the Exchange, Captain, when this is over. There's no
limt to what a man |ike you could becone there."

He sighed. "That assumes | want to be other than what | am 1've been to the
Exchange, and the Mycohl. They're both hierarchical, pyramdal societies, and,

as with all pyranids, the nass is at the bottomand there's precious little room
at the top. It's brought no real contentnent to you or to McCray, and countl ess
tens of billions, whole worlds, are miserable, no better than the masses of
drols the Mycohl sustains, who are considered little better than work aninmals
and treated no better, either."

"They breed drols,"” she noted. "At |east there's always sone hope in the
Exchange. My uncle got out, which is how | inherited the noney to stake the
ship, and how Tris got to be a captain."”

"Very rare exceptions," he pointed out. "And nore to do with luck or relations
than anything else. A few nust always be allowed to rise or the rest will be
totally without hope and tear the systemapart. The masses will starve and die
young and in msery, whether by design or neglect.

You'll find no such places in the M zlaplan. There is no rich, no poor, no
nobility, no starvation, no despair. People are generally content and get all
their needs, administered by a Church hierarchy that cannot be corrupted nor own
the fruits of the system Krisha is a good exanple. She's |earned enough about
the other alternatives on this expedition to realize, as | did | ong ago, that
ours best represents what she believes to be noral and right. Having now freely,
rather than coercively, rejected the others, she finds only one place for
herself in our society. W do not believe it is noral to sinply accept things;
we nust contribute in the way each of us is best able to contribute. She was
born to be a priestess; it's the only thing she knows. It took a trip to Hel

and back for her to realize this."

"Yeah. Pretty tough on you, though."

"My contribution lies in a different but now equally fixed direction. | |ove her
and she loves ne. That has not changed. Mre m sery has been caused over the
course of evolution by confusing sex and | ove than from any ot her single source.
Aren't you doing that even now?"

She didn't take offense. "I gave up on love. | went looking for it everywhere
and never noticed it when | sawit. I'mnot going to |look any nore. |'mgoing to
find a place where | can be reasonably happy and get what | need and stay there,
if I"'mallowed to. | never thought 1'd still be alive even now. |I'mnot at al

sure I'mnot going to get killed yet."

"You may be right for all of us on that score,"” he admtted, turning back to his
shapes.

She | ooked down at them "Star, up triangle, down triangle, and the pentagram
Just doodl i ng?"

"Not exactly," he told her. "You recognize the synbol s?"

She nodded. "The Mycohlian five-pointed star; the down triangle, if you add a
Il ot of fancy stuff inside, could be the Great Seal of the Exchange, and the up
one . . . that 1 dunno."”

"Place a starburst in the center and draw rays out, three of which reach the
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three corners, and you have the holiest synbol of the M zlaplanian Church," he
told her. "When McCray faced the denons he nmade the sign of the cross, his holy
synbol . When Krisha did, she nade the Holy Sign, tracing the upward triangle.
The pentagram | assume, is obvious."

She nodded. "The Quintara. So those are the synbols for all four of the Hi gher
Races, without all the fancy decoration. "

"Indeed. For about the mllionth tine, | sit here marveling that | ama nan of
this century, sitting inside an interstellar spacecraft, nusing about denons,
devils, and occult shapes. Yet, here | am and there they are. Geonetry has
sonething inportant to do with this. In the end, even the gods and denobns boi
down to mathematics. The problemis, it's a kind of mathenmatics that has al
sorts of factors and variables not present here, and perhaps ones we can't see
or hear. | doubt if any of us are ever going to be able to conprehend it; | wll
be satisfied to be able to use it. And, laying themout, | still can't see any
kind of logic in themat all."

She stared at the shapes. "Well, math was never ny strong suit, but | wanted to
be an artist once, and | renenber how Ji my nade his pentagrans." She reached
over, placed her fingers on the drawing of the pentagram and noved it to within
the the star.

@un Roh Chin's jaw dropped a notch. "It was too obvious," he nmuttered
irritatedly, nore to hinself than to her. "The Quintara at the heart of the
Mycohl . "

She shrugged, "Could be. If it is, though, we're in a whole Iot of shit right
now. " She reached over, put her fingers on the down triangle, and the figure on
the table noved over to where she pushed it up through the up triangle so that
it overlapped. "Look familiar?" she asked snugly.

He nodded. "I'd thought of that. What did McCray call it? The Seal of Sol onon.
But, as a seal, like on the tenple door, it had a circle around it, not a star."

She took the stylus and drew the design fromscratch

"Very el egant," he noted approvingly.

"Yeah. | wanted to draw pretty things and found out | was a conpetent
draftsman. "

"You see the problen?" he noted, pointing to her drawi ng. "There's no pentagram
or five-pointed star in the seal."

"Ch, yeah. | see what you nean. If we put the Mycohl and Quintara in, we get
this." She drew anot her design next to the seal

"Uh-huh. In one, the seal, we have the Exchange and the M zl apl an but not the
Quintara or the Mycohl," he said. "In the other, we have the Quintara and Mycohl
but not either of our own powers. It doesn't nake sense unless we're choosing
equal sides. That might be the |l esson here. Vestiges of the original bal ance,
two against two. It nakes sense, but it doesn't help."

"You forgot the circle," she noted, frowning
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"What ?"
"The circle. There's one around the seal, too. Wwo's the circle?"

Al at once it came to him "The seal on the door! The |ock! O course] Blue
triangle, gold triangle, red circle! Red

circlel!™ He pointed to the star with the pentagraminsi de. "Not Mycohl and
Quintara, it's Mycohl covers Quintara! The pentagram overlaid with the
interlaced triangles and the circle, conpletely locks in, covers, and obscures
t he pentagram beneath! Mdra, | believe we do neke a team "

"I"'mglad you're excited," she responded cautiously. "Now, what did we just
di scover and of what use is it?"

That brought himup short- "Not nuch, | suppose. W sinply took a |lot of snmall
pi eces of a very large puzzle and nmade a snmall corner of it." He thought a
monent. "The two triangles cone together to formthe single nost powerful synbol
in this occult geonmetry. Apart, they are nerely synbols, nerely triangles.
It—t's a nessage] We're independent, the Exchange and M zl aplan. Only by

conbi ning do we have power. Hmm ... A fascinating concept. Was splitting apart
with the Mycohl in the center, as it were, the price of Mycohl alliance in that
anci ent battle? Wthout the Angels, the Guardians are reduced to nere

mai nt enance functions, w thout, perhaps, even access to the ancient records. The
Angel s, who can access those records and that know edge, are kept away fromit.
A level of ignorance that ensures Mycohl survival when it lacks its erstwhile
bal ancing ally, the Quintara. Nor can they get together without the Mycohl
knowi ng about it and being able to stop it. Good Lord! No wonder our feeble
incursion all the way to the Exchange has caused nobilization here!"

"Huh? You nean they thought you brought one of your Angels over to get together
with the Guardians and turn on their power?"

"The Angel s al one possess the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven.' That's in one of
the basic prayers of ny faith. It always was taken netaphorically, of course,
but what if it's literal? The know edge—+the access to the other plane, to the
hi gh technol ogy we saw, even the very specifics of its existence—+s | ocked away
in some sort of data bank in the Exchange. Locked away after they sealed in the
Quintara. The keys, the nmeans of access to it, were in the hands of the Angels.
The Exchange could not use it against the others, the Mzl aplan couldn't use k
agai nst the others, either, so no Mycohl in the future could have second
thoughts on the grand desi gn and unl ock the Quintara once nore—and, for the
Mycohl, their position in the mddle was their insurance against a doubl e cross,
since neither the Guardians nor the Angels are exactly nmobile in the way the
Mycohl are. That is the underlying nmeaning of the great treaty, and that is why
all sides have yet maintained powerful military forces. The Angel s nust be
brought to the Guardians and the Mycohl must be the means to do it. It's the
only way. All three must cooperate. They must do sonething they haven't done
since the Quintara were |ast vanqui shed | ong ago: they nust trust each other
inplicitly and act as a team Together, they are nore than a match for the
Quintara. Still, even together, | wonder if they are also a match for the

Engi neer. Three dem gods of Quintara power do not equal one god."

"They got himbefore. Surely in those records you think are there there's an
account of howthey did it."

He nodded. "And so think of how far we still have to go. After all this tine,
are the Mycohl w se enough and trusting enough to see what nust be done? If they
deliberate too long, it will be inpossible. The Quintara will eat away at the
enpires and then there will be war. If they do, can we convince the Angels of
this adnmittedly bizarre hypothesis? And the Guardi ans? And, finally, can we get
themall together? The ways in which we could | ose are countless; the way to
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victory intine is a single path." He sighed "I feel very, very depressed about
all this."

She canme close to him "W're not the Angel s* Captain, or the Mycohl masters, or
the Guardians. W're just little people caught up in a whirlwind. It is out of
our hands, Captain. Your nmind is on the cosnic and the great puzzles and on

anal yzi ng everybody el se at | east partly because you don't want to think about
yoursel f."

"What ? What do you nean?”

"You can't keep it in forever, Captain. You' re too perfect and you work too hard
at it. You have that dark place inside your mnd, too. You ve got to let go a
little. You can't shut off your humanity without it eating you alive inside.
Even your Church knows that. Cone on, Captain, what do you say? Alittle, |ocal,
synbol i c version of what we have there.

The M zl apl an and Exchange joined, to a little therapeutic benefit to both."

"l —drn ...

"You can't be cosnic any nore, Captain. You, ne, we all have done what we can.
On the surface, we're all very different. Qur mnds don't work quite the sane
way, our values, norals, they're different. But, deep down, we're the sane. Qur
ancestors were born on the sane little ball of dirt long ago. W're Terrans,

and, on that basis we know that there are sonme things we have in comon that
culture and politics can never change. Think of ne as her if you want. She wants
you to."

In the end, he couldn't think of a reason why not. Unlike what she was thinking,
he never confused |ove with sex, but he thought highly of them both. And, after
all, he was in the end a captain in a foreign port, and she—well, she was a
willing foreigner.

Josef, when he cane out of his reverie, was not amused, and he let the captain
know it. Chin, for his ow part, had forgotten all about their mnd-link. "Wat
is the matter, Josef? Wasn't it good for you, too?" he asked lightly.

Josef was enraged at the comment and lunged for Chin. The captain sidestepped
the bull charge neatly and Josef went sprawling, which anmused hi meven | ess.

The starting fight in such close quarters brought the mnd-Iinked Mbdra and
Jimy out in a hurry, with Krisha and Grysta foll ow ng.

It was Mbdra who stepped in. "Now stop it | Now " she snapped.

Sone of Josef's rage transferred to her. "Now, now Look at the neek little
Exchange whore try and roar all of a sudden!”

She stared at himintently, suddenly tough as nails. "You watch your filthy
mout h! | know your mnd, Josef! | know what a brutal animal you are! | excused
it because of your upbringing, but I will not have thisl Long before you were
out in your big-man warship doing guard duty I was on dozens of worlds so

hostil e-and brutal you can only imagi ne them because you can get themfrom ny

m nd playing Russian roulette for pay! And I'mstill here! |I wonder how you'd
hypno those tentacl ed horrors on that swanp world? You woul dn't have lived
through the others just to get to that hellhole! | was the on-site head of a
private exploiter team | hired and fired nmuscle and talent |ike yours and
fought al ongside them while you were using your precious talent to push around a
bunch of hel pl ess peopl e! Nobody owns ne, |east of all the |likes of you,
Mycohlian! | mght rent nmyself out fromtine to tinme but you got good pay for
that! Now get up and stop this shit! If we've got to work together it's tine you
| earned how to behave!"
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There was a dead silence for a noment, even on the tel epathic band. Gun Roh
Chin, however, couldn't suppress a snile. Wen nothing el se seemed able to snap
her out of it, he unwittingly had done so.

Finally Jimry said, "You gonna |let her talk to you like that?"

A lot of eyes cast hateful daggers at the little man, who'd successfully closed
down Josef's graceful exit fromall this with a one-1ine conment.

"Mycohl rules, then," Mdra told himcoldly. "Wich means anythi ng you can get
away with. You and Ji my agai nst the four of us.”

McCray | ooked shocked. "Hey! Wait a minute! This isn't ny fight!"

"It is now," Grysta conmented acidly. "You nade it yours when you opened your
big mouth. | think there's three of us here been wantin' to beat sone sense into
you for along while!"

"What about it, Josef?" Gun Roh Chin asked, finding the experience quite useful
A lot of tension was being bled out here, including his ow, and yet much of the
very different group was thinking in teamlike terns again. "OF course, she'l
know your nobves as soon as you do, and nobody knows what | can do, or will do,

i ncludi ng you."

By this tine the big nman had cal med down. "It isn't worth it!" he snapped.
"She's not worth it!" But in his mnd, as Mddra knew, Josef had a far different
opi nion of her and of nany of the others. It was crazy, but sonehow he |iked
this Mbdra better than the other Modra.

"You mean—=2" Jimmy began, but Josef whirled on him
"You shut up, you little psycho, or/'// break your jaw" Josef snapped angrily.

"Shit! You nean we ain't gonna fight?" Grysta asked wistfully. "And | was al
set to plant a hoof right in Jimy's balls! Inthe old tine | always wanted to
do that to a lot of folks and | didn't have no |legs!"

Jimy stared at her. "You wouldn't! Wuld you?"

She shrugged. "I saved 'em Who's got a better right? Besides, | figured if your
m nd and his was kind' a together, he'd sort of feel what | did to you, right?"

Jimy | ooked around and saw the slight grins on nost of the other faces and
turned to Krisha, who'd renmai ned inpassive and who had her shield well up as
usual . "Yrfu, too? A priestess!"

"Not the kind of priestess you usually think of, aml|?" she retorted. "There are
no weak sisters here, McCray. They got elim nated. Now Mddra, and Josef, and the
captain, and even Gysta, like nyself, have all cone to terns with ourselves
here. We've beaten off our personal denons. Now it's your turn. You want to be a
eunuch, nobody will stop you the next time. But if you touch us, any of us, any
more, if you can't handle it now, well, there will still be two to represent the
Exchange. "

Shocked and feeling a little sick at this sudden ganging up on him Ji my
whirled in sonething of a panic and ran back to the aft conpartnent and cl osed
t he hatch door.

For a few seconds nobody spoke, then Gysta said, "Shit! The nedical stuff is
back there, you know. You don't think he'll really do it? Do you? Maybe | shoul d

"No!" Modra cane back sharply. "I don't know if he's going that way or not
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because he doesn't know. But he's got to resolve this, and soon. W can't stand
himthis way any nore and he's no good to us or to hinself, either. This is one
case where we can't interfere. Either he solves it or cones to grips with it

hi nsel f or he doesn't. If he can't, he's no better than the ones we left back
there, dead and gone. If he can't work it out, he'll be the weak |ink that
brings us all down."

Krisha sighed. "You're right, of course. But | was at |east as bad off as he
was, and | couldn't have done it wi thout help."

"He has foreclosed that possibility,” Gun Roh Chin said softly. "lIn every other
crisis he's been helped. By his God first, then his Church, then his first |ove,
then the teanms and Gysta."

"He never took it," Gysta noted. "He saved Ml |y against ny advice, although
now |'mkind a glad he did."

In the aft conpartnent, Jinmy McCray was thinking that it would be so nuch
easier if he could be alone. Mre than anything this connection, this | ack of
privacy, had prevented himfromany real introspection. Not that introspection
really hel ped.

Why' d you becone a priest? Well, because at |east one boy and one girl from each
famly was expected to, that's why; and because he'd been sonething of a young
hellion while his two brothers had been getting straight As in aptitudes that
were needed, it fell to him The pressures on himwere enornous anyway,

particul arly when Scan had made a tidy bundle with that repair business of his
while still in public school, and once Maureen had taken her vows, the pressure
on himfromchurch, famly, even local authority, had been unbearabl e. Besides,
what coul d you rmake of a kid who stole fromother kids, then turned the boodle
over to the little ones in the orphanage?

Just getting out of that atnobsphere to the closed and peaceful inner world of
the semi nary had done wonders for his peace of mnd, and when he'd found all
that denonol-ogy lore he'd gotten a real kick out of it. Doing battle with
denmons! Ww That was a proper nman's work! And at his ordination, the whole
fam | y—hell, the whole town—-had been there, |ooking proud as could be, with his
sai nted nother, God rest her soul, bawlin' her heart out because she was seeing
a priest and not a jailbird.

All in all, he'd had about as nuch choice in the matter as Kri sha.

And it was a grand power trip for a little while, what with everybody callin’

hi m Father Jim and askin' his blessin' and all, and those plain and sinple folk
of that first tiny parish they'd sent himto had such grand, incredible dirty
little secrets when they confessed!

But the only denons he ran into for real were within hinself. Pride, of course,
and envy for all the nice things noney could buy that he never could, and |ong
bouts of boredom cured not by prayer and fasting but by the bottle. Having your
ol dest brother inherit a half interest in a whiskey distillery was a doubl e
curse.

But the one he never could lick was pure lust. It was worse because wonen
trusted hi mwhen they'd trust no other man. Hell, you could tell your nost
intimte secrets to a priest, get advice, even be good friends and soci al

conpany. Priests weren't |ike other nen.

Only he was. They'd get real close, be the best friends, enjoy each other's
company, and then, suddenly, just like that, he was marrying themto the village
idiots, and christening their children, who couldn't be his children
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He'd prayed. God! How he'd prayed! But no answer ever canme. God never answered
back. The sane glib sem nary explanations of why bad 'things happened to good
peopl e and why nobst prayers weren't answered rang holl ow when he told themto
hi nsel f.

"You've talked to me many tines.

Did that Being, that Executive Oficer of that grand and heavenly Ship really
mean that? O was that just a sop because He needed hinf

Didit mtter? Wiat did it nmake of everything he'd believed, even if he'd
betrayed that belief? He was no saint that had ever lived in human flesh, that
was for sure. Was he the Captain's son, then? Had the Engi neer, |ong ago, |oused
up the Captain's pet project of attenpting to create an idyllic, natural society
by the introduction of a randomfactor, evil, into the experinment?

He suddenly remenbered ol d Fat her McManus, dying now, listening to himwail wth
his own petty problenms, oblivious to the old man's pain. Wat was it the old
boy' d sai d? "God knows we're too corrupt to be like him son. He certainly knows
I"mnot. Forget the hellfire and brinstone. Sonebody el se died for the guilt.
It's not sainthood he

seeks, lad. He tried that once. All he really wants is for us to trust Hm"

Trust . . . faith . . . That was the real problem Not that the encounter with
the Ship had cost himhis faith but rather that it had reaffirnmed it. The Bei ng,
addressing him specifically ... In that nmonment he'd gotten a glinpse behind the

curtain and it said that, while he m ght be wong in the particulars, for what
really nmattered he'd been right all along.

He' d hi dden that away from hinself, got into denial, rather than accept that
wonder ful news.

Because he was a priest, and the vows, too, were prayers. Never mind that other
clergy didn't have those vows, he'd taken them and not with exception and not
in a legal docunent to be filed away for lawsuits later. He'd prom sed God. And
Judgnent wasn't just at death for himbecause of that. To trust God neant doing
what Krisha had done, to accept what he was and woul d be. To accept that all
this was for sonme purpose, that he, and the others, had been part of a naster
plan to face evil head-on. Fromthe start on, the pattern seened absurdly clear
now. The roughhouse youth to toughen him the exposure to an old man's obsession
with ancient evil because one day he al one woul d have that know edge to use and
to save others. Even the Fall, to get himinto position, and Gysta, at just
that nmonent, to keep himfromhis basest inpulses. And now that know edge was
shared, it could be tapped by others, as if his mnd were a vast library of
incredi bly obscure but essential data. Even at the noment he'd finally struck it
big, could at least enjoy the luxuries riches would buy, he'd gone to Hel

i nstead of the bank

He' d thought too little of himself to believe that he night have such a grand
functi on.

But he was still a man and full of his lusts, and if the thought was truly the
same as the deed he'd already broken his vows, particularly every time Mdra had
done it. He'd actually gotten off each time; there was no way to shut it out,
and the pressure on himhad been enornmous each tine.

He thought of Marcian, an early bishop of the Church whose tirel ess work had
hel ped add Paul's letters to the Canon. He, too, had burned with lusts that had
al nrost consuned hi mand knew that his holy nmission to serve God which becane so
essential to the building of the true Church could not be fulfilled so long as
it was so. His solution, which had allowed the great work, was not unique in
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t hose tines.

Now why had he thought of Marcian, whom he hadn't thought of since sem nary? No,
that wasn't right. He'd thought of it once before, when he'd | ooked once too
often into her big, green eyes and had seen the sanme forbi dden desire reflected
back in her radiant face. He'd ignhored the idea then, and to what profit?

H s eyes went to the nedical station, and, all at once, he knew. The bl ackness
hadn't made himpull that knife; the blackness had rel eased all the inhibitions
hi dden deep within his soul, the corruption that had caused himand others so
much msery. Al at once the lid had come conpletely off, the inpul ses too
strong to withstand to do what he had sworn a vow never to do. He had never been
rel eased fromthose vows. He had wal ked away fromthe job, but he had wal ked
away a priest and a priest he still was.

To give in, as the near conpul sions insisted he do, would have been to spit upon
that which he still was and |l oved. Mrtal sin, beyond forgiveness or redenption
in his mnd. The Quintara, the Engineer . . . Satan would have his soul. The
good, the priest that was still within himand the only part of himthat truly
contai ned things he treasured and the val ues he cared about, had struck back at
the evil. Grysta had stopped himfrom saving hinself, and then the nmind-Iink had
built a wall so that his soul could only express its longing in hatred and
cruelty, that good side within himusing that to prevent total corruption, but
in blaming theminstead of hinself he'd made them pay a price for his weakness.

The bl ackness had been but a trigger, a hole poked in the dam hol di ng back his
darkest self. Suicide was denied hiny it was the one sin that would give hinself
to themas their plaything for eternity. There was no way to put the urges back
now, they'd waited too long for freedont. He could only become a Babyl oni an
perversion, a Ninrod-like antichrist to Kalia's Ishtar, perversion of the

Bl essed Virgin, or renove all possibility of a fall now and forever. For him at
this point, there was sinply no third choice.

<Jimy, don't!> Modra put. <I'll stop. | already nade that decision. And | don't
think Josef will be doing nuch, either. Even Grysta will go on the wagon so
there won't be rmuch opportunity. >

<Not now, perhaps, but it'll be in the nmnd, nmine, yours, his, and you won't be
taki ng those vows of mne on yourself forever. If it's got to be done, best it
be solved now rather than dwelling on it.>

<Think of Gystal>

<I am What nust | do? Continue to battle my lust for her by cruelty and petty
vi ol ence? Frustrate her as well? Better to free her.”>

Anot her incredibly powerful telepathic voice broke in. <McCray, | do not
under stand you, or the others,> Tobrush commented, <but it requires further
anal ysis before | can pernit it. Also, were you to choose it, it should be by
soneone el se who is conpetent to performit. >

There was a sudden trenendous force in his head, making himsuddenly very dizzy
and confused, unable to think, inpossible to fight off. In an instant he was out
cold in a dream ess sl eep

Al nost simul taneously, they felt the ship shudder and a hissing sound as the
hat ches of a shuttle and the frigate nmeshed and began pressurization. Wthin a
few m nutes, the bottom hatch opened and the | arge form of Tobrush oozed back
into the ship, now wearing a regul ation Jul ki -shaped Mycohl e-suit.

Modra and Josef had been nonmentarily stunned by the nental blow the Mycohl
master had thrown at Jinmy but were now pretty well recovered. Still, they
stared at the returning nenber with sonme confusion. "You' re not the sane," Josef
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said at last. "You' ve changed."

"l have," Tobrush responded through the translator for the benefit of the
others. "Come forward—all of you. Crowd around and | will show you sonething
none of your race has ever seen, nor any other."

They were all curious and not a little apprehensive, although all were happy
that things seemed to be starting up again.

The heretofore blank main screen was now activated. It showed a world, a gas
giant with a dozen great rings, not nuch different than other such worlds but as
spect acul ar | ooking as the best of them

"That is the heart of the Mycohl," Tobrush told them "It |ooks quite average,
but it is not. It is an incubator, a laboratory, and a library. Vast clusters of
my race exist there, conbining, unconbining, re-formng, able there to exist
out si de a body, gaining what they need fromnmaterials within the upper |ayers of
the planet and from processes begun eons ago. We are a collective race, but,
linked, we form separate and i ndependent single mnds. At sonme point, we nust
duplicate oursel ves and send the duplicate here, or bring it ourselves as | did,
depositing it first on a snmall noon that is within one of the rings, as | would
be crushed in this formif | went further. Al that | was, all that | knew or
experienced, was sent down. The cluster was a perfect copy of nmy true self. Then
I waited, until that record was nerged, reconbined, and anal yzed in ways

i mpossible to explain to you. Eventually, it caused a great Gathering, the first
i n thousands of years. The greatest single intelligence of ny kind, with al

that power, with all that vast know edge, was able to use and integrate what |
had contributed. Utinately, a data cluster was created and sent up to ne and
conbi ned with nyself. The Tobrush you knewis within ne, but | amfar greater
than that."

They stared at the screen and tried to visualize such a civilization. It made
the Quintara seemlike second cousins.

"There was a great tenptation to assimlate all or nobst of you," the Mycohl
master continued. "I amat capacity, as it were, and there is so nmuch nore we

ri eeded. Fortunately for you, our analysis showed that this grouping is not
random The statistical probability of it being pure chance is beyond

cal culation when the facts are factored in. In that, MCray is right. R ght now,
vast nunbers of ny people inhabiting bodies are making their way here to fil
that task."

There was sone relief at that. The possibility of the Mycohl taking them al
over had been in the back of everyone's m nd, although none wanted to really
think j about it.

"Do you have the answer?" @Gun Roh Chin asked.

"No, but your analysis was very perceptive, Captain. Al i of the data leads to
very much the conclusions you arrived at."

The captain was startled, then remenbered that Mddra had been there when he'd
made hi s educated guesses—had been a key to them in fact.

"So your race is the number one target," he conmented. "Revenge is primary."

"W believe so. The ancient records are not as clear as they should have been,
or that we thought they were. Apparently a lot of key Mycohl perished before
they could commt their records. Either that or sone higher power elimnated key
data. It appears that all the denon princes, and nmany, a veritable horde, of
underlings, were originally formed by using material fromthe transdi nensi ona
passages as vehicles for beings fromthe H gher Universe to operate in our own,
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much as we Mycohl use the bodies of others to give us nobility. They
were—scientists probably would be the closest word. | doubt if we can really
under stand what they are. Wen the experinents were ordered to cease and natura
| aw as established here to have sole dom nion, there was a nutiny anobng a
mnority of them led by the Engineer, as we think of him When they |ost the
mai n mutiny and fled downward, or aft, | suppose, to the engi ne regions, the
Captain ordered many of the others back in to root them out one by one if need
be. The warfare must have been bitter and trenmendous and fought on all planes.
The religions of many races went from sinple sun worship to el aborate structures
thanks to the nmere glinpses of it."

"Angel s and denons," Krisha said.

"Exactly."
"But nobody won," Modra pointed out.

"On the contrary. As we were warned, there is no such thing as true victory over
the eneny. W do not believe that they can be killed in any sense that we
under stand the word.

The best that happens is that they |ose their bodies, their anchors into this
uni verse and di nensional structure, and fall back into the interdi nensional

pl ane. Alas, there they can use the material to fashion new forns and energe
again."

"That's why they were all in suspended animation!" Krisha exclainmed. "If they
were |ocked in their bodies here, in our universe, they couldn't escape to the
ot her plane and energe anywhere sonebody drew a pentagranl”

"Yes, that is obvious," Tobrush replied. "But, as we saw with the Engi neer,
under the right conditions, and with the correct physics and interplane
geonetry, part of them and their influence, can extend into ours w thout
physical form That is what happened in the pyram d. Once the Four Princes who
were lords of the city were freed, they knew the conditions and exactly how to
doit. It isn't terribly difficult, I fear. Unwitting experinmenters, devi

wor shi pers, even unbelievers playing at ancient ritual, have managed to create
smal | openi ngs whi ch have caused no end of so-called supernatural phenonena over
the centuries. But the Engineer is so great and so enornous conpared to our
entire universe that he could emerge only in a.tiny part through a master
hatch. "

"The pool under the city," Krisha said. "I knew | felt something horrible."

Josef | ooked at the creature he'd once called teammate and friend. "All well and
good," he said, "but just what are you! And the other two as wel|?"

"A force had to be left. The Engi neer was at |arge and resourceful even if he
could not enter directly. Any inprisonnent of the Quintara had to be considered
dangerous. There was always the possibility that sonething |ike what happened
woul d happen. The | oyal agents could not be left free and on their own here. The
tenptation, particularly over tine, to play God thensel ves woul d be too great,
and, sooner or |later, sonme m ght beconme corrupted, even free the Quintara or the
Engi neer. "

Kri sha was awestruck. "So they nmade them nortals, races? You are the descendants
of the angel s?"

Tobrush's transl ator gave the best inmitation of a Terran sigh that it could.
"Alas, no. | wish it were so. In this sector of this galaxy, at the tinme of all
this, three races had evolved to a relatively high state and were reaching for
the stars. Three here. There are probably countless others out there we haven't
met as yet. The battlefield and the battle were truly vast in scope. These races
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were possibly the results of random evol ution, but possibly deliberately

engi neered—certainly the subject of the early experinents. W, of course,
becane the prizes, and the pawns, in the great battles. In the process, we also
assisted in one or the other side's evolutionary mani pul ations, starting nost of
the races off on a clinmb fromaninmal to sentience, or fromsentience to
civilization, depending. For exanple, we did not create, but we did hel p shape,
the course of the devel opnent of your own world."

"Then—we are the deliberate and pl anned children of the gods!" Krisha said
al nost prayerfully.

"You m sunderstand,"” Tobrush replied. "At that time we were working with and for
the Quintara."

Everyone gasped, and even Gun Roh Chin was appalled. "Are you saying that
Terrans are the spawn of denobns?"

"Pretty much, |I'mafraid so. However, you did becone sonething of a battl eground
yoursel ves, in a nunber of ways. You becane the subject of a great
experinment—the only attenpt we can find where the Crew attenpted to turn and
redevel op a Quintara-bred race. It appears Terrans becane al nbst an obsession
with them Mst races got only secondhand attention; yours received direct
intervention at all stages by both sides until the Quintara were defeated and
the Engineer forced to flee back into his domain."

