Quest for tonorrow. Step into chaos [158-011-2.0]

By: WIIiam Shat ner

Synopsi s:
Third book in the series.

JimEndicott is a hero--and he hates it. Using the cybernetic secret
weapon encoded in his DNA, he defeated the dreaded Hunzza fleet, but at
aterrible cost in lives, both human and alien. Now Jimwants only to
live a "normal" life and forget the horrors he wi tnessed and the heroic
jBut a new and even nore terrible conflict is stirring. Earth's former
ally, the Al bon Packl ord, suspects that hunmans are about to
"Leap"--transcend to another |evel of existence in a nysterious and
catacl ysm c process that sweeps away entire star universe. To prevent
this cosnmic disaster, the Packlord has node a secret alliance with his
former enem es, the Hunzza. Their Armada is gathering to w pe out
humanity before it can Leap. Meanwhile, the nysterious i mortal known
as Qutsider is determined to stop the slaughter, even if it means
luring Jimback into the cyberworld of the Mnd Arrays.

------------- But where is Jin? Fleeing fromhis troubled conscience,
Endico'rt has lost hinmself amobng the wire heads and outcasts of grim



Pl ebt own. But even here, destiny marks him \Wen he saves a spirited
runaway from a drive-by shooting, he finds hinself entangled in a
troubling relationship with a girl as anoral as she is irresistible.
The outl aw beauty. Char, is not Jimis only problem The Al ban

Packl ord has sent an assassin to hunt hi mdown, know ng that Endicott,
through the M nd Arrays, is the key to human powers--and possibly the
dreaded Leap. And the assassin is Jims friend, Korkal! Jims only
hope lies with the mysterious Leaper cultures thensel ves. Wat happens
to them after they disappear fromour universe? Were do they go? To
find out, he nust hijack the nost powerful warship in the Enpire, find
the charred worlds the Leapers ruined, and make the Leap hinself: the
step into chaos that will save humankind or turn the universe itself
into a graveyard of burned out stars.

In this third QUEST FOR TOMORROW novel, the famed Star Trek veteran and
best selling author continues an action packed series that is rich with
menor abl e characters and bright with the gl ow of al egend in the naking.
Each adventure is conplete with a special bibliography to docunent
scientific accuracy, provide educational guidance, and suggest new
directions for readers to explore.

Wrld famous as Star Trek's Captain Kirk, williamshatner is one

sci ence fiction author who truly needs no introduction. Step into
Chaos is the third novel in his acclai med QUEST FOR TOMORROW seri es,
follow ng Delta Search and In Alien Hands.
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Gief is no stranger to me. | know the pain--sharp and biting-Ilasts
for a wenching nmoment in tine to be replaced by the deep ache of
perenni al |oss. Sonmewhere in between these two, when hope rears its

epheneral shape, tinme, notion, and pain stop. Bewldered, | turn to
hope--clutch its hem tw st the robes-pleading to the Fates to deny
what may be inevitable. Al it takes is an act of will to stop the
downward spiral. But lack of will is part of the denentia. | dedicate

this book to those poor souls whose struggle we | ook on with horror
tears, and | ove.

r be used or except in

Street,

To Bill Quick, John Silbersack, Caitlin Blasdell,
and Carnen La Via... ny thanks.

or sales

100225299.



Love not hing but that which cones to you woven in the pattern of your
desti ny.

For what could nore aptly fit your needs? --Marcus Aurelius,
Medi t ati ons

There are two tragedies in life.
One is to lose our heart's desire.
The other is to gain it.

--CGeorge Bernard Shaw, Man and Super man



SYNOPSI S

When young Ji m Endi cott cel ebrates his sixteenth birthday with a quiet
di nner at his nodest hone on the Terran col ony planet of Wl fbane, he
has no idea his peaceful, ordered life is about to be shattered

In fact, he is overjoyed at finally reaching sixteen, because now he
can apply to the Solis Space Acadeny, the training ground for the nen
and worren who will eventually con the great white ships of Earth on
their voyages of discovery into the rest of the galaxy. And that is
Jims single and greatest dream to join those ranks of |egendary
starship captains and play his owm role in Terra's |ong surge

out war d.

After an evening of cake and games, he prepares to send his application
to Terra. But first he speaks with his father, Carl Endicott, and is
devast ated when Carl bluntly refuses to allow himto apply. Wrse, Carl
will give no explanation. Jimreturns to his bedroom and rebelliously
sends the application off, disobeying his father over a mgjor issue for
the first time in his life.

On Terra, a nysterious figure named Delta intercepts the application
and knows for the first tine in sixteen years what happened to his
eneny Carl Endicott. He dispatches his best assassin, a hard-bitten
female killer named Steele, to finish the job she failed at sixteen
years ago: nurdering Jims father

In turmoil over hi disobedience, Jimconfesses to Carl, who blows his
stack and slaps him-also a first. Then Carl tells Jimhe's destroyed
their lives, and they will have to go on the run fromforces he won't
describe. The famly packs up and departs for their nountain cabin,
managi ng to escape only a short time before Steele and her two
conpatriots kick in the front door of the now deserted Endicott hone.

Carl, Jim and his nother, Tabitha, arrive at the cabin with Steele
hard on their trail. Carl shows unexpected conmpetence at the killing
gane hinself, rigging several explosive booby traps about the cabin,
but in an ensuing firefight with Steele, Jimaccidentally kills Carl
with



the birthday present his father had given him an awesonely effective
Styron & Ritter .75 rocket pistol. Carl's final words nake the | oad of
guilt Jimbears al nost insupportable. To nake natters worse, Steele,

t hough wounded, ki dnaps Tabitha and escapes back to Terra.

Jim on the run, goes to Pl ebtown, a high-tech underclass ghetto on
Wl f bane, where he neets Cat, a girl about his own age. G adually he

| earns that Cat isn't what she seens--and may be a nenber of a shadowy
Pl eb revol uti onary organi zation. She tells Jimthe answers to the
guestions about his--and Carl's--past may be on Terra itself. Shortly
after, with Jimstruggling with his first case of true |ove, they part,
leaving Jimto make his way to Terra by stowing away with a | oad of
sheep on an interstellar circus ship.

On Terra he falls into the hands of the Pleb rebels' |eader, a stone
killer named Jonat han, from whom he |learns that Delta has managed to
ki dnap Cat and is now offering to trade her and Jims nmother for Jim
hinself. Delta, it turns out, is the anoral and ruthless dictator
behi nd the entire Terran government.

Jimagrees to turn hinself over to Delta after having | earned that Carl
was not his real father and Tabitha not his real nother. But Jonathan,
the Pleb | eader, betrays himand hands hi mover w thout freeing
Tabi t ha, though he does retrieve Cat. Jimfinds hinself at the mercy
of Delta and is taken before him

In the ensuing confrontation, Jimlearns the great secret of his own
past: H's true nother, Kate, altered his genotype and encoded a great
secret within it--a secret about how to |ink human nminds into a vast
supercomputer called the mind arrays. Delta wants the secret. But
only Ji m possesses the codes that will allow Delta's machines to
transl ate the secret--except he doesn't know what those codes are.

While this is going on, Jonathan is |aunching an attack against Delta's
satellite, and part of the attack is a virus enbedded in Jimthat
attacks both conputers and humans. As Jonathan fights his way deeper
into the satellite, the virus is triggered and begins to destroy the
links to Delta's own crude nmind arrays, Delta, and Jim hinsel f.

Jonat han, whose only goal inlife is to kill Delta, arrives as Jimis
struggling to save his owmn life. Delta is already disintegrating, and
Jimis struggling for his |life against the disease he carries within
hinself. Cat also shows up, and in the ensuing battle between Cat,
Steel e, Jonathan, and Jim Jonathan is killed and Steel e badly wounded.
In the course of the battle, Jimrealizes the secret to the code and
gives it to Delta. Delta uses it to unlock Jims genetic code and

di scovers that Jims nother has left himwith the secret of a new kind
of mind



an awesonely effective array, one vastly nore powerful than the one
Delta already controls.

final words nmake the | oad of

Delta uses Jims know edge to save both hinself and Jimfromthe to
make matters worse, Steele, inmediate effects of the disease. However,
in the process, Deltal earns escapes back to Terra. the truth about
Kate, whomin his own way he had once |oved. She underclass ghetto on
had foreseen that he would turn the mnd arrays into an instrunent his
own age. Gadually he of terror, and had knowi ngly prepared Jimas the
antidote to this by may be a menber of a building into his genetic code
the neans to control the new arrays.

She tells Jimthe answers to

Jimmust still find his real parents, or at least their genetic
records,

may be on Terra itself, if he wishes to achieve his goal of attending
the Solis Space Acadeny.

first case of true |ove, they

But even that challenge fades before his new burden: Locked inside his
stowing away with a load cells is the greatest power in the gal axy--and
only he truly knows what it is.

rebel s' | eader, a stone

In Alien Hands opens with Thargos the Hunter, a secret agent of the
that Delta has managed m ghty Hunzzan Enpire, searching carefully

t hrough the wreckage of and Jinmls nmother for Delta's satellite. \at
he discovers there | eads himto Ji mEndicott,

and ruthless dictator but his arrival on Wl fbane coincides with that
of Korkal Emut Denai

al so a secret agent, but of Hunzza's nobst powerful eneny, the Al ba
havi ng | earned that gens Enpire. Thargos is sniffing after runors of a
power ful computer real nmother. But hidden sonewhere in Terra System
and his search leads himto the himover without small park where Jim
is paying silent tribute to the | ong-dead heroes finds hinself at the
of Terra's first expansion into space.