"Original sin," Mdra said with a dry chuckl e.
"What ?" the captain asked her

"Original sin. A concept fromJimmy's religion. | have access to all that stuff,
renmenber. We're all born corrupt to the core and only faith and trust in God can
save us, not ourselves. The legend is that the first Terrans, Adam and Eve,

di sobeyed God by eating of a forbidden fruit and, as the father and nother of us
all, passed on that sin. My own ancestors had an al nost identical story,
different religion

entirely. Now we know it wasn't the fruit or the act; they were the fruit."

"Yin and yang," the captain responded. "The conflict of eternal opposites. In
this case, good and evil in all things. | find nmuch of this illumnating on
Terra's history, cultures, and character. Even reassuring. The only thing |I find
di sconforting is being a creation of those creatures.”

"You had no choice," Tobrush pointed out. "W were working for them renenber.
It is much nore enbarrassing. | rather think | preferred ny original horror that
we m ght have been a disease sent to kill them"

"But, in the end, you betrayed them and joined the other side fighting them"
the captain noted. "And you remain on that side, even if your ancestra
t enrper anment makes you unconfortable there.”

"What you say is true. By tenperanment, we are nore confortable with them In the
end, it appears to have been sheer pragmatism although, as | say, the nenories
are fragnmentary and inconplete. It came down to a result of being their eterna
subordinates in a Quintara-run society, or being absolute rulers of our own
realmand a third of the rest.”

"Let's hear it for norality," Mdra muttered.

"Morality is a subjective termused by victors to establish right and wong,"
Tobrush retorted. "It is irrelevant on this scale and for decisions of this
magni t ude. Evol ution proceeds out of self-interest. The Gathering wei ghed al
the possible futures and decided that our best long-terminterest for the race
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was with the other side. W set a trap with the Quintara's unknow ng
participati on—+they are extrenely arrogant—and we |lured the Engineer into it. W
sprung the trap as the other two sides closed on the center, and drove hi m back
beyond the hatch, depriving the Quintara of their ultinmate source of power and
control until the Engineer could regroup and find other neans."

"And the Quintara surrendered?" the captain asked.

"By no nmeans. Depriving them of the Engineer only placed themon our |evel, and
they were—are—present in incredi ble nunbers. The war was vicious and | asted for
centuries. Wwole civilizations were wi ped out; worlds were destroyed, others
pushed back into barbarism They could not win, not three against one, but there
is an expression in sone cultures—fighting |ike denons,' | believe, or
sonething like it—that marks their ferocity. You could kill them but that
sinmply pushed them back to the other plane where they could build thensel ves
anew. The only thing they feared was the suspension. Wen death holds no terror,
and to be counted out you nust be captured alive and intact, you can see what
toll it took. Alnpbst the whole of this galaxy was invol ved; now see how far back
we were pushed, how, even now, we are rediscovering barely a third of what once
was ours."

Krisha sighed. "And that now t hreatens to happen again."

"I't could,"” the Mycohl adnmitted. "But everything they have right now is being
thrown against the Three Enpires here. It is still early, but we are weak and
have | ost or forgotten so nuch. Their corruption spreads as nore and nore of
their forces are deployed and nmore of their black non-matter is gathered. Last
time we started with eyes open, knowi ng who and what was faced. Now the Quintara
seek to weaken fromw thin and divide us, collapse the Treaty, have us so

estranged and at each other's throats that we will be unwilling and unable to
unite against them If they are able to seize the Three Enpires, this gal axy
wi Il be envel oped in a darkness beyond conception. The Three Races wll be
utterly destroyed. The rest of you will becone the playthings, the slaves, of

the Quintara, and their armto nove beyond. Mrre inportantly, the nore his

m nions rule absolutely, the larger the area that the Engi neer hinself may
enter. From our own puny material point of view, his power would seemlinitless,
absolute. To us, for all practical purposes, he would becone our one true and
omi present God."

"And we've had a taste of what sort of god he'd be, haven't we?" Krisha
br eat hed.

Wi le the others saw the problemin noral or netaphysical terns, Josef saw it as
basically a mlitary problem "Wat you are saying is that the Quintara
objective will be to capture territory and people, to enlarge the hole, as it
were, for their |eader. On this scale, at the hatch, that whole thing we sensed
must be a mere hair or single cell of skinin relation to the whole. Fighting
the Quintara beconmes neani ngless until we deal with their |eader. Push hi m back
now, while so little of himis here. Push himback and we can take on the rest,
like last tine. Let too much of himget in, and it's all over."

There were nods and murnmurs of assent all around, but Gun Roh Chin had to dash
cold water on their enthusiasm

"A'l right, we understand the basic background and the problem at |east as much
as we are ever able to conprehend creatures so alien and of such awesone power.
Fine. Find the Engineer, push himback in, and seal the hatch. Wbnderful. Now,
does anything in that organic database of yours, Tobrush, tell you just how

we' re supposed to do it? You' ve been close to the thing, felt some of its power.
W didn't even dare |look at this hair, this cell of skin!"

That stopped them Finally Tobrush said, "The entire nature of the trap and how
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it was sprung is not within our ancestral nmenory. Only by bringing the Three
Races together will there be any hope of finding out how Sonehow, though, I
know the answer is there. W were very careful when it ended. The records are
quite clear there. Access to the stations and the entire network was seal ed of f,
| est anyone, even by accident, discover it and free them It nust have taken the
Engi neer centuries, at least, to figure out how to nmaneuver one lying inactive
ina still inconplete Quintara tenplate and get it through to that world where
it was discovered. The closest world to any of us, perhaps, that had been
prepared for one but hadn't been conpletely tied to the network when the war
began. Tinme is only a factor to hi mwhen his actions inpinge on our universe."

Chin nodded. "I agree. It's up to us nowto bring the other two factors into
play. If Krisha and | can get back to the Mzlaplan, | amcertain of an
audi ence. And if the CGuardi ans, whatever they are, are still around and got that

message we sent, the Exchange nenbers of our team should also find an interested
ear or whatever they have."

"Qur records only indicate that they are silicates," Tobrush told him "O her

than that we know little nore than you, although we are certain that they stil
exist and are still in control. Indeed, as silicates, there mght well be ones
anong them who were living even in those tines of war."

"Coordination could be a problemw th us, though," the captain noted. "W are
going to need to cut through a lot of attenpts to stop us and get together
after.”

"Quite so. W will provide a nmethod for comunication beyond the obvious Treaty
Worl d, which would be a certain Quintara target. You nust nake them believe us
and in the urgency of the case. You must bring them W will provide the means

to get you both to the frontier."

"Jimy and | are mind-linked— Mdra started, then stopped. "Ch, yeah. Wat
about Ji my?"

"I amunqualified to evaluate his total nmental state," Tobrush admitted, "but he
is so disturbed, so pulled by his prinmitive religious conditioning and his

bi ol ogi cal and psychol ogi cal needs, that it is ny inpression he would need the
long-termaid of experts to nake hi msane and whol e again. W sinply do not have
the luxury of tine for that."

"Hey! Wait a minutel" Gysta broke in. "I think I got sonething to say about
that. Can't you just super-hypno himor sonething? Make hi mnot want it? Then,
when it's over, he can get the help he needs."

"I't wouldn't work," the Mycohl responded. "Ch, it would for a tine, certainly,
but you saw that wall the Quintara were putting up on the border. Just one
touch, an accidental brush with it, would undo everything, and how well | could
expel it and exercise control fromafar is sonething we don't know. If he
surrendered to it he would draw the energy to himlike a magnet. He woul d
becone, as he fears, another Kalia. He is too fragile; a Quintara could break
himin a noment no matter what | did. Mdra, even you, would be overcone and
fall into their hands, and the last |link we need m ght not be forged. Even now,
all of us will be targets. Through the mind-1ink they would be able to find and
target Josef and mnysel f. Considering your origins and point of view, Gysta, you
are not a credible alternative

You hel ped open the way that began all this. It is now your turn to pay the
price of that action."

"Yeah? Well, you sure got a lot of confidence in Mdra, there, who's.gonna be
flyin' through the sanme shit."
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"You miss the point," Tobrush responded. "I have no confidence in anyone's
i ndividual ability to withstand such power. If McCray is left as he is, both are
surely dooned. Renove this elenent and McCray may be strong enough to bring them

both through."

Krisha sighed. "I alone, | think, understand his tornent. It is still easier for
me. What is proposed for himwas al ready done to ne when | became a priestess.
It made ny own personal decision rmuch easier. | also did not share your

experience with the Ship, and your nenories of it are, to nme, incoherent."
"Yeah, you did sort of have to be there," Mdra admitted.

@n Roh Chin felt suddenly very stupid. O course Krisha woul d have no interest
in sex! She might have longed for it as something she knew she could not share,
but she had been totally neutered after ordination, as all the Holies were. She
| ooked such a fine figure of a woman, though. ... In a sense, it nmade her fina

choice all the nmore understandable, but at the same tine it shattered once and

for all a cherished little fantasy.

"Ji my now believes he has a reason for existing, a specific assignhment fromhis
CGod," the priestess continued. "He doesn't want to do this, he feels he has to.
He feels that if he does, he can do the job. That faith, that belief, may be
enough. His faith, like mne, prizes faith and enphasi zes sacrifice. This is his
sacrifice to his God. It is the ultimate act of faith."

"Holy cats! | don't believe this!" Gysta exclained.

Modra | ooked at her. "You think we like it? Wiile you were on his back you never
let himget it out; now you can't get it fromhim There's sone poetic justice
in that. Sonme people are born to be tragic figures, | guess, and Jinmy's one of
them Don't worry, you'll still nake out all right. As his legal wife you'll get
hal f his share of what's been piling up in an account since we conpleted our
job. You'll have

money, and he won't care who or what you take up with."

Grysta thought a nonment. "Yeah. Half that fee. ... | hadn't thought about that.
And no conpli cati ons. "

Selfish to the core as always, Mddra thought. She was the Engi neer's perfect
t ool

"The best tinme to do it is now," Tobrush noted, "so that the body can adjust.
It's somewhat conplex to do right. There are chemnical inbal ances, hornones, al
the rest needi ng conpensation."”

"Yeah?" Grysta responded, not quite done yet. "And who's gonna do it? You?"

"Yes. Unlike the rest of you, it is a neaningless procedure to nme and serves ny
ends. There is a conplete single-occupant nedical cocoon aft, and anal ytica
prograns for male Terrans, since Josef is the commander of this vessel. W will
begin as soon as we are under way for the M zlapl anian border. There we can
transfer the two of you for the final stage of your journey. The tinme to trave
back to the Exchange border will allow some healing and adjustnent."

"And what will you two be doing while the rest of us are of f?" Mdra asked,
trying not to think about the subject.

"Josef and | will be quite occupied. There are conditions approachi ng anarchy or
civil war in many areas, and we cannot spare a lot of mlitary fromthe borders
right nowwith all the tension. The center of the worst disturbance struck a
famliar note in us and we feel conpelled to check it out."
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Josef nodded. "It seens we have to have a little reunion with an old shipmte."

RACES H GH AND LOW

"THE CORRUPTI ON |'S NOT AS DENSE AS ALONG the Exchange border," Gun Roh Chin
noticed, |looking at his screens.

"Yes, but the fact that it is here at all is not a pleasant onen," Krisha
replied worriedly. "Can you avoid it?"

They were in a small Mycohlian courier craft with civilian registry and | D which
had been waiting for them near the border. There had been no tears, even though
they were breaking apart the group of survivors who had w t hstood the worst
anyone had been expected to take in mllennia. They were enem es who had been
forced to beconme allies, a mcrocosmof what they now hoped woul d happen on a

| arger scale, but, for now, they were going hone.

"I'"l'l do ny best," he pronised. "I nmay have to run this thing up close to
maxi mum speed to beat the stuff closing in on us, but |I think I can nmake it. The
big problemwi Il be, if we come through that fast fromthis direction and in
this ship, will they ask questions or blow us out of space?"

"That woul d be an ugly wel come hone," she agreed. "Shouldn't we try and contact
t henP"

"Too risky at this point. Hyperspace communication goes through this plane. |
bet it |ooks solid as a rock to those things and would draw them i ke children
to candy. No, they're life, of sone sort, but they're pretty dunb beasts. Let's
not call them"

He saw an opening, took it, and gunned the engi nes wi de open. The nmasses on
either side sensed the oncom ng ship, or, nost likely, the energy blister around
it, and began closing, but he'd timed it just right. He had to swerve suddenly
to avoid a third, snmaller, nmass beyond that had been obscured by the first two,
but then he felt in the clear. Wen he saw that they weren't going to attenpt a
futile chase, he opened up the communications channel to the M zl apl ani an
mlitary frequencies.

"Reserve Commander Gun Roh Chin incomng in Mycohl craft, unarnmed,” he reported.
"One passenger, Krisha the Holy Mendoro, telepath. Request rendezvous wth
either a mpjor mlitary craft or Holy Armas quickly as possible.”

For a while there was no reply, then, suddenly, a voice asked, "You' re a what
with a who?"

He repeated the call, slowy this tine.

"If you're who you say you are, what are you doing in a ship of those
devi | - wor shi pers?"

"W are the lone survivors of a Holy Arm " he explained. "The rest we nust
report to the highest authority."”

Anot her, very different voice broke in, obviously using a translator. "This is
Admiralty Security. W will send you course, heading, and speed. Keep to them
precisely. Any deviation and we will blow you up. Proceed on that course unti
you see a beacon and halt there. Sonmeone will neet you and take you off. You
have e-suits?"

"Yes, but not exactly regulation.” The captain snmled wyly, wondering what sort
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of confusion would result when two people got out of a Mycohl ship wearing
Exchange bl ue.

"There it is!" Krisha cried. She seened al nbst unable to believe that she was
really home, back in the Mzl aplan once nore. Chin, too, felt a certain wonder
at that. None of them had ever really expected to survive this |ong.

"I"'mat full stop at your beacon," he reported. "Now get us out of here!"

O course, it wasn't as sinple as that. Under even normal conditions they woul d
have been treated with extrene suspicion; under the kind of war buildup they'd
been witnessing, he was anmazed at their gentility.

They were scanned, probed, and everything else, and finally a shuttle of

fam liar design appeared and approached them then docked. They | ocked down
their suits and he depressurized the cabin, then he went over and opened the
airlock. Two gold-suited figures | ooked back at them from perhaps five nmeters
away. One took a small pack and fired a line to them which snaked across.
Krisha caught it and secured it to the hatch rail, and then, one at a time, they
made their way across.

The two M zl apl ani ans proved to be Mesoks, the fierce, huge race that did a | ot
of the risky work for the Mzlaplan. One of their nunber |ay dead back in that
passage to Hell.

"You' re about the nost confused peopl e we have ever seen," one of the soldiers
commented. "M zl apl ani ans in Exchange suits in a Mycohl ship. 1'd al nost give up
my next | eave to hear your story!"

The other was less jolly. "As soon as we repressurize, both of you will strip to
your skins and stand away fromthe suits,” he ordered. "No funny business. He is
a hypno and I ama null."

A hypno! "Are you of Holy Orders, then?" Krisha demanded to know.

"I am Kadok the Holy Lamak," the hypno replied. "I am Chief of Security for this
sector."”

Al t hough that hardly nmade him a bishop or father of the Church, it meant he was
on the sane | evel as herself and ordai ned, and that nmeant he had a perfect right
to put her under if he felt like it.

The lights came up to full, indicating normal pressure. "Now, over there. A
conplete strip,"” Kadok ordered. "Wen you are done, kick the suits over to the
sergeant.”

They did as instructed. By now, nudity seened al nost nornal.

The suits were bundl ed, boxed, sealed, and then jettisoned, although they would
remain within close proximty to the Mycohl courier craft. Both would be picked
up by mlitary teans and gone over with a mcroscope before they' d be all owed
near anything val uabl e.

"Sit!" the security officer instructed. "Facing ne!"

They did as instructed, and Gun Ron Chin | ooked directly in the Mesok's huge,
menacing red eyes and smled. "It is wasted on ne, Holy One. I'mas null as they
cone. "

Krisha tried to scan the hypno's surface thoughts to see what was going to
happen next, but he had quite a good meditative bl ocking scheme. He would go far
in the Church. Still, he nmade no further effort to hypno either of them and
didn't even engage in nuch conversation
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They docked first with a cruiser, where they were marched off and through an

el aborat e decontani nati on procedure. At the end, Krisha was given a green robe
of the standard Order and Gun Roh Chin got into the first pair of pants and
shirt he'd worn in ages. It actually felt funny, the shoes in particular. Then
they were taken to separate cabins, snmall and | ocked fromthe outside as well as
bei ng guarded, where each took the opportunity to freshen up

The wait dragged on, and eventually the captain decided to go to sleep. Cddly,
it was the soundest sleep he could renenber having in recent nenory. In fact, it
took a physical shaking to wake himup

The Mesok let himthrow sonme water in his face, then he went out and down the
corridor until they reached a |arger room The sol dier knocked, there was a
muffl ed reply, and the door was opened for himand he stepped through

He found hinmself facing three officers, all, to his surprise, Terrans. One was a
very dark man with broad features and curly snowwhite hair who wore the
rust-gold uniformof the navy and the insignia of a conmander. The second was a
younger man of Chin's own stock, Han Chinese nost certainly, wearing medica
whites. The third was a tiny but exotically pretty young woman who | ooked little
more than a girl, but who wore a green robe with golden trim Sone sort of nixed
Asi an stock, but it worked. Not for the first tinme did he wonder why all the
really gorgeous ones turned out to be clergy. And not just clergy. She must have
been far ol der than she | ooked to have attained the rank of el der bishop, a rank
different frombut equal to his old and now | ost friend Morok

She was certainly the highest-ranking Terran of any profession that he'd seen
outside of a Terran worl d.

"Captain, | am Conmander Agaguwak," said the dark military man. "This i s Doctor
Chu, and we are honored by the presence of Her Eminence Mng the Holy Kwo."

He gave a m|ld seated bow to each in turn but said nothing.

"W have verified that you are who you say you are," the comrander conti nued,
"and that is remarkable in itself considering the files Her Em nence brought
with her. You nust appreciate, Captain, that you vanished into eneny territory
over nine weeks ago and your ship and crew were turned over to us by the
Exchange two weeks ago with a story that you'd all vanished on this renote
frontier world, along with Mycohl and Exchange personnel. Your sudden
reappearance, let alone the nmanner of it, is causing a considerable stir."

"Ni ne weeks," Chin repeated. "It seens like a lifetine."

The commander cleared his throat. "Do you just want to tell us what happened? In
your own words? This is being recorded, of course."

"OfF course," he responded. "I will do what | can." And, with that, he did-after
a while, oblivious to the fact that he was, perhaps, giving too nuch detail for
them He spared little, not even Krisha's own horrors, since, after all, they

were going to read all this out of her mind anyway and he was just being used to
corroborate her story which, of course, had to sound like total insanity to
them The fact that she believed it was beside the point.

Wien he finished, they took a short break, and he was able to get a drink of
wat er. Wien they regrouped, it was Her Eninence who started it off.

"You realize, of course, that you both are heretics," she said calmy

"Holy One, ny views before and after have barely altered and were al ways known
to the Inquisition,"” he pointed out. "In spite of that | was a nenber of and
participant in an Arm As to the truly heretical portions, | was not able to
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witness them being null, nor was Sister Mendoro due to shock after a
particularly vicious attack by an evil force that is nost un-heretical and, |
assure you, very, very real. W nerely report themas part of the record, with
I mght personally add, the conviction that the Mycohlian and Exchange personne
reported what they truly believed. McCray's subsequent actions, | believe,
confirmthat."

"Do you think they actually spoke with the gods?" she pressed.

"I believe that they think they did," he responded carefully. "I don't think
that their mnds, any of their mnds, even the Mycohl naster's, had the ability
to actually see and perceive anything on that plane. It would be |like one born
blind attenpting to interpret something purely in ternms of color, lighting, and
shadi ng. Their m nds gave shapes to things that have no shapes as we understand
them and voices with normal qualities to things that have no need of that
sense. "

"And the Mycohlian claimthat we are the spawn of denons with their hel p?" she
asked sharply.

"Havi ng seen firsthand how we are such vessels of corruption, and know ng that
we cannot save ourselves but nust rely on others, nost particularly the Church
and its Holy Angels, | find it at |least credible, as depressing as it is to ne."

"You are a dangerous man, Captain," she responded coldly. "Mrok fought many
battles to protect you because you beguiled himinto believing you were serving
the Holy Church, but you left your protector to the denons. |, for one, find it
nost telling that the purest and best of an Armwas destroyed while only you and
a priestess on the edge of falling into your evil ways cone out-—whole!"

H s eyebrows went up. "Am | being debriefed or aml on trial? If | amon trial,
where is my interlocutor? | believe | have rights as a citizen and a nmlitary
of ficer."

The commander sighed. "Captain, none of this happened in civil time nor during
any period of service. *Yqu were at the time a nmenber of an Armof the Holy
Inquisition. In that regard, jurisdiction is assuned by the Church, not by civi
or military authority. | amhere nerely as a witness."

He stared at themall in disbelief. "This is unprecedented!" he objected. "Never
before to ny know edge has a civilian, even one ordered into the service of an
Arm been subject to Church discipline. Has the M zl apl an changed i n ni ne weeks?
Have the Lawgi ver's Books, which have stood for thousands of years, been
suddenly altered?"

They made no reply, none of them and he stared at each in turn. They're scared
of sonething, he realized suddenly. They're terrified. "Sonething has happened,
hasn't it?" he asked at | ast. "Sonething horrible. If the lawis to be so

twi sted against me, | believe | have a right to know what it is."

"Capt ai n—= the conmander began, but the priestess silenced him "Enough!"

The military man finally lost his tenper, even in the face of one so high. "Holy
Mother, | will not be silent! This man is right! And if exception is nade for
him then the Law crunbles, and we becone no better than the rest!"

"Your inpertinence risks nore than your career. Comander," she warned. "You are

dangerously close to joining him™"

"Then so be it! | knowto whomthis record will go. | amcontent to let those
hi gher than you judge ny soul. If nmilitary code were to be in place or not at
the whimof every officer, this ship would soon cone apart, this fleet rendered
i noperable. | have no authority to stop you fromtaking this man, but if | am

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (149 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ninety %20Trillion%20.txt

here merely as wi ndow dressing rather than as an honest observer and officer,
then | conmit a greater sin by allowing it! |I will speak!"

She was furious, but she had enough control to keep it under. Finally she said,
"Very well, make your pretty little speeches and tell himwhat you will. It wll
make no difference."

Chin hoped the inference wasn't |ost on the commander. Records could be doctored
before they were sent. On his ship, however, records could also be kept, copied,
and stored in nore than one pl ace.

The conmmander seened |ike the kind who knew the ropes pretty well. The kind of
man the M zlaplan could ill afford to discard before a possible war

"This is what we have cone to, Captain, in the short time you were nmissing," the
officer said to him "Such a scene as we just had woul d have been unt hi nkabl e
only ten days ago. The great balance is coming apart at a speed that frightens
all of us who truly believe in this system In eleven different parish zones

cl ergy have seized control of all civil governnent and suspended all rights. Ad
hoc I nquisitions have been formed producing rule by terror w thout cause. As
much as ten percent of the navy is in open mutiny, killing their clerics and
going wild. Sone crossed the border in suicidal raid on M/cohl ships and worl ds
bringing us to the brink of war. In response, the Inquisition has arrested and
subjected to brutal mnd control many of our top officers, even those intensely
| oyal, and key commrercial, diplomatic, and scientific | eaders as well. People
who | ove their Church are becoming terrified of it, and the word cannot be
suppressed. "

@n Roh Chin heard this, and even though he understood he was appal | ed. Not
here. Not the Mzl aplan. "Spacers," he said.

"Huh? What's that?"

"Spacers first. The navy going right through this stuff. It enters, corrupts,

rel eases the worst. The Inquisition flies frompoint to point. | saw what they
can do to even one who is ordained. Qur core is solid. It was neant to be. But
they don't need to rot our core. If we don't have faith in each other, and
trust, and nutual respect of clergy and lay people, that faith cracks." He stood
and stared at the tiny priestess. "You say | amto be treated as a priest, under

religious laws. Very well. Under religious |law the Inquisition cannot
investigate itself. | demand an inmedi ate hearing before the only one qualified
to judge a nenber of the Inquisition charged with heresy. | demand judgnent by a
Hol y Angel I'"

The bl ood drained from her face. "How dare you! No | ayman may have Audi ence!”

He hadn't been around Manya off and on all those years without |earning

sonething. "Very well. There is no civil law. There is no mlitary law |If there
is only Holy Law, then | nust be given that right! If you refuse nme, under Holy
Law, | may be accused of heresy but you stand cormitting a heretical act on the

record and in the presence of witnesses! O do you abolish religious |aw as
well? If religious law is abolished, then it is you who have surrendered to
Hell, not I, for if we do not have that we have nothing at all!" He turned back
to the conmander. "How did she get here anyway? WAs any hyperspace trave

i nvol ved, sir?"

The conmmander, too, was shaken. "I cannot go that far, but | can go at least to
your |egal argurment. Holy Mdther, |I'msorry, but by your own definitions you
have surrendered jurisdiction over this man."

"And the priestess, too," Chin rem nded him

The commander cleared his throat again. "Yes, yes, that is true. Holy Mot her?"
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@un Roh Chin had never seen anybody that sinmultaneously furious and confused.
Finally she resolved the logic |oop as nuch as she was able. "Very well. Doctor,
what do you say?"

The doctor, who'd been totally inpassive through this, now spoke. "I would say,
Hol i ness, that this man is both the sanest and the nost dangerous man | have
ever net."

She gave up. "All right, then, Captain, | shall transmt your claimand demand
to the office of the Mobst Holy Angel of this sector. If the Mbst Sacred conmands
it, you will have your audi ence. That, of course, would produce a de facto

ordai nnent. A voluntary one at that And then, as a null, you will be remanded to

the Inquisition for requisite surgery and psychochem cal conditioning. And that
happens to be ny particular office."

They |l ed him back to his quarters, but in about half an hour the door opened and
he was surprised, and pleased, to see the commander enter

"l hope this is a visit rather than you joining ne," Gun Roh Chin said dryly.

"Ch, don't worry so" much about that," Agaguwak assured him "I was acting under
full authority fromthe bridge and even our clerical personnel were supportive.
My job was to listen to your account and act according to what | believed was
right at the end of it. Alot of us are like you, Captain. They don't |ike what
is going on and they don't know what to do about it. Everybody's scared,

Captain. W'd have no hesitancy to go full into battle against a Mycohlian
fleet, but this strikes at the heart of all we would be fighting for. Mst of us
have families, too."

Chi n nodded. "I understand."

"You'll appreciate, though, that I went as far as any of us could back there.
There's always been a lot of anti-Terran sentinment. You know that. We are the

| argest single racial group in the Mzlaplan, yet we're one percent of the

hi ghest | evels of the Church, there are no Terran admirals, no Terrans on fl eet
staff, and Terrans are only a minuscul e percentage of the | eadership anywhere."

"That | was fully aware of. It is why | chose a civil career rather than a
mlitary one. At least there | could command nmy own ship."

"Yes. Then you can understand the effect on many On Hi gh when a Stargin, a
Mesok, and a Gholl are sent off with two Terrans and only the two Terrans
return. Return with an account that says that, wth one understandabl e
exception, all of the others who returned to their honel ands were Terrans, too.
A lot of the disturbances here have begun on Terran worlds and on
Terran-control |l ed vessels. It's not exclusively our race, but we seemto stand
out. That's why they sent Holy Mdther M ng. They knew she was a rigid,

i nfl exible fanatic—that's why she's risen to that rank—and so there could be no
clains of raci smwhen she would be judge, jury, and executioner. You turned the
tables on her pretty neatly, but she's a bad eneny. It seens to ne that you
bought sonme tinme but little else.”

@un Roh Chin sighed. "Commander, 1'll be honest with you. | expected to be dead
weeks ago. | amstill amazed that | amhere at all. | am here because | have one
job, one task left to perform The Holy Angel s nust be convinced. W nust avoid
a war that would not only destroy us but would place us, our famlies, and our
descendants unto the end of tine under the ultimate evil. The Holy Angel s have
so insul ated thensel ves fromour society that all of their information and
viewpoints are filtered through a | ayer of Mdther M ngs. Under ordinary
circunstances, they wouldn't even send a report on us to them The only hope

had was that the ordination binds all priests to Hi gher Law. | had thought—-hoped
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is a better word—that Krisha would be sufficient. As a telepath, and a
priestess, they could read everything out and know it was true. Now it appears
that | will have to make a full commitnent. | won't pretend it does not matter
to ne, but | ama wal king dead man anyway, each day being one | stole fromthe
Quintara. If it takes my mind or ny life or anything else, it doesn't natter, so
long as the Holy Angels get the direct and uncol ored information."

The commander nodded. "I can see now why you have survived, and why you are in
this position. Few woul d have that kind of courage and dedication."

That enbarrassed the captain, who changed the subject. "Wat about Krisha? Is
she all right?"

"She's had a rough tinme. She's been hypnoed, gone through telepathic
interrogation, the works. They've tried everything they have here to shake her,
and they've failed. She has, in fact, inpressed everyone except Mther M ng, who
remai ns convinced that your priestess was reprogrammed by the Mycohl and sent
back to destroy the faith. Mng is convinced, by the way, that you will not be
grant ed audi ence. "

"She set the rules and made a formal charge on the record. She has no choice."

"Yes, assuming your case actually gets to a Holy Angel. Once you two are off
this ship you're entirely in Church hands."

"l have to trust that, having cone this far, we will not be denied at this late
date. Wen she made ne a full nenber of the Inquisition | could hardly believe
my ears. Nothing short of divine intervention could have given us such an

openi ng. "

"l hope. you are right, Captain. I am nmuch nore confortable going to war agai nst
demons than agai nst the Mycohl, knowi ng the horrible price that would exact, and
I relish civil war even |ess."

"Well, | think the Mycohl will hold off. They're scared, too. And at sone point
in the past they stopped worshiping devils and started worshiping thensel ves.
don't like them their enpire is a taste, a pale imtation, of what Quintara
rule would be. But | trust themto save their own necks. You are a good nan,
Conmander. Avoid those black regions and obey your consci ence and your beliefs.
After this, someone el se might have to be the nost dangerous man in the

M zl apl an. "

Krisha | ooked as bad as she had in the Quintara city—drawn, thin, hollow eyed,
and sonewhat battered—but her spirit was strong, and, characteristic of her, she
was nmore concerned with himthan with herself.

"Captain, you cannot do this!" she told him her voice hoarse and rasping, a
shadow of itself.

"It's all right,’
the goal matters."”

he responded. "Your life or mne nmeans nothing in this. Only

He hated M ng for what she'd done to Krisha, but he had sonme satisfaction in the
fact that her worst efforts had not brolcen his priestess, and that the Holy
Angel had commanded an audi ence with them He was not surprised, once the word
got through. To refuse himwould be the same as saying to the ship and clergy
that Holy Law was false; it had probably tied the Angel's staff in knots trying
to figure out a way to refuse, but ultimtely they'd been forced to propose it,
thus placing the Angel hinself in the sanme position

Now t hey descended to a peaceful, green world very simlar to the one upon which
all this had started three nonths—a lifeti m—ago. Curiously, he felt no
apprehension, just a sense of unreality, as if this were sonmehow all a dream
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"It was different with McCray," Krisha whispered hoarsely. "He had to do it to
save his soul. But you, Captain—they will destroy your mnd as well as
emascul ate your body. Your wi sdom al ready exceeds nost of ny teachers', and you
shoul d be married, have many fine children."

He had t hought once about beconming a priest, actually, but he hadn't wanted to
pay the price, and the M zl apl an needed nulls independent in thought and action
nmore than it needed priests. How turns the Weel of Life, he thought, stil
feeling distant fromreality.

It was not a Terran world, although it had resenbled one fromthe air. It was a
thun world, peopled by purple lizard-like centauroids with recessed beak-I|ike
mouths in their chests. He wasn't sure he'd ever run into any before, but he was
unlikely to get to know them now. He had vainly hoped for a Terran world, or at

| east one of a half-dozen others, where he m ght have been able to get a cigar
If there was ever an excuse for snoking a cigar and sipping the best wines, this
just had to be it.

The huge granite Tenple, however, with its nultiple onion domes and

reddi sh-brown rock facing, made him forget anything el se. How nany times had he
gone past one of these, or stared at them and wondered what was inside? Only
priests went inside these tenples, though, and if you weren't one when you went
in, you were when you came out.

The chief steward, resplendent in his bright, shiny golden robes and vestnents,
was a Mnter, a creature with tentacles where the face should be and eyes on
stal ks growi ng from behind. Like many races, it needed a translator to pick up
the t-band and translate it into standard speech, which nmade it sound like it
was somewhat hol |l ow and mechani cal

"The staff will take them and prepare themfor their audienzzz," the steward

told M ng.

"I shall assist,” the Holy Mther responded. "I have some extra preparations
feel are necessary for the candidate." She neant Chin.

"You shall wait here,
you w sh."

the steward responded. "You may uszz the prayer roomif

"I protest! | nust aid in his preparation. As sector director of the Inquisition
| —

The steward cut her off. "Shut up!" he said curtly.

She was startled. "Wat?"

"Where do you think you are? Perhapzz you should revi ew your vowzz," the steward

suggested. "Start with the onezz on obedi enzz."

She opened her nouth as if to say sonething, then closed it. She bowed | ow,
turned, and left them but with an angry, alnost defiant stonping notion

"Perhapzz she is no longer up to that job," the steward said, really to hinself,
al though the translator gave nmutter-ings equal weight with statenents. Gun Roh
Chin repressed a snmle and stood inpassive, as did Krisha.

"Come," said the steward, and | ed them back into the |abyrinthine building that
seenmed so nmuch larger inside than out. Not |ike the crystals of the stations,
but inpressively so nonethel ess.

They put himthrough the usual, running himthrough everything froma germcida
shower to a scented bath, cropping his hair close, all that. Finally, they
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brought himto an anteroom where Krisha al so waited, scented and with hair cut
about as close as his. She still |ooked tired and drawn, and the bruises were
coming in clearly, but she'd cone too far to surrender now.

"Nervous?" she asked him her voice much better. They must have given her
somet hing to hel p,

"Yes," he admtted. Al his |life he'd seen the great gray statues of the Holy
Angel s and been taught of their presence on world after world, but he had never
really expected to see one in the flesh. O course, he'd never expected to
encounter a Mycohl nmaster, either. At |east not encounter one—better to part as
conrades than as occupied territory.

Up to now he'd al ways wondered if he was inmune even fromthe powers of an
Angel . Now he knew at | east he was imune fromthe powers of devils, and
i npenetrable to Tobrush as well.

The statues were always idealized, of course, but they were so damed ugly. He
hoped he coul d keep a reverential posture.

After what seened like an eternity, the great door opened and the steward
energed. "Krisha the Holy Mendoro," he said. "His Em nence grants you audi ence."
Chin started to

get up as well, but the steward stopped him "Not you yet. Just her."

He didn't like it, but it was their turf-her turf, too, he had to renenber. She
bowed, nade the sign of the upward triangle, and followed the steward in. The
door shut with a sound that echoed down the hallways and sounded like the clap
of doom

A fewsilent and nail-biting mnutes |ater, the door opened again and the
steward energed, but shut the door behind him "Wait," he told the captain. "You
will be called." He then left and went down the hall and out of sight.

The sil ence dragged on and he began to feel very nervous and very antsy. He
wanted to get it over with. Besides, if this dragged on much | onger he was going
to need a toilet.

Finally the door opened, and Krisha energed. For a noment he was happy to see
her, but then he stopped. There was somnething very odd about her, sonething very
different. She nmoved al nost |ike a—a puppet, holl ow eyed, somewhat jerky in her
not i ons.

"Enter," she said in a tone that sent chills down his spine.

He got up, said prayers not only to the gods but to his ancient ancestors, and
foll owed her in. The door shut again with an oni nous sound.

It was incredibly hot and humi d inside the thing, and the atnobsphere seened
thick with a mxture that made himslightly giddy. The place was filled with
strange and exotic plants and beautiful alien flowers of a sort he'd never seen
In away, it was alnmpst a jungle, with the rush of water somewhere, and only the

ceiling and special lights reminded himthat it was indeed inside a building.
And in the center of it all, on a raised dais that m ght have been solid gold,
sitting on an ornate, jewel-encrusted throne, was a Holy Angel, its skin not
dull granite gray but harvest gold, a magnificent hue. And it was still ugly as
sin.

The Angel was nore head than anything else; a great squared head filled with
deep gol den winkles and folds of skin, with five short, spindly tentacles
coining fromthe top of its head. There were five eyes as well, all blazing
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crimson, on short stalks comng out of its forehead; its nose was nothing but a
single hole in the center, and bel ow, an enornmous nmouth was fed by nasty-1 ooking
mandi bl es with sharp, plant-like points. The body for the great head was
incredibly small, the linbs withered and nerely vestigial remains of what had
first evolved in that honeland that bred them Cearly the creature was

i ncapabl e of noving on its own, possibly even of feeding itself. It didn't have
to. Long ago it had devel oped the overpowering nmeans to nake any eneny, any
predator, into its worshipful, adoring sl ave.

Kri sha, one of those, wal ked back up near the throne, turned, and faced the
captain. For his part, he stopped, bowed as | ow as he could, and remai ned that
way.

He felt that sane slight nausea and dizziness that he'd felt anong the Quintara
and in the crystal cave, but nothing nore. Clearly nulls were the nbst dangerous
people in the Mzl apl an.

"Stand erect, Gun Roh Chin," Krisha ordered in that sane eerie voice, and he did
so, realizing at that nonent that the Angel, clearly incapable of the kind of
speech a Terran coul d understand, was operating, both telepathically and

hypnoti cally, through Krisha. For all practical purposes right now, Krisha,
rather than the creature on the throne, was the Angel

"I have read in the entire contents of nmy priestess's nmind," Krisha/Angel said.
"VWhat can you add to this?"

He took a deep breath. "My Lord, the contami nation spreads freely again. Qur
peopl e and |l ands are infected. The Eneny of Light has created the conditions for
his escape and made good on it. Wat held himback was the ancient sign that can
only be properly nade and properly unmade by M zl apl an, Mycohl, and Exchange. |
know t he sign, and who nust nake it, but not howit is nmade nor howto use it
upon the Eneny of Light. | have prayed that those of the H ghest Race, who
fought and won so | ong ago, may hold the key."

"l have heard your report to the Examiners," Krisha/Angel responded. "I w sh
further explanation of your theories on this sign and on the rest."

Wi |l e he never |ost sight of where he was and just who he was tal king to,
not hi ng pl eased Gun Roh Chin nore than to explain his deductions and his
theories. To anyone, even an Angel

Finally, Krisha/Angel said, "That is sufficient. I, however, do not possess the
data to correlate further action. | nust neditate and commune with a council of
my kind. We were, of course, aware of the contamination. That was expected when
reports of a discovery of Quintara within the Exchange was intercepted. Wuat is
new and not expected nor anticipated was the rel ease of the Four Princes and
their master. | do, however, find the possibility of a Divine hand in this
matter. In the neantine, your know edge and service to the Mzlaplan is nore
than sufficient. You know nore than nost of ny-priests and think nore clearly. |
wi Il consult and gain guidance and wi sdom Upon the absorption of the mnd of ny

faithful servant Krisha, | find no heresy but instead a renmarkable record of
|l oyalty and service. Henceforth she shall bear the title of Sainted, and she
shall answer only to nme. Further, | do not believe that the two of you should be

separated again. She shall conplete your ordination and be your spiritua
| eader. You are dism ssed."

He managed to bow |l ow, turn, and exit by hinmself, but he al nost coll apsed when
he got to the foyer

He never remenbered much of it, but the next few days were a bizarre series of
singl e i mages and drumed-in phrases as he went through a battery of
torture-roomtechni ques. Unable to receive direct programmng by the Angel, his
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mnd was still open to the equivalent in technical skills.

The odd thing was, when he woke up with a slight headache and realized that it
was over, he didn't feel much different. He wondered if his point of view had
been changed, but he clearly remenbered everything, and he neant everything, and
he didn't feel any regrets he hadn't felt before. Wrse, he still |oved Krisha,
he still wanted a cigar, and he still thought that the Holy Angels were anobngst
the ugliest creatures in all of Creation. He had a sudden thought, reached down,
and was both anmazed, and relieved, to discover that he was still all there.

Krisha canme into the room She |ooked positively radiant; much of her col or was
back and that dull, hollowed | ook and exhaustion seened totally gone. Mre, she
wore a rust-gold robe like the steward's, only it |ooked a | ot better on her,
and a large ring on her hand that had the sacred triangle pointing away from her
made of gold set against precious gens.

"Hello," she greeted him and took his hand and squeezed it. "How do you feel ?"

"Incredi bly normal, except for a headache," he said honestly. "What happened?
Did they change their mnd?"

"No. You're a priest, GQunny." She'd never called himthat before, always
"Captain," and he found he liked it. "Gun Roh the Holy Chin. There's a little
bit of ritual left but it's just that."

"Sounds awkward," he responded. "If |I'mnot a captain any nore, 'G@nny' is just
fine. I have to tell you, though, that | don't feel like a priest. | feel like
an old reprobate freighter captain out of a job."

"Well, there wasn't as far to go with you as with nost people,” she noted. "And
I was instructed that nothing should change you in any way that would inpair the
way you work or think or do things. Things would have been quite different,
horrible, if you hadn't beaten that terrible Mng at her own game, though."

"I had a lot of practice with her sort with Manya, anong others. But you-what do
I even call you now? |'ve never nmet a Saint before."

"You call me Krisha," she told himfirmy. "/ may never get used to others
calling me 'Most High' and 'Sainted Mother.' It's enbarrassing, but | guess ||
get used to it, but | don't want to hear you ever say it. | want sonebody around
who'll treat ne as a nornal person. Even if | amthe boss and don't you forget
it!" she added playfully.

"No, Ma'am " he responded with a grin.

"I"ve discovered | have a lot of influence around here, too." She reached into a
pocket sewn into the inner folds of her robe. "No Terran has ever worn the gold,
so they had to nmake sone specially for nme and | got to design in a few things,
|ike a pocket," she told him pulling out three |large cigars.

H s eyes w dened. "Were' d you get those' ?'"

"A freighter docked here and when | found he was a Terran captain | sent word.

They said he knew you. Zha Chu, | think the nane was."

"Ch, yes! Chunky fellow Got to be as wide as he is tall. Haven't seen himin
years."

"Now, don't you snoke in here! And not around ne, either! | never could stand

the snell of those things. You do it outside or in private."

"Aye, aye, skipper," he shot back. "But are priests supposed to have vices!
t hought we weren't supposed to sin."
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"Well, it's not a socially approved practice, but | had the lord chanmberlain
|l ook it up and nowhere is it a sin.”

Krisha was quite pleased with herself, and quite relieved. The capt—@unny—was
very much his old self, yet he was a priest and woul d keep his vows. Wat had
been done was very subtle, and nostly on the subconscious |evel. They had taken
his love for her and turned it into a sense of commtnent, a nmarriage, rock
solid, firm unshakable. He woul d never again be tenpted by other wonen, nor
betray her in any way. It sinply would never occur to him Unlike a conventiona
M zl apl ani an narri age, though, it was he who was subordinate to her. He m ght
debate with her, try and change her mind, but it would never occur to himto

di sobey her any nore than she woul d ever di sobey her nmasters, the Holy Angels.
Her sol e reason for existence, all her heart and soul, was to serve them to
obey their every wish and command. Al the great bl essings she now had, had cone
as gifts fromthem and were they to take themall away, even Gunny, she woul d
obey and serve themjust as fervently, nor would she dream of asking them for
anyt hi ng/ .

"What is the situation outside?" he asked her, oblivious of any changes w thin
her .

"Bad. Getting worse. The High Ones have something akin to the mnd-Iink anong
thensel ves; they can comune even across vast di stances. They've been communi ng
for sone tine. Normal conmunications are spotty. A great deal of effort has had
to be expended in keeping the Inquisition in line. Holy Angels are commandi ng
whol e Arns and staffs to audi ences, and finding nuch corruption wthin them
VWhat is within can be expelled, but often at great cost to the infected

i ndi vidual . Qur own greatest contribution seenms to .be in awakening in the Mst
H gh how i sol ated they have become. Some have now mi nd-I|inked and possessed the
bodi es of priests and gone out anong the Church and the people and seen
firsthand what is happening."”

"That is heartening. Anything fromthe other enpires?”

"The Mycohl appears to be fragnenting, and they are such a violent people that
the stories are hideous. Cults of ancient denmon worship with full sacrifices are
springing up everywhere. Sone are inpossible to believe, such as the one in
which a |oyal Lord brought his forces to bear on a rebellious planet and who,
along with all his troops, was turned into one of those pitiful drol slaves by a
warrior sorceress.”

He t hought about that. "Sounds |like Kalia. And drols are made as well as born
They have a whol e preprogramred technol ogy of nanomachi nes that can reprogram
every cell in the body. That's how they deal with some political enem es and
make examples. The drols are such sinple creatures there are probably only two
progranms, male and female. If they had the prograns, and could bring enough of
that filth through to blanket an army not having those programs, it wouldn't be
unt hi nkabl e. The ki nd of power that would take, though, would be beyond any mnere
Quintara." He suddenly sat up in bed. "That's if! He's there!"

She frowned. "Who? Who is there?"

"The Eneny of Light, the Engineer of Evil! Wth the Mycohl's vestigial religions
and rituals fromthe tinme they were on his side, it's the place where he'd nost
likely to be able to concentrate and widen his opening. It is Kalia!' |I know it!
He's using her to widen his way through, and with her hatred of the Mycohl

hi erarchy she's having a wonderful time!" He suddenly stopped short. "Ch, mny!
That's where Tobrush and Josef went. | certainly hope they didn't get too close.
A Mycohl nmaster might be a match for a Quintara, but not him™"

"Well, the channels to the Mycohl remmin open, even though there have been sone
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bl oody cl ashes," she told him "As for the Exchange, w thout which noting is
probably possi bl e—we' ve heard nothing at all. If Tobrush and Josef were
corrupted or killed, they'd have the Exchange people, too. Wat if Mdra and
Jimy didn't make it? Where does that | eave us?"

"As dead and beyond hope as Manya, Mrok, and Savin, |I'mafraid." He sighed. "Is
there a green robe for me anywhere? | might as well get used to it, and | think
it's tine | smoked a cigar."”

Modra was in the can and Grysta was fast asleep

Jimy did a wide scan over the border region yet another tinme, then sat back and
examined the result. It looked like a solid black wall, and bitter experience
had shown themthat the wall wasn't thin, either. Once in a while, pieces of the
stuff would break off and start accel erating away at sonme speed, not toward them
but into the Mycohl, but there was so nuch of it there that the m ssing nmass
didn't seemto nmake a dent in it

He sat back and shook his head. They'd travel ed an extra three days al ong the
border hoping that there would be a sign of sone break in it, but, so far,
not hing at all.

He shifted a bit in the e-suit and his thoughts shifted to nore personal things.
It still felt very—edd—particularly when he shifted. He hadn't been aware of how
omi present the—thi ng—had been until it wasn't there any nore. The nedil ab under
Tobrush's direction had done a superb job; there were no aftereffects, no pain,
not hi ng. That, of course, was one of the reasons it felt even nore bizarre. The
Mycohl i ah knew not hi ng of human anatony and trusted the conputer; he'd taken
everything, rerouting the urinary outlet to just beyond the anus. Jimy had to
wonder what kind of injury programthat had been supposed to treat. There was
not hing there, not even a scar

He still had mixed feelings inside. On the one hand he felt real sorrow, along
with ego problens about whether or not he was still in any way a man. It was
going to be dammed hard to adjust to, nentally. Yet, on the other hand, he felt
a tremendous sense of relief as well, as if sone intol erable burden, some
burning insanity, within himhad al so been excised. He hated it, he inwardly
grieved about it, but he also believed that it was the best decision he'd nade.
Later, perhaps, if they survived all this, if the Engi neer was defeated and the
Quintara put down, he might well have horrible second thoughts about it, but not
now. They coul d grow anything, of course, if they had a skin sanple and your
genetic code, but he put that fromhis nmind conpletely. He had burned his bridge
and he would stick to it no matter what.

The Quintara then had nothing left to tenpt himw th. Life? They could have
that, if he could take themw th him Not romance and sex, certainly, and while
they mght offer to restore, he was resolved on mat. Imortality? He was not
absol utely sure, but he believed that anyone who could hear the thoughts of a
subatom c particle in a universe wouldn't |let himdown.

Modra came out of the toilet and sank back into her chair.
"Si ck agai n?" he asked her

"Nauseous. Sanme as yesterday. | put on a space-sickness patch but it didn't seem
to help. Well, if it's like yesterday, it'll go away in a while. Anything?"

"No breaks, but nore of it is definitely being transferred i nward. The Mycohl is
obvious fertile ground for them and they don't give a fig about the people.
They want to wipe out the nmasters. If what we heard about the M zl apl an has any
truth to it, | expect that the Exchange is also pretty nessy. Hell, they could
take over whol e planets in the Exchange and nobody'd notice. | think, though,
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they just want to stir things up to a war. The Exchange and the M zzies takin

on their old rmutual ugliness the Mycohl while they eat at the center of the
Mycohl Enpire and ensure that they can't nount a credi ble defense. They fear the
Mycohl the npbst because they can both travel and hide. | bet that sonewhere,
right now, in sonme |ab, probably in the Exchange but maybe al so over with the

M zzies, some scientists have suddenly been struck with brilliance and have
devel oped absolute tests for detecting a Mycohl -inhabited body."

She | ooked at him "You really think so?"

"That's what |1'd do. You think H's Nobs couldn't conme up with one? Put that
together with the fact that the race that bred or created or whatever the Mycohl
has got to know the location of that nother world, the breeding and the library
worl d, and you have a pretty good recipe for eventual genocide. In any event,
there'll be no getting all three together once the donnybrook begins."

She sat back in the chair and it felt better
<Tobrush! Josef!>

<We are here.>

<Three days and no break! Wat are we to do?>

<If you feel that there is no alternative, use the star charts, plot a course
for least likely interception, and cross over sublight. If you are detected,
surrender. You are not w thout considerable power. >

That was a point.
<What if we just try and nake a run straight through it at top speed? >

<l nadvi sabl e. You do not know what it mght do to you, and it probably has your
tenpl ates, a sort of wanted poster. Even if you manage to go through and expel
it, it mght well betray your position and, through the link, ours as well. The
concentration here in the Qaam | is unbelievable. W dared not bring the ship
within even five light-years of the nearest body, and nore arrives to expand it
al most every time we | ook. Josef has been in and out of a number of areas and it
| ooks ugly indeed down there. >

<If there's so nuch, how did he get in?>

<Cone! Cone! A region overrun by the Quintara? Do you realize how many w de-open
pentagrams there are in a cluster of thirteen solar systens? You don't even need
a destination; the Quintara want quick ins and outs. Not very good for nmobility,
but excellent for quick glinpses of a thousand places. Access his mind if you
like to see what we mean. >

Quick glinpses was right, but the scenes that flashed by, in many cases no nore
than snapshots, were still startling.

The remants of human sacrifices and other bizarre and stomach-turning rituals,
great idols, burning braziers of incense and fiery substances, faces that | ooked
like the living dead, visions of depravity and worse.

<What about that report of a whole corps of soldiers being turned into drols
with some kind of magic spell?>

<Confirnmed. They wanted publicity on that one, for obvious reasons. They were
apparently lulled by their high-tech conbat suits and relay teans and got
thenselves lured into a gigantic pentagram many kilometers wide. Once in, it was
cl osed, and sufficient interdi nensional energy was avail bable and bled to work
"magic," as it were.>
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<Then nobody's safe!>

<If they could do that on a true nass scale, | doubt if they'd be consolidating
and organi zing. Every tine they do sonething on that grand a scale they | ose
some of the mass—permanently. Wth hundreds of |ight-years at best, three
enpires, four hundred races, ninety trillion people, | don't think they can
manage it, not to nmention the problens of a pentagramthat |arge. But they can
wel |l afford a few grandi ose object | essons like this, and a consi derabl e nunber
of individual denpnstrations as needed. Note that, although it would have been a
sinmple thing to wipe out the orbital command ship and short out its systens as
those first ones did back on the original frontier world with the science ship,
they chose to allow the command ship to withdraw with all recordings intact.

That recording will do nore to influence highly placed people and mlitary types
that they are dealing with godlike power here than a hundred such actua

attacks. Already nany hives, including an inpressive nunber well away from any
current action or imrediate threat, have been discovered trying to deal with the
Quintara—and the Quintara are nore than willing to deal.>

<Fausts, like | said |long ago,> Jimy noted. <You can't use superior technol ogy
or anything else and cover ninety trillion. But if they think you got the power
to turn men and women of nmany races into a uniformset of ugly little dro

sl aves, then you've got the power to grant them good things as well. As you
said, they've got very grave linmitations no nmatter what they can do, and once
they're operating in this universe they've got to contend with | aws of physics,
energy, nmass, ratios and rel ationships, and our mathenatics. Besides, what good
are a few thousand nore drols to thenf? But whol e systens, whol e societi es,
joining willingly for pay, worshiping themand playing their ganes"—now, that's
a prize!>

Modra had kept one eye on the screens just in case a fast maneuver was call ed
for beyond the automatic systemis abilities to cope, and now she suddenly saw
somet hi ng so unbel i evabl e she wasn't sure she saw it. She sat up, nhausea
forgotten, and | ooked at it closely.

<Jimy! A section just broke away and it's clear!>

Jimy sat up and stared at the screens. There was a clear space opening up. You
coul d see a distant star right through it.

<W're going to take it! Wsh us |uck!>

<Have caution! They will detect and cl ose on you! Make certain you have enough
room A parsec at |east!>

Jimy took over nmanual control and brought the ship around. The opening was
still there and appeared, if anything, to be widening a bit. He snapped down the
command hel net and the conputer estimated the top speed at which the bl ackness
could nove and the distance between. It was just a bit better than even odds
that they could nake it clear, but there wasn't a question in either of their

m nds.

Not, at least, until they were committed beyond the point of no return. Suddenly
the stuff did seemto gather and started to rapidly close, as if formng two
sides of a fog-like wall that were rapidly com ng together.

<W're not going to nake it!> Mddra thought, bracing herself, as they passed
through. The wall closed behind them and Jimy had to steer around sone odd
puffs that appeared in the backfield, but they were through

"Where to?" he asked her, feeling suddenly higher than a kite.

"Home!" she told him "The capital, if it's not bathed in bl ackness. Back to
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settle our affairs and to see if there are any replies to our little bonbshel
nessage. "

"We'll have sone explainin' to do."

"Jimy! This won't be the frontier or the navy! That's the Exchange!. We'll| be
returni ng"—she took on a nock-serious tone—back fromthe clutches of the evi
Mycohl in a stolen spaceship! W're even bringing in salvage!."

"You nmay be right," he told her, "but I'mnot so sure we won't have a wel cone
party of cynols and security."

"If they're there for the right reasons, all the better,"” she told him "If
they're there for the wong reasons, we know how to handl e them"

"Perhaps," he replied, "but don't get too cocky or too power drunk. There's a
reason they held on to power over all those worlds for so long, you know. And
now the devil is everywhere."

It took several nore days to reach the world that was the heart of the Exchange,
the world everyone just called the capital. During the trip they dodged a few
stray puffs of randomnaterial and had to do sone fancy talking to explain to
nmostly comerci al shipping why they had Mycohl registry, but nobody called out
the mlitary on them Either they were conplacent here, far fromthe frontier

or they were surprisingly vul nerable.

There were some units of the blackness in and around the capital, but isolated
and easy to avoid. Jimy guessed that they were nonitoring things rather than
trying anything nasty.

"Courier of Mycohl registry, identify," canme the ground call

"Sal vage under |icense 34B787KL-6-12-1," Modra responded. "Licensed exploiter
Stryke, Modra, W downaker Corporation, along with |licensed exploiters MCray,
James Francis, and McCray, Mlly, same affiliation, sole occupants. No weapons
or other contraband aboard. Request pernission |land at spaceport sal vage."

Their hearts both skipped a beat during the pause, but then the response cane,
"Scan confirms, licenses check. Turn your comover to |landing control."

"Hey! What's that about Ml ly MCray?" Gysta snapped fromthe back.

Jimy half turned to | ook at her. In one sense, although he knew it was sinfu
to think that way, it gave himsone satisfaction that his, er, operation had
given her a shattering of her own dreans as she had shattered his all those
years.

"If you are Gysta, you are dead neat," he told her. "If you are Mdily, you are
acitizen, wife of a citizen, and joint claimnt on the bank account. And don't
you ever forget that—Mlly. If you do, the best you can hope for is to be broke
and expel |l ed, a one-of-a-kind of your race."

"Shit," she pouted. "It ain't fair!"

"You sound like me with a Morgh on ny back. You can have a divorce any old tine,
and half of all the assets. My Church doesn't believe in divorce, but an

annul nrent woul d send you back to the entertai nment district, the property of
some pronoters.”

"Jeez, Jinmmy! | wouldn't know where to go or what to do on nmy own down there!"
"Well, the one tine you were on your own you certainly screwed things up," he
agr eed.
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He turned and | ooked at the status screens and viewplate. "Well," he said,
"they're bringin' us in at the right spot. Let's just hope we don't have a nasty
wel comi ng comm ttee down there conposed of dead folks with crystal brains.”

EDEN S FORGE

MODRA STORMED | NTO THE SUI TE RADI ATI NG such a mixture of strong enotions it
al most knocked Ji mmy down.

"I can't believe it! The son of a bitch got the nmarriage annulled!" she
excl ai med angrily.

Jimy turned fromthe personal viewscreen in the hotel suite wall console and
frowned. "But weren't you gonna divorce him"

"OF course | was! But that's different."

Jimy sighed and t hought that nmaybe it wasn't such a curse to be an Add O der
Priest after all. He turned the conversation to avoid either an argunent or
getting tangled up in knots.

"Modra, do you know the word ' pogromni ?"

She stopped and frowned. "An organi zed massacre of a particular group. At |east
that's how your mnd defines it."

"They' re nmassacring Terrans."

"What!" She immediately shifted to the mnd-1ink

Images . . . Scene after scene, world after world of the Terran sectors being
attacked and pillaged by large nmercenary forces of a dozen races. Men, wonen,
children, massacred by the thousands, naybe mllions.

She unlinked in sheer horror, her face ashen. "Were?
When? There's been nothing about it here, and |I've certainly felt nothing."

"Ri ght now the newer, post-assimlation worlds," he told her. "But they're
getting very good at it and show no inclination to stop. Don't worry—both your
birth world and mine are still alive and well away fromit, but it's com ng.
They sent sone forces to clanmp down on it but they either did nothing or, sone
say, actively participated. There's been a systematic expul sion of Terrans from
the services; sone of the |ads serving, upon getting the reports, tried to take
over some ships.”

"But—aren't we doing sonething? There's a hell of a lot of us!"

"Not in positions of power outside our own worlds, there aren't. The demagogues
are popping up all over here fanning anti-Terran sentinment, telling foul lies
that we're all defecting to the Mycohl or allying with some new and powerful
force to take over the Exchange—all the rot you hear in non-Terran bars and | ow
pl aces. They've always resented us in the nmass, precisely because we are a nass
and getting nore of one quickly."

"Sure, sure, | know the score. |I'mone, too, renmenber. But sonething nust have
triggered it. And if naval forces aren't putting it down, it has to have sone
official approval. The cynols wouldn't allowit unless they'd been told to
overlook it and you knowit!"
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He nodded. "I fear it's us may be partly to bl ane. Remenber, except for Tobrush,
it was a bunch of Terrans cane out of that crystal, wal ked through their
security as nice as you please, and took off in a Mycohl ship to boot. Now add
the fact that there's always been a strong tradition of Satanismand the occult
in Terran culture and you see that they've capitalized on our very escape.”

" But —her e—"

He shrugged. "Here there's a half-billion souls of which maybe eight, ten

t housand tops, maybe Jess, are non-cynol Terrans. Everything's el ectronic,
preassigned, using little ' cards and such anyway for everything, so they know
just where all ten thousand are at al nbst any given nonent. W tend to be of two
ki nds here, too. Freebooters, nercenaries,

and exploiters like us, the kind of dangerous folk you don't want to alarmunti
you make your nove, let alone allowto flee to the troubles, and the few very
rich and influential folk who could cause quite a few nasty ripples on the
Exchange. They'll let us go until we make trouble, and they'll let prejudice
come after us before lookin' official, 1'd guess. | wouldn't be surprised, in
fact, if there weren't bugs all over this place and cynols on all our fannies.
We got in and down too easy, and with our right nanes, too."

"But why!" she asked him bew | dered. "Wiy are the Guardians allowing it? And
why only our Kkind?"

"I'"'mnot so sure, but I'll nake a Chin-type guess. The Quintara don't want to
cone too close to the Exchange for fear they' |l trigger sone sort of big
defenses. Their main thrust is the Mycohl. For s6nme reason, though, it's us,
Terrans, they've chosen as their main vehicle. Maybe we're nore easily
susceptible to them Mybe, sonehow, we've inherited the role that all three

H gher Races had last time, since we're in and of all three. They've not got
enough power to do this Mycohl business and sonething of the sort in the
Exchange, so they stir up those closest to themwhile stirring up their old
friends' hatred, fear, and prejudice, to discredit us, keep us on the defensive,
fragment the Exchange."