He attenpts to kidnap Jimbut is foiled by Korkal's arrival. Korkal

secret of his own once the liaison between Delta and the Al ban Enpire,
is searching for encoded a great

Delta's successor. He arrives in the nick of tine to force a firefight
with mnds into a vast

Thargos and his henchmen, and rescues Jimfromcertain capture.
the secret. But
Korkal , fearing for Jinms life, convinces Tabitha to let Jimleave the

to trans planet with him But Thargos overtakes their ship and
attacks. In are. order to ensure Jinmls safety, Korkal sends hi maway



on one of the
|: attack against ship's |lifeboats.
in Jimthat

On the world of Brostach, Jimsigns on with the nmercenary star his way
ship Queen of Ruin and sets off on a new adventure. He |oses hinself
to destroy in the life of a boot soldier and nmakes several new friends,
the cl osest

I himself, of whomis a Kindroran named Shishtar. Together the two
youths fight as Jimis many battles, achieving the kind of closeness
gained only on the fields and Jimof war. Jimis shattered when Shish
is killed, dying in his arns. No hinself, longer a child, and wiser in
the ways of death and war, Jimis pro

Steele, mo ted to pilot trainee.
In

Here he begins to uncover the truth about the inconprehensible gives
skills his nother encoded in his genes, in particular his ability to
recogni ze digital patterns in cyberspace. This skill is at the heart
of great piloting, though Jimdoesn't yet realize just how good he
is.



He soon gets a chance to | earn, however, when the Queen of Ruin takes
on the task of running emergency conputer equipnent to Alba, the apita
of the Al ban Confederacy, which is under siege by a Hunzzan arrmada. In
t he process of running the blockade, the main pilots are killed, and
Jimtakes over. He single-handedly defeats hundreds of ships and | ands
safely on Alba to find hinself a hero. To his joy, he also is reunited
wi th Korkal and through himmeets Hith Mun Alter, the Packlord, the
suprenme | eader of the Al ban Enpire.

But Thargos has tracked hi mdown and, deciding that Jimis too
dangerous to live, plots to blow up the building in which Jimis housed
with a stolen Terran nucl ear weapon. Jimstunbles on the nuke while
expl oring the basenment of the building. When he reports his discovery
to Korkal, he finds that the Packlord hinself is also in the building
and his life is at risk. But the Al ban bonb experts know not hi ng about
a Terran nucl ear device, and so it is left to Jimto attenpt to di sarm
t he weapon. He succeeds, and so earns the gratitude, if not the true
friendship, of the |eader of Al ba.

Jimis hung up on a noral point: Wth the power encoded in his DNA he
knows he could revive the defunct Terran mind arrays and make them even
nore powerful than before. Wth the arrays and Alba's vast military
power, a Hunzzan defeat would be certain; but at what cost?

He has seen enough of viol ence and death, and he doesn't think he can
bear to be the cause of nobre, even though this time the victins will be
Hunzzan. Neverthel ess, Korkal finally persuades himto return to Terra
and use his powers agai nst Hunzza.

He returns to Earth aboard the greatest starship ever built, the

Al bagens Pr/de, a battleship as large as a small nopon, specially
designed to take advantage of his uncanny information-processing
powers. Once again he neets his true love, the Pleb girl nanmed Cat,
who has returned to hel p her own people recover fromthe destruction
visited upon themby Delta's mind arrays. Jimhas told her the truth:
The arrays were made fromthe |linked mnds of a billion Plebs---and the
I i nkage was the cause of the deadly Pleb Psychosis that killed both of
Cat's parents.

Now he needs her help to link the Plebs again in a far nore powerful

but much | ess dangerous network. As Jimworks on the new network,
Thargos finds himonce nore. A huge arnmada of Hunzzan ships is nmoving
toward Sol System but Thargos knows that unless he destroys Jimfirst,
Jimw |l destroy the Hunzzan fleet. And Thargos still has a few Terran
nucl ear. weapons |eft over fromhis original hijacking.



PROLOGUE
4004 sc (TEnnA

They were the greatest killers in the history of the gal axy, and no one
knew who they were, or what they were, or why they killed.

Most humans were still making the transition fromhunting |large ani nals
to planting small fields when Hunzzan astrononmers noticed that the F7
star around which the planet Gel den revol ved had vani shed After the
star reappeared twel ve days later, they reported the incident to Hunzza
Prine, and the Inperial Nest took notice. Wen the sane star

di sappeared a second tine, on this occasion for nearly a nonth, and
then reappeared as a white dwarf, the Inperial High

Conmmand becane interested. And when in the space of an eye blink the
white dwarf becane a neutron star, a fleet set out to investigate what
shoul d have been an inpossible series of events.

The di sappearance of that fleet as it approached CGel den coincided wth
the transformati on of Gelden's star into a singularity, a black hole.
Thi s woul d have been strange enough, but when it was di scovered that
Gelden (a world of nousy, chattering, gadget-nmaking traders of no real
interest to Hunzza) still seened to exist, inmpossibly orbiting the
singularity just beyond its event horizon, a cloud of fear began to
spread across the Hunzzan Empire. The Hunzza were (and are) a cold

bl ooded and | ogi cal race (except when they become, by human standards
i nsane) and illogical things they could not explain frightened them
The basic survival reaction of the Hunzza was to destroy any thing that
frightened them

Fifty thousand Hunzza had vani shed with the first fleet, along with a
hundred ships of the line and twi ce that nunmber of auxiliaries. The
enperor, Araxos, rejected the advice of his claw brother, the Hi gh

Prince Darod, and vowed to take vengeance on the unknown enemy for its
terrible bl ow against the enmpire. This he did despite the. fact

, that Darod possessed the rare gift of Foretelling, and Araxos knew
that his advice was generally to be heeded.



Darod counsel ed restraint, even pacifism but Araxos was not a
pacifist. Nor were, it seenmed, any other Hunzza except for Darod and
his few followers. The enperor hissed at his brother in public, before
the gathered court. Darod, shamed beyond life by the insult, took

hi nsel f and his people away to a small planet on the fringes of Hunzzan
space. He settled hinmself there and waited.

Araxos gathered together an armada of twenty thousand ships and ten
mllion Hunzza. It was the greatest such gathering in the history of
the empire, and its |ike would not be seen again for alnost five
mllennia. Units of the Great Fleet, as it was called, were harvested
fromthe nest worlds of six quadrants, although Hunzza itself provided
the [ argest single portion.

Thus armed and arnored, Araxos set forth with a single objective in
mnd: the utter and conpl ete destruction of CGel den System and
everything init.

H s scientists told himhe could do nothing about the black hole. But

when the Great Fl eet approached CGel den System the singularity vani shed
and was replaced by a red giant. The enperor announced that since the

probl em of the black hole no | onger existed, he was confident his fleet
coul d handl e whatever was |eft.

Sun- poppers would deal with the red giant, and | esser weapons woul d
deal with Cel den and whoever, or whatever, now lived on the surface of
t hat doomed planet. Araxos paid no attention to his astrononers' awed
di scovery that Gelden now seened to be orbiting within the red giant's
phot osphere, a situation nearly as inpossible as its previous close
orbit of a black hole.

"Vengeance!" said the emperor. "Vengeance!" every voice in his G eat
Fl eet replied.

H s brother remained behind, girded in his un-Hunzzan pacifism and
prayed to the new and terrible god he could so clearly Foresee. He
even beseeched this god to provide divine blessings for his brother who
had shamed him because he knew he woul d never see Araxos again.

Since he didn't know whether he and his small remant woul d survive as
wel | (his Foreseeing wasn't perfect), Darod began to compile a library
of everything he knew or suspected. He hoped that if his own world
vani shed in the catastrophe he was certain was coning, those who

foll owed m ght | earn about Hunzza's first contact with a Leaper

and be warned. ;



Araxos was not a for Darod and in public, before the insult, took on
the fringes of ship sand

BOOK ONE: TERRA
in the history of five ml len fromthe provided the

Quilt always hurries towards its objective conplement, punishnment; only
there

System and does its satisfaction lie.

bl ack hole. --Lawence Durrell (1912-1990), Justine singularity
announced he was con In the small circle of pain within the skull You
still shall tramp and tread weapons one endl ess round on the sur O

t hought, to justify your action to yourselves... the red previous --T.

S. Eliot (1888-1965), Murder in the Cathedral in his

He sura his own those



CHAPTER ONE

TERR APORT

"Ji nP"

"Go away. Leave me al one."

Tabi t ha hovered on the other side of the bathroomdoor. |t was three
in the norning. She clutched her bathrobe at her throat with one
hand,

and after a nonment tapped gently on the door with the other.

"Are you all right? dim answer ne.

She heard a soft gaggi ng sound, followed by a deeper, chest w enching
hack.

"Are you sick, Jin? Let me in."

She raised her fist to knock again, then let her hand drop. The sounds
continued. She tried the palmlock on the door, but he'd set it to
reject and it wouldn't respond. After a nonent she turned and wal ked
back down the hall to her bedroom a room of unconfortable newness in
an apartment of jarring unfamliarity. She left a small lanp lit and
her door ajar, but even when she heard the bathroom door slide open and
then shut again, he didn't appear. She listened to the click of the

| ock on his bedroom door and pictured himsitting in the dark, staring
bl ankl y at not hi ng.

After a while she turned off her own light and tried to sleep



Ji m Endi cott awakened with the taste of sour beer scumning his
tongue. His head felt hot, his eyes were gritty and burning, and the

i nside of his skull throbbed to a slow, nauseating beat. He sat up
against his pillow and groaned at the white flash of pain the novenent
br ought .

The roomwas dimand stuffy. It smelled faintly of vomit. He |ooked
down and saw that he was still fully dressed in jeans, a shirt, even
his shoes. His shoes were covered with nud, which had I eft brown
streaks on the bedspread he hadn't bothered to pull aside when he'd
flopped there sonetine in the night. He couldn't even vaguely renmenber
what tinme it had been.

He rai sed one shaking hand and touched his forehead. What could he
renmenmber? Buying a round of drinks for everybody in the Shawn Fan bar
Telling a bunch of strangers that his name was Joey Snmith as he

| ost--how nuch?--at the pool table. He reached into the pocket of his
jeans and pulled out a credit chip. He didn't want to know how nuch
was left onit. K last night had been |like the others, probably not
nmuch.

He noved his head until he could see the digital clock on his desk.
Eight in the norning. The clock showed a date, too. He stared at the
steady red nunbers. Three days. Three nore days till his seventeenth
bi rt hday.

He still felt drunk

As he swung his | egs over the edge of the bed and began to stand, his
stomach gave a burning, bubbling lurch. He slapped one hand across his
nmout h and staggered for the bat hroom

He bent over and grasped the snooth, chilly porcelain with both hands.
If he could spend the rest of his days doing nothing nore than puking
inthe john, it would be fine with him

i made you sone breakfast," Tabitha said.

He raised his head fromthe toilet bow and saw her standing in the
bat hr oom doorway. He hadn't heard the door open. The dry heaves



had pretty much stopped, but he felt cold and Iinp. Sweat stood out

on his forehead. "lI'mnot hungry... Tabitha."
"I know you aren't," she said. "But you need to eat sonething any way.
Trust ne, it will help." She waited a nonent, then said slowy,

cummng his

"Why don't you call me Mom anynore?"

ai ng, and the

He munbl ed sonet hing, and she said, "Wat?"

sat up agai nst

"Because you aren't nmy nom"

nent brought.

She recoiled as if he'd slapped her

nit. He |ooked

“I... I amyour mom Jim The only nomyou' ve ever known."
hirt, even his

"Pl ease, Tabitha, |eave ne alone."

wrown streaks

Her lips tightened. "Your breakfast is waiting." She turned away
L he'd flopped fromthe door. "Son."

nmenber what

The water rippled faintly in the bow as he breathed on it. The slight
chemical snell of it filled his nose. After a while he got up and

Nhat coul d he wal ked shakily into the kitchen to eat his breakfast.
Tabi t ha had e Shawn Fan | ocked herself in her bedroom and so he ate
silently and al one.
r Smith as he pocket of his w how much dy not nuch.

on his desk.

stared at the seventeenth

Once he'd decided his breakfast would stay down, Jimfelt well enough
to go back to bed, where he stayed until four in the afternoon

gan to stand,

He got up and took a shower. As he stared at his bl oodshot eyes in the
ed one hand mirror while he shaved, he realized he felt about as human
as he was likely to feel. Tabitha was waiting for himwhen he went to
the refriger tin with both ator to rummge for a sandw ch.



ag nore than
"Are you goi ng out again tonight?"

"ronight. And every other night, nmaybe. If | feel like it."

"Jim | didn't want to do this, but.." this is crazy, what you're
doing to yourself. So I'mputting my foot down. | forbid you to go
out."

He didn't say anything. He found bread, sliced chicken, nustard and
mayo, and a few crisp | eaves of lettuce. He poured hinmself a glass of
mlk and sat at the small kitchen table. She stood near the door,

wat chi ng him

"Did you hear ne?" she said.
He nodded.

-nding in the "And?"

e dry heaves

"I'f you want me tonight, I'Il be at the Shawn Fan," he said. "Like

al ways. "



"\What ever you think, you're still ny son. And you're still a boy. |
am your mother, and you will do what | tell you to do."

He finished his sandwi ch and stood up. "Excuse ne, Tabitha," he said
as he tried to nove past her, but she stepped into the doorway and
bl ocked hi m

"I won't let you gol™
He | ooked down at her. "You can't stop ne."

She sl apped him He raised one hand and touched his cheek as he
wat ched the uncertainty rush across her features in a pink wave.

"Do you renenber when Carl slapped ne?" he said. "It was alnobst a
year ago. | deserved it then, and | probably deserve it now  But
pl ease don't do it again."

Her eyes went wide. Her |ips noved, but she didn't say anything.
Wr dl ess, she stepped aside and |let himpass. As he wal ked down the
hal | way toward his room she began to cry behind him

He knew he was a bastard. The worst kind of bastard in the world. But
he didn't know what to do about that, either, and so he changed into
fresh clothes, recharged his credit chip, and left for the Shawn Fan
Tabitha didn't cone out to say good-bye, and he didn't go | ooking for
her .

He hoped the booze woul d keep on doing the job. He didn't like the
i dea of hard drugs, and the thought of the only other alternative-wire
headi ng- - kept him | aughing bitterly all the way to the bar

Shawn Fan | ooked |ike a hundred other port dives. Sputtering hol ograns
gl owed garishly across its front, promising eternal bliss inside. But
inside was only a tired dancer named dory, standing in an electric
cage, humping slowy to tunes ten years out of date.

At the bar two hookers, bright as parrots, cawed at each other. A man
with a face like a nelted candle grunbled into the cuffs of his
tattered coat. A scruffy businessman in a shiny black suit slunped on
a stool near the center, six enpties ranged around himlike a barricade
as he pounded the seventh. The bartender stood behind the bar with his
arnms folded, his nostrils pinched as if he snmelled sonething rotten
sneared on his upper |ip.



['re still a boy. |
"A beer," Jimsaid.

The bartender nodded and reached down into the well. He canme up he,
Tabitha," he with a famliar plastic can and slid it down the bar top
Jimsnapped it to the doorway up, popped the chill-strip, and felt the
can go frosty in his palm

"You running a tab tonight, Joey?" the barkeep asked.

Ji m nodded and handed over his chip. The bartender sw ped it through
his reader and returned it, his eyes as blank as rain-washed his cheek
as he slate. "You have a good tinme now, you hear?" he said. H s tone
was as pink wave. flat as his gaze.

[. "It was al nost

Jimglanced at the streaked mirror behind the bar and saw hinself 1've
it now But |ooking back, but as a stranger with thin |lines beginning
to fan fromthe corners of his eyes and a hard, watchful expression on
his face. He

't say anything, was al nbst seventeen, but he | ooked five years ol der
Maybe nore. No

Tal ked down t he wonder Tony, the bartender, didn't remenber himfrom
the first time he'd stunbled into the Shawn Fan a year ago.

din the world.
He Iifted the can and poured a mout hful of near-frozen foam down

| so he changed his gullet. He'd started to get a taste for beer. He
hadn't had it before.

for the Shawn
He wandered toward the two pool tables near the back of the bar
l[idn't go | ooking

Three peopl e wat ched as Franny, the house pool hustler, set up a
difficult masse shot. Franny brought the tip of the cue down hard. The
ie didn't like the cue ball jumped, canme down spinning, and curved
around two other er alternative-balls to tap the nine ball into the far
corner pocket.

t he bar.

One of the three watchers said, "Shit," and tossed a pair of gold coins
onto the faded green felt. Franny grinned at himas he picked up his
Wi nni ngs.

"You ain't local," he murmured. "If you were, you'd know not to bet ne
like that." The other man, tall, with a twisted right arm bunched his
fingers into a fist, but Franny ignored him "Hey, Joeyl" he said.

"My favorite pigeon. How nuch you gonna give nme tonight?"



Jimgul ped the rest of his beer and realized he suddenly felt better
Ives. Sputtering

He grinned. "All | got, Franny. You know that."

g eternal bliss

But as he noved toward the rack of cues, the man who had | ost his

, standing in an gold coins stepped in front of him Jimstopped and
waited. The man date. paid himno attention. He stared at Franny.

t each other. A

"I don't care who you think you are,” he said. "You're gonna give ne
cuffs. of his tata chance to get ny noney back before you skin this

punk here."
it slunped on a

H s hand cane down on Jim s shoulder. Franny watched, a soft a
barricade snile suddenly on his thin weasel face.

bar with
Jimturned and ranmed the point of his el bow deep into the other rotten
man's gut. The man bel ched a cl oud of whiskey breath as he doubl ed

over.

As his face cane down, Jims knee came up. The sound of the man's
nose



breaki ng was so loud, heads turned at the bar, twenty feet away.