She considered that. "Funny you should mention the captain in that context. Wen
I was with the M zl apl ani ans, back on that horrible world of endless rain, we
had a tal k about the Terrans outbreedi ng everyone. Something about his own

anci ent people having infinite patience and eventual ly breedi ng every conqueror
out of existence. We couldn't do that here."”

"No, but the old boy had a point, as usual. As a mpjority, we'd basically
control the econony of any enpire where that was the case. Control the econony
and you don't have to be the politicians, you buy them The econony coul dn't

i gnore such a market, and you could then put anybody out of business just by
boycott. Destroy nuch interstellar trade, which is interdependent, by everybody
just sitting on their hands for a few nonths. In the Exchange, control the
econony and you own the joint. In the Mzlaplan, you can't have the majority of
your peopl e under nostly alien Church | eaders, so nore and nore Tenons nobve in
and nove up. They don't have a Pope; the clergy elects their bishops, the

bi shops sel ect their archbi shops or whatever they call them and so on. And the
worst that's in us thrives on a systemlike the Mycohl's. If the Hi gher Races
were to go down we'd either be the victins of genocide or ruling all three
within a hundred years or so."

"But the Hi gher Races aren't going to go down. They'd have to be taken down by
sonmebody who could, and the only ones we know who have a shot at that "

"Exactly," he agreed. "The Quintara. Sure! That's it! Fan the flames of genocide
here and then the Quintara and their Terran followers pop up, do a few mracles,

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...%20Marathon%203%20-%20Ninety%20Trillion%20.txt (163 of 217) [1/19/03 4:43:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%203%20-%20Ninety %20Trillion%20.txt

and nake an offer. Join us and we'l|l protect you and avenge your |osses. W'l
gi ve you power and help you renove the obstacles to running the whole show. A
proper Faustian offer."

She shook her head in wonder. "Jinmmy—f the Guardians are al ready agai nst us,
how can we possibly get to thenP"

The mind-1ink opened full, connecting themso that an entire conversation if
need be could be done in a matter of seconds, yet could not be intercepted by
t el epat hi ¢ agents.

< Were you so furious at your old ex that you forgot to do what you had to?>
<No, | did that first. >
<And you're certain nobody saw you? And that it isn't obvious to others?>

<l'm conpetent, damm it!> She sent hima nental picture of the scene. He got it,
along with a series of scenes that were nore on her nmind right now, but he
didn't mention the other visit. Not yet.

<Well, then, | suppose it's tine for us to give our little signal. Then it's try
to relax and hope they don't raid us before mdnight.>

Nobody rai ded them but relaxing was next to inpossible and paranoi a becane
i ncreasingly ranpant.

Gysta | eft about six. They didn't know if she was followed or not, but it
didn't make any difference. Hopefully they didn't know that they weren't dealing
with a sinple syn any nmore, and Grysta was confident that she could act the part
and appear to be following a nmenorized list while seem ng sweet, innocent, and
childlike. Her merger with Molly hadn't left nuch of Mdlly, but they all counted
on Gysta for once doing sonething right and letting the Mdlly pan run. She
wasn't essential, but she would be convenient.

They both grew nmore and nore nervous as m dni ght approached. They did scans of
the i mediate vicinity and found several cymol presences, but in this area of
town and in a hotel that was to be expected. There were al so a vast assortnent
of telepaths, empaths, hypnos, and |evitators about, but again, that wasn't al
that unusual in a hotel for thousands of space-faring guests and many, nany
races.

The room di d have bugs, of course, but they decided to |l eave themin place, both
because none of the ones they discovered | ooked |like extras but rather built
into things and thus possibly normal, and because if they were being
specifically nonitored the discovery of bugs m ght precipitate sone action

<I'lIl go alone, > he told her
<The hell you will! I've been in this fromthe start and |I'mnot quitting now >

<Yes, but that was before you went to the clinician today and found that the
reason you've been waki ng up so nauseous is because you've got norning
si ckness. >

<I'Il be fine. And what's the use of bringing a child into this place anyway if
we don't succeed?>

</ was thinking of those nobod swings and the fact that you now have sonething to
| ose. It makes you vul nerable. >

<Not entirely. Renenber, | know what you think and feel, too. My nother did farm
wor k and oper at ed dangerous farm nmachinery up until the day | was born. And you
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know | nean it that | don't want a kid if she's going to grow up under the
Quintara, so they'll knowit, too.>

<Al'l right, have it your own way. | can't believe, though, that I'mstill having
argunents with wonen. And | osing the argunents!>

They got up, finally, and wal ked back into the tiled bathroom Jimy had a
mar ker and began to draw the pentagram around them

<If they have sensors on the room boy, are they gonna get a surprise in a
m nute or two!> she noted.

<Well, that's why you drew nore than one of the blasted things this nmornin',
wasn't it?>

The pent agram conpl eted, they stood together and visualized another place,

anot her view, that they both had studied well. There was brief vertigo, and they
wer e suddenly standing outside, at street level, in the darkness under a
decorative side arch. There was sone trash about; it wasn't the way to anywhere
and was unlikely to be invaded or cleaned between the tine she'd drawn the
pentagram whil e pretending to fix her clothes in its shadow until now. It didn't
|l ook Iike it had been cleaned in years.

"Well, all's quiet," he noted, still nervous. The packet they'd sent via the
cymol back on the frontier world of the station had included a detail ed account
of what had happened along with an urgent appeal from Tobrush that the Guardi ans
at least talk to them They had been urged to send a signal of agreenent to
confer to the Mycohl, but according to Tobrush no such signal had been received.
As an alternative, they were told to arrange a neet here, near the great centra
Exchange buil di ng, at midnight of the day they received, via cynol police, a
code. Today, Jimmy had picked out someone essentially at randomwhile visiting
his old guild hall, and had done sonething theoretically inpossible according to
known bi ol ogy: he'd selected his mark, a Timr, and the little green

rodent -faced creature had then received a hypnotic conpul sion via telepathy to
wait two hours, then call cynol control and phone in the code.

They scanned the area, but because they were not in total dinmensional phase they
were severely limted in their range and accuracy.

<How | ong do we wait before giving it up?> she asked him <It's chilly out
here! >

<You're telling me! 1'd say give thema few ninutes, though. If they are here,
they Il be givin' us the tw ce-over before revealin' thenmselves. | would. >

There was the sound of soneone wal ki ng by, but they caught just a glinpse of
someone and the footsteps kept going.

<1 feel so dammed exposed here, > Ji my conmment ed.

<Rel ax. They can't get to us any nore than we can get to them and we can exit
before they can break the barrier and sync us.>

The footsteps came back. They stopped for a nonment, quite near, then started
agai n. Suddenly a young Terran woman cane into view, stopped, turned, saw them
and stared hard. She was casually dressed, but the sidearmand snmall utility box
on a belt around her wai st nmarked her as a cynol cop

"What are you two doing there?" she asked in a casual but official tone.

"W hoped we were here to neet soneone fromyour office," MCray replied. "Wre
you by any chance expecting us?"
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"l was not expecting you, no," the cynol replied. She drew her pistol. "Step out
here nowi Cone on, or | will be forced to stun you."

"I"'mafraid that's not fully possible," Jimy responded.

She wasn't programred for nonsense. She fired al nost inmedi ately. The beam
covered the whole interior of the arch and |it up the dark place, but when it
faded they were still standing there |ooking at her

The cynol was clearly not programmed for that sort of reaction. She nmade an
adjustnent with her thunmb and said, "Qut! Now O | shoot full power at your
| egs!"

"Go ahead," he invited, and she did. The blips of energy sufficient to have
broken and mangled their legs hit their marks, went through, and began to cause
the exterior of the building wall to flake and chip off.

Suddenly the whole area erupted with bl ack-clad security troopers of a half a
dozen races, all carrying enough firepower to blow the building to bits.

"W were expected!" Modra exclained. "They got the nmessage after all!"

"Projections!" the cynol shouted to the troops. "They' re sonme kind of
proj ections!”

"It's the pair fromthe hotel," a translator-clipped voice said, conmng fromone
of the troopers. "Qur people are going in now. Hold on . . . Enpty! Wat do you
mean, 'enpty'? You had all the exits covered!" Pause. "You did have all the
exits covered, didn't you? Well? Then where are they?"

"We're right here," Mdra said sweetly
The cynol bol stered her weapon and started to wal k strai ght for them

"Hold it!" Jimy warned. "Any closer and we'll have to disappear on you! And
then we' |l have to go through all this again soneplace el se!"

She stopped. "What is this?" she asked.

"Your masters got our report and our message,” Jimy replied. "Qtherw se you and
all this firepower wouldn't be here. Hopefully they gave you the information on
us as well. Wt need to speak directly to the Guardi ans. The matter concerns
their own survival, and that of the Exchange. "

"That is inpossible. Only cynols may speak to the Guardi ans."”

"Then plug into them O get sonething that can plug you in. However you do it.
We'll wait, even if we are catching our death out here."

"That is forbidden," she told them "You are agents of the Quintara. You have
demonstrated an ability to seize control of cynmols and reprogramthem To
connect would be to allow you access to the net and to the Guardians. That
cannot be permitted.”

Modra's heart skipped a beat in excitement. This was the first tine they'd heard
the nanme Quintara used by anyone other than thensel ves. She realized now what
the Guardi ans were thinking, had thought since they'd pulled their trick back at
the station. That they had been returned as a tinme bonb, a way to contact and

di srupt the Guardians or their comrunications via a convincing cover story. The
fact that a Mycohl master had been with them neant nothing. If you could change
sides once; you could again, to save your own hide.

The high and mighty all-powerful CGuardians of the Exchange were scared to death
of them
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"W are nor agents of the Guardians," Mdra said firmy. "W are their enem es.
Qur orders come not fromthe Engi neer but fromthe Executive Oficer."

"The Guardi ans are the highest uncontanminated life formin this galaxy," the
cymol stated. "If what you say were true, they would not require intermedi aries
such as you."

"You are mind-linked to the Mycohl," the cynol pointed out. "Your own report
states as nuch. The main Quintara breakout is in the Mycohl and is proceeding
with remarkabl e ease. Through such a |ink, one powerful enough to cause harmto
the Guardi ans m ght be summpned. This cannot be all owed!"

<Round and round and round it goes, > Mddra thought in frustration. <How do we
break through?>

"Perhaps," Jimy said through clenched teeth, "just perhaps we were sent because
your precious @Quardians can't tell God fromthe Devil any nore! Tell you what.
You go and ask the Guardians to figure out what happens if the Engineer can't be
st opped. \What happens to the Exchange, to them to everybody. Then you ask them
for me to figure out how they intend to stop the bastard. If they have an answer
they like, fine. If not, well, they've lived and run this thing for thousands of
years. Now, they can either compute the odds of holding on a few nore years,
even a few decades, until he is absolute ruler and they are all dead, or the
odds that perhaps, just perhaps, we're who and what we say we are and we have
somet hing of an answer. Renmind themto factor in that the Mycohl were essentia
the last tine, and that, if they elimnate us or ignore us, there won't be any
Mycohl in alittle while to do anything if they finally do get sone guts and
sense! Then you put a guard around this spot and tell themto touch nothing, and
that we'll be back at, say, four this nmorning for their answer. That shoul d be
plenty of tine for a Higher Race to find its courage! Don't |ook for us. W'l

be back."

The hotel was out; they concentrated on the backup place and hoped Grysta hadn't
either screwed up or been caught herself.

The scene changed to a dark back alley and a | oadi ng dock and the sounds of
raucous goi ngs-on inside the building i nrediately behind.

<How | ong do we have to wait here?> Mydra asked

<Until Grysta cones and gets us out of here or until four, | suppose, > he
replied.

<Yeah? Better pray for Gysta, then, priest. How will we know when it's four
o' clock? | can't get anything but a nuddl ed ness while we're stuck in this
thing, and | sure don't have a watch on.>

<W¢'re dooned! > he groaned. <I'mstill a total creature of habit beat down unti
me brains are nmush! W put the fate of the whol e damed gal axy in the hands of
G ysta! And, God knows, nothin' ever works out if you have to depend on Gysta!>

After an hour or so it certainly seenmed like Jimmy was right. Mdra was stil
freezing to death and by now | ooki ng around and hopi ng that sonmeone, even an
insect or animal, would come along and break the barrier. The trouble was, on
this rock-and-plastic-coated world, there wasn't anything native.

The nusic and noi se abated, and it sounded |like the joint was closing down.
Suddenly the door opened and a syn cane out. It |ooked like Grysta, but her
furry lower half and long hair were a passionate pink in color while her
humanoi d upper half was chocol ate brown.

She | ooked around, frowning, "Hey! You guys!" she called in a | oud whisper. "You
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her e?"
"Grysta?" Jimmy call ed, stunned.

"Ch, there you are. Be down in a nonent if | can figure out howto get off this
thing. Let's see. "

"Grysta, how d you get those col ors?" Jimry asked her

"Neat, huh? OCof! I"'mdown, if |I didn't chip a hoof or sonethin'. They got al
sorts of dyes and shit like that up there in back. Seens all the syns in this
troupe are yellow, so they just dye 'emfor variety. The hairdo worked rea

good, but the skin dyes didn't do rmuch for blue skin, so | had to use the one
color that covered. | figured if anything got screwed up they'd be | ookin' for a
bl ue syn named Molly, so | disguised nyself."

"But what took you so |ong?" Mbdra asked.

"Ch, sorry, but it was Jimmy's idea to be here. Syns are |ike property, right?
Li ke robot dolls or sonethin'. So, nobody counted, and | mxed right in, and it
was kind' a fun, too. But when | nade to sneak off after, this big guy caught ne
and before | knew it he was slappin' nme around and threatenin' me and sayin' he
was gonna beat nme in front of the others and all that. Then he said he'd do that
unl ess | obeyed and went with the others, so, like, | couldn't blow nmy cover,
right? | didit. God, those girls are duuunb! They nake Ml ly seem|ike Captain
Chin. So ..."

"Grysta," Mddra said exasperatedly.

"... Anyway, | tried to sneak out a back door and them dunb broads actually
yelled that | was doin' it! So this guy cones in and catches nme, and yanks ne
outta there and down this hall, see. "

"Grysta! Break the damed pentagram " Mdra snapped

"Ch! Yeah!" A hoof came out and crossed thedine and there was a very brief
crackling sound and they knew they were synced once nore.

Modra sank to the ground in blessed relief. "Make a note. Next pentagrans, room
enough to sit!"

"And a John," Jimy added. "Back in a nonent."

"Wl l, anyway," Grysta went on, "he yanks me into this roomand | see he's got
i ke manacles and shit and he's gonna chain ne up and there's this whip thing
that crackles, and | see what's gonna happen, so when he throws me agai nst the
wall | see this heavy jug that's there, and when he's turned to get the chains
pi cked up the jug and went over to himand brought it down with all my mght on
his head. It broke into pieces.”

"You knocked hi mout?" Mdra asked, relieved and fasci nat ed.

"That was the crazy part. He just stood straight up for a noment and | ooked rea
confused, like, and then he said, same as you or nme, "That's odd. W never put
that in the programming!' And then he falls over cold."

Ji my cane back. "I'mgoing to have to practice pissing in the buff this way,"
he said ruefully. "I don't know how you girls do it."

"Squat and practice," Mdra responded, then | ooked at Grysta. "I wish we'd
thought to dress for the night weather, though. | don't renenber it ever being

this chilly here. Always a fairly controlled tenperature.”

"Yeah, one of the guys in the joint said somethin' like that, too," Gysta told
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her. "Said the official word was that they were doin' it to cut down on
loiterers and stuff."

"Sounds like they're trying a subtle way of keeping the streets clear at night,"
Jimy guessed. "They're worried, all right, but they can't shut this world down
wi t hout shutting down the Exchange itself."

"So how d you guys nmake out?" Grysta asked. "You' re here and not happy, so
guess not so hot."

"That's a good way of putting it," Mdra acknow edged. "There is hope, but not
much. And not a really good chance of us getting off this dirtball alive,
either. Right now they think we're Quintara agents."

"That's just great," Gysta grunped. "I can't be my old self 'cause that |unps
me with you, but if | stay like this, when that guy cones to and calls the cops
I'"mdead neat. If he wakes up. Course, | dunno if he's gonna want to hang around

too much, neither."
"Huh? What do you nean?"

"Ch, they hauled off a few nut cases earlier tonight. Said we | ooked |ike
devils. Got a bunch of folks real stirred up. That's why they cl osed early.
don't look like no Quintaral!"

"To sonebody who never saw the real thing, you do," Jimmy told her. "Horns on
the head, cloven hooves, aninmal-like |ower body. | suspect sonmebody who either
wasn't a Terran or wasn't too good in his nenory or research was going for some
ki nd of | ook out of ancient A d Earth nythol ogy and ki nd of bl ended the nynphs
with the satyrs.”

"I hate to nention this," Gysta conmented, "but shouldn't we get a nove on
here? If that guy wakes up he's gonna be nurder on pink syns!"

"Ch, | wouldn't worry nuch about him" Mdra told her, "so long as you didn't
really kill him Then this place will be crawming with cynols."

At that nonment, the back door opened with a crash and

a big, burly man cane out with an electric whip in one hand and sidearmin the
other and he | ooked ready to rmurder anybody who got in his way. He spotted them
before they could even nove back, and Jimy had an odd sense of deja vu. This
time, however, he didn't have to fight.

"Who the bl azes are you?" the nan roared nenacingly.

Jimy | ooked at himand projected an inmage. "W are three Terran sailors and
we' re drunk and we're bigger and neaner than you are," he responded.

The man froze for a mnute, |ooking confused. Then he said, "Any of you nen see
a pink and brown syn conme out here?"

Grysta got the idea. "Not out here, and we been here the past half hour. Wy

don't you go back and count your little devils and see if she isn't still in
t here?"
He seenmed very disoriented. "Yeah, okay. I'lIl do that," he responded, and

started to go back in, all the anger seem ng to have drained out of him
"WAit a minute!" Mddra called. "Do you have a watch?"

He | ooked a bit dazed. "Yeah. Sure. Here." He took the watch off his wist and
handed it down to her.
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"Thank you," she responded. "You can go back in now"

"You're wel cone,” he replied, then got up and went back i nside.

"Not too difficult after all,"” Jimmy commented. "He's going to go back and count
themand they'Il all be there and none will be the one he renenbered. He'l
finally conclude that he fell, hit his head, and dreaned her up. You m ght not

officially exist, Grysta, but at |east there won't be any m ssing syn reported.”

G ysta shook her head in wonder. "That's kind a neat. W sure coul d' a used that
back in the starvation days."

"Fat lot of good it'd done ne then," Jimy said grunpily. "Still, I'd trade this
al | -band power set for those days right now "

"I wish we'd thought of sonme food, too," Mdra grunped. "I'm starved, and who
knows when's the next neal ?" She signed. "Wat a day! | find ny husband's
annul l ed our marriage due to cold feet and famly pressure and is living with a
stacked brown beauty with air for

brains, then | find out |I'm pregnant, then I'm declared an eneny of my own
nation, and now |' m stuck here, cold and broke, in a back alley w thout even a
pi ece of candy."

"Holy cats! You're what!" Gysta excl ai ned.
"Ch yeah. Didn't tell you, did I?"
"Whose?"

"You got ne. | didn't go through the full battery. Just the news was enough
Probably Josef's, considering the odds. It doesn't matter anyway. The odds this
kid will ever see daylight are pretty slim"

Jimy took the watch and | ooked at it. "Well, if the time on this thing is
right, we've got another two hours to find out."

"VWhat happens to us if they turn you down?" Gysta asked.

"We'll try and get off, figure out another way," Mddra replied. "My dear ex
generously gave nme sole ownership of Wdowraker free and clear if | didn't raise
a fuss, although they're sure to have the place staked out and poor Tran's
probably had his brains put through a blender. But the odds are pretty slimif
they do turn us down, for us, for everything."

It was a long, depressing wait.

The area of the Exchange had been cordoned off by the tine they reappeared, at
very close to the appointed hour. The troopers were still there, reinforced with
new ones, and so was the cynmol cop, although this time she had a | arge

bri ef case-sized box with her and she'd renoved her wig and run the cyno
unbi | i cal from her connector to the box.

Modra stared at the cynol. "Well?"

"I am connected to the Guardi ans. You nay speak to them through ne,
sai d.

the cop

"That's not good enough. W need a consultation on a | evel even we do not
understand,"” Modra told her.

"Direct consultation is not possible. It is not sinply a matter of "will not,"'
it is physically inpossible."
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"Gthers work through us,” Mdra told her. "They can work through you. The
connection is all that matters."

"Then drop your protection and cone to ne," the cynol said.

Ji my shook his head. "No, we're not fools. Even if we totally trusted you and
your masters, you have a |lot of very nervous soldiers here and they are not
cymols and all they've been told is that we're dangerous enemes. You and | know
we woul dn't survive to reach you no matter what the orders."

"Then we are at an inpasse. You have little to bargain with yourselves. It is

only a matter of tinme until you are hunted down. You can't b.uy anything, you

can't use any service on this planet without registering that transaction with
the central conputers. Anyone in a city this large can hide for a day, perhaps
two, but we will get you."

"There is another way," he said.
"W are listening."

"Get a marker or a piece of chalk. Draw the design around yourself and your
interface as we direct. W will nmeet on protected ground."

"That is not acceptable. Such a nediumis obviously out of phase with the
space-tinme continuum?"”

"You couldn't keep contact in that nediun®"
"W could, but it would expose us to you without protection."

Jimmy smled grimy. "It would al so expose us to a fully arnmed and trai ned
cymol. We would be literally at your nercy, having only elimnated accidents.
Your nasters surely cannot fear contact with equals. Even if we were

Qui ntara-controll ed, which we are not, no one could get the upper hand. And if
your masters detected a presence too strong for their liking, they could al ways
break contact before it could do any harm"

She stiffened for a second. "Analysis does indicate that in such a situation you
woul d be far nore at risk than they," she admitted. "Wat is to keep ne from
killing you both once we are in phase?"

"You didn't kill us when we | anded," Mdra pointed out.

"W wanted to find out where you woul d go and who you woul d see first," the
cynmol informed them "There was no foreseeabl e danger we could not contain."

"There is such a danger!" Jimmy snapped. "He's called Satan, or the Engi neer, or
AOd Nck or Scratch or a mllion

other names! He's here, in our galaxy, eating away at us, destroying the Three
Empi res! You want to know why we will expose ourselves to you now? Faith.

Not hing nore. Faith in the enemies of this dark one. Faith in one of the races
who conbined with two others to defeat this eneny before! W give you our faith.
You nust give us the same!"

Anot her freeze and pause, and then the cop said, "Very well. | will do as you
ask."

Both Modra and Jimy breathed out silent sighs of relief.

The cynol left, and it apparently took several minutes to find something to draw
with. She came back with a small mechani cal device and placed it on the snooth
surface of the plaza. It whined a bit, then began to draw a perfectly straight
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line, then another upward.
"Make it big enough for all three of us to sit!" Mdra called

The devi ce, apparently used to nake tenporary markings for traffic control and
repairs, conpleted a perfect, and reasonably |arge, pentagram Modra thought
that it nust have | ooked stupid as hell to the onlookers; it still seened
ridiculous to her. Anybody could draw a pentagram it was one of those shapes
found all over the place as it was. There was nothing nystical or nagical about
it—dnl ess you could activate it and approach froman angle not in the nornal

t hree di mensi ons.

"I't is done. Now what?" the cynol asked.

The two stared at the fresh pentagram and were instantly inside it, with the
cymol. There was a |lot of tension on the part of the pair, now literally exposed
to harm There was nothing to stop the cynol now fromtaking them both out.

"I warn you both that this box contains not only comrunicati ons and

suppl enentary power for ne, but also an extrenely powerful explosive device,"
the cynol warned them "If the slightest thing goes wong, it will explode.
cannot control it in any way, so taking ne over -will result only in the

expl osi ve detonating. W shall be the sole judge of anything going wong."

<Tobrush! Tobrush! Are you ready?>

<The barrier is affecting straight |line communications. They are going to try
and jamus, > the Mycohl warned. <If we can |link, however, | do not believe they
can succeed. Do it now Quickly!>

Jimmy's and Modra's mnds linked tight, and they concentrated on the point of
connecti on between the cynol's head and the unbilical

There was a sudden rushing and crackling in their minds, as if a radio signha
too distant to pull in was nonetheless trying valiantly to cone through. They
felt Tobrush take the signal and anplify it through direct link with themso as
to bypass as nuch of the bl ockage as possible.

They were through! Connection

The square, the soldiers, the city vanished, but in its place was sinply a

di zzying stream of concepts, shapes, and forns as inconprehensible to them as
The Ship had been. But, in the mdst of the chaos, a tiny corner of their nmnds
saw t he Quardi ans for what they were, and where they were.

An enor nous sphere of silicon, inpossibly pure, unimagi nably perfect, each
crystal linked and interlinked in ways too nany and too varied to understand.
Covered, protected, sheltered, a life formlike no other known.

The Guardi ans and the capital were one! The whol e planet was the Guardi ans! And
the cynol "brains" were but pieces of thensel ves!

Now t he communal force of the Mycohl, a great organic conputer, net and spoke
with the mass that was both plural and singular, the Guardians.

<He who was expelled is cone again. He nust be expelled again.>

<Qur dom nions perish before his darkness. Even now he seeks to break this
contact once he can divine it.>

<W two can hold him but we cannot expel him>

<What is the nmeans by which he may be expel | ed?>
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<That data is protected, even fromour core. The |linkage is not conplete. Only
the one not here may break the seals.>

<How may the Great Gathering be formed? >

<You nust be the interlocutor, as before. These two have served well. They will
serve us. We could not believe that a | ower race could successfully undergo the
Trial. None

but Mycohl before had gone to G eat Dis. How was it possibl e?>

<They were born of Quintara before the mutiny spread. They were shaped by Mycohl
will and strength to survive no matter what. As the Four had the sanme Father, so
did that Father contest for them Their conflicting natures, Mitineers and Crew,
are equal in the average. They wal k both paths, choosing the one that profits
their race. Their path is still unsettled, yet they inherit, if they prove they
deserve it. O herwi se, the project is abandoned. >

<The M zl aplan is dispersed and divi ded, naking easy targets. The Guardi ans of
the Know edge of Good and Evil are in one place, and if that place goes, so do
they. The Mycohl, likewise, is rife for genocide; even if sone individuals
survive, the Know edge they keep would be lost. >

<Yes, but the new ones nunber nore than thirty trillion now. Even if nost choose
darkness, there is a substantial pool.>

<As the Father once acted through us, we nust now act through them >

<The M zl apl an nust be brought in. The passwords nust be given. The data nust be
made conpl ete. >

<But will the M zlaplan have faith to do what nust be done?>

<The five who were chosen must be assenbled. A Grand Gathering nust be convened.
>

<Wher e?>

<In the Mycohl. At the closest possible point to the penetration. Then the Five
shal | becone the Three. >

Both Mbdra and Jimy saw a trenmendous brightness, |ike a great conet, com ng
straight for them too fast and overwhelm ng to escape. It expl oded over them
and both felt sharp pains in the front of their skulls.

The connection was broken.
Both Modra and Ji my shook their heads and steadi ed one anot her.

"I don't think I can take much nmore of these alien viewpoints,'
after a bit.

Modra managed

"Yes, but it's done!" Jimy al nobst shouted. "W did it! And they let us listen
int"

"For all the good it did," she noted. "All | got was that we have to reassenbl e
the teamin the place nost likely to kill us while these jokers use us as their
tools. I'"'mnot even sure | like that 'five becoming the three' bit. Did it nean

we five would represent them or that two of us are gonna die?"

"The former— hope. Say! What's that on your forehead? Right at the hairline?"
He reached up to the top of her brow and touched, then | ooked at his finger.
"Bl ood. "
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"You, too," she told him "That's what hurt so nuch at the end. What the hell
did we get shot with?"

"I't will heal quickly," the cynol cop told them
"What is it?" Mdra asked. "Wat did you do to us?"

"A small part, very small, of the Guardians is nowwithin you. It will integrate
itself into your systems and you will not know it is there after."

Modra felt monentary panic. "It's nmaking us cynol s!"

"You are cynol, but not like nme. You remain yourselves. But what you see, so
will the Guardians if they will it. What you think and feel,- they will know.
They cannot program and cannot direct you, but they will nonitor you, and use
this as a way of contact with others."

"Great!" Mdra sighed. "Now |'ve got a nmind-link with a whole dammed pl anet\ And
one-way, too. They get their jollies and | get sand in ny brain. This is gonna
do wonders for nmy future love life."

Jimy had other things on his mnd. "They nust send in the fleet. They nust stop
the pogroms."

"Some of the fleet will be dispatched for that purpose, but it is not as easy as
it sounds," the cynol told diem "Many Terran groups are indeed now working for
the eneny. We dare not armthem but the prejudices being fanned anong the ot her
races will not cease. W will now make an honest effort to control it, though."

"Well, that's sonething,” Jimy replied. "All right, assunming they've given you
new i nstructions through that thing, what's next?"

"Orders are even now being given rescinding the warrants out on you. Al cynols
will receive an impulse to connect and will have that information by daylight.
As there is no mind-link of any sort with the M zlaplan, they nust be contacted.
In the nmeantine we must prepare to get to the Mycohl. The physical presence of
all five Terrans is required. | do not know why."

"We?" Ji my pronpted.

"I amto go with you. The Guardi ans can receive but not transmit new
instructions to you. | now have sufficient information to effect what nust be
done when it needs doing. | amtheir representative, as your Mycohl is theirs."

"W need to collect Gysta," Mdra rem nded him" and keep from bei ng shot
until everybody gets the word."

Ji my snapped his fingers. "Gystal Yes, |'d actually managed to forget her for
the first time innmy life. But do we have to hide in the shadows until the
all -cl ear?"

"I amto acconpany you at all tinmes until ny functions are conpleted," the cynol
told them "I can ensure protection."”

"What about the hotel ?" Mdra suggested. "Your people probably made a nmess but

it's still better than here, and it's a place to lie lowuntil the word gets
out. We might be able to get back there if they didn't screw up the pentagram
First we'll return to Grysta and tell her what's happened."

"If you give me the location | will see that she gets to the hotel," the cynol

told them "My name is Greta Thune."

They nodded and noved back to the original pentagramon the square. "To get out,
just have sonebody step over the lines!" Mdra called to the cynol, stuck in the
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m ddl e. She sighed. "Well, that's that. The Guardians are in, the Mycohl are in.
Now t he whol e gane's up to Krisha and Gun Roh Chin."