Bl ood spl ashed. Jimclasped his fingers together into a double fist
and brought it down with all his strength on the back of the other
man's neck. The man dropped as if his nmuscles had liquefied. He |ay
on the floor, facedown, a red pool o00zing out beneath his |ong greasy
bl ack hair.

Jimstared at him Franny stepped around the table, holding his poo
cue like a cudgel. He |ooked down and shrugged. "You didn't kil
him" he said. 1t was hard to tell whether he was happy or unhappy
about it.

The man's two other friends eyed Jimin horror. "Christ, you little
bastard," the shorter one said, backing up. The taller one reached
beneath his jacket. Then he froze as he stared down the nonstrous
snout of the Styron & Ritter .75 that magically appeared in Jims
hand.

For a nonent everything stopped. Then Frarny said, "Aw, Jesus, Joey.
Don't kill him It'll take an hour to clean up the ness.”

Jimand the other man stared at each other. Then, slowy, the other
man withdrew his hand fromhis jacket. It cane out enpty, and somebody
sighed. The man rai sed both hands, palns out, and began to back slowy
away.

"You," Franny said to the third man. "Drag your friend out of here.
He's bl eeding on the carpet.”

When they were gone, Franny said, "You gotta watch yourself, Joey. Be
careful. One of these days you're gonna get yourself killed."

Jimpulled a cue fromthe rack and rolled it on the table, testing for
strai ghtness. "Yeah, Franny. Maybe |I wll." "Maybe you'll be
careful ?* Franny said. "Maybe I'll get nyself killed."

Franny stared at himuntil Jim]looked over at Tony and said, "A round
for the house, Tony."

Everybody cheer ed.

Raj put Singh was a nut ball Everybody knew he was a nut ball Since he
was twelve years old he'd buried hinself in what he called his

| aboratory, a fetid little roomcramed with bits and pi eces of

sal vaged el ectronics, odd chemicals, crunmbling witten histories of the
experiments of ancient al chem sts, classical New Age crystal gazers,



feet away. and the nadder dreans of nodern wire headers overdosed on
pl easure into a double fist to the point where their brains turned to
cottage cheese.

of the other man's

At thirty-five he was a daze-eyed little rat of a man with a perpetu
ed. He lay on the ally runny nose and a tendency to pick up odd skin
mal adi es that he

, greasy black hair. scratched instead of treating, so that he always
seened to be either I e, holding his pool scaly or scabby.

udidn't kill him"

H s investigations had taken a turn toward the mystical, toward nhappy
about it. what he called the holy ecstasy of creation. This nostly
i nvol ved him

"Christ, you little using overpowered wire head rigs that fried him
into taller reached a brand of electronic exaltation so close to
epileptic seizure that a single session left n the nmonstrous him
twi tching and grunting for a week or nore.

red in Jims hand.
He canme out of his | atest session even nore scranbl ed than usual

said, "Aw, Jesus, but with a new aftereffect: H's brain seened to be
processi ng vi sual

Le ness.” reality in layers, so that the physical world now | ooked to
himlike a

, slowy, the other black and white venetian blind. The effect grew
stronger rather than enpty, and some fading away, until it seened to
himthat the interior of his |aboratory out, and began to had been
shaved down into layers no nmore than a single atomthicka visua
buzzing that thrilled and invigorated him

friend out of here.

He threw hinself into a new avenue of investigation. Three weeks

| ater, when the layering sensation finally faded away, he found hinsel f
t watch yourself, staring at an ungainly construction he could only
vaguely renmenber t yourself killed." assenbling.

e table, testing for

In one snmall cage on a table before himwas a white rat. He named the
rat George. On the floor of the cage was a dull, |ead-colored disk.

Six feet away was anot her cage.
R put wi ped his runny nose on his sleeve, threw a switch, and
Tony and said, "A watched a strange white |ight grow around George. The

light wavered and then grew stronger, until it seemed to penetrate
Ceorge's tiny body,



exposing the infinity of layers that nade up George's atomc
structure.

CGeor ge vani shed.

A moment | ater CGeorge began to reappear in the other cage, at first a
wavering, tenuous ghost, then becomng nore and nore solid. GCeorge
seened entirely unaffected by the process that had noved himfrom

one cage to the other. He ate a bit of cheese and flicked his
whi skers happi ly.

Raj put still wasn't quite sure what he'd done tel eportation nmolec a nut
ball ular translation, sub quantal duplication. Al he knew was that
it was his sonething entirely new, and that it would probably make him
one hell of salof a lot of nobney.

of the

He al so knew enough about chaotic systems to know that it would gazers,
start a butterfly effect on a massive scal e.



CHAPTER TWO

Tabi t ha rode the escalator up fromthe underground grav-tube station
and emerged onto a slide wal k beneath a sky the color of tarnished
pewter. Terraport stretched for a hundred niles up and down the
California coast, and even at night the sky never got entirely dark
Now it glowed as if its pewmer skin were nelting in a snmoky fire.

Gitty wind tugged at her hair. She paused, staring at the two
hundred-story tower rising before her. She checked the address she'd
witten on a scrap of paper, then wal ked into a | obby | arge enough to
park a small starship in. She consulted a hol oscreen for the correct
bank of gray-lifters, entered one of fifty vertical tubes, and stepped
off into a quiet corridor lined with closed doors. She wal ked down a
thi ck brown carpet, squared her shoul ders, and pushed on inside the

of fice.

"I"'mhere to see Dr. Lindsay," she told a receptionist whose chill

perfect features |ooked nol ded out of alabaster. |In the face of such
icy perfection, Tabitha instinctively patted her hair, then realized
what she was doing, and stopped. "Ms. Endicott?" "Yes, that's ne."

"Dr. Lindsay is running a bit late. Can you wait ten m nutes?"

"Yes, of course."” She seated herself on an expensive white | eather
formsofa It cuddled her, and after a nonent she rel axed.

God. WIIl Jimy hate me for this? Please don't let himhate ne.



noke swirled along the low ceiling of the Shawn Fan. Funes from
burni ng marijuana, krak, sinba, and uncounted flavors of tobacco cast a
bl ue-gray pallor on faces that could have been resting in coffins.

The Shawn Fan was not far froma set of main gates leading to the
spaceport |oading docks. It had no regular clientele. Spacers, fleet
doggi es, dock wallopers, grifters, thugs, and hustlers made an

ever changi ng parade of new faces. Only the bartenders, the waitresses
who specialized in |ap dancing, and a few |like Franny the pool shark
stayed the same. Jimcalled hinmself Joey here. He knew the enpl oyees
i ked hi m because he threw nmoney around |ike a space nmarine on | eave,
and he did it every night. It was a relationship he could conprehend,
and he al ways knew where he stood. When the noney stopped, so would
the friendships.

He was working on his sixth or seventh beer, the enpties lined up on a
shel f by the pool table where Franny was chal ki ng his cue, when the
girl cane through the door. She was short, alnost elfin, with a cap of
dark curly hair and eyes like cut obsidian. She |ooked about twelve
years old as she paused just inside, watching the crowd.

She pushed her way between a pair of overmuscled dock hands and
swaggered up to the bar. She clinbed on a stool, propped her el bows on
the bar top, and said, in a surprisingly husky, rasping voice that
easily carried to the pool table, "Shot of bourbon, beer chaser."

Jimgrinned into his beer and waited for Tony's explosion. But the
bar keep only nodded and set up the order. Then he turned away and ran
his fingers across the touch pad of the cash register

Franny gl anced up when Jimel bowed him "Hey, |'m naking a shot
here.”

"Yeah. Take a |ook at the bar."

"So? It looks like a bar."

"You see the kid sitting there?"

Franny | ooked again, a puzzl ed expression coning across his pale,
freckled face. "Kid... ? Oh. That's Char. She ain't no kid." He
smrked. "Why? You interested? She ain't cheap. The johns like that
little-girlie look. And they pay for it. But you seemto have plenty

of credit, so no problem right?"

"She's a hooker? Tony didn't take anything fromher, rio chip, no
cash. "



The pool shark shrugged. "She's got a tab. Been coming in here for
years. And she's not exactly a hooker."

"Not a hooker? What is she, then? She | ooks about twelve."

"Must be the light, Joey, ny boy. Take nmy word. She's older than an
Fumes from you, probably."

vors of tobacco

Jimeyed him "Tiat so? How old do you think I an®"

sting in coffins.

He | eaned back and took a long |l ook at Jims face. Then he s |eading
to the shrugged. "I dunno. You seen a little wear. And you been

pl aces, done

Spacers, fleet things. Been a soldier somewhere, | guess. So,
what - -twenty? Twenty nade an ever one

the waitresses
"C ose enough," Jimsaid.
'the pool shark

"I could tell,"” he said. "lI'mgood at stuff like that. Anyway, you v
t he enpl oyees wanna know about Char, the best thing is to just ask
her."

ace narine on

Ji m nodded and anbl ed away. Hi s path brought himcloser to the e could
conprebar. Something tingled at the dull edge of his interest. He
couldn't tell noney stopped, if it was the beer or the girl, but it
surprised himanyway. He stopped directly behind her

nmp ties lined up

"Hey, Tony! Set up the rail. And give the |lady anything she wants."

g his cue, when elfin, with a caped about twelve rd | ed dock hands ol
propped her

T, rasping voice

"V

beer chaser." u seemnervous, Ms. Endicott."

pl osion. But the

Tabitha sat on a confortable formchair across fromDr. Lindsay's
]rned away and desk. The doctor was a small, thin man with fashionably
bushy side :r. burns and streaks of gray in his meticulously flash-cut

brown hair.

n maki ng a shot



H s gaze seemed sharp but somehow uninterested, as if she were a
speci men he was seeing for the first tine.

"Pl ease don't m sunderstand, Doctor," she said. "I'mnot here for

nmysel f."

He nodded, though his calm renote expression didn't change. "I
across his pale, see. So what is the problenm?" :[d." He smrked.
"It's my son. Well, he's not really ny son--ny stepson, or foster
, that little-girlie son, | guess you could say."

of credit, so no

H's fingertips brushed a small control pad on the armof his chair.
"Wuld you mind if | recorded this?"

er, o chip, no

"Uh, maybe. 1s it confidential?"

"Absol utely confidential," he said.



She thought about it. "I guess it's all right.” He smiled, and she
continued. "He's begun to act very strangely. Al npst
sel f-destructively."

He | et her talk, nodding every time she faltered. Here and there he
stopped her to ask a question

"You say this change in his behavior cane suddenly?"
"Yes, right after we--" She stopped. She didn't have Jim s perm ssion
for any of this. And nuch of what she knew invol ved ot hers, sone of
whom were very powerful. She wondered if she night be breaking sone

| aw or other by speaking at all

She stared at his watchful, waiting expression and wondered why she'd
cone to this man. There was so much she couldn't tell him

"Jimwas on a... trip for a while. | think something happened to him
He won't talk to me about it. And he broke up with his girlfriend
recently.”

"Ah," Dr. Lindsay said

"No, | don't think it was that. They didn't really break up. More
like a... nutual agreement. At least he didn't seemtoo upset. Any
nore than usual, | nean.”

"How ol d is the boy?"

"Al nost seventeen. His birthday is in three days."

Dr. Lindsay's lips noved, but Tabitha heard nothing. "I'msorry, |
didn't hear that," she told him

"You weren't meant to. | have a sound shield around nmy desk. It's so
| can take private notes while | listen, w thout disturbing ny
patients. If it bothers you, I'll do it by hand." "Ch, no. |It's al

right." He waited.

"Yes. Well, anyway, all of a sudden he's become surly. He won't
listen to ne or do anything | tell himto. And he's started goi ng out
every night to this bar. He cones hone so drunk he can hardly stand
up. | hear himvomting..."

"You're sure it's just al cohol ?"

"Yes. Jimwould never--" She stopped. Drugs? The old Jim the Jim
froma year ago, would never have used drugs. But this new, dark Jim
who seenmed so nuch ol der than his years, full of rage and sadness? She

realized she had no idea what this Jimmght do

"I think it's just alcohol. | didn't ask him |'mnot sure he'd tel
me anyway."

Again his lips noved silently. Then he said, "Go on."

Tabi t ha picked and stuttered and nunbled her way to the end it, telling
hi m as much as she knew, as nmuch as she thought she



" He smiled, and she con could safely reveal. As she spoke, a part of
her seened to stand aside host self-destructively.” and listen, and
that part told her she sounded like a fool or a crazy dtered. Here and
there he woman. She wondered what Dr. Lindsay nmust think. H's calm
still expression gave nothing away.

e suddenly?. And... that's all, | guess," she said at last. She

| ooked down at didn't have Jimis perm s her fingers, knitted together
so tightly in her lap that her fingernails aew invol ved others, sone
were as pale as those on a corpse

ff she m ght be breaking

"I... should be going now. I'msorry to have bothered you. This was a
bad idea." She nade to rise.

ssi on and wonder ed why
"Wait. "

she couldn't tell him
"\What ?"

k somet hi ng happened to

"Ms. Endicott, did | understand you correctly?. You say the boy
shot

Joke up with his girlfriend his father to death?"

Put as baldly as that, she abruptly realized how horrible it sounded.
"I't wasn't--he wasn't--nmaybe Carl wasn't his real father. And you
really break up. Mre like make it sound like a murder, but it wasn't.
It was an accident."

emtoo upset. Any nore

"Yes, you said that. An accident. Can you tell me nore about the
actual circunstances?"

Tabi t ha gnawed at her lower lip. She'd been either frantic with ter
days." ror or unconscious during the firefight in the nountains on
Wl f bane.

d not hing, sorry,

But she knew it had invol ved Commander Steele and Delta, and

“1''m

t hough both of them were dead now, she was afraid to stir the ashes of
my desk. It's their nenmory. Who knew what sort of ghosts remai ned
after them disturbing ny listening for whispers of their nanes? And
the others--the Packlord, the

Hunzza, Serena Half Moon, and... They were still alive.

i | really must be going," she said, slurring her words in her haste to



surly. He won't lisget up and | eave.

goi ng out every

"I"ll take the case," he said.

hardly stand up. |

"I beg your pardon?"

"I"ll take the case.” For the first tine there was a flash of
something in his eyes. "Wat you' ve told nme doesn't make a | ot of

sense. But |

old Jim the Jimcan draw a few tentative conclusions. Have you ever
heard of some this new, dark thing called adol escent adjustnent
di sor der ?"

and sad "No."

do.

He smiled. It gave his grave features a rueful, attractive cast. "It's
a

he'd tell ne, grab bag, really, a syndrone of different adjustnent
problems. All teenagers have adjustnment problenms. |It's part of being
a teenager. But sonetines those problens---and the adjustnents to

t hem - become end of overwhelnmng. Fromwhat little you've told nme, 1'd
say that what your boy she has gone through woul d be enough to send any
normal , well - adj usted



adult into deep therapy. But for a child his age--" He spread his
hands and shrugged. "I think he needs some help. Don't you think
so?"

Her cheeks flushed. She realized she wanted to go over to this calm
little man and hug him

"Yes. Can you help him Doctor?"

"I can try.

Later he escorted her out to his receptionist. "MIllie will set up an
appoi nt nent schedul e.”

She shook hands with Dr. Lindsay. After he'd gone back into his
office, MIlie said, "Dr. Lindsay's rates are conparable to the norm
for a professional of his stature.”

Tabit ha gave a slight junp. She'd been staring at the cl osed door to

his office. "Wat? OCh, of course. Mney's not a problem"”

"I see." MlIllie sounded dubious. Tabitha reached into her purse and
found her credit chip. She handed it over. "Here. Just set up an
account . "

MIllie took the chip and swiped it. As she |ooked at the reader, the
machi ne beeped and her eyebrows rose. When she handed the chip back
her tone was noticeably warmer and she seened to see Tabitha for the
first time. Tabitha was surprised at the guilty glow of triunph she
felt.

"We'| | set up an appointnment schedule now, Ms. Endicott,” Mllie
sai d.

Tabi t ha wasn't sure how rmuch noney she had. An enornous anmount, she
knew t hat nuch. Jim had arranged sonething. He'd said they would
never have to worry about financial things ever again.

She supposed they were rich, but this was the first time she'd ever
seen the effect of it on sonebody else. She felt mldly ashanmed of the
warm glow it gave her as she left the office. It was only in the
grav-lift going down that the full inpact of what she'd done hit her
How in the hell am| going to explain this to Jin®

you trying to pick ne up, Joey Smith?" Char said.

"How do you know mmy name?"

She shrugged. She was running the tip of her finger around the wet



spread his hands rimof her glass. It nade a small, irritating
squeak. "Maybe you're a

| think so?" fanous guy."

0 over to this calm

He sat on the bar stool next to her with three crunpled enpties in
front of him Tony wasn't the kind of bartender who paid a | ot of

attention to housekeepi ng.

Char wore skintight black jeans and a bl ack | ong-sleeved T-shirt ifllie

will set up an that outlined her small breasts. Jimcould see a faint
ti ght ness around her eyes, and the begi nnings of what woul d beconme two
frown |lines one back into his above the bridge of her nose. It wasn't

a twelve-year-old's face. He

)le to the normfor understood what had msled him She noved |like a
child, quick, mercurial, flow ng, heedless. Yet whenever she ordered
anot her drink, she the closed door to checked the credit screen to nake
sure it was rung properly. She was lem" unobtrusive about it, but
she did it every tine.

i nto her purse and

"l doubt that |I'mfanous," he told her

;. Just set up an

"It doesn't take much around here. This is Pleb country. |If you know
anyt hi ng about Pl ebs, you know we don't get fampus very often

, at the reader, the

Maybe if we murder sonebody, like you alnost did a little while ago."
handed the chip Hi s eyebrows rose. "You weren't here."

ned to see Tabitha

She waggl ed her fingers at him "Char sees all and knows all.

ty glow of triunph

Maybe I'mtrying to pick you up, Joey. You ever think about that?"
He finished his beer, crushed the can, and set it down wth great
Endicott,"” MIlie care. Tony saw and lifted his chin. Ji mnodded.
After Tony brought hima fresh beer, Jimsaid, "No, | didn't think
about it. Do you want nme to?"

ad. An enornous

"That's kind of an insulting thing to say to a girl. You' re what, six
me thing He'd said teen, seventeen? Aren't all guys supposed to be
horny at that age?

gs ever again.