It was good to be on the bridge of Wdowraker again, even if it did seem | onely.
Tris was gone, and the Durquist, too, and Trannon Kose had | ong given them up
for dead and taken his share fromthe expedition and vani shed where security
forces couldn't find him A nmaintenance crew had taken her out on a minor run,
but now she was back, and she was entirely Mdra's ship, enpty or not.

"We're coming up to the border," she announced over the ship's intercom "I
think you ought to get a look at this."

Jimy MCray, Geta Thune, and Grysta all canme forward and stared at the
screens.

Jimy crossed hinself. "A sea of blackness," he breathed. "We'll never get
through that."

"Al nost |ike sonmebody knows who we are and don't wanna let us in," Gysta
commented. They'd tried to keep her fromconing, bribing her with unlinmted
accounts and any |uxuries she wanted, and telling her that she couldn't cone the
final |eg against the Quintara thenselves, but she'd tal ked her way aboard

anyway, as usual. It was hard to figure out her thinking and enotions; she was
as i ndependent as she could be, and Ji nmy had nothing she wanted that he could
gi ve her, yet, sonehow, she was still attached to him

"M nor unfornmed naterial,"” Thune comrent ed.

"You have no idea how nasty that stuff can be," Jimy told her.

"G ve ne the con and kneel on either side of ne," she instructed. "Open your
link fully to your Mycohl and stand by."

It seenmed a bizarre request, but in a universe where people popped in and out of
chal k-drawn pentagranms it wasn't that odd.

Conmand hel met on, Greta hooked up her interface to the main ship's conputers,
modi fied 1 ong ago to contain much nmore data and instructions than a mere
portable unit - can carry, not for her but for Tris, then placed one hand over
Jimy's forehead near the small pinpoint in his skull and the other over the
sane area on Mddra's head.

There was a sudden rush and a surge of energy, conet-like, noved fromthe ship
and mai ntai ned a di stance of about one kil oneter ahead. The ship noved toward

the bl ackness, the surge maintaining its forward di stance, and then the energy
shield struck the bl ackness head-on

It was as if the blackness had suddenly touched something white hot and
intolerable. It wasted not a second in parting away, fromthe surge, retreating
with such blinding speed that it |ooked as if a path were being dissolved out of
it.

The stuff was thick and onmi nous, but the surge seenmed |like poison to it, and it
made no effort to close, |leaving a path through which W dowraker coul d foll ow.

Still, it took sone time, as it seemed as if the stuff would never end. Finally,
though, they broke inter open space beyond, and as soon as a little distance was
put between them and the border wall, Thune's hands cane off their foreheads. It

had the eerie sensation of sonething being unplugged fromtheir heads.

"What was that?" Mdra asked. "W sure could have used whatever it was a week or
two ago!"

"That sort of material was used in fine tuning the universe," the cynol
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explained. "It is not the exclusive province of the Quintara, nor can it stand
agai nst the conbi nati on of powers of two equally high races. W are not
def ensel ess, you see. W have power, too."

Jimy MCray got up and went back to a couch, feeling a headache com ng on
"Tell nme," he said as he flopped down, "did you know all that when you first
cane to talk with us?"

"I did not know all that until | needed to knowit," the cynol replied. "I knew
the procedure, but just what it would do and how | only found out when we did
it. The Guardi ans thensel ves had only partial records and did not fully
appreci ate what was going on until the mnd-link with the Mycohl. In nmany ways,
they knew nore than we did until contact opened up old bl ocked regions. Data
unused for as short a period as three or four centuries is often stored that way
to maintain nmaxi numefficiency."”

Jimy was fascinated. "You nean—they'd forgotten about the Quintara? Is that why
they weren't alarnmed when the station was di scovered?"

"Nothing is forgotten, but since the Guardi ans allowed the capital to be
constructed on their surface they have had Iimted nmenory expansion
capabilities. After a thousand years of explorations and no reports, the odds of
the informati on being of value were cal cul ated agai nst ot her processing needs
and it was decided that the data coul d be considered extraneous."

"A conputer," Jimy mnmunbl ed. Sonehow it fi gured.

Only a conputer could conme up with a systemlike the Exchange

"They were a primary data resource bank in experimental times, " Thune told him
"So long as it had progranm ng and nai nt enance from Above, their resources were
effectively unlimted. After the decision to abandon and maintain the status of
the universe, all such were left on their own. Wat they created and maintai ned
is based on the highest degree of science and mat hematical probability
consistent with their programmng."

"A statistical curve," Jimy sighed. "Half above the line, half below Ten
percent on top, ten percent on the bottom And the devil with the worlds too
poor or too needing of aid to produce anything but msery. They were a mnority.
A statistical necessity. Jesus Christ!"

The cynol was oblivious to his outrage. "You have an excellent grasp of the
system Expansion, of course, is the safety valve, and the Exchange its
mechani sm That which exists is placed and ordered on the curve. Brokered new
worl ds and settlenents relieve tensions and social disturbances. If you have an
i dea of how to revolutionize society, raise the noney, buy a world, and try it.
No matter how it works out, it is then placed on the curve and the whol e
adjusted. Its degree of innovation through rewarding same and its total of
sentient beings over the fiftieth percentile is the highest of the Three
Enpires, proving its worth. The Mycohl are nerely the Quintara in nminiature, a
pal e shadow, in which ten percent rule ninety. The M zl apl an nai ntains as cl ose
to a zero social curve as possible but does so at the cost of innovation and
creating a state naintai ned by thought police whose practical technol ogica
levels are artificially low "

"I"mnot arguing the value of the three systens," he grunbled. In point of fact,
he thought they all stunk

"I'"ve known sone of the M zlaplanians quite well,"” Mdra noted, her own headache
subsiding, "and they don't seem|ike gl assy-eyed nature people to ne."

"Church peopl e and spacers. The only two groups essential to controlling the
rest and making it work. Just renmenber that the Church people are all neutered
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subject to Mzlaplanian mind control. It is a system based upon the nature of
the M zl apl ani ans, who are unable to even feed thenselves on their own and
depend on unquestioni ng, worshipful slaves they can nake as needed to do just
about anyt hi ng. "

A computer, a disease, and a race of super-hypnos, Jinmmy thought. Masters of the
known uni ver se!

No wonder things were so screwed up. Even the Quintara had their weakness.
Respecting only power, they had to be coerced into doi ng anything together

If all four were aspects of their creator's inmage, he reflected, that Ship was
never going to get anywhere at all

That was perilously close to blasphemy and it disturbed himto think it. No, he
finally decided, not in their imge—tools, utilities for the Creator. Tools that
were built to be used left in the yard to rust when the work was done. Witing
for sonebody else to pick "emup and use themif they needed, but not tools that
coul d use thensel ves.

And that, he realized, was the key. They, five Terrans, were supposed to use the
tools this tine. The race on the nove. The race with the big future. The race
that could wind up ruling at |east the entire gal axy soneday. The race with a
nmore than nerely survivalist stake in the outcome of this battle.

"Here are the tools," the Executive Oficer as nmuch as said. "Pick themup, put
them together, and use themto take what's yours. And, oh, yes, we |lost the
i nstruction manual ."

In nine nore days they woul d reach the rendezvous point.

THE FI VE
ARE THREE

ARE ONE

" CAPTAI NI " MODRA RAN TO GUN RCH CHI N AND hugged him "You'll never know how
happy we were when we heard you were com ng back with good news!"

"It was no easy thing," he responded, a bit enbarrassed by the enotion of the
greeting. "They hemmed and they hawed and they took forever to recognize the
obvious. And, it's not 'Captain' any nore, just '@nny', or 'Chin' or 'Hey you!

| fear they denmoted me to priest.” ' She was shocked, even though she'd seen his
robe. "Ch, they didn't—=

He pulled out a cigar. "Thankfully, they left nme blissfully alone in those
areas. Not alone in others, although it did not at the tinme seema sacrifice. To
be working with and under Krisha is a joy that conpensates for the | oss of
command, but | fear the joy will have to be after this is finished."

She frowned. "Why? What's the matter?"

"At the nmoment, she's not quite herself. She seens normal, but she is possessed.
Wthin her is a Presence, perhaps an Angel, perhaps sonething that the Angels
created, but there is Another there. Mst tinmes it is dormant, but when it cones
out it can be a bit frightening, and even when it appears to sleep it is really
there. W played Go on the way. | ama G and Master of Go. Krisha never even
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| earned the game. She defeated ne. Easily. Every tine. It was child' s play.
wasn't playing Krisha, you see. Perhaps it is a test to see if | can truly be
made hunble."”

She sighed. "Well, | don't have that kind of presence, but |'ve got some sort of
company." She pushed her hair back and pointed.

"Good heavens! It appears as if you have a tiny jewel in the center of your
forehead! "

She nodded. "Jinmmy, too. They can't talk to us directly, but they' re getting
everything we see, hear, think, even dream Jinmy has these nightmares that it
can grow, take as nuch of us as it wants. Sonetinmes | do, too. Those inages of
Tris at the end. "

He nodded. "Don't worry. Uh—+'mtold you are with child. | know it is probably
Josef's, but "

She grinned. "I don't know, either. | didn't have the full battery. And it's
still kind of up in the air as to whether any children should be bomin the
future, isn't it?"

"Perhaps. | have hope now. W have nanaged to sort of convene all of the Higher
Races here, and that is in itself a mracle. Krisha just ignored the bl ackness.
It couldn't touch her. I, of course, assisted by taking out the four Qaanil

fighters that junped us. It was a very sinful feeling for a priest. Like | was
back at the Acadeny in the sinmulators, taking out the enenies of the M zlaplan
al t hough out nunbered and outgunned. | enjoyed every minute of it."

She grinned. "I think, deep down, you were born for our descent, Chin, and
perhaps for this noment. Not that we enjoyed |osing our good conrades, or seeing
the terrible things the Quintara can do, but, well, you know what | nean."

"Yes, | fear you are right. | honestly and truly wish all this had never cone
about, had never been necessary. That is sincere. But, if it had to happen, |
shoul d have felt nost terrible had | been left out of it." He paused. "Um |
assune Josef could not be kept from know ng about the chil d?"

"Hardly. As soon as | did, he did, nore or less. He wants nme to have it renoved
and given to be developed in the lab so it won't be harned."

"And what did you say?"

"It is not sonething | tell just any priest, but it had to be very strong. After
all, | considered just telling himto go to hell, but he's already been there!"
Chin | ooked over her shoulder. "They are signaling for us to cone. | do not

think now that they wish to waste any tinme at all on this."

Modra saw just what Chin nmeant about Krisha. She tal ked normally, and seened al
right, but she noved her head in an odd, unbal anced manner, as if she expected
it to fall off, and the blast of pure power radiating fromw thin her was no
Krisha that Mbdra had ever known.

The ward room of a Mycohlian heavy cruiser had been transfornmed. Al furniture
had been unshi pped and renoved; the shiny polished floor had been painted with a
great tricolored design, one they now all recognized, and it was |arge enough
for themall to enter.

Tobrush was essentially in charge as host. "W apol ogi ze for the rush, but we
have received word of a |large Qaam | rebel task force heading towards us," the
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Mycohlian told them "Considering its origin and likely course, | needn't tel
you who, or rather what, is probably in command. Due to the distance, we are in
no i mredi ate danger, but the closer they get to us the nore we will have to

consi der defenses, and the Great Gathering should have as nmuch tine as it
requires.”

"How long will it require, Tobrush?" Gun Roh Chin asked.

"I't is inmpossible to know. Perhaps hours. Perhaps nanoseconds. There is no
menory of this in any of our collective mnds. Although it did happen before, in
what nust have been in sonme ways an even greater dramm, considering that the

M zl apl an and Guardi ans were asked to trust ny own people when there was little
basis for that trust in past behavior, it is, for all practical purposes,
unprecedented. We do not know what will happen. W do not know what we are al
about to find out. In any event, the speed and possibly volune of data exchange
will probably be too nmuch for your Terran minds to absorb. Qur experts believe
that you will essentially black out. Do not worry. W will tell you what you
need to know-when we know it. Now, each of you take one of the five renaining
points, but remain inside the circle. Yes, you too, Chin. For sone reason all
three parties believe that you are an inportant elenent in this."

They nmoved down and did as instructed.

"Cymol, the level of power you require to maintain full two-way contact is being
diverted fromthe ship's auxiliary engines to this transforner. Cone inside the
circle, make your full contact with the Guardi ans, and then with your two
representatives. Mddra, take the point to my right. Jinmmy, next to her. Then
you, Captain-sorry, Reverend Chin. Krisha, to nmy left. Josef, between Krisha and
Chin. Everyone nake physical contact with the person on either side of them
Hol d hands, tendrils, whatever, but flesh against flesh. W tried to calcul ate
the size of the seal so that it would be little effort for anyone. Good. Now, as
you mght notice, a very tiny chip on the seal is |left open behind nme. | shal
now connect the last mllimeter or so of the circle. Fromthis point, do not

| eave or break the circle or contact. Good. Now, cynol—your power sufficient?
Very well. Make the connection. You Terrans, just let your mnds go as bl ank as
possi ble and just relax."

Telling any of themto relax was like telling sonebody not to think of the word
"Quintara," but they tried as best they could and braced thensel ves for the
i nevitabl e shock and di sorientation

After a few nonments, when not hi ng happened, many of themrelaxed just a bit.

There was a sudden, violent shock so powerful it stunned themall, com ng not
fromany one of them but seemingly fromthe design itself, linking themthrough
its interconnections as if each were touching the other. The energy field was so
strong and so sustained that none of themcould have let go if they retained
enough wits to think about doing so. A surge junped from Jimy and Mddra into
the cynol; the transformer snoked, and the cynol. fell in the center as if dead.

Al sense was lost. Colors were solids. Blue | eaped from Mdra and Ji nmy and net
gold at Krisha, then collided with red at Tobrush

@un Roh Chin felt the shock, too, and saw the colors in a way he had never been
abl e to see before, although he was too stunned to even realize it.

O her Mycohl, monitoring frombeyond the circle, gasped as the colors on the
seal began to glow and then flowwith a pulsing life of their own, while pulses
of all three colors now ran round and round the exterior enclosing circle as if
chasi ng each other endl essly around the | oop

The inner colors flowed |ike nmercury, collided, but would not mx; again and
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again the conbinations attenpted and failed, until, by random sel ection, al
three converged at a single point and flowed inward.

Fl owed i nto Gun Roh Chi n.

There was one M nd, one thought. Wthin the body of the Guardians, within the
Gat hering of the Mycohl, within the interlinked mnds of the Holy Angels, there
was One. Information was assenbl ed, sorted, collated, interpreted at speeds
approaching the infinite, linked through di nensional passageways undi sturbed for
mllennia. Data was |inked; files were reconstructed and gaps filled rapidly.

And fromit all canme the one path, the bizarre nechani sns by which the Engi neer
could be taken. And, grasping only the procedure, not the incredible |ogic
behind it dictated on a plane and from a vantage point beyond all the abilities
of the Grand Gathering, a single, nagging thought energed in the One, a

di sturbi ng but very conprehensibl e one.

This wasn't going to be easy.

Before, the Mycohl had taken the path, but they had an easier tinme, for not even
the Engi neer suspected that there was treachery in their progress until too

| ate. Now the Mycohl could not go again, for they would be the first to fail.
The M zl apl ani ans coul d not go because they |lacked the nmobility to get to the
Engi neer. The Guardi ans coul d not go because it would be nearly inpossible to
notice a planet noving toward you

The Terrans had to go. They could get there and get in. They would not be
considered a serious threat, particularly after having faced the Quintara
before. And, as the Guardi ans could not believe that nmere Terrans coul d have
gone to the Underworl d and energed other than slaves of the Quintara, so the
Engi neer and his chieftains would be unable to believe that they night harm him

But no conditioning, no rebuilding, no hypnotics or grand designs could be upon
them They would bring the power and the know edge with them but the will to
use the tools and do the job nust be their own.

It was finished. The great link was forned, the chain was conplete. The rules
and the players had now been set.

They suddenly felt free; free not only in the sense that the forces were gone as
suddenly as they had conme, but also free of any and all controls upon them The
H gher Races were their masters no nore, but their tools.

Several of them collapsed in shock and exhaustion; Josef breathed in and out
very heavily but for some reason was afraid to open his eyes. Nobody really
wanted to nove; the stunned shock was within them all

Suddenly Gun Ron Chin junped up with a holler and began clawi ng, pulling at his
robe, finally getting it off and throwing it out of the circle. It |anded
near by, and the observers noted that it was snoking.

They all felt as if they had undergone a massive ordeal, but Krisha called,
"Qunny! What happened?"

"The cigars!" he shouted, rubbing his leg. "Darned stuff nmust've lit every one
of "emthat was in ny pocket!"”

They were brought food and drink, but nostly just sat on the floor. Chin's burn
| ooked nean but wasn't all that serious, and a quickly applied nedical ointnent
had renpved the pain.

Greta Thune, however, was now beyond anythi ng. She was dead, her cynol brain
bl own as surely as the aux engi nes were bl own. She had served her purpose, but
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it was a shock.
"Does anybody renmenber anything of what went on?" Josef asked incredul ously.

"It was as if, suddenly, all the answers were clear, but now | can make little
sense of it," Tobrush told them

They all spoke pretty nuch the same way except for Chin, who was silent,
drinking some wine. Finally, he said, "I know. "

For a monent they hardly heard, then they were suddenly quiet.

"What do you know, Gunny?" Krisha asked, the link or whatever it was with the
Angel s now conpl etely vani shed, although, apparently, she hadn't been aware of
it while it was there.

"It's just us five. We're it. Wt represent all thirty-plus trillion Terrans and
sixty-odd trillion non-Terrans, as well as the Three Races. It is alnpbst a
wager. They have given us powers, and a very big gun which we can use not to
kill, but at |east force back, even the big one hinself, but it's entirely up to
us, as sure as if we were still on the road to Hell."

" Capt ai n—how do you know t hi s?" Mdra asked him

"I"ll take that title again. It seens |'ve been appointed sonehow. It seens |'m
the proverbial enpty vessel. That's why a null had to be one of them It didn't
have to be me, but it is. | amunencunbered by experience. The tools they've
given us are effective, but anyone who's naturally on the talent band has grown
up using themin one fixed way, in assum ng everything works such and so. These
tools don't work quite that way. They have to be used intuitively, wthout
preconceptions. One of you might get themright, but I"'mthe nost likely to
succeed. |f anything happens to ne, one of you will have to use them Josef,
you' re probably nunber two, since you've also had nilitary training and you grew
up a hypno, no natter what your powers may be now. After that, only the gods
know. And one of you, perhaps.”

"It—+t gave you these tools, Gunny?" Krisha asked in amazenent.

"No. You all carry the tools. / use them Josef, you're about as inportant as
amin all this, since we can push himthrough the door with the Mycohl but we
can't lock it. That just postpones things a bit and | don't rmuch cherish the

i dea of spending an eternity in some other-dinmensional Hell holding the door
shut. We nust work as a team A single unit. And it is nost definitely not going
to be easy, and the odds of our even getting a crack at himare—well, about the
same odds as going in that first station and getting all the way to the city and
com ng back out alive."

"Where do we begi n?" Jimmy asked him "How do we find this Gand Prince of
Dar kness?"

@un Roh Chin chuckled. "Wll, over the years, he's had a pretty good record
finding us. And that's what we nust do. He can be al nost anywhere, so we have to
bring himto where we're at."

"Joseph? Qaanil is your old turf," Chin noted.

"That great sorceress who supposedly turned the arny into drols? | never saw
her, but | got sone descriptions while snooping around. Not enough to be sure,
but I'd bet it's Kalia. And, if it is, she'd set up in Lord Squazos' hive,
sinply because he's a Rithian who keeps Terrans and drols made from Terrans for
sl aves, pets, you name it. Making himcraw, or, just as bad, be under her,
woul d be just the kind of thing she'd do. She'd already have handl ed the
Terran-led hives. Squazos is right in the mddle of things. Rule fromthere and
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you control the Lords of the Qaanil. But there's no way they gave her that kind
of power and no way she'd have the patience to learn to use it if they did. That
means she's got at |east one, nmaybe nore, of the princes with her, and probably

a lot of regular Quintara as well, it's worse than a death trap."
"It is also the center of the darkness grow ng through the Mycohl," Tobrush
noted. "It is a point that, if it could be sonmehow threatened, the Engi neer

woul d have to conme to fix."

"Precisely ny point," the captain said. "W are not defensel ess. None of us.
You' Il discover that as we go along. Individually, we're" strong but no match
for them Together, collectively, they cannot harmus! The Quintara,

even the princes, are all egomani acal individualists. Each thinks of him or
herself as a potential god or demi god. As you picked themoff in that other
pl ane, we can pick themoff in the flesh, as it were. But the source of our
greatest strength al so points up our greatest weakness."

"You meke it sound al nost easy," Jinmy commrented.

"No. The odds against us are as great as the odds were against the Three acting
that last tinme. If the Quintara can isolate us, if they can separate us, we are
vul nerable. If that happens, all nental links with us, indeed, all know edge of
all this, will cease as well. You won't even renenber where you are or how you
got there. That's essential, since, if they ever suspect that our sole aimis to
bring the Engineer to us, he will never conme. They will not believe or accept
that, of course. They will be convinced that you have sonme sort of shield. If
any of us winds up captured, we will be offered al nbst anything. Literally. And,
the worst thing is, with that kind of power there at their disposal, and on a
one-to-one basis, they can in. fact do what they offer and their code requires
that they do it. But, although you won't renenber any specifics of this, you

wi || know and renenber that acceptance neans selling out to them totally and
irrevocably, and that you will then becone like Kalia, an active ally of their
cause. You can't fool them and they won't let you fool them That you will
know. "

"That is understood," Krisha told him

"And, if they can't bribe you, they'll try and scare you as they did in their
damabl e city. They might try scare first, then bribe, even alternating. Wat
they do will be quite convincing. You will seemto be alone and you will see and
feel and know what ever horrors they dredge up for you. If you break under their
onsl aught, they will be delighted but they will have no respect or use for you
If you hold, if you remain defiant, we will get you out, although you nust hold
wi t hout know edge of that hope. If you break, then you are dammed, and whatever
they make you see and feel will beconme pernmanent, real, and beyond the ability
of anyone to save you."

It was a sobering threat. Krisha renenbered the effect of the bl ackness and the
i nvasion of her mnd by the Quintara in the city. "How can anyone, any of us, be
expected to hold when we will not know there is hope?"

"W are here because we survived and did not enbrace them Sone of us were
broken, but even that toughened you. You remain faithful to our side. Your inner
strength nust sustain you. Burn that into your mnds! Defiance! They will not
have the satisfaction of seeing you crawl no matter what they dish out! No
matter how | ow they may take you, you know that there is sonething inside you
they cannot own! So long as that is inside you, we can and we will get you
back. "

Josef gave a |l ow whistle. "And these are just the Quintara you're talking
about!'"
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"Indeed. But it's not as difficult as all that. It's a matter of |ocating either
you or the Quintara who has you, then nmoving agai nst the denon. We have psychic,
or ot her-physics, or whatever you wish to call them defenses that will nail them
good. Merely distracting the right one could break the hold. And we will have
much, both physical and nmental, equipment to do just that. | pray that none of
us will fall individually into their hands, but the enemy is not to be
underestimted, and it remains only a prayer."

"Hold on, Captain! Back at the capital we saw the records fromthe breakout at
Rai nbow Bridge," Jimmy pointed out. "Reconstructed in spite of the best efforts
of sone others who will rermain nanmeless to nelt them down. They showed themto
us before we left for here, and they are very nmuch what Tris Lankur said when he
read out the dead cynol's nmenory. They shot the bastards, point-blank, with
heavy-duty weapons, and they hardly blinked! And that ship we thought they'd

bl asted—+t was a horror show inside! They all went nmad!"

@un Roh Chin sighed. "Yes. The ship |I'mnot surprised about. They could probably
draw enough power fromthe station to transnmit their usual horrors. Their
imunity to what we'd call conventional weapons appears to be a nore natura
thing. Perhaps it's because they're nerely casing for what's inside. Fromthat
vol canic tenplate we went through, 1'd say they're close to fireproof as well
They do breathe, sleep, and, um eat, but the odds of getting to them

that way with our situation is probably [ow, although I think those are avenues
to explore for fighting them el sewhere. They do, however, have a weak spot. It's
here"—he pointed to his chest—bel ow and between the nipples, belowthe

breastpl ate, where Terrans think their hearts are. Any sharp, pointed object
driven into there, or through there, bursts a key organ. They die. Only fromthe
front, though. They have chitinous plates under the skin of the back which are
designed, if not to stop, at least to deflect fromanything vital."

"Great. So they're going to stand there while we drive wooden stakes through
their hearts?" Jimmy said sarcastically.

"If we find themsleeping it mght be enough. If not, distraction will do."
"Yeah, so what if five of themeach takes one of us?" Josef asked.

"They won't."

"You seem pretty sure of that. Because you are a null?"

@un Roh Chin signed. "I'mafraid that, on this point, I amno | onger inmune.

That which flowed within ne sensitized me to the bands of the H gher Races. The
Quintara are H gher Races. | amno |onger immune fromthem It is not a thought

I cherish, | assure you." He paused a noment. "However, that is beside the
point. They won't take on all five of us no matter how many they are because
they are all arrogant, egomani acal individualists. If they are concentrating on
us, they are not watching their backs fromtheir conrades who night al so cherish

us. As a group, they will fight, and we can hold themin a fight. You four
al ready proved that. Only when one of themthinks they've got you to thensel ves
will they make the attenpt. Back in the city one of them could handle two of us,

but we've changed a bit since then. Even a bunch should be able to take no nore
than two of us at a time; the remaining three, if quick and clever enough,

shoul dbe sufficient in that case. |'ve been told that the one who went after
Jimy and Krisha totally ignored the rest of you, which bears out ny statenent
on their character."

"We're not inmmune to pistols, though," Josef noted.

"And there'll also be Qaanil about, and they've got sonme of the best defensive
robots I know "
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Chin shrugged. "You neutralized a very good Exchange security system at Rai nbow
Bri dge and reprogrammed a cynol to boot. Wat are nmere robots? As for the
others, forget them W have the conbi ned powers of the Three Races at our
command. They are within us now That is what | nmeant by power. W are linked in
a way | doubt even they can explain to us. But, in a sense, you are right. W
cannot get too arrogant or, like the Quintara, we will suffer for it. W're
mortals. If we nmiss a sentry and get shot, we will fry, or bleed."

Krisha was still concerned. "@inny—how nmany of these—ni ght mares—an we expect to
face? The place will be crawming with Quintara.”

"The only one that should be a real killer is the first one. After that you'l

be sensitized to the wavel engths; you'll know, and if you know, you can throw it
off. I won't say it's inpossible to have it done to you effectively nore than
once, but everything tells ne we should catch on. Then we can deflect them just
as the Quintara do thenselves. O herw se they'd be giving each other nightnares
constantly."

"Captain, | hate to say this, but | don't feel very powerful at all," Mdra said
worriedly. "In fact, | don't even feel that mind-link any nore, even though
that's sonething of a relief.”

"Pick a leader,"” he told them "The sane one. Focus on himor her with your
m nd. Gve himor her control. Don't worry, it'll be automatic. If the |leader is
down, or out, pick another."

"You seemto have all the answers,
you?"

Josef noted. "Did they give that all to

@un Roh Chin shrugged and | ooked a bit embarrassed. "Josef, | don't have
anything I"'mnot telling you. All we are doing is providing a focus and
collection point for the Hi gher Races. You ask nme a question, the glib answer
cones. From where? The Guardi ans? The Mycohl ? | don't know. W need an
attribute. It comes. From where? The Holy Angels? | don't know. Perhaps from a
conbi nati on.

We're not at their level, Josef. Qur descendants may be, someday, if we have
descendants. We'll never be, any nore than they are the equal of that celestia
Crew, or conprehend the real mof The Ship."

"Ckay, but you're saying we, us, with themor not, are going to have to take on
one of those Crew, rebel or not," Jimmy noted. "How are we supposed to do that?"

"We' Il know when we nust," the captain promsed him "Because the know edge and
means was put on file here by Ones who do conprehend him™"

"l wonder what he |ooks like," Krisha said nore than asked. "I wonder if we can
even know?"

"The foul est creature of darkness and corruption,” Mdra answered.

"Or the second nost beautiful thing possible," Jimy replied. "The favored
Prince of Angels, second in beauty and glory only to God."

"This may well be the first tine anyone ever went to the devil via spaceship,"
Ji my conmmrent ed.

"I amjust amazed that this blackness parts before us," Mdra comented. "It's
the densest stuff we've ever seen and the wi dest spread, as if this area was
attracting it like a magnet, yet we're being given a path. It feels like we're
going right into a trap."
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"We're in a Qaam | ship, with Qaam | markings and registration," Josef pointed

out. "If they're doing fleet operations they can't have this stuff going all
through them Programable or not, it's too undependable for that. It's not
really here as a barrier, like the border, anyway."

"No," Jimy breathed, feeling the tension. "It's here as raw nmaterial ."

"All right," Josef said with the sane kind of tenseness in his voice, "breakout
poi nt comi ng up. Everyone ready? W'I| have to nove fast, because once we don't
have the password we're going to be a real target."

"Set the thing on autonmatic and get to your escape pod!" Chin snapped. "Timng
is going to be tricky here as it is."

Josef made sone adjustnents, then threw off the command

hel met and rushed back to the open escape pod hatch, strapped in, and seal ed the
hatch. "Al'l set," he told them

"Renmenber to stay as a group,” Chin warned them "Focus on Josef and stay with
him He knows where he's going."

They each put one hand on their jettison switches and then concentrated on
Josef, giving himcontrol. There was sone hesitancy in doing this with Josef on
both Krisha's and Modra's part, but Chin had | ectured them both on the

i mportance of total trust. No matter how nuch they disliked the individual, they
sank or swam t oget her.

The ship shuddered and energed into nornal space. Josef was a good pilot with
excel lent charts; the world below, only seconds fromits Gclass star, al nost
filled their individual screens.

"Now " Josef said, and they launched all five pods within fractions of a second
of one anot her.

"Move away! Move away! Don't group on nme until you're away!" Josef shouted

The ship was invisible behind them masked in the planet's shadow, but suddenly
there was a bright flash and the ship expl oded, spectacular but eerie in the
sil ence of space

"Take it easy, group on ne,
position."

Josef called soothingly. "Concentrate on ny

They were so tiny that seeing himwas inpossible, and their instrunents were not
designed to detect things this small in a region this vast, but, sonehow, they
knew where he was. They grouped on him raggedly at first, then in tight
formati on, and headed for the term nator bel ow

@un Roh Chin had suggested that they work together as nuch as possible before
going into try and get used to the team concept, but it had been ragged at

best. Sonetines the focus, the group as one, worked well, sometines it didn't
work at all, and nost of the tinme it worked less than perfectly. It was not a
good onen; given six weeks or so on sone warm planet close to the one bel ow t hey
m ght have nmade it nearly perfect, but a few days had been all they were given.