Hump a snake, like that? And you aren't even thinking about it? What



rst time she'd ever am1? Ugly?"
fly ashamed of the

H s cheeks glowed a dull red. Talking to her was like walking into a
my in the gray-lift cloud of gnats with his nouth wi de open. She said
she was a Pleb, but Iit her. she was different from Cat.

"I knew a Pleb girl once,"” he said.
"I bet you were in love with her. And | bet she broke your heart."

She gl anced at him Then she patted his hand and he swall owed his beer
the wong way. "Yeah, us Pleb girls, we'll do that. Sluts all the
way, every one of us."

"Don't say that."

"Why not, Joey? It's the truth. Don't worry, you won't hurt ny
feelings She chuckled. The sound was as bitter as anything Ji mhad
sai d. ever managed hi nmsel f when thinking about wire heading He
checked

" behind her ear. Beneath the short black curls, a bronze socket
around the wet gleanmed out at him



She saw his eyes nove. "That's right. |1'ma socket sucker. You got.
problemwi th that?"

"No. | guess not."
"You guess not. Well." She lifted her glass and drai ned her The ice
cubes rattled as she set it on the bar harder than she to. "And maybe

| sling alittle wire, too. And other things. You that woul dn't
bot her you, either?"

"Are we fighting?"

She | eaned back. "I don't know. | haven't nmade up ny mnd yet." He
hunched forward so he couldn't see her face. "Don't bother." "Yeah?
Why' s t hat ?"

"Because it doesn't matter. I'mnot trying to pick you up. You make

me horny. Sorry."
Her voice grew raspier. "So what do | make you, JinfP Curious?"

She slid off the stool and was hal fway across the bar before caught it
and turned.

"Hey, wait a mnutel"

She sliced through the crowd Iike a water noccasin. At the she paused,
and he saw her bl ack, bleak gaze rake him Then sh gone.

Jimstared at the door as it swung shut. Wen he reached for beer, his
tngers trenbled and he spilled a little. He drank the down in one |ong

gul p.

He slid off the bar stool and went to the door. The night street side
swirled with neon-shadowed flesh. But no Char

She knew his real nane.
"I t's |like when we net," Char said.

Har pal aos, a young Hunzza, nodded slowy. "Not this though. | found
you a coupl e of blocks over. O you found ne."

She grinned. "Do Hunzza believe in coincidence?"
He shrugged. His scales gleamed in the frozen neon light. not?
Random neeti ngs, chance--it's a big reality. A big universe. Things

bunp agai nst each other."

He knew she was nervous. He could snell it on her, along with



a socket sucker. You got a brassy tang of fear. That nade him
nervous. He didn't like being frightened, though now he was frightened
all the time. So nuch at stake, and he didn't even know and drai ned
her dri nk.

"What's going to happen?" he said.

harder than she needed

"Not |ike our first dance," she said. 'that was an accident." other
things. You guess

"I still can't say | understand you Terrans' ideas about commerce."

She | aughed at that, though she kept right on scanning the busy corner
on which they stood, and the traffic flows across the inter sec up ny

mnd yet." "Biz is biz, Harpy. And war is only the continuation of
biz by face. "Don't bother." other nmeans."
He blinked, confused. "I don't understand that, either."

to pick you up. You don't

"Never mind." She seened distant, musing, preoccupied. 'I|'he funny
thing is, you didn't even know you were saving ny life. Al you were
try you, Jin? Curious?" ing to do was get away. | didn't know what a

chi ckenshit you were."

across the bar before he

“1"'m not - - "
"Don't get your scales bent out of shape. | like you the way you

are,

Harpy. | deal with testosterone-crazed nales all the tine, hard dicks
nmoccasin. At the door ready to blow ne up for |ooking at them w ong.
It's arelief to know him Then she was you aren't that way. It's..

soot hi ng, al nost."
He | ooked away. "If I'd understood, | would have tried to save you."
he reached for his

"And probably screwed it up entirely. No, there's nothing like a
terri

He drank the rest fled Hunzza with claws and a mouthful of teeth trying
to get away. You took down two of those wirejackers just trying to run
over them"

ni ght street out "I saw their guns.”

"Uh- huh. Must have been a surprise for you, being an innocent tourist
and all, to stunble right into the nmiddle of a street-corner gang war."
She gl anced at him

"You know | ' m not innocent."

"Yeah. | just don't know what you're guilty of."



"Char, it's not inportant. Not now Call it whatever you want,
coi nci dence accident, anything. |I'mstill glad I net you."

She nodded. "Me too. |If you hadn't, | probably wouldn't be talking
to anybody now, |et alone you. Those jackers were snmarter than

gave themcredit for. They had me, until you wandered into the nid
this corner, dle of it."

ne."
He grinned. "Wth his long rows of gleamng fangs, it was a

consi derably | ess reassuring proposition than her own answering
smile.

[ight. "Wy

She stiffened. "Okay," she said. "I think we're on."

uni ver se

Harpy closed his eyes. He hated this kind of stuff. No big deal,

t hough; he hated everything about his life just now. And sonetines

with a he wondered if it had been an accident. He didn't really
believe in



fate, no matter what his father said. But there was a bond between
himand the girl. No matter how nmuch he wanted to, he couldn't deny
t hat .

He hoped he could keep both hinself and her alive | ong enough
to-'1"here," she said. "Don't nove."

Lasher Larue was eighteen. He'd been slinging wire on the street for
five years, which nmeant he was three years past the nornal life
expectancy for that line of work. Wen the Organization had asked
everybody to join in the Great Linkage that supposedly had defeated the
Hunzza, he'd declined. Lasher wasn't strong on civic duty.

He sat in the shotgun seat of the stolen gray-van and fingered the butt
of a cloned mlitary shatter-blaster resting between his knees. Harkey
t he Mouse was driving. Muse weighed about three hundred pounds and
nobody, not even him renenbered why he was nicked after a tiny rodent.
There was nothing tiny about Muse.

Mouse edged the nose of the van slowy around the corner from Third
Appl e Lane onto a wider stretch of Saint D ana Road, going with the
flow of the gutter-to-gutter traffic. Lasher didn't pay any
attention.

Mouse was a natural driver. He always knew what was what.
"You see her?" Muse said.

Lasher craned his neck. "Yeah. She's up there with her snake boy.
Li ke usual . "

'| ake them bot h out ?"
"Sure. Wat el se?"

Mouse nodded and slid the van to the inside | ane nearest the curb.
“"I'"ll come in normal |ike, and then sl ow down right before. Maybe she
won't see us conming."

"Just do it," Lasher said. He lifted the ugly, bul bous snout of the
bl aster and let it rest against the lip of the open wi ndow next to
hi m

Mouse nodded. The van eased closer to the corner on which Char MCain
and a young Hunzza stood. The night pul sed with neon and bone-beat.
Char and the Hunzza were staring idly in the opposite direction from
Lasher's approach

Lasher lifted the barrel of the blaster out the w ndow. Pi ece of
cake.



a bond between he couldn't deny | ong enough to The beer made Jinms
head swirl. He pushed steadily through the crowms that filled the
streets--tourists, spacers, johns, and those who preyed on

t hem -1 ooki ng for her.

He saw a | ot of short, dark-haired girls, but none of them was her

He was searching for her on her honme turf, and if she wanted to stay
out of sight, she would. But he had to | ook anyway. She'd let it slip
that she knew his real nane. O was it a slip?

He felt as if players were standing at the dark edges of his life on
the street for watching him Manipulating himfor reasons and purposes
he didn't the normal life understand. It wasn't a new feeling. After
the last year, he didn't ttion had asked believe in coincidence. He
knew there really were watchers. And

fly had defeated manipulators. One in particular. But he couldn't
figure out what c duty.

Qut sider could have to do with some Pleb girl he'd never seen before in
md fingered the his life.

veen his knees.
A hul ki ng dock wor ker bunped him sideways but didn't even i three

hundred pause. Jimturned, but the woman was gone. She'd been about
t he

' he was nicked size of a Beijing Cowboys |inebacker
e.

The knock seened to clear his head. He turned a corner and saw e
corner from

Char standing at the far end of the block. She was slouching against a
toad, going with | arge waste receptacle, and she seened to be talking
to a Hunzza.

y any attention.

A Hunzza?

what .

Ref | exes he'd hoped he woul d never use again showed hi m sone thing

el se. A dented red gray-van was just entering the intersection her
snake boy. beyond her. A man's head and shoul ders protruded fromthe

side wi ndow. The man was hol ding a shatter-blaster. The obvious,
deadly pat ' tern clicked in his mnd

He began to run
the curb. Maybe she of the to him
Char opposite asher felt the old hot juice boiling in his groin as he

| evel ed the shatter-blaster. This was the part he really liked. The
van |urched as of cake.



Mouse brought it down to a crawl. She was still |ooking away from



him That wasn't good. He wanted her to know where it was from That
it was coming fromhirru

The last thing she would ever know.
"Hey, bitchY

Turning nmore qui ckly now, white face, those nasty eyes. beneath her
short jacket, coming out now, as he began to trigger

Sonebody running... Shish had called it battle eyes. Wen tinme slowed
down and saw everyt hi ng.

Jimcouldn't feel his own body. It was as if he were nothing but
viewpoint, taking it all in. The face in the van over the snout of
blaster. A young guy with a scar. H s eyes |ooked orange in reflected
light of a holofloat jittering overhead.

Char turning, her hand beneath her jacket, com ng out now, ing
somet hing. The Hunzza whi pping around with that |izard speed, white
teeth flashing, startled and hissing.

Jimdived across the |ast few feet and sl ammed into her

dark in her hand, then light flashing fromit. He felt a sear of
across his face as he bounced heavily off the waste receptacle, felt
| and beneath him soft, cushioning his fall

The S&R .75 bucked in his hand, once, tw ce, once nore. The bell-like
ring of its enornous charge shivered the night. The face the
shatter-blaster vanished in a red splash. Then the van half its front
end gone.

A fireball filled the street, banners of flane sl opping across
vehi cl es. Sonebody screaned, a thin, high spike of sound. body
el se.

"Cet off me, you asshole.” "What?" "Let me up.”
What was |l eft of the van expl oded again. A huge, shadowy dripping fire

st aggered scream ng out of the ruins. Caws sank Jim s shoul der and
yanked himaway fromher. She rolled over



He stopped scream ng and fell over
"Muse," she said. "Poor dunmb bastard."

The hissing, breathy tones of a Hunzza speaking Terrie filled his tasty
eyes. Hand ear. "We have to get out of here.”

"an to squeeze the
Ji m shook his head. He was sitting on his butt, |egs splayed out,

back agai nst the waste receptacle. Tinme speeded up again. She stood
over him one hand out, reaching for him

"Come on, dunbass. Time to go."

Ref | exi vel y he took her hand and was surprised at her wiry strength as
she hoisted himto his feet. H s ears still rang with the bel |ow of
the .75. He slipped it back into its shoul der hol ster

"Quickly," the Hunzza hissed. He was crouched over a section of the
sidewal k. Jimheard a rusty screech and saw the Hunzza lift the
section away, revealing a dark hole. "This way," the Hunzza said. d
down and you

"What the hell... ?" Jimsaid.

"That's sonme bl aster you carry there,"” Char said. She hid her own re
not hi ng but a weapon back beneath her jacket. "You screwed that up
beauti ful |y,

the snout of the

Jimy, but | forgive you."

d orange in the

He stared at her, trying to understand. Her eyes glittered in the
subsiding flames. A siren wailed in the distance, grew | ouder

g out now, hold "Get your ass down that hole, boy. Just like Alice."

t hat unbelievabl e

White faces turned toward them|like pale night flowers. People g" were
pointing at him at them Waving. Their nouths were pink cir o her.
Sonething cles. He realized they were shouting.

It a sear of heat

"Mve," she said, and punched himhard in the chest. It rocked
ceptacle, felt her himloose fromhis strange paral ysis.

He took two steps, then dropped down the hole into darkness.
nore. The deep, t. The face above he van expl oded,
pi ng across ot her sone

Prof essor Phyllis Parker-G ddins did not know Raj put Singh, and even if



she had, she wouldn't have admitted it. She would have regarded
Singh's research nethods as closer to witchcraft than to her figure own
meti cul ous, carefully controlled and docunented routines in the sank

into suite of |aboratories and offices she nmaintai ned at Canbridge
Uni versity.

Li ght

She possessed an | Q that kissed the bl eedi ng edges of every known
t est,



an 1 Q she'd spent nearly thirty years training as she picked up seven
fe rent degrees. Her specialty was the study of cellular |ongevity,
and goal was sinple and single-m nded: She intended to add the Nobel to
her list of acconplishments before she reached the age of forty.

She had nearly a hundred peopl e worki ng under her, the | atest

i nf ormati on- processi ng equi prent, and all the noney in the world.

t hought her chances were excellent. But things had gone badly the
coupl e of years, until just recently, when she'd hit on a new thing.

She began using direct connections into raw databases in such that she
t hought she was allowing her own highly trained to sort data. It was a
techni que she'd partially ancient Native American shaman trances,
coupled with a touch Jungi an archetypal theory and a hint of the work
done by certain neering Germans in cybernetic interface logics, work
that had for reason been dropped for what seenmed then to be nore
effective

It was a witches' brew, and when she inmersed herself in it, she for
the first time in two years that she m ght be breaki ng new Encour aged
she poured |l arger and | arger databases into the mx, meting herself
with nore and nore raw information. It was a little swnmring in an
airy liquid conposed of very tiny, very hot points.

After three nmonths of this she energed into a frenzy of work that her
assistants and their teams gasping for breath and snarling at behind
her back. She didn't care. She felt the elusive Nobel just beyond her
grasp but growi ng cl oser

As it turned out, she was right. She knew it when she | ooked small
encl osure swarmng with Drosophila nel anogaster, the vinegar fruit fly.
This fly had a life cycle of ten days and very | arge nosones, nmaking it
i deal for basic genetic studies.

"How | ong?" she said.

An assistant, staring at the swarm said, "Four and a hal f nonths.
hundred thirty-five days."

"Fhirteen tines norrmal |life span,” Dr. Parker-G ddins remarked. was
amazed at how cal mshe felt.

"Yeah, about that," the assistant replied. 'ITley still |ook young."
"Yes..."
If it wasn't immortality, it was close to it. |In humans, it would be

equivalent of a life span of a thousand years.

Nobel , here | cone, Dr. Parker-G ddins thought.



CHAPTER THREE

ped into the hole In the sidewal k and | anded hard. As he rid he felt
something in his right knee pop and give way. He nd banged his

shoul der painfully against a jagged outcrops. t." it hiss, rising
over deep hunmm ng tones. "Wiit a minute ..." nap; the Hunzza's shape
appeared, outlined in the golden htwand in his right hand. Ji m bent
over and massaged his oint ached, but he could stand on it okay.

Anot her shadow >m above and resolved into Char. She pointed up. ie
cover back in place. Nobody will check down here right with that
barbecue in the niddle of the street. By the tine inks of this, we'll
be gone." ihed a grin. "How s that sound, Jin? What's the matter?
nmee?"

now, Harpal aos. You worry too nmuch." She glanced at Jim vy buddy.

He worries about me. Now he'll worry about you, ly. Harpy. W've got
lots of tine." Char, maybe we do. And naybe we don't. The boy's it
was very strong. It made a | ot of noise and many peopl e doubt sone of
t hem saw ne open the cover and saw us i." s manic, her black eyes
gleaming wetly in the glowlght. the man, Jim Let's get a nobve on



Can you wal k?" \020He gritted his teeth. "I can walk."

"Let's do it, then." She pushed past him took the glow light fromthe

Hunzza, and began to nove off down the tunnel. The Hunzza fell in
behi nd her and left Jimto make his own way. He could either follow or
stay in the dark.." in nore ways than one.

"Slow down. | can walk, but 1'd rather not run if | don't have to."

He had the hollow, helpless feeling that, once again, events were
lurching wildly away from him

"How cone you know ny nane?"

She didn't turn. "Jin? |Is that your nanme?"

"You know it is.
"I already told you. | see all, know all."
"mat sounds |ike some hokey fortuneteller.”

A low, rolling boomthudded out of the darkness fromthe direction
they'd cone. "I think that's for us," she said. "Maybe now s the tine
to find out if you can run, Jimboy."

"Don't call ne that."

A voi ce shouted behind them Jinls knee did hurt, but as it turned
out, he could run

Panic had its uses.

Lord Korkal Enmut Denai, acting Al bagensi an anbassador to the Terran
Conf ederation, sat in the captains chair on the bridge of the Al bagens
Pr/de and stared at the hol ographic image of Hith Mun Alter, the

Packl ord of the Al ban Enpire.

"Your orders place nme in a tight jacket, Packlord. | owe the boy
somet hi ng. "

The Packl ord was | ean and grizzled and graying, but his eyes |ooked as
young and dangerous as ever. They were the eyes of a predator, a

| eader who had fought his way to the top of the pack and led it when it
hunted. Korkal reflected that though the pack Hith Mun Alter |ed
nunbered in the trillions, the principle renmained the sane.

"As do I, Lord Denai. Wich you well know. But you said it best to
t he boy yoursel f: Agreements are not suicide pacts. | bear Jim
Endicott no ill will. Exactly the opposite, in fact. But the signs



are disturbing, and he is at the very center of the disturbance. So
t hough |

took the glow light fromowe hima great deal, | nust know the truth.
And you nust discover it the tunnel. The Hunzza fell for nme."

way. He could either follow "le humans nake the nistake of thinking
that we are like their wolves," Korkal said. "Savage and ruthless. O
they go to the other if | don't have to." extreme and think us like
their dogs, loving and utterly loyal."

once again, events were

The Packl ord snorted softly. "W are Al bagens. W are neither dogs
nor wolves. W are not animals. Their errors aren't ny concern..
unless | can use them Renenber where your first loyalty lies, Lord
Denai. | do."

Kor kal remained silent for several nonments, |ong enough for the

Packlord to grow irritated.

"Well, Korkal? Muist | refresh your nenory?. O loyalty.." and from
the direction other things?"

"Maybe now s the tinme to
"No, Lord, that won't be necessary. But | do owe him"
"I"mnot asking you to harmone hair on that boy's head. Not now,

at least. But | need to know the truth. About him and about his
race.

but as it turned

He trusts you."