More and nore the Executive Oficer's conment that they could wi n—f they
deserved it—ane back to haunt them Could five people, the products of vastly
different cultures and val ue systens, really trust each other to this degree?

They had to; at least they knew that. Ninety trillion Fausts had been reduced to
but five, each representing eighteen trillion Terran and non-Terran souls. Even
Josef felt the weight of that kind of responsibility.
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"There is a | ake about twenty-five kilonmeters outside of the Lord's hive, which
is called Vrnmul ;" Josef told them "It's the main water source for the city and
for irrigation. It should be just after dawn there, so we're not going to |ight
up the sky. The center is quite deep but near the shore it's only about five
meters deep. Follow ny lead minus a hal f-second each and we should go in the
shal | ow area grouped together in order. Once you're in, break the seal, get to
the surface, and make for shore. Be certain you have everything you need before
breaki ng the seal. There's no going back for it."

It was a sobering thought to face. Their ship was destroyed, the entire sector
was in eneny hands and it was unlikely anyone from outside could reach them now,
and the pods would be sunk in a | ake. There was definitely no turning back.

The spl ashdown was a big jolt, but they' d been prepared for that. It was the
second bang, like hitting a stone wall, that jarred them as they went under and
struck bottom then rose again slowy to the surface.

Restrai nts were undone, systens shut down conpletely, and deep breaths were
taken, then hatches were opened. Water flooded in alnost inmrediately, and the
pods began to sink. As soon as they were under, however, each of them swam out
and up toward the surface, their e-suits protecting themfromthe water's chil
and giving themthe air they needed to do it right, even addi ng buoyancy so that
the weight of the suits didn't drag them down.

They energed fromthe water surprisingly close together,, and after they
assenbl ed, first Josef and then the others disengaged their hel nets and they
fell back and collapsed into a snall ring on the back of the suits.

"Everybody did renmenmber their extra battery packs this tine?" Gun Roh Chin asked
j okingly.

There was nervous |aughter, and Krisha | ooked out across the lake. "It is quite
beautiful here," she said, sounding amazed.

Josef was a bit nettled. "Wiat did you expect? A chanber of horrors? It is an
engi neered world, like so many of yours. One that did not quite cone out right
for us in nature but which we could fix. Nobody builds a sline pit for their
honme. Rithians |ook pretty nasty, but they're sinmlar to Terrans in a nunber of
not readily apparent ways. They do, however, like things pretty hot npbst of the
time."

"Il say!" Modra exclainmed. "It's just after dawn here and ny suit says it's
alnost thirty-fivel™

"By mid-day it'll be at least fifty degrees,"” Josef told her. "Halfway to
boiling. Stones get so hot you can fry eggs on them It's quite humd, though,
once we get into the lowands, so it feels even worse."

"l do not find that appetizing," Chin said, "but | think we'd better get going.
Not that | think we'll nmake it today—too exposed—but we don't want to chance
that they picked up our pods coming in. W need a shady spot of concealnent with
a water source. The suits can keep our bodi es reasonably confortable, but our
heads are exposed. We're a bit too obvious with helnmets up, but | do not want
the irony of losing one or nore of us to heat stroke."

Josef seened to know the country, and he | ed themthrough dense foliage down
rocky inclines for several kilometers, then stopped in a stand of woods near a
swift-flowi ng but shallow stream "No scans of any kind, talent or suit, but if
you cone with me through this |ast patch you can see it all."

They followed himcautiously to where the forest ended in a breathtaking drop,
and before them was a panoram c view of Lord Squazos' nei ghborhood.
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Bel ow, the gently rolling | andscape was a patchwork quilt of tilled fields, dirt
tracks that cut through themlike scars, the pattern broken here and there by
del i berate stands of tropical trees, and, along neandering streans, dense
foliage right at the water's edge. Beyond it all, in the distance, rose gleam ng
towers of stone, steel, and synthetics. The Squazos hive.

"I't looks alnobst idyllic,"” Krisha breathed. "Very nuch |like many worlds | know
in the Mzlaplan."

"I think I'I'l take a look with the magnification viewers," Gun Roh Chin said,
and his helnet rose out of its thin ring holder and came down in front of him

"Al'l right, but just |ook—o scanning,"
us they'll pick it up.”

Josef warned. "If anybody's | ooking for

Soon they all had visors down. Mdra saw what she took to be a tiny cart pulled
by draft aninmals of sonme sort going along one of the dirt tracks and zeroed in
onit, bringing the magnification up until it was in full view

"Those are Terrans pulling that cart!" she gasped. "Hitched up |like sonme kind of
animals, with that driver creature actually using a whlp\"

They all took the figures fromher suit and | ooked at the scene.

Josef | aughed. "They're not Terrans—exactly. Those are drols, the particular
ki nd Squazos breeds around here. There's tons of varieties of them They were
bred from Terran stock, yes, but they've been so nodified now they' re separate
races, so different we couldn't even interbreed—not that you'd want to. The
ones the Terran | ords keep | ook enough like us we could actually mx in with
them 1've done it. The ones bred by non-Terran races run the ganut of bizarre
variations. They all have sone things in comon, though. They're not very

bri ght—+their working vocabulary is maybe sixty, seventy words tops—but they're
strong as can be, bred for the climate, tireless, and they'll eat anything
organic and thrive, even grass or garbage. And, for all that, they're a pretty
cheerful lot."

"Di sgusting," Krisha sneered, revolted. "They could use aninmals for this."

"Or sonebody with this Lord' s power and position could automate the whol e
thing," Mdra added.

"Animals aren't as smart or as self-sufficient, and they , need nore care,"”
Josef noted pragmatically. "Sure, he could automate the thing, but nuch
technol ogy's kept fromthe nmasses, just like in the Mzlaplan, partly because
we' d have huge, idle populations, and partly because the upper class likes it
this way. It's the way things are here, that's all." He chuckled. "Wait'11 you
see sone femal e Squazos drols. Then you'll really be revolted."

"What's that creature in the driver's seat?" Jimy asked him It was a hizarre
creature, smaller and slighter than the darkly browned bal d- headed drols by far;
humanoi d, but al so sonehow i nsect-like, with a snooth, glistening reddi sh-brown
skin or covering, with multiple joints in the arns and |legs, and a thin,
oval - shaped head whose features were hidden because they were now goi ng away
fromthem

"That's a Rithian," Josef told them "He probably manages a few of the plots
down there."

"Looks like a bug," Jinmy conmmented.

"Well, they do have a fairly hard shell that they shed now and then, but they're
just another race, like all the others. They marry and they nate in nuch the
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same way we do, and they bear and nurse |ive young, usually two at a tinme. But
they're tough little bastards; they had a six-system

one- hundr ed-and-forty-light-year nmini-enmpire before they were di scovered and
overrun by the Mycohl."

"I think I've seen enough for right now," Krisha said in disgust.
"Hold on!" Chin responded. "Take nmy mark and blow it up."

They all did so, and soon the nagnifiers brought into focus a thing so distant
it couldn't readily be distinguished with the naked eye. But what it was, very
near the far-off city, was very fanmliar.

"It's a station! One of the crystals!" Mdra excl ai ned excitedly.

"Where'd it cone fron? How d it get here!" Josef asked, puzzled.

"At a guess," the captain replied, "lI'd say it's probably one of the ones from
that hot world tenplate we went through. Cut fromthe crystal cave |ong ago,
tenpered in those fires and tuned, sonehow, and then transported here via the

i nt erdi nensi onal passageways. They know their way around, that's for sure.”

Kri sha thought a nmoment. "How many finished crystals were there in that horrible
pl ace? Twenty? Thirty?"

"Certainly no nore, although we didn't see the whole region," Mdra agreed.

"And they certainly hadn't started any work getting or growi ng nore. The cave
was pretty wild."

Ji my nodded. "l see what you mean! They don't have many of those bl oody things
at the monent, so the fact that they noved one here shows we aren't up the
creek. This is one of their headquarters!”

"l never had any doubt," Josef said with a sonewhat relieved sigh. "And neither
did the Hi gher Races or they wouldn't have comritted us like this."

"When do we go?" Jimmy asked.

"After dark," the captain replied. "Wen the farmcomunity's in for the night
and the ones in the city up there are relaxed, and when it's cooler. It'll take
four or five hours to cautiously get close to that city, and even if the powers
of Hell are stronger after dark, they' re also overconfident then. In the
meanti me, check your equipnent."

The Mycohl technicians had done their best to create what they thenselves felt

t hey needed beyond the standard suit defensive equi pment. Because energy weapons
had no effect on the Quintara, Josef had requested and the shops had nade one of
Terra's nost feared weapons of old, crossbows. These crossbows had extended
range, a small energy pack that produced exceptional tension, and a superior
conputerized targeting scope, all to put a hard-tipped arrow in the right place.
Even with all that, its accuracy outside very close ranges wasn't great, and
there was sone thought that if any of them were cl ose enough to use themthey'd
be in the nmental clutches of the eneny and unable to do so. Still, it was
sonet hi ng.

Jimy had extra equi pnent that was of interest only to him but which made him
feel far nore confortable. One was a snmall nedal suspended froma short chain
around his neck on which was enbossed a cross centered over the Seal of Sol onon.
The other was a cross, alnost as large as a pistol but small enough to fit in
his utility pouch, nmade out of a lightweight material with a golden finish

@un Roh Chin was anmused by it. "The ancient cross, | see. | never could
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understand a religion that so worshi ped death and whose hi ghest state of grace
was to die a martyr."

"It's not death but redenption this synbolizes," MCray replied. "W may have
the demon in all of us, but this remnds us that it needn't control us. W
cannot hel p being born with Adami s sin, but soneone el se paid the price for al
who would but take it. There's only one not born in sin | ever addressed in
prayer, yet someone high and not of this universe said | had talked to Hm And

a martyr dies in joy in the sure and certain faith that he or she will be reborn
with all the corruption expunged, in new and perfect flesh. No, Captain, it took
a descent into Hell literal and Hell personal, but |1've laid to rest ny doubt."

Chin said nothing in reply. He didn't want to argue theology with the little
man. McCray m ght have a sinple and parochial faith that events had left a
curiosity, but faith he had, and that was inportant here—perhaps the nost
important thing of all to have. Anyone could draw a sinple pentagranm it took
certain faith to activate its interdi nensional properties. Six-pointed stars
abounded, but in the hands of one with faith in their use they could be
incredibly powerful in the sane realm Wo was to say that the cross was not
anot her of those geonetric synbols of a rules set beyond known physics? Faith
was a powerful thing in interdi nmensional geonetry; he wi shed he had a lot of it
hinself. He certainly was not going to attenpt to argue the little priest out of
it.

The air had cooled to a "nere" forty-four degrees on the centigrade scale by the
time they started out near dusk. There was no sign that anyone was searching for
them or suspected their presence. Sone, |ike Krisha and Mddra, were actually
more worried about the lack of attention; it seened far too easy no nmatter what
the physical conditions. The nen, for their part, seened relieved; to Chin and
Josef in particular, it pointed out howtotally secure the Quintara felt against
mere nortal opposition.

That woul d not help them though, once they were inside the hive. Even if the
Quintara there didn't sense them they were there to cause attention, to destroy
and even kill the denmons. It didn't matter that the denmons would not truly die;
the information in Chin's mnd told himthat the shock of death on this plane
was great enough that it would be many nonths, perhaps years, before a "killed"
Qui ntara coul d refashi on another body to wal k this plane again. In essence, the
Quintara were not the problemto be solved here, even though they were dangerous
and deadly. Wth the Engineer at large, mracles were possible; niracles of the
darkest sort. Wth the Engi neer gone, the Quintara could then be hunted down
and, if killed, the great computer that controlled the |inkage between their
city and the other plane could be reset so that their new bodies, which could
formonly inside the crystals, would emerge to be trapped once nore where they
wer e born.

The Rithians saw poorly at night, and kept to their well-lit done-shaped houses
scattered here and there across the | andscape, but now and then they did run
into drols patiently turning water wheels or switching irrigation channels. At
Josef's urging, they ignored the drols, and the drols, after |ooking at themfor
a nonent, ignored them when they neither approached nor said anything to the
poor creatures. To drols, there were only drols and nodrols; all nodrols were
the sane. Up close, the nale drols | ooked even nore grotesque; nuscles al nbst on
top of their nuscles, squat, square-headed with little neck, but with the nost
giganti c—

"Ch, ny heavens!" Mddra whispered. "It's big as a sausage and goes al nbst to
their knees'."

As Josef warned, the fermal es, when they saw them horrified them even nore. As
hairl ess as the males, they were incredibly obese and could hardly walk, with
el ephantine I egs but very tiny arns and hands, and with two pairs . of breasts,
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the second pair enornous and hangi ng down to their crotches. Josef casually
expl ai ned that the Rithians had hit upon the design when they di scovered they
had a taste for Terran milk. It was a mild but pleasantly addicting narcotic
drink to them

The two women weren't the only ones who wanted to throw up.

And this, Mdra thought, this was the Mycohl, enem es of the Quintara. No wonder
the other two enpires hated them and thought themevil. They were an evi

soci ety, who had betrayed the Quintara because they didn't want to take orders
fromthe denons, not out of any sense that the Quintara were in thensel ves

noral |y abhorrent. Josef, at |least, had the excuse that he was brought up to
think that this was normal and right; Tobrush, though—kindly, w se
Tobrush—toured around this and who knew what other depravities, encouraging
innovation in evil and enjoying every mnute of it.

It was becom ng easier to see why the Quardi ans and the Exchange had tried
everything to avoid contact with the Mycohl. A mind-link with the Mycohl nust
seem like throwi ng yourself into a barrel of excrenent.

Finally, they reached the area of the great crystal, the station stop to Hell

"You can feel its power," Jimmy whispered to them "It's pulsing, twisting this
way and that, with a great deal nore energy than | renenber."”

"You are not misremenbering,"” Gun Roh Chin told him "Before, the station was in
automati ¢ node; now the full network is turned on."

"I wish we could turn that one off," Mdra said. "One alarmand you coul d be up
to your neck in Quintara, and we're supposed to make enough fuss to sound that
alarm™

"It is only in phase for a nanosecond or so every two seconds,” Chin told them
agai n saying facts he hadn't known until he was saying them "During the entry
wal kK you are in phase with it for that brief blink, but it is enough to carry
you out of phase with here. It phases with an uni magi nabl e nunber of other
stations during its two-second cycle, and the center region resets your phase to
the destination. That's how it works. An eternal, programmabl e tesseraet.
Amazing. And that's how the Quintara got it here. They used their own dat abase
to locate this place and then picked one of the countless other points it would
touch in the pattern. Fix it to that and you can walk to this!"

And all at once it cane to him Once he was told howto do it, it was amazingly
perfect for their purposes.

"Of course!" he said.
"What's that about?" Jimy asked him

"W five are the instruments through which the conbi ned know edge and wi sdom of
the Three Races nmay be focused. We can reprogramit, to a degree! O, rather,
they can, through us! A sinple order—skip this phasing in the cycle. It'Il throw
the whole thing off. It'Il touch slightly different points. |Inagine the effect
when they find out that soneone's been able to reprograma station in their own
back yard! If you were the Quintara, suddenly faced with that fact, and with

| ong nmenories of past defeat, would you rush in to re-establish the Iink?"

"Not them Not when it's their necks,"” Mdra agreed. "They'd scream for Daddy."
"Al'l right, so how do we do it?" Josef asked.

"Unfortunately, the only way is to go into it. The contact, the control point,
is in the center, where the Quintara were inprisoned. It's the power fulcrum
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what ever that neans."
"Yeah? But won't we go bye-bye with it?" Jinmy asked worriedly.

"No. The programwi |l be effective when we exit. We keep wal ki ng through
afterwards, and in spite of going in a straight line, we will wind up at the
entrance again. It's the only way to tell which point to elimnate."

"Then we've got a problem" Krisha told him "First of all, didn't any of you
notice that very famliar-Iooking structure opposite the station? And if you
scan the area, | nake several ani mated nmachines, which | assune are the security

robots, and one Quintara within the area of that altar and the crystal."

"Vi sors down, group your thoughts on me," Chin said in a deternined tone.

The Five becane Three becane One.

Sensors sought out the first of the security robots. At the nonent they found
one of the huge gl eaning black 'nonsters, the robot also sensed them but robots
could only act and react near |ight speed; they could use a route the robot did
not conprehend to be faster

Input . . . image of the five . . . friendly forces. Assist if requested,
otherw se ignore. Silently sumon other units.

One by one the bl ack behenoths cane, two fromthe area of the crystal, one from
behind the altar. Instantly they were seized and reprogramred in a nathenmatica

| anguage, codes and all, that none of those doing the reprogramm ng knew or
under stood. The Three could not have known, either; apparently it was child's

pl ay.

Ascertain location of all Quintara in vicinity.

The | ocation showed on a grid in the robot's "brain." Just one within the
i medi at e area, doing sonething between the statue of the goat-god sitting there
in the lotus position facing the crystal and the sacrificial altar itself.

Approxi mat e nunber of Quintara in hive.
Two hundred and thirty-four! They were having a convention

A demoni ¢ face appeared behind the altar, eyes glowing, as it sensed a powerful
Presence.

Too powerful. They caught but could not block the Quintara's nental call.
<Sonet hing odd at the station. Strong presence. >

<Anot her Mycohl come skulking in the dark to take you on,> was the scornful and
| ess than synpathetic reply. <Al right. Smoke the creature out and hold it if
you can. We'll send the rest of the detail.>

They had the sense that a Quintara detail nunbered six. They sensed that the
Quintara on the altar was nervous, a sensation they'd never felt in one of them
before and a heartening one, but the nervousness was nore than overcone by the
enbarrassnent of having called for help in the first place. Wen you think of
yourself as a dem god, the | oss of face fromsuch a thing when you don't even
have a clear eneny in sight was enornous.

Suddenly enraged by his self-inflicted wound to the ego, the Quintara stood and
wal ked confidently to the side of the platform its hooves making a clicking
sound on the hard surface. They could see it clearly now-a fenale! That nade her
sense of shanme 'all the nore intol erable, because she did not wish to have the
mal es think of her as weaker
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than they. As she noved to the side of the platform two robots cane and fl anked
t he down stairway.

<Who cones to face nme?> she sent, then opened her mouth and gave a terrible roar
that echoed across the | andscape.

<What is your nane, denon? Gve nme your nane or | will kill you.> It was sent in
a calm businesslike tone neant to unnerve. It wasn't only the Quintara who
could play ganes.

<Who dares speak thus to ne?>

<W¢ do. > They stepped out in a row fromtheir place of conceal ment, since once
they had reveal ed their presence the Quintara knew their |ocation anyway.

The denon | ooked at them saliva dripped fromits open nmouth, its huge, sharp
teeth anxious for a norsel of living flesh. She | ooked at them and | aughed.

<Your name or you die, to be sent back in disgrace to that darkness from which
you sprang to be reborn as the | owest of the race.>

<Big tal k!> They felt the sudden Quintara onslaught and it was nothing to just
brush aside, but neither was it so powerful that it could not be handl ed,
defl ected, neutralized.

She was startled, even anmzed, at the action, but far too enraged to back down
now and wait for help to arrive. She saw only five Terrans—Ferrans!—and if one
was a strong Mycohl inside, that only made it regrettably inedible.

The denon cane down the small stairs, her eyes fixed on the five. Her protected
body was in and of itself an arnored fighting nachine, and nothing she saw coul d
stop her physical progress.

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, the robot to her left turned suddenly
and struck its entire arm | ance-like, into the area under her breasts.

She roared in agony fromthe unexpected blow, withed and twi sted, and so

power ful was she that she managed to break off the robot armand with a shove
send the rest of it hurtling through the air to crash to the ground five neters
away.

But the wound was nortal. She withed, clutched at the armstill protruding from
her chest, then coll apsed. There was a sudden bright flash, and, as in the city
station, a presence, a horrible face of hatred conposed of pure enption, flashed
briefly before them and then was gone.

They broke the connection and ran to the dead body.

"Incredible!™ Gun Roh Chin said, amazed. "W actually Killed one!"

"A leaf, a blade of grass. Every race has its idiots and its assholes,"” Jimmy
commented. "There was a reason why she was stuck on guard duty out here in the
nm ddl e of the night."

"But the others will know she's dead!" Mddra rem nded them "They'|ll cone in
force, see this, and send for a ton of them better ones than this!"

"I"'mafraid you're right," Chin said worriedly. "W can't take on two hundred,
even one at a tinme! And while they' re unable to group, they can afford to send
fifty against us while another hundred just circle around and gnaw. The station
will have to wait. We're going to have to find a hiding place and Iie | ow and
pull no funny stuff they can sniff out. Now "
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"Ckay," Jimy agreed. "But not before we reprogramthe other three robots. W
shoul dn't di sappoint the | ads, should we?"

MARTYRS TO THE CAUSE

BAAL, VICE LORD OF HELL, PRINCE OF THE QUTER Darkness, dwarfed the Quintara
gathered around the altar both in stature and in presence, dressed in purple
vel vet, his cape rippling in the soft breeze.

<VELL?>

<W have scanned the entire region, My Lord. There is nothing out there that
coul d have caused this.>

The prince was not nollified. <Scanned? By chance, did anyone think to actually
LOOK?>

He didn't need that question answered.

<Too |l ate now, you idiots. Sonme Master Race! The nore | | ook at your miserable
selves, the nore | amtenpted to go to the pit and | oose the Legions! But | have
hopes we nmay yet be able to conquer without having to turn the whole sector into
a wastel and in which even you woul d yearn for death!>

The t hought of |oosing the Legions terrified them Insane, fanatical,
uncontrol l able, they were the Quintara distilled, not corrupters but destroyers
of all they found. So fearsome were they that not even the Engi neer could tane
them and they had been sealed in their own dinmensional wormhole by their master
and creator.

<Per haps, Highness, it was just a horrible accident. The robot—

<I D Or! She was carel ess and stupid and she got what she deserved! Wen she is
reborn she shall suffer a few centuries in the Lake of Fire to see if she can
have sonme sense burned into her.' A nere machine can hold no terrors for us.
Soneone out -t hought her, although right now |I'm none too sure an insect couldn't
have out-thought her and rmaybe the | ot of you. But this soneone still is very
good i ndeed. >

<Hi ghness, could they have conme fromthe station? Ht and run?>

He thought about it. <Very likely. There is hope for you. But | amal so

di sturbed of this report of this spaceship that was bl own up yesterday. Wiy was
I not told of it? And what idiot blew it up rather than forcing it down so we
could see why it was here? Ch, never mnd |—

He suddenly stopped, turned, and started sniffing the air, as if he'd suddenly
caught a strange and unnatural scent.

<Qdd. For a nonment there | thought | detected a presence. Soneone—famli ar
sonehow. | can't place it, but it will come to me.> He sighed, and his sigh was
like a roar of lions. <Al right. Fromnow on | want a full detail here at all
times, with enphasis on the station, not the altar. | may cone out at any tine,
and anyone 1 find sleeping behind the altar will suffer! And renmenber that that
i dol represents our Lord! | want no nore disrespect, unless you want ne to
report such attitudes to Hm >

That was the one thing they were unani nbus on
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<Very well. First, get. rid of that body. Burn it beyond recognition! W want no
one to have a denonstration that we can be done in. And | want a full sweep of
the area for fifty kilonmeters square around this spot. Starting now Use
everything at your disposal. If there is anything, anything, within this region
that doesn't belong there | want to know it inmediately!>

They were stunned. <But, My Lord, the Rithians are not rmuch good at night. At
dawn—

<RL1THI ANS! Who sai d anyt hing about then? You shall do it. Do you think a Rithian
or even a Rithian arny is any nmatch for anyone who can bring down any one of
us?>

<But—y Lord! It will take a hundred of us to cover such an area with any. speed
and thoroughness! >

</ don't care if it takes two hundred! Sonething far nore serious than the |oss
of a sentry is at foot here, and I will know about it before it strikes!>

It was incredible to see the Quintara virtually evacuating the city.
I ncredi bl e—but also frightening to see a veritable denonic arny on the narch.

They lay there on a bl ackened rooftop three stories above the scene, watching
t hi ngs unf ol d.

"How many do you make?" Ji my whi sper ed.

"A hundred, certainly. Perhaps nuch nore," Chin responded. "But renenber they're
| ooking for us, and even if there's two hundred, that |eaves nore than thirty in
the city, or about the sane nunber as in their own city. Only this tinme we've
got a regular population to contend with as well."

"Fat lot of good it does us anyway," Josef comented. "The sky is already

growi ng light, and the sun will be up in maybe an hour and a half tops. There's
maybe sixty, seventy thousand Rithians in this hive. W nay be able to blank a
few m nds, but not the kinds of crowds that will be out on those streets soon."

"I agree," Chin told him "As nmuch as | would | ove to take advantage of their
absence, we didn't count on it."

"Well, it's going to be hot as a volcano on this rooftop,"” Krisha noted. "Wat
do we do?"

"Hostile environment," Mdra replied. "Full suits, full internal systens. There
is far too nuch high-tech stuff in this place for themto pick up five suits. No
power problens; | assune these suits have a solar charge option. W relax and
get sone sleep in air-conditioned confort. |'ve spent worse tinmes in suits

simlar to these on worlds you couldn't live for three seconds on wi thout a ful
suit. This isn't nearly as hot as that volcanic place on the path to the city.
This isn't the kind of roof that sees nuch traffic."

@un Roh Chin nodded. "I"'ma little concerned about the higher buildings, but
none are nearby and we have sonething of a roof wall. It is reasonably flat.
Still, we are vulnerable in sleep if discovered. Modra and | will sleep first.
Josef, at two hours awaken me and | will relieve you. An hour after that, Krisha
wi || awaken Mddra and do the same. Jinmy, you will then wake Josef and be
relieved by him and so on until we are in darkness once nore. The three awake,
if vigilant, should be sufficient to thwart any real danger. Just group and it
will come to you. The sleepers will awaken when you do. No use of the intercomns,
tel epat hic shields up. W want no nonitors picking us up.”

It was not the greatest sleep any of them had ever had, nor the nost
confortable, but it was sufficient. It had to be sufficient. At |east no one
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came up there the entire day, and nobody seened to have peered out of the wong
wi ndow at just the right tine. The hardest part was guard duty; with ful
systems on, but no intercomallowed, and shields up, there was no way to really
talk. Mostly, you just stared at the city and watched it work.

The Rithians really did | ook like giant bipedal insects; their native speech, as
opposed to the Mycohl standard tongue, appeared to consist of rapid clicks,

whi stles, and huns which filled the shimering hot air. They appeared not to
wear or need clothes in this custom zed environnent, but nost carried backpacks
or shoul der purses to hold their essentials. The two sexes were easy to
differentiate; there were |arge reddi sh-brown Rithians, rather plain-Iooking,
and smal |l er, al nmost bei ge-col ored ones who appeared to pretty thenmsel ves up by
havi ng designs painted on their shells. Mdra naturally assuned that the smaller
ones with the fancy designs were the fermales and was startled to realize that
the children, who ranged fromfat white wormlike things to mniature versions
of their parents depending on age, were alnost invariably associated with the

| arger, plain sex. By sign, she managed to ask Josef who was who, and he
indicated that the big plain ones were indeed the fenales.

Modra couldn't help but think that there was sonething to say about the wonen
being the big, strong ones and the nen the smaller and weaker sex who had to
dress thensel ves up

to please the girls. She wondered if "Lord" wasn't a generic; Squazos m ght well
be a fenuale.

The Rithian formof the drol was much in evidence as well, and as disturbing as
ever. Al of the cleaning and pulling and hauling and whatnot she saw t hem doi ng
coul d have been done by machi nes, yet nmachines were left for security. No
civilization that could restructure a planet to its own design and send
spaceshi ps far and wi de shoul d ever need sl aves; apparently they had them either
for status, to feel power, or just because that's the way things were done.
Josef saw not hing wong, and he was of Terran ancestry hinmself. He'd expl ai ned
while they noved fromlake to city that drols were Terrans because there were
more surplus Terrans, and that their race had replaced the patchwork of other
races used by nmost until Terran inclusion. On the noral question, he'd asked
themif they'd be as upset if this were a Terran world and the drols had | ooked
like Rithians. All of themliked to think that they'd feel the same, but Modra
wasn't the only one who, deep down, wasn't all that sure. She hoped so.

No new drol s had been devel oped for centuries, of course, which gave present-day
Terrans sone di stance, but there was a nethod, generic male and generic fenale
for sonme drol creation. Terran authorities used it as the ultimte puni shnent
and to make exanples of rebels, spies, and woul d-be usurpers. It used sone kind
of nanotechnology and it was very fast, and it had frightened Josef as nothing
el se had when he was younger. No worry here, though; you couldn't create drols
fromRithians so why bot her?

The worse thing, though, was that it nade them wonder what other quaint Mycohl
customs there mght be that they weren't seeing. There were ugly enough worl ds
in the Exchange—ris's home world was a horror—so what night sone worlds be |ike
her e?

As night fell, the city slowed down to a craw. Wthin the first hour of
darkness, everything appeared close and there were few on the streets save sone
drol s sweeping the remants of the day's conmmerce up and throwing it into carts.

Sone Qui ntara had been going in and out of the city all day, but only in small
nunbers, usually ones and twos. It was fascinating to see the Rithians' reaction
to the huge creatures; they dropped to all fours and prostrated thenselves in
near automatic notion and renmained that way as the denons passed, usually
ignoring themconpletely. It was nore than fear, although that was there in
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abundance; the enotions washi ng up when the denbns passed was al so bordering on
wor shi pful adoration. Either they' d sold out body and soul to the Quintara, or
the denons had dealt with the doubters.

O her races, too, had been present, although in very small nunmbers. Lord Squazos
had a nunber of worlds and races under the hive, including two Terran worlds,
al t hough no one had seen a sign of any Terrans anywhere during the day watch.

Even though it was still a steanbath, it was a relief to have helnets off again
and therefore to be able to speak.

"I think redirecting the crystal station is out for the nonent. They'|l have it
bristling with guards and traps," Chin said with a trace of di sappointnent.

"Not necessarily," Josef responded, thinking. "I can't think of a single act
that woul d bring about what we want qui cker and with the | east fuss. The probl em
is simply one of drawi ng them off. Cap, how many of us could do that job?"

"The m ni mum nunber. Three. But | dislike splitting up the teamfor any reason
If we should | ose any one of the three for any reason, we'd be dead."

"Wuldn't we still be able to link, even though physically separated?”

" Yes,, but—

"Let's hear what he's got in mnd first,"” Jimy said. "It beats livin" up here
and thunmb-twiddlin'. If we don't nove fast, before they know who and what
they're facing, we're bound to be in for it."

@un Roh Chin sighed. "All right. Let's hear your plan, Josef."

"Well, | suggest that three of us get as near the station as is possible without
bei ng detected. The other two will take the explosives into the city and pack
themin the right places

around the central hive. There's enough here to do a | ot of damage to that
keep. "

"So what?" Jimy asked him "You'll not harmthe Quintara with any bonbs, unless
you get lucky and sonme debris hits their soft spots. You'll just nake a ness,
tell "emwe're here, and |l eave a calling card."

Modra thought about it. "Jimmy, you' ve seen the typical Quintara they have
around here now. If those types were guarding the crystal and suddenly saw the
castle blow, what do you think they'd do?"

"Stay put, as their |l eaders will order themto do,
power ful telepaths, you renenber.”

Chin answered. "They're all

"Maybe, " Josef said, "but the Quintara | saw conming into the city today headed
straight for the keep. Not, | bet, to visit Lord Squazos, either. And if | were
an officer in charge, and particularly royalty, that's where |'d stay while

was here. It's the nerve center of the entire hive. | don't care if they're
harmed or not, while they're in our universe they're physical, just as we are.
Put a few tons of building on themand the only thing they' Il want right away is
to be dug out—fast. My bet is that you could get in and out before they noticed
you. And they might even take you for Qaanmi|l Terrans, dressed as you are, if
they didn't try to nind-probe you."

Chin considered it. "Incredibly risky, but it mght work. What do the rest of
you think? W won't get nmany shots at this, you know. "

"Such an explosion mght not hurt them but it would kill a lot of innocent
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peopl e, " Krisha pointed out.

Modra stared at her. "Did you see those streets? Honey, in this place, there are
no i nnocent people. | say go for it. It's the best chance we have."

"l agree that we nust take chances," the captain said, "but while the three are
inside, they will be out of phase with the other two. G ouping will be

i mpossi ble. The two would be strictly on their own with insufficient power to

bl ock a real Quintara onslaught. And what if he doesn't cone as a result of the
action? Then the hunt will be on and it will be a near constant battle to remain
free."

"I'f blowing up the hive of Lord Squazos with Quintara big shots inside and then
maki ng one of their stations on their network di sappear doesn't bring him |
can't imagine what would," Mdra replied. "Wrse, can you conme up w th anything
el se, particularly anything |l ess risky, that would do the job?"

The captain was silent * |ooking at their faces. Finally he sighed and said,
"Al'l right, who goes where?"

"I have to be one going to the hive," Josef pointed out. "I know this city and
the general |ayout of the place."
"Al'l right. One of us has to go each place, | agree, and | don't know who has

the nore dangerous job," Chin told him "Wo el se?"

"W all want to do it, Captain,” Mdra told him "Don't we all want to give them
a taste of what they put us through?”

"I say we match for it," Jimmy suggested. "COdds and evens. All three of us put a
fist behind our back and on signal we all bring it out with either one or two
fingers out. We do it until there's an odd one out."

Josef was noticeably relieved when Jimmy won at his own gane the first tinme out.
He was never confortable around Krisha and he didn't want Modra to be his
responsibility.

"Al'l right, then," the captain sighed. "But if anyone is captured, the plan's
off. We go imediately to aid them Use no talents unless it's an energency. So
Il ong as you don't use them you're effectively a null to them Once you use
them you might as well be broadcasting on your radios. If you fall into a
Quintara trap, we'll know. The sane goes with any of us. If you get away, you'l
know where to find us. And may the gods be with us all!"

Wth that the two teans split, after Jimry drew a chal k pentagram on the roof
surface—"For energencies only," he enphasized. Then Chin and the two wonen
wat ched nervously as Josef and Jimmy |et thensel ves down off the roof and then
vani shed into the shadows.

Chin lowered his helnet for a nonment and | ooked in the opposite direction, then
raised it again. "The forest is on either side of the station "area," he noted.
"Qur best bet is probably to work around fromthe | eft side through the bush. If
the gods smile upon us, we should get to within thirty neters of the entrance

wi t hout exposing our cover. Each park | ooks to be, oh, not nore than a couple of
square kiloneters." He sighed, "Let us begin," and started down hinself. The
other two followed quickly, and they were off in the opposite direction fromthe
two nen.

The park | and surroundi ng the approach to the hive through which the three of
them had to travel to get anywhere near the station w thout being detected was
bl ack as pitch, the dense upper growth bl ocking off what |ight there was.

"W'l|l have to use the helnet viewers," Chin told Mddra and Krisha. "That neans
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no communi cati ons, so everyone keep in sight of everyone el se, understand? Hand
signals only. And be wary of traps of any kind," he added worriedly. "If | had
that altar and station so close in to dense forest, / would put some traps out."

There were traps set within the park; nost, at least after just going in a few
meters, appeared rather sinple and primtive, easy to spot with the Iow |light
and infrared viewers on. Conceal ed rope snares, some thinly disguised pits with
fal se breakaway tops, that kind of thing.

They got nobre nunerous but not |ess obvious as they went on. Mddra, in the

m ddl e, watched as Gun Roh Chin gingerly went between a snare and a pit, then
foll owed his noves. Suddenly Chin stopped and stared at the ground, thought a
monent, then junped a small distance to his right. He turned and gestured for
Modra to do the sane. She didn't see anything, but by now she knew enough to
take the captain at his word and tried the | eap. She cane down wrong, stunbled,
and fell, and before either of themcould get to her aid she reached out to
break her fall and touched sonething small and thin. A stick of sone kind cane
across the ground and net with two other |ong sticks, and suddenly she felt
frozen, suspended in a netherworld that had no points of reference at all,
consci ous but unable to nove, unable to even get her bearings enough to think
<Where in the Pits of Sargos did she conefronP> <lt's one of the traps near
Qaanmil, | think. But she's Terran! What's a Terran doi ng there?>

<Qdd. She doesn't know hersel f. Exam ne her mind. She's one of the ones they
were tal king about. Got out of the city sonehow. Yet her nenories only run to
the city station. Very odd. >

<Er ased, perhaps? Wat's an Exchange Terran doing in a Mycohl uniformin the
heart of Qaamil ?>

<There is a sense of sonme erasure, but only to a point. A few glinpses here and
there, no sense. Very odd. |'ve never seen anything like it.>

<Well, it's a certainty that she doesn't know, either. Woever or whatever was
operating her novenents has severed all contact. She's usel ess. An enigm, but
usel ess. >

<Not to nme. |I'll take her.>

<You'll take anything. You are too sentinental about these kind just because you
once worked Terra. >

<Nevert hel ess, give her handle to nme. Terrans aren't in your area anyway. >
<Ch, very well.>
The entity who wanted her now addressed her directly.

<Listen well, woman. | can use clever and resourceful ones such as you. You are
inny conmplete and total power. Wth a flick of my will | can nake you cease to
exist, or drive you mad with horrors, or | can reward. My power is great. Pray

to me and submit to doing nmy will and | shall give you joy and riches. Pray for
what you desire and | shall grant it in exchange for that subnission, and

shall raise you up above the others of your kind.>

She coul d not remenber anything beyond the city of the denobns, yet she had net
this sort before.

<You ask ne to act against nmy own kind, to spread your terror for you. If you
are so powerful, why do you ask ne to do this at all? Wiy not sinply nake ne do

it?>

<A fair question. | can nake you mne, it is true, even enter your body or place
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a subordinate there, controlling you by urges and by force of .will as a puppet.
But a puppet is not a free agent; it acts by the notion of others, without
thought or commitnent. | have nmillions of puppets. | need those who will serve
me freely to create a doninion and not nerely preside over a puppet show. |

of fer you one of two choices: puppet or puppeteer?>

<In your kind of universe a puppet is free while the puppeteer is in chains,
even if they're golden chains, > she retorted. <No matter how foul the puppet's

deeds, the stains are not on the puppet but on the puppeteer. | wll not have
the bl ood of your millions on nmy hands! Better to die or be forced to act
against my will than to sell nyself to you!>

<l could break you, > the denon nused, <but broken people are truly worthl ess.
Better a subtle approach. You will pray to nme. You will do so. You will get down
on your knees and you will beg ne for nercy and acknow edge ne as your one true
god. Now feel ny power, for | amthe only one who can help you, if you are
sincere. If not for me, for the sake of your famly and your child to cone.>

<My what f >

There was a sudden rush in her mind of strange, bizarre synbols. Wth a start
she realized, sonmehow, that these were incredibly |long, conplex mathenmatica
fornmul ae, and that in sone odd manner they were coming fromher. They seened to
dance around her, long streams of inconprehensible equations. And then anot her
stream appeared, very like the first, but fromsome renmpte point, and the two
danced around each other in concentric spirals until they finally net at a point

where her mind interpreted a single separator of the pair, not an = but a
":" instead.

She slept, but lightly, and she dreamed, and the dreans becane nenori es.

"Look, Madam-Stryke," the cymol said. "You suddenly arrived here at the space
sal vage yards stark naked and with some bizarre and unbelievabl e account of
bei ng an exploiter and having gone to a literal Hell, but with no nenories of
how you got fromthere to here. W' ve run through the records and there is a
ship named the W dow maker under a Captain Lankur, which is currently out on a
job, but there is no record of you or anyone answering your description
associated with it or with anything el se, nor does your genetic record produce
any matches at all. You claimto be educated and fluent in standard yet you
speak and think only in an obscure dialect called Kor that | had to read into ny
menory just to speak with you and which is derived primarily from an anci ent
Terran tongue known as Arabic. There is only one world where Kor is spoken at
all, Berbary, and we note that Wdowraker had a repair |ayover there four nonths
ago. As you are seventeen weeks pregnant, it is clear to us that you had a
liaison with this Captain Lankur, not an unknown thing, and that you have
fantasi zed an incredi bl e background for yourself which you now believe in the
shock of discovering your pregnancy and, with my research on Berbary, subsequent
|l oss of all status."

"No! That's not true!"

The cynol ignored her protest. "So you stowed away on the next ship calling
there that was headed for the capital and here you are, delusions and all."

"It's true I"'moriginally from Berbary, but—=

"Enough! It is clear that you require psychiatric help but lack the nmeans to pay
for it. You have no skills, no command of a useful |anguage, and you are
pregnant. There is sinmply no way for you to be anything here but a ward of the
state, and we do not allow that here. You will, therefore, be placed on the
first ship out of here calling on Berbary and deported back to there. Until then
you wi Il be detained here."
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"No! You can't! | amwho | say! | did go those places!"

The cynol flicked a switch. "The hearing is over. Until you |leave you will do
meni al tasks here to pay for your keep but be under arrest in this building.
Citizen Bhorg, please establish the situation for no nore trouble."”

She turned and saw a huge, lizard-like creature with great bul ging red eyes
standi ng there. The eyes caught her, and the hypno had her under al npst
i mredi atel y.

She remai ned there, doing nmostly nake-work, obedient, hel pful, and not even
curious about why she was there or who she was, until they put her on a
freighter and the daily hypno treatments wore off. The crew, none of whom were
Terrans, were told she was a harm ess nut case bei ng deported and that was
that.. There was little she could do about it.

She did, however, renenber the denbn, and was begi nning to understand just what
he'd neant and just how great his power was. To alter probability! To create an
alternate Modra, one who hadn't been so fortunate! It was incredible. The only
sol ace she found was that, this way at least, Tris and the Durquist and the
others were still alive, still going! If she had never been a nenber of their
team Tris had no reason to kill hinself. Their lives for her current reality
didn't really seemlike nmuch a punishnent. Mre |ine penance. Maybe that denon
bastard had blown it.

But the Quintara were a reality here, so maybe not. Maybe they just went in,
whol e, but without her. Fromthe translator on the ship she | earned that they
were spreading, and their influence even nore so, and that many Terran worl ds
had gone over to them and others were being attacked to prevent them from going
over. It was a grimpicture.

Ber bary was anot her shock. It |ooked and felt much the sane, but when she
arrived she was past seven nonths pregnant and show ng badly, and the threadbare
makeshi ft dress she'd made for herself back in confinenent was no help at all

"The Stryke famly," she told the man at custons and i nmigration. "They have a
big farmover near Zahari, with fruit orchards as far as the eye can see."

"Madam they sent nme your report and | read it," the custonms nman said. "W
checked. A Stryke famly did have a farmthere years ago, but npbst of them were
wi ped out in the plague. The rest perished in a mgjor fire that swept the house.
There was a report that one small child survived but she hadn't been registered
and between the plague and the fire there was no one to confirmher identity.
Further, several enployees saw the child and swore that she was not a Stryke; no
Stryke had red hair. As a result, the child was turned over to the orphanage in
Zahari where, at age fourteen, while picking fruit for a co-op, she fled,
apparently to here, where she lived on the streets and possibly sold herself to
spacers. Your code matches the one on file at the orphanage." He sighed. "I
cannot refuse you entry, nmadam but | wish | could. My advice to you is to go to
the Crescent Society, arrange to have the child and give it up for

adoption, then seek cleansing in the faith and find some productive place for
yourself. If | see you around here again | will charge you with pandering and
prostitution and arrest you accordi ngly. Nowbe gone!"

Now the full force of the denpn's threat hit her and reduced her to sobs of
grief. Her parents . . . her brothers and sisters . . . all gone. Her birthright
and dowy gone to distant relatives. Her favorite uncle Anri, who'd left her the
cash to buy into the Wdowraker, was certainly dead in this life, too, but never
knowi ng her. Her famly's | ands woul d probably have gone to Zakir Fahnond, a
cockroach in human form relative or not, and nost |ikely the one who'd paid off
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the enpl oyees to swear that no Stryke had red hair even though she'd gotten it
from her immigrant grandfather whose features were fair and whose flam ng red
hair had made hima legend. And, in this |oose but still traditionalist society,
that left her without anybody or anything and with a choice of prostitution or
itinerant fruit and vegetabl e picker

She didn't want to give up the child, not Tris's child, to possibly a fate no
better than hers right now, but she knew she'd be forced to. Wthout noney there
was no way she could provide anything at all. As the man had said, she needed
charity just to eat and be sheltered and guarantee as much as possible a live,
heal t hy chil d.

She was totally al one.

The denon's words canme back to her under the hot sun on the |onely stone wal kway
in front of the spaceport. "/ amthe only one who can help you, if you are
sincere. If not for me, for the sake of your fanmily and your child to cone."

And what if she did? Wuld the denon resurrect her fanm|ly? Restore her noney and
position? Legitimze her child?

<Pray, and you shall be permitted to raise the child and the child will prosper
as one of mne. >

"No, you son of a bitch," she nuttered. "I'lIl sell nyself first. I'Il do
anything | have to, but you're not getting ne and you're not getting ny baby!"

She started wal king al ong the | onely, desolate street when she thought she heard
shouting far off. "Break the seal!" a fam liar voice was saying, but it didn't
seemto be in Kor. "That's it! Just break—got it!"

The street vani shed. The sun went dark. She was suddenly lying in an e-suit
drenched with so nuch sweat that the suit couldn't keep up, and it was night.

A hand pushed an external control and her helnet slid back. Menory fl ooded back
into her mind, and with it awareness of reality.

"Got you!" said Gun Roh Chin happily.
"No he didn't," she nmuttered. "He was never even close!"
"I'sit me, or is the gravity suddenly |ighter?"

Josef grinned in the darkness. "It's all that explosive nowin its proper place
i nstead of on our backs. How many charges do you have | eft?"

Ji my checked. "Two."

"So do I, and I know just the place to put them Al that we've done will do a
| ot of damage but it won't structurally damage the nmain building. There's four
pillars, though, that support the great hall and its trusses. Wth the others

pushing on all sides, if we can blow those pillars we m ght get the whole

buil ding to inplode."

Jimy checked his watch. "I hate to tell you, old nan, but we've got a bit under
hal f an hour until they go, with or wi thout us inside."

"Plenty of tinme. Cone on—for the basenment area."

Jimy sighed. "Al right, but we've left a pretty big |load of Rithian bodies
about. Sonebody's bound to miss themor find one sooner or later."

There were four nore bodi es before they reached the lower level, all felled by
crossbhow bolts into the area between their shoul der bl ades where the Rithian
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brain case was |ocated. Jimy was beginning to |ike the weapons; silent, deadly,
and undetectable by instrunents or hearing even when fired.

"VWhat's down here? Dungeons?"

"A few for special prisoners,” Josef told him "but they're nowhere near where
we're going. There's a nunber of roons used for storage and mai ntenance, a
medi cal | ab,

master controls for the security robots and such, but the area under the great
hall is nostly generating equi pnent, backup electrical, that sort of thing."

The place bristled with all sorts of automated al arns, but they were sinple to
ei ther bypass or go over, under, or around. Still, by the time they reached the
central basenent al nost ten mnutes had passed, even though it had taken little
time once there to plant the charges. Concealing and setting the expl osives
wasn't much of a problem Touching a contact fromthe e-suit to the snal
comput er nodul e on each unit caused themto be in absolute synchronization wth
the others. The whole I ot would go not sinmultaneously but in rapid series.

Jimy checked the time. "There's only twenty mnutes! And | sense Quintara
nearby. Maybe we missed an alarm We can't afford to run into one or nore of
those buggers right now Not with the clock running.”

Josef hesitated. "W don't dare draw a pentagraml Not inside here\ Wth the
Quintara all about there's no guarantee we'd reach the roof instead of sonepl ace
alot uglier, and even if we did we'd probably be instantly traced and stuck,
trapped nere for them" He | ooked around. "That stair, there! It leads to a
conceal ed access entrance to the hall. If there are no Quintara up there we

m ght be able to get out the main gate."

"Worth a try," Jinmy agreed, and Josef led the way up, crossbow at the ready.

"The hell with defenses,” Josef whispered at the top. "I don't care if | trigger
every alarmin this place. Shoot anything that noves and just get out!"

A clever latch systemslid the panel to one side and they stepped into the nain
hall. It was in fact a truly great room but both stopped a nonent, taken aback
at the changes in it. Braziers blazed with a conbination of fire and eerie
changing colors; just in front of them blocking the view of their entrance from
anyone in the hall, was another massive altar with its grotesque half-god

hal f-Terran idol, and in front of it the great seal of the Mycohl, set in npsaic
in the floor, had been nmarked off, the five points of the pentagraminside the
five-pointed star adorned with el aborate candl es and gol den paraphernalia of
unknown use.

A small but ornate bal cony surrounded the scene on three sides, the supports for
it creating two effective narrow corridors fromback to front.

Two Rithian guards armed with high-energy rifles guarded the door on either
side, looking outward, but too far away to ensure two well-placed shots. Josef
gestured to Jimry, who understood and went to the far right, crouching | ow and
goi ng down the corridor under the bal cony while Josef broke to the left.
Stealthily, both nen crept to near the guards, wi shing they dared link to fire
si mul t aneousl y.

Jimy got into position, crossed hinself, and raised the crossbhow. The
addi tional second wasted in the notion, however, left himslightly behind Josef,
who junped up and fired point-blank into the left guard' s brain case.

The other guard reacted instantly to the hit, turning ever so slightly so that
Jimy's bolt struck its shoulder muscle instead of the casing. It roared in
eerie, high-pitched agony, the sound echoing through the hall, freezing Jimry
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for a moment while Josef bolted for the great open double door, tossing away his
crosshow and shooting the wounded guard with his pistol as he ran

The big man struck the apparently w de-open door as if it were solid stone, and,
stunned, fell back.

"Josef! How delightfull | just knew it would be you!"

Her voice, conming fromthe top of the bal cony, reverberated again and again
around the hall.

Jimy froze for a monment, then ducked down bel ow the bunting that hel ped create
the corridor. For a terrible noment he thought they both were caught, but now he
realized that she hadn't actually seen the shots and was fixated on Josef al one.
She apparently gave the big nman credit for nore fighting ability than he
actual | y possessed.

Josef clinbed unsteadily to his feet and shook his head as if to clear it, then
| ooked up at the small figure on the balcony. "Kalia," he said.

"You surely didn't think we'd | eave the front gate w de open, did you?" she
taunted. "I mean, even you didn't come in that way."

He | ooked at the apparently open escape route and understood. "Force field," he
muttered. "It wasn't there a second ago."

"No, of course not, darling Josef," she responded, enjoying this noment as if
she'd dreant of it over and over again in her mnd. "In case there were any
neutralizers or disrupters, it was designed to be either triggered by a guard or
by any triggering of energy such as your pistol within fifty nmeters. Don't bl ane
yoursel f, though. When the first guard fell outside the station lines there it
went up."

"You've cone a long way, Kalia," Josef noted icily. "Still, | didn't expect you
to be here, not in this place. You never were too fond of Rithians."

"Ch, but darling, | can be anyplace. Wth the power of the Geat Ones, and a
proper pentagram | can be al nost anywhere in the Qaami| al nbst instantaneously.
We have some nice drols just sitting about playing with thensel ves whose only
job is to lock us in phase when we materialize. You have no idea of the power
you're playing with. Look!"

The floor of the hall suddenly erupted in front of him a thin bead of liquid
fire emerging, spreading, encircling him comng together to forma perfect
flam ng pentagramin just over a second. Hi s perspective sw tched; now,
suddenly, he was not in the fiery shape but instead in the center, in front of
the altar, within the | arge nosaic, trapped and out of phase.

"Don't go away, darling!" she shouted, and vanished fromthe top of the bal cony.

Josef tried to switch the prison, activating and ordering hinself to the

pent agram on the roof, but nothing happened. He | ooked at his watch. Fourteen
m nutes! Get out of here, McCray, if you can! Don't try for me! he thought to
hinself. At least I'mgoing to take that traitorous bitch with ne!

The first burning pentagram vani shed, |eaving not even a burn mark, but another
suddenly appeared just outside the big one that held him and Kalia appeared in
the mddle carrying sonmething in her right hand. She smled, clapped her hands,
then said, "Inpressive, isn't it? Throwa little harm ess snoke bonb ahead of
you and it |ooks like you appear in a cloud of snoke. |Inpresses the hell out of
peopl e. "

An ugly, m sshapen drol energed froma doorway to the right of the altar,
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obviously in response to the clapping, came over to her, and stanped on the fire
with bare feet. It went out all around, and Kalia sniled, petted the creature,
and wal ked over to Josef as the drol retreated back to its post.

"Don't try your evil eye on me any nore," she warned him "It doesn't work with
me." She wal ked around the outside of the synmbol, examining himas if he were
some sort of specinmen.

"You | ook good, Kalia," he noted. No trace of the hideous burns or even the scar
remai ned; she was a stunningly beautiful woman.

"You' re | ooking good yourself, Josef. This is when | want to | ook ny best and
i npress the handsonme young officers. Still, when one of themforgets his place,
he finds hinmself hugging this."

She changed. Not slowly, but all at once, in the blinking of an eye, and she was
hi deous: a rotting, foul, animted corpse with charred and fl aking skin and
upper teeth protruding froma skull-like head from whi ch dangl ed wi sps of
snowwhite hair.

As soon as she saw his revul sion, she was back to her beauty once nore. "Wat's
the matter, Josef? Don't want to kiss ne any nore?"

"No, | think the other way suited you just fine, Kalia," he retorted. "It lets
the true 'you' shine through."

She ignored the sarcasm "You shoul d have joined ne, Josef. | admt it's a
little bit of a letdown to see howit's done. Sort of like finding out how a
sl ei ght-of -hand artist palnms coins. Still, the power is so awmesone it mght as

wel | be supernatural. You have no idea what you are dealing with, even after al
that in the city and before. You know what those things we passed through were,
darling? Not worlds—tenplates for worlds, and workshops in between. Wrkshops to
build the worlds of this entire galaxy. And there's nore than we can count
beyond those, as many as there are gal axies. And you sneak in here, skulking
around, thinking in your suprene male ego that you can take on that. And | have
that power! More power than any Terran ever dreanmed existed!"

"So |l ong as you bow and scrape to your horny nasters,
your goal in life was to be nobody's slave."

he retorted. "I thought

She shrugged. "So did |I. But then |I realized that everybody's |ower than
sonmebody. | rose to be-what? Your subordinate on a two-bit packet ship under
your absolute comuand. You're under a whole string of officers, then the Hi gh
Command, and under every single Lord of every single Realmor Hive in the
Mycohl . And they were under the masters of the Mycohl. Even the Quintara take
orders. W aren't a Hi gher Race, |l et alone the highest. It's not how nany are
above you that matters, it's how many are below. So what that | can't own the
Quanmi|? | rented it and it's mne!"

"That nuch power nust get boring as hell after a while."

She | aughed. "I. admit | amgetting |azy. For instance, before |I'd show off ny
fighting skills against you. Now all | do is this." She cane over, stepped on
the pentagram and threw up her left hand. Al though suddenly in phase with her,
he found hinself paralyzed, unable to nove, yet able to speak. "It's not as nuch
fun, darling, but it's ever so satisfying. | mght get bored, but we have the

Three Enpires to conquer, and then the rest of the gal axy, and even beyond yet!"

"Even the Qintara's master has masters,
will end."

he pointed out. "Sooner or later it

"And so what? The Day of Reckoning is billions of years fromnow Billions! By
then "'msure we'll all be so bored we'll be ready to pack it in. In the
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meantime, we can always be creative. Do you know what this is?" She held up the
vaguel y pi stol -shaped device in her right hand.

Still eleven mnutes! Time was crawing by! "lI'msure you're just itching to
tell me."
She smled. "I thought of it alnpbst imediately when | saw you. | knew t he

monent | found out about it quite a while ago that if | ever got this chance it
was exactly what | wanted for you. We're changing the drols, darling.

St andardi zi ng on the nodel you see here. No nore of the kind we had way back
when at the Celebration that were so close to us | could pretend to be one of
them Security, you see. Nobody is going to be able to pass thenselves off as
one of these creatures."

"l heard you turned a whole infantry unit into themwith a few waves of your
hand," he said calmy. "Wy don't you just wave two hands?"

"Heard about that, did you? And you knew it was ne! How delightful | But it's so
draining, darling, and | did tell you |I've grown |azy. And, of course, there are
limts. Even | can't be everywhere, and there are so many drols. Instead we've
been mass-producing this. I'mtold they're something between an artificial virus
and a conmputer so teeny-tiny that billions and billions are packed into every
dose. They are injected, go round and round, duplicate again and again, unti
they're in every single cell of the body, and then they take over, reprogranmm ng
you and working with amazi ng speed. You eat and eat and you can see changes in
just a matter of days. In a few weeks you're nore drol than human. In a couple
of months you are a drol, inside and out."

"l know the process," he said uneasily. "The Lords have used it now and then to
get rid of traitors and rebels, then kept them around as drols as exanples to
ot hers."

"How nice. Then you already know what's in this injector. Not just drol stuff,
darling—fenmal e drol stuff. And when you're bald and fat and sl ow and obedi ent

and bent over by the weight of four hunbngous tits, deep down, you'll stil
know. And I'll keep you around, agel ess, always nearby, so you can appreciate ny
destiny."

She brought the injector up to the side of his head. He felt sheer panic and
tried without success to shy away. She was delaying triggering the injection,
basking in his total horror and revul sion.

Suddenly there was a hand at her throat and another grabbing the hand with the
injector, bringing it dowmn. She was shocked but she struggled to turn and see
her attacker and finally managed a gli npse.

"Your she managed, then whirled with the professional's slick nove, bringing up
her left boot hard into Jinmy McCray's crotch. The shock of the bl ow unbal anced
himbriefly, but did nothing else, and he used her own sudden confusion as to
why he wasn't withing in pain and her resulting inbalance to bring her to the
floor.

Kal i a had unbeli evabl e power at her disposal, but it did not undo years of
training and reaction to attack, nor did she have the |luxury of concentrating,
of summoning forth the powers she needed. So she fought with him and they
rolled, Jinmmy holding her in a vise-like grip, her hand with the injector held
tight. She was good, but she had been seduced by the power and her timng was
way of f.

He was pretty good, too.

She finally nade a desperation nove, a quick twi st and push off himw th her
| eft hand that would have freed her |ong enough to act, but she tel egraphed it,
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and when she spun out he |l et everything | oose except the right hand, which

twi sted behind her. Wthout even thinking, he brought the injector barrel to
bear agai nst her back and pressed the trigger by forcing her finger back. There
was a nasty pop, alnost like a firecracker, and she screaned and got away from
his grip, the injector falling with a clatter to the floor. Were it had been
fired there was a big tear in her thin uniformand sonme bl ood ocozed froman area
of raw skin.

She no | onger paid any attention to him instead, she rolled on the floor,
screanming, foam ng at the nouth, clutching for the wound on her back but unabl e
to reach it, and changi ng, changing frombeauty to hag to beauty to hag again,
al nrost with every roll and gyration

At the same tinme Josef felt himself freed fromthe paralysis. "Quick!" he
shouted. "Were that drol came from There's got to be a way around this!"

They both ran for the doorway on the right; Jimry got there first and tried to
open it. "It won't open, dam it!"

"Maybe it only opens fromthe other side!" Josef shouted. "Try clapping |ike she
did"

There was a sudden deep, omi nous runbling frombel ow, so powerful that for a
monent they thought that the explosives had gone off early. Then they turned to
| ook back into the roomand froze.

In the center of the nbsaic stood a denon prince; alnobst three neters tall he
was, and with a nuscul ar bul k that nmade him seem even nore of a giant. He was
dressed in fine robes of crinson and deep purple satin, with a flow ng cape that
only added to his authority.

Instantly Josef and Jimmy found thensel ves standing there very confused. The

| ast thing either of themrenenbered was resting on that beautiful, tranqui
worl d after escaping fromthe denpon city. Now, suddenly, they were here, in this
big hall, face to face with a denon prince, wearing full e-suits. And was that
Kalia over there whinpering inanely?

Kal i a stopped her withing, stabilized on her attractive self, and | ooked up at
the great creature, reaching out a hand to him "Master! Cure ne!"

<You are becom ng a di sappointnent to ne,> the Quintara prince commented. <Calm
your panic and be patient. | will deal with you in due tine.>

"No! Master! Nowl Please!"

<Silence! O | will leave you as you are and let that potion take its course
Now rel ease me at once!> She pulled herself up to the central pentagram
crawing to it, and touched the inner line, then retreated and just stared at
hi m whi nperi ng.

Great hooves cl attered agai nst the snooth floor as the denon wal ked over to the
two nmen. Josef did not wait; he acted, but, like Kalia, he acted instinctively,

wi t hout the know edge of how a Quintara might be killed. He dropped, rolled, and
came up firing full power right at the great creature

The beam strong enough to have put a hole in a stone wall, darkened the fabric
of his robe but didn't even set that on fire, let alone slow himdown. A taloned
hand stretched out and fromit sprang a whip-like bolt of energy, grabbing Josef
and picking himup off the floor as if it were sonmehow solid and stronger than
steel; then, coiling, it brought himup face to face with the creature, Josef's
own boots al nbst a neter off the floor.

<So one of you was a true Mycohl! That explains rmuch as to why you have lived so
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| ong outside our grasp. It even explains nuch of your escape. It does not
expl ain how you cane to be here nor why you cone with this other, who wears
Mycohl colors yet is of the Exchange. Wy don't you know? WHY?>

The energy rope tightened, cutting through the nearly inpenetrable e-suit, and
Josef screaned in agony.

<You are too ignorant and too stupid to be of any use to nme, even as anusenent.
> Wth that the denon reached into Josef's chest with his left hand and
penetrated the suit and the flesh and bone beneath. Josef screaned again in what
Jimy knew was a death agony as he dropped to the floor, |eaving organs and
entrails in the denon's hand fromthe gapi ng wound.

Horrified, Jinmy watched as the denobn popped the grisly nmess into his great
mout h, chewed, and swal | owed. He even l|icked the blood off his hand with a I ong,
bl ack serpentine tongue.

Hi s attention now turned to Jimy, who expected to face the sane fate, or to be
pl unged i nto anot her, deeper denoni c-induced hell.

The Quintara bel ched. <You fear needlessly, priest, > he said after a nonent. <l

have no intention of giving you what you nost desire, after all, and becom ng a
martyr in the fight against us would certainly be that. Nor will | subject you
to any nore horrific visions. In your state, having undergone themonce in the
city, you would sinply will yourself to die. No, | have no nore intention of

doing that than of nailing you to a cross, up or inverted. You understand, of
course. >

Jimy sighed. "Yes, | can see your point. And | also admt that, failing
martyrdom | shouldn't like to die before I know how in heaven's nane | happened
to be in this place—and in what seens a Mycohl uniform"

<I find that fact nost disturbing, as is the mere fact that you are here at all
VWhy? What did the two of you hope to acconplish? Or are there nore than two of
you, perhaps? Six came out of the city. >

"You know nmy mind better than | do. You tell ne." He felt sonething odd stabbing
himin the side and al nost w thout thinking reached into the outside utility
pocket to see what it was. He was as surprised as the denon to find the cross
there, and he pulled it out.

The denon prince | aughed. -<Do you think that that worthl ess piece of netal can
do anything against me? Wth faith energizing the thing it is still a mnor
irritant. >

The nere coment gave Jimy energy. He held up the cross and began to recite the
liturgy of exorcism

<Ch, stop that, MCray! |'m not possessing or controlling anyone! |'m here!
We're not tal king supernatural here, we're flesh against flesh.>

Still, Jinmmy could sense disconfort in the creature, and even if it was a bit of
i ndi gestion, it was sonething.

The denon wal ked over, reached out, and took the cross. There was a sizzling
sound |i ke water on a hot pan for a monent, but the denon ignored the pain, took
the cross, and | ooked at it with sonme anusenent. <You've |ost npbst of your
faith, McCray, and what little you' ve gai ned back through your experiences isn't
enough. You've seen enough to know how it works. It's geometry and mat hemati cs
and a physics created in a plane outside this. There's no real magic. There
never was. And you are far too smart a man not to realize that what remains in
you is nmerely a vestige of your upbringing. You are a priest of a church of

| osers, worshipers of martyrdom and death, appalled by my own dietary habits
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even as you practice ritual cannibalism Atiny little backwater faith these
days, offshoot of an even smaller and nore obscure one.> Al nost contenptuously
t he demon handed the cross back to him

Jimy MCray snmiled. "You're right, of course, at |east about some of it. Just
because |'ve seen beyond the veil and find that other, higher cosnbs doesn't
negate anything. It confirms instead. And the fact that my Church survives at
all defies the odds so greatly one alnost is forced to believe in mracles."

The logic disturbed the prince. <I was on your planet nore than once, you know.

I know your people and your origins well. Before great Cathay, | was. Before
Egypt, | was. Before Babylon, | was. Wile a scruffy tribe of slaves turned
nonmads wandered baking in the desert, | was worshiped in great Egypt and | ater

in Babylon. Suprene Ninrod was ny servant; even those tribes in the desert
deserted their god and built idols to ne. My |legions rode with those of

Al exander, and noble G eece and Rone worshi ped us by other names. | have ten

t housand nanes, but those of ancient Egypt called ne Baal. Do you know why you
lack faith, priest? Because ny seed is in you. Because you are nore of ne than
of that abstract set of bizarre ideals you worship.>

McCray, devoid of his experience with The Ship, reduced to his state before his
i nner self was reborn with new conviction, nonetheless found sonething stirring
within hinself beyond that which he'd ever thought was there. Baal! Before him
stood one of the ancient enenmies of God in the flesh, and if he was the

enbodi nent of evil, it was still as if a great Presence fromthe Bible itself
had stepped out of the book to neet him

"You were all those things," he admtted, "yet you lost. Sonebody |ocked you up
in a deserted and desolate city removed fromthe universe. Inprisoned you and
your brethren fromthat time to this. But that scruffy tribe has a world of its
own in the Add Sector and still worships its God, and my own faith, in many
forns, still lives even if it no |onger dom nates. Were is Babyl on now, or

anci ent Egypt? Where are the statues of Baal erected not at your direction but
because they worship you wi t hout seeing?”

The denon prince was not irritated. In fact, he seenmed to be enjoying this.

</ have better nonunments than that. Even though | stood withdrawn for these past
eye blinks of time, | was not unaware. Your people did so very well without ne
that they made nme proud. Visigoths, Vandals, the Mongol Horde. Your precious
Church setting up inquisitions to torture and break, while it dispatched the
best of its people in mndless crusades to kill and rape and maimin the nane of
the Prince of Peace. WAs there not a conqueror who did not pray before ordering
his | egions to genocide? Was there a colonial power who did not see its

subj ugation of whole continents and its dom nation and pillage of who and what
it seized as proof God was on its side? Ch, | think you have done very well in
my brief absence. It makes a father proud of his children! >

"If the journey be not hard, then the victory is not worth the w nning," Jimmy
said, a bit ashamed at the record hinself.

The denon prince tired of the banter. <Enough of this! | amdiverted fromthe
probl em at hand.> He thought a mnute. <Diverted . . . Diversion. That's it,

isn't it? Diversion. You and your | ate conrade are here to divert ne. It was
you, and the others, who came in that ship we blew up. No one sacrifices such

| anbs as you without a reason. No one creates a diversion unless it is to do
sonet hing el se. Where are the others?> Baal reached out and grabbed Jimy by the
wai st with just one powerful arm lifting the little nan close to eye level with
the denon's burning, deep-set eyes. <And why have you no nmenory of this? No
power in this universe can wi pe you so clean so fast without totally destroying
the mind! To do this your recent nenories would have to be spooled off to a
renote |ocation instead of being stored within your brain.> Sonething caught his
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eye: a tiny shining object, not nuch larger than a pin, enbedded in the skul
just at the hairline.

<The Guardi ans! > Baal exclainmed, a sudden understandi ng dawning in him <That's
it! The Gathering has taken place! You are diverting nmy attention while the
others lure the master to this place!> He shifted his mnd to all-band
broadcast. <My legion! Attention! W are under direct assault! Tell the—

At that nonment the bonbs so carefully placed around the foundations and pillars
began to go off, one after another. The buil ding shook; the bal conies began to
cave in, and the very floor started to shift. <wat . . . ?>

For a fleeting second Ji my suddenly knew agai n, understood agai n, what was
going on. As Baal dropped to the floor he brought the little nman down with him
atop his nassive chest. Wth a single notion, Jimry took the cross that was in
his right hand and shoved it, bottomfirst, into, the denon's soft spot with a
strength and fury that drew upon everything the little man had.

The denon prince's cry of agony and horror was so great and so pervasive that it
obliterated the sounds of Jimy McCray's triunphant |aughter and al nost masked
the sounds of the entire castle caving in upon them

THE RED QUEEN S MARATHON

MODRA SUDDENLY STARTED, W TH A SHARP i nt ake of breath. "Josef's dead!"

@Gun Roh Chin nodded in the darkness. "I felt it, too." He stared out fromthe
trees toward the station entrance, which had far too many Quintara around it for
themto possibly contend wth.

"But Jimmy's still in there! You said we'd go to their aid if they got caught!"

"I't would make no difference except to render their deaths neaningless to do so
at this point," he said sadly. "W've just got to wait for the bonmbs to go off
and do what we cane here to do. It is all or nothing now"

"But you said we needed a Mycohl to face the Engineer, and he was the only one!
We may be trapped in the other plane with him unable to | ock the door!"

Krisha stared stonily at the mlling Quintara. "W will do what nust be done,"
she said sinply.

" But —=

"W nust have commitnent,"” Gun Roh Chin told her. "Wthout all three of us, al
this and our cause is lost. | would have preferred it not conme down to this, but
there it is. Ninety trillion, Modra. We three hold ninety trillion lives and

count |l ess generations yet unborn in our hands."
"But we don't even know if we can do anything!"

"Better to try than to not try, Mdra," Krisha said stonily, as if this whole
thing were but some terrible dream "I could not live, would not want to |ive,
wat chi ng them destroy so nmuch, and nmost of all cover the future with darkness,
wondering if it was all due to ny single |apse.”

"As soon as the way is cleat, group on ne," Chin told them "Helnets down, ful
shields, full instruments. The time for hiding in secret is over. It shouldn't
be I ong now. "
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A series of trenmendous expl osions shook the ground even where they were, al nost
knocki ng them of f their feet.

For a fleeting noment the connection was re-forned; they saw the face of the
demon prince, saw the hand with the cross, saw it plunge deep into the core of
the chest of Baal

The Quintara were in a state of near panic, heightened even nore by the terrible
psychi ¢ scream of Baal dying within the ruins of the collapsed castle. For a
second it seened as if the nob nentality woul d dom nate and that they would flee
into the station, but fear of what might await an accounting of such an action
overrode their terror at that nonstrous death agony and they bolted as a group
instead for the city.

Two denons, dazed and confused, renmi ned, staring back at the sound of the
expl osi ons whose echoes still rippled across the plains beyond |ike peal s of
t hunder.

<G oup on nme! Now >
For a precious nonment Modra hesitated.
If you deserve it if you deserve it if you deserve it if you .

She grouped with Chin and Krisha and the three bolted fromthe woods straight
for the station.

One of the remmining pair of Quintara turned and saw them and from Chin cane a
bl ast of white energy that knocked it back off its feet. The other, confused and
di soriented, seened unable to act and in a nonent they were inside.

The entry chanber | ooked the sane as always, but the inner great room no | onger
had the rubble of broken pillars in the center. Instead the pentagona
crystalline shapes stood

i ke podiuns, with a matched set descending from overhead. To one side, neatly
stacked in piles, was enough Quintara clothing to outfit an army of the
creatures.

The upper and | ower parts of one set of crystals began to gl ow and pul se, and
bet ween the two apparent terminals flowed a field of black plasma. Before their
eyes, a Quintara was being reborn

They ignored the process and made direct contact with the station. A stream of
equations, fed froma source a thousand and nore |light-years fromthem was fed
into the station naster controller, which accepted themwi th the speed of

t hought and sent an acknow edgment.

They turned and headed quickly by the still formng Quintara, through the rear
passageway to the exit chamber and then to the doorway beyond. Although they had
wal ked in a straight line, they enmerged at the same point they had entered.

There were nore Quintara now, returning as the w ser ones took charge, far too
many for themto deal with. One of the Quintara spotted them energi ng and call ed
to the others, who turned to see the three tiny figures in full suits walk from
the station, slowy and deliberately, toward them

The station behind them shimered a nonent, then vanished as if it were never
there, leaving themsuddenly it only by torchlight.

The effect on the Quintara of the station vani shing was greater than the
expl osions or death cry of their |eader had been. It was inpossible. Either
these tiny and insignificant slaves could do the inpossible or, nmore terrifying
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to them they had been abandoned by their naster. They had little doubt that the
three frail-1ooking figures noving so eerily in unison had sonething to do with
the death of their prince; the fact that the minds of this trio were a blank, a
cipher to them only increased their sense that sonething was afoot, sonething
not at all in their interests, sonething that was maki ng everythi ng go suddenly
and terribly wong.

They stopped and stared at the denons, anmazed. They are frightened of us! They
are actually frightened of us!

It would not last forever. Fright would turn to resignation, and resignation to
anger and desperation. They did not know what to do next, but they were beyond
conceal ment, beyond hit and run. They could only wait for the conbined group

m nd whomthey represented, the entire planet of the Mycohl in its own

Gat hering, the entire data bank that was the capital of the Exchange, the

conbi ned powerful mnds of the Angels, to direct them

<It is only three miserable little Terrans! Wat have we to fear of such as
t henf?>

They put out their right hands and pointed at the ground, and the ground bl azed
with brilliant white light, illumnating themall. The white-hot beam of energy,
as snooth and perfect as if a conputer hologram fanned out, encircled the
three, and when the circle, was conplete noved i nward, tracing a conpl ex
geonetric pattern. The Quintara saw the pattern and stepped back in fear and
revul sion at what it represented to them

The three then spoke nmentally with one voice, stronger and nore powerful than
theirs, both, ancient and very young, both male and ferale, a chorus of
confident pronouncenents, in a tongue strange and ancient to the speakers, but
not to those who heard it.

<Let the Quintara be placed once nore in endl ess not-sl eep, seal ed between the
uni verses, to suffer for their rebellion! Your holes lead only to your prisons
fromwhi ch you have been untinely | oosed. Wo dares stand against us, to risk

i mprisonnment not in anber but in fire or deepest pit? The people nust bear you
wi thin thensel ves; they need not bear you as well. We are the people, and as the
peopl e we cast you out!>

The ground shook as if a nighty earthquake had suddenly struck; the idol beyond,
the great stone altar itself, trenbled and noved off its foundations, and beyond
the city was in panic as buildings shimered and all that was |oose fell into

t he darkened streets.

A great darkness beyond the darkness of the night came upon them around the
three and their blazing seal forned a region of that which could not be

concei ved; a bl ackness that was truly nothing, given shape only by that of the
worl d which it touched. That world vani shed for the three, and they were
suddenly falling, falling free into the nothingness, falling down a great, deep
hol e supported only by the ancient seal which itself could not illumnate the
great abyss. Down, down, they sunk, into the void that had no end.

Now somet hing did reach out from bel ow. concentric rings of color, blacks and
browns and grays, swirling, capturing themlike a mael strom spinning around in
count ercl ockwi se fashion, spinning them spinning toward a central point bel ow

They passed t hrough the bottom and through | awers of color, brilliant, wthout
i mperfection, perfect squares formng a progressive spectrumof colors as they
sank down, down.
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They held fast and firmto their platform and Gun Roh Chin, in the center,
reached out his hands and took one of theirs in each of his own.

Falling forever in the nothingness, they suddenly realized that a new el enent
was formng, a sonething beyond shape, beyond the ability of even the Hi gher
Races behind themto truly conprehend

He cones, the thought said, and it was all.

Spirals of silver, green, and violet, |like spider's webs, shot from hi mwho
still could be only glinpsed, a darkness beyond darkness, a creature spawned in
a cosnos whose rules they were unable to conprehend. Strange, overpowering fou
odors hit themall although they were sealed in their suits; great menacing
bal I s of incredible smothness struck all around them bouncing here and there,
com ng very cl ose

Sonme of its rules ..

RED for the rage at what they would do to those if left free. YELLONfor the
faith that sustained those who woul d oppose them BLUE for the know edge needed
to fight them

But

The colors sprang fromthe three; red, blue, and yellow gold, swrled around
them energized them transfigured themin all ways.

They grew and spread mghty wings of force, controlling their position and
descent. Of the Seal now, under it, behind it, using it as both shield and
weapon, pressing forward, making the Seal their one mghty thought forcing out
all others, creating before thema solid, inpenetrable juggernaut and pressing
forward, not falling now but in notion, in controlled, confident flight. Honmo in
excel sis, united, powerful, bal anced, suprene!

The bl ack col dness of pure WIIl, tenpered not by pity, or synpathy, nor tainted
by norality, |ove or hate, beauty or ugliness, pushed against them a solid wall
of snooth, shiny blackness, in which all colors were conbi ned as one having
equal val ue and thus cancel ed thenselves out. A terrible, machine-like

bl ackness, Reason wi thout Feeling, inmense, nonolithic, alone.

Anticipating that this was the attack he had to fight off but had not thought it
necessary to fight this tine, the Engineer's tactic was to attenpt to absorb
their radiations. The shield of the Seal, however, glowed a perfect white,
reflecting back all of the blackness and enveloping within its contrails the
three who pushed it on.

Bl ack pentagrans spit fromthe receding wall of darkness, sone bouncing

harm essly off the shield, others swooping and swerving in and out and about
attenpting to snare just one of them to unbalance the shield and turn it so
that bl ackness could overwhelmit. To those attacks they returned the circle and
the star; centered on the pentagrans they set them spinning dizzily out of
control, containing the blackness of the pentagramw thin and rendering it
har ni ess.
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The battle raged, each side in near constant thrust and parry, but as it raged
they tired as well, and as it raged the Engi neer kept falling back. Soon it
becane obvious that the three would tire while the Engi neer had no such
limtations, and it was a matter of not tiring too greatly or too soon before
the Engineer fell to the Hatch.

The Engi neer, too, understood this. Fromthe expanse of his transdi mensi ona
real m he fashi oned weapon after weapon, hurling themagain and again as if in
hope that nunmbers would make up for lack of direction, forcing themto counter,
counter, counter again and again, tiring thembeyond their ability to sustain
the push of the attack

They passed beyond what they thought was their linmt, pain and nausea racking
them their colors fading and with that their maneuverability and their ability
to fend off the constant attacks and keep the shield fully energi zed as the pure
white the logic of this place required.

How |l ong had it been? How | ong nust they go on? How | ong could they go on? Only
the faces, the dead faces, kept them going now, the faces that floated past.

Manya, and Savin, and Morok the Holy Ladue

Robokuk, and Desereth, and Josef, too, and Tris and the Durqui st and Ji my
MeCray.

And beyond themthe other faces, the pleading faces, the faces |ooking into the

pit of horrors. Terran faces, and Rithian, too, and Grolls, Mesoks, Julkis,

Thi ons, and hundreds nore. N nety trillion, but not strong; ninety trillion and

uncount abl e futures for their children and grandchildren until the very universe
was dead, and darkness envel oped all those shining |lights around them all those
tiny gal axi es and supergal axi es and nmegagal axi es and beyond.

Even now Quintara-led fleets bore down on them on the Holy Wrlds of the
M zl apl an, upon the very capital of the Exchange, upon the great ringed nother
worl d of the Mycohl.

There woul d be no second chance. If the Engi neer escaped fromthis he would join
those fleets, energize them envelop all before themin his darkness and engul f
themin the Nothing. Even if they fought off the attacks, others would cone,
again and again, as nunerous and infinite as the pentagrans thrown at them

until at |east one bastion fell

The grid appeared suddenly: green lines of force representing they knew not
what, yet it was fanmiliar to them The harder bl ackness, the creatures of the
spaces of the grid, reached out for themand then retreated as if receiving
horri bl e shocks.

They turned leftward and into the spiral sinister that | ed down, down, to the
city bel ow

Now the narrowi ng that had so bl ocked their path becane their ally; there was

| ess space for pentagrans to get past the Seal, and dimnishing all the tine.
Now t he shield was virtually touching the walls, burning, scouring the foul ness
that dwelt within those places. The sight of it and the break it gave them

i nfused themwi th renewed energy reserves fromplaces they hadn't suspected were
t here.

Suddenly they burst out and the great city was bel ow themy now the Engi neer
reached out, called his mnions to his aid, and the city was suddenly abl aze
with activity. It did not matter; the fall was now too short. The Engi neer

pl unged into the whirling eye of energy at the edge of the city and sank beneath
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it, and they foll owed.

Beyond was an outer darkness, a place that had no rules or reason, a place into
whi ch the bright energy drained. The Engi neer plunged through to that place, but
the three were stopped by the Seal, which struck the opening and stuck there,
setting the whol e great pool of energy ablaze with a bright white gl ow

They rested a nonent, bathing in the glow, exulting in the victory, but the job
was not yet finished. Connectors, conductors of pure force dipped into the pool,
| eading upward to a great, throbbing, living dynanb, and beyond that the
pyram d.

One tiny tendril was not like the rest; it stood out black, a great hairline

agai nst the pul sing glow, extending fromthe dynano and naster |ogic systens

down to a point away fromthe Seal. Down and into the wall that separated the
Al'l from the Nothing.

How | ong had it taken the Engineer to create that tiny hole? How |l ong to push
hi s fashi oned cable upward until somehow it hit just right and connected into
the master |ogic systenms center? How |l ong was long to a being |like the Engi neer?

They broke the cable and seal ed the nearly mcroscopic hole with anot her Seal of
Sol onon, this fashioned fromthe very energy in which they bathed. Then they
rose to the point where the naster control center contacted the pool of energy.
This time he would have to think of another way. This tine the ancient m stake
woul d not be repeated. This tinme, after reprogramm ng the system the access

poi nts bel ow woul d t hensel ves be shi el ded.

But not conpletely.

To totally seal it off would mean cutting it off fromits power source, shutting
down the system To shut down the system woul d mean endl ess reincarnation for
the Quintara, for the stations were natural things that depended not at all on
the systemitself, having been connected to it but not dependent upon it. To
contain the Quintara, power must be mmintained. G herw se they would be nerely

i nconveni enced in having to manual ly reprogram each one. To maintain the power
was to |l eave a gap, albeit small and as far away fromthe bottom of the pool as
possi bl e, through

whi ch contact mght be re-established. It was a risk that had to be taken, a
price that had to be paid yet again.

But this time the open spaces filled, not covering the rest but |inking and
binding all three against a new color, a soft glow ng green, the binding color
of hope and rebirth; a pure color, untainted by bl ackness.

Now for the station and upward, to affix the broken seals, to secure the system
to spin out of phase those stations that intersected points in the known

uni verse. Through fire and through rain, through bitter cold and terrible heat,

through soft breezes and how ing gales, through billeting and mai nt enance depots
left over fromthe perfecting of the universe they wal ked, until once nore they
stepped out into fresh warmair under a starry sky.

They stood there on a hilltop, great wi ngs fol ded, |ooking out across a sea of
stars.

<We are on our own,> @Gun Roh Chin noted

Modra | ooked at the other two, great beings of soft green cores inside softly
glowi ng white as grand as the images of angels of old, and knew that she nust
| ook that way, too.

She knew, as the others did, that she had but to spread her w ngs and visualize
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a pattern and fly into it to nove to any other point. The amount of know edge
and sheer power that she possessed was awesone, beyond anything they had
i magi ned.

<Poor Kalia,> Krisha thought, shaking her beautiful head. <Had she chosen wi sely
she woul d have had power beyond anything they could have given her. >

<She woul d never have accepted it, > Chin noted. <No matter what the cause, the
environnment in which she was rai sed, the abuses she suffered, there was far too
much darkness in her soul to attain this. She would have attracted his bolts

Ii ke a nagnet, and the whiteness would have eaten her alive. >

The nere thought of Kalia brought a flood of inmages to their mnds: of Rithian,
drol, and even Quintara digging frantically through the rubble to free their
tapped mates fromthe ruins of the castle, and finding their great one's body
crushed and atop it the body of a small Terran, his hand | ocked upon an object
thrust up under the denmon prince's breastplate

with such force that it was alnmost all the way in. And Ji my, crushed, frozen in
death, with an incredible smle on his face.

And yet, mraculously, well away fromthe pair, in a space nade by the falling
of several beans and pillars, they found Kalia, unconscious but alive, and
brought her out.

<That infection she sought for Josef is within her now > Krisha noted. <l wonder
if there is an antidote for it at this stage ?>

Al nmost instantly, although she didn't know how, she knew that there was such a
thing, if administered within the first three days.

<But there is no one there to give it to her,> Mdydra-noted. <And she is no

| onger of much value to them It will work on her, yet her body is

sel f-renewi ng. That was part of the price paid for her treachery by the denon
prince. She will becone what she nade others becone, but, unlike them she wll
not age.>

<It is not an unfitting judgnent, > GQun Roh Chin noted. <Perhaps, in a few
decades or so, one of us might remenber her and have enough nmercy to seek her
out and kill her.>

<If we think of it, > Krisha said wi thout nuch conviction that she, at |east,
woul d get around to it.

It was one thing to feel pity, even an inpulse to nmercy; they all felt that. But
true justice could not be evil.

<There are still a couple of things about this matter that trouble ne,> Gun Roh
Chin commented. <I am having problens reconciling them >

<Only a coupl e?> Mdra responded. <Even with all this newfound know edge and
power | have to honestly admit that | don't understand a thing that we did.>

Krisha wasn't at all bothered. <W won. This tinme. Wiat else is there to know?>

<Well,> @un Roh Chin replied, <for openers, how did those two Quintara back at
Rai nbow Bri dge and the others we saw have cl othes on? W know the system >

The answer was amazingly sinple. Cornered, trapped in that last ancient
conflict, sone of the Quintara had indeed surrendered rather than face the
possibility of the volcanic fires or the Bottom ess Pit. Those were pl aced
within the closest stations by the Mycohl and seal ed there, blocking the
reincarnation in those areas of the nore fanatical ones who had gone to the end.
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That mi ght even have to be an option again, they knew.

<Al right, that one had bothered me, > he admtted. </ will admt that this
met hod of dieting information is far superior to nere deduction. So, how did we
affix the Mycohl seal when we had no Mycohl anong us?>

But they did. Al that was required was the Grand Gathering; all three Hi gher
Races were linked to all of them Josef was in fact nore pragnatic a choice than
an essential one, although his know edge of the Qaanil hive was inportant to the
way they ultimately drew the Engi neer out. But, synbolically as well, in a very
small way a Mycohl was truly present.

<The child! | still carry Josefs child! Sorry, Chin.>

The captain shrugged it off. <It is of no consequence. Yes, | see the pulsing of
another life within you still, even in this form W represent the dawning of a
new Hi gher Race here, yet within these forns we are still Terran. | wonder what

we do now?>

And agai n the answer canme. Anything you want. The experience had purified them
even el evated them eaten away the bl ackness within themand replaced it with
sonet hing el se, sonething from beyond and above, fromthose inside The Ship
itself. Jinmmy mght have called them saints, even angels of the Lord. But they
were "human" still.

No one not of their kind would see themthis way, not on this plane, except

per haps the highest of the H gher Races such as the Princes, or Higher Races in
m nd-1inks, and perhaps sone others called "psychic" or with hints of talents
not fully defined or explored m ght see or sense it, but to all others they
woul d seem quite ordinary, just nere Terrans, although seening nulls. Wat had
been subtracted fromthem had been inner corruption; what had been added was on
a plane those early battlers for the hearts and souls of Terrans on the part of
The Ship had hoped to devel op, and whose pl anted seeds they now had justified.
Sone, too, may sense the purity inside them but nost, as always, wouldn't even
noti ce.

And those few who could see beyond the surface they could purify, one at a tinme,
if they felt that those others were candidates for it, and would prove their

wor t hi ness. The right ones woul d shine as well; the wong ones would be
destroyed by the process. It was sonething that called for much wi sdom and
patience, for the responsibility was great.

Modra had feared that the child growing within her would be harmed, but now she
realized that it had been a part of the process, although still far too

undevel oped to be aware of the fact. Still too nmuch a part of her to be an

i ndependent organism it had been cleansed with her, and would be the firstborn
of a newer and hi gher race.

<W¢ can be whoever and whatever we want to be,> Krisha said, anmazed at the
realization. <Captain—by sheer will | am conplete again. The genetic code is
obvi ous and easy to adjust. Mddra need not bear your children. W can have our
own. >

@Gun Roh Chin stared at her, dunbfounded and at a |loss for words for the first
time in his |ife.

She reached over and squeezed his hand. <But first we have a greater
responsibility. There are mllions of Quintara out there, including three nore
princes. They nust be hunted down, stopped, so that the horrible hol ocaust that
occurred last time is limted this tinme. Then it will be time to establish a
fourth realm a Terran realm whose green will link the galaxy. W have a | ot of
work yet to do, and we nmust also neet with the other races and agai n fragnent
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the know edge, so that while the Quintara are being hunted down no one el se can
repeat this deliberately.>

Modra sighed. <wWell, maybe, but |'ve got another priority here, a nore persona
one. And a few other personal priorities. | think I will visit Jimy's world. He
has a large famly there and they nust be desol ate since he ran out. They nust
be told, his Church nust be told, how he died, and why, and for what.>

@un Roh Chin thought about it. <Perhaps it is for the best. W shall be the
fighters, the hunters of denons, the trainers of a new and very different
Inquisition. It is what we were trained for. It is what we do best. You—you
shal | be the anbassador, the diplomat and |ink between the Hi gher Races. W're
new, the first of our kind, and not yet systematized and stratified nor
forgotten half the powers we have. W al so have sone built-in advantages thanks
to our ancestral hone being an early battleground. W were given nore potentia
than all three of the others—f we deserved it and earned it. Then go to the
Exchange. Pick out a planet—a pretty one, green, with fresh seas and warm
breezes, out along the frontier. Those whom we choose will go there. Then, no
matter what happens in the eternal battles to cone, no matter our own eventua
fates, there will be one place safe, one wise, one with the know edge of good
and evil. One tiny speck anong the vast stars that will be eternally green. It
is abigjob, and a big responsibility, we three nere Terran reprobates have
been handed, but I'mjust egotistical enough to think that naybe those who
ultimately chose us chose well and that we can pull it off. >

<The three of us cannot hope to cure the evils that we know, > Kri sha agreed,
<any nore than we three alone could defeat the renmaining Quintara. But so |ong
as there is soneplace for us to grow and | earn and expand what we now represent,
we three can at |east give eternal hope.>

Modra smiled. <I'Il find the place and keep it secure,> she prom sed them <And,
as Jimy woul d say, the gates of Hell shall not prevail against it!>

@n Roh Chin sighed and | ooked once nore at the stars. < W nust not nake the
m st ake that they made—the Angels and the Guardians as well as the Mycohl. Wen
they finished the last battle they thought thensel ves the new nasters of the
gal axy. They set about to reign and rule at their own whins and created
societies in their own imges and inposed themon all coners, and in so doing
they proved their unworthiness for the real job, which is why we have been
handed it, and became, at their cores, indistinguishable fromthe Quintara
except by degree. >

He rai sed his hand and swept it across the starry sky.

<Wé're not the new gods,> he continued after a noment. <We're the new janitors.>
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