Kor kal nodded. Hi s voice, a soft, liquid snarl, sounded sad. "Yes.
I

think that makes it worse sonehow. "

The Packl ord waved one hand in dismissal. "You ve worked in a
treacherous business all your life, Korkal. You are a spy, an agent of
the Alban Enpire. | cannot believe that at this |ate date you forget
the smell of duty when it fills your nose." The Packlord s voice
sof t ened.

"dd friend, | understand your dilemua. But the danger is too great.

It may already be too late. And I rmust know. "
"I understand, Lord. And | will find out for you, if I can."
anbassador to the

"Good. Do you know where he is now?."



on the bridge of the

"Yes. He's living in Terraport, with his nother."

of Hth Mun Alter,

"You keep track of hin? Howis he?"

"Yes, | keep track. Not every nonment, but he's watched. For his

| owe the boy own safety as much as anything. Not nuch of his role

| eaked out to the public at large, but some know. So |I watch him How
is he? He but his eyes is... delicate. And then there is the question

of this Qutsider."

the eyes of a pre da "Yes. Do you believe what Jimtold ne about
t hat ?"

pack and led it 'that Qutsider was a ghost, a virtual reflection of our
old friend

Hth Mun Alter

Delta?" He shrugged. "I don't know. What choice do we have? W have
same. no way of discovering the truth.”

said it best to

"Jimknows the truth,"” the Packlord said. "What do you nmean when
| bear Jimyou say that Jimis delicate?"

are

"Hi s enotional state is uncertain. He seens depressed. He's begun



to indul ge heavily in a minor human drug."” Korkal shrugged. "What do
you want me to do? Put himto the question?"

"No, of course not. That night set off a train of events we'd have no
way of controlling. |If ny fears are true, it might even begin the
thing | fear the nost."

"A Terran Leap?"

The Packl ord nodded.

"You will have to help ne, Packlord. | confess, know edge of Leaper
cultures is not my strongest suit. | know little beyond the bogeys al
children learn." He spread his hands. "Not the nost detail ed

i nformation, you see."

'qQ' here are records--sone of themvery old, all of themvery secret. |
wi || have them unl ocked and give you access. But I'mafraid you will
find them as nmuch a di sappointment as | have."

"Why is that, Lord?"

"Because they really don't tell us rmuch. 1In fact, they may tell us
only one thing--that it is the nature of Leapers to becone

unknowabl e. "

"hen the task you set nme is inpossible."

"Perhaps. | have gone through those records a hundred times. Certain
patterns energe. Once a culture is well into its Leap, it becones
invisible to us--to anybody on the outside. Something like the way we
can't know what goes on inside a black hole. Call it a social

singularity, perhaps, or a technol ogical one. But we do have fairly
decent records covering three instances of Leaping in the past ten

t housand years. There may have been nore, but we mght not have
recogni zed them \at we do know is that these three Leaps began with
sudden, unexpl ai ned technol ogi cal spirals. W don't know what
triggered them and in each instance they took a different form before
the culture entered fully into its Leap and vani shed entirely. But
Terra seens to show those sane signs. Think about it."

"Yes, Lord, | have. A backward, primtive culture, barely into the
galactic mlieu, and already such a major player. First Delta and his
mnd arrays, and then Jim™"

"Were you thrilled, Lord Denai, when young Ji mtook over the operations
of your ship and the rest of our small fleet, and single-handedly
defeated a Hunzzan armada a hundred tinmes | arger?"

Korkal's fangs glinted for an instant. "Yes, Lord, | was."

"So was |. But then | was terrified. It should have been inpossible.

| couldn't have done it. You couldn't. No menber of any race we know
of could have done what Jimdid. Yet he did do it. Wat does it
mean?"



Kor kal shrugged. "What

"Per haps we shouldn't question too deeply, Packlord. The Hunzza a the
guestion?" rermain a threat, even though Jimdestroyed their fleet
laying siege to set off a train of events we'd have no

Al bagens. "
true, it mght even begin the thing

"Another mracle,”" Hth Mun Alter said dryly. "Wich is why | tread
this tightrope so carefully. But if it should turn out that Terra is
a

Leaper, then you know as well as | that Hunzza will drop their war with
us and make an alliance instead. The Hunzza have better reason klord.
I confess, know edge of Leaper than nost to fear a Leaper."

t. I knowlittle beyond the bogeys al
"Five thousand years ago..."

ads. "Not the nost detailed in forma "One out of every ten planets in
their empire destroyed. One out of every two Hunzza on Hunzza Prine
dead. Every menber of their gov lemvery old, all of themvery secret.
| ernment vani shed. Five thousand years ago the Hunzza were a great e
you access. But I'mafraid you will enpire. Then they probed a
Leaper. It took them alnost three thou lent as | have." sand years to
reach greatness again."

Korkal shivered. "I hadn't heard the destruction was so great."
us much. In fact, they may tell us

"It's in the secret archives. And nore besides. At any rate, Hunzza

| are of Leapers to become unknowwi || take no chances. Mark mne, Korkal
What | ask of you is not

:" entirely treacherous. Better for Jim-and Terra--that you do what
you can to learn the truth. |If it turns out there is nothing to worry
about ,

records a hundred times, then we go on. And if there is sonething to
worry about, we will knowis well into its Leap, it what to do. But if
the Hunzza knew of ny fears, they wouldn't wait to ton the outside.
Sonething like investigate. They would throw everything they have

agai nst Terra.

Call it a socia

More, maybe, than even Jim Endicott and his mind arrays could one. But
we do have fairly handle."

of Leaping in the past ten

"I remenber the battles, Lord. Perhaps the Hunzza woul d be sur nore,
but we m ght not have prised."

t hese three Leaps began



"If that's the case, | need to know it also. One single planet, one
boy

W don't know what not yet a fully grown nan, able to destroy the

gat hered m ght of one different formbefore of the two great enpires of
this gal axy?. That alone is a dangerous indi entirely. But Terra cat
or

it."

Kor kal |eaned back in his chair. Despite the confort of his seat,

barely into the which cuddl ed and massaged and supported him his back
ached.

First Delta and his

"I amgetting old, Lord," he said. "I feel it."
Hth Mun Alter gave a short bark. "You're just now feeling it,
took over the oper Korkal? 1've felt it a long tinme. The aches. And

t he col dness. "
and si ngl e- handedl y

"What if your fears are correct? What if Jimis somehow the center of
it?"

I was." 'lI'hen you will kill him As | said, he trusts you."
been i npossi bi e.

"I will kill him" Korkal repeated. His voice was flat r race we
know

"Friendship is not a suicide pact, Lord Denai."
does it nean?"

Korkal stared at him "You forget something, Packlord.™



"What's that?"
"3"he truth you speak. It works both ways."

The Packl ord stared at himthe space of three |ong breaths before
vani shing abruptly wi thout another word.

| kearos |inped as he approached the ot her nembers of the Speaking
Nest, who were gathered in the Circle awaiting him He pulled his
floor-length robes closer about his watt |ed neck, and when he offered
a smle, his fangs were yell ow as dead ivory.

H's entrance into the small, stone-lined chanber brought the nunber of
Hunzza gathered there to twenty-one. As he watched |skander wal k
toward him he noted that the ancient walls of the chanber were | ooking
nore caveli ke than ever--except for the up-to-date data interfaces
protruding |ike glow ng high-tech nushroonms fromthe ragged stones. The
stones should | ook old. They'd been there nearly five thousand

years.

| skander, the Nest Watcher, said: "Wl cone, Egg Guardian." The sound
of his voice was a soft, wi ndy whi sper over a deeper hum |ike a breeze
caressing a beehive. |skander waited until |kearos had reached the
Circle and, with obvious effort, seated hinself cross-1egged on the
chilly stone floor.

"How i s your hip?" he asked.

"My hipis as well as can be expected, given that it's nearly three

hundred years old," |lkearos replied. He exhaled slowy, his once
bright tongue flickering gray between his dulled fangs. "But | wll
survive for a while yet. Long enough to do what needs be. And if |
don't, Iskander, you will succeed ne as Egg Guardi an and carry on. As

we both know. "

The Nest Watcher nodded as he seated hinmself, bringing the Circle to
its full conmplenment. Ilkearos turned his head, allow ng his gaze to
rest an instant on each face before passing on.

"I know you all," he said at last. "I have known nost of you nearly
all ny life. Many of us are even friends. Yet my heart is heavy as |
cone to you now, for | have to nake a confession. Friends, | have lied
to you. | thought it was necessary, and | am Egg Guardian. Part of

ny



0 what is necessary, no matter what the cost. But the cost ou has

been great, and | amafraid the gain has so far been nurnur filled the
small room Eyes w dened and fangs |y. Sone robes were tightened and
others | oosened. |keards done is done. But it's time for you to know
what has been ed until the genteel sounds of surprise had died away and
full attention of everyone gathered around him "It begins ads ago, a
ti me when, as nost of you will renenber, ny lad a falling-out, a

di sagreement we could not resolve, and in away from our nest, even from
A Kasha, the Pit of Souls,

r nodded. This drew a few startled gl ances, for the Nest gesture cane
close to a demand for the Egg Guardian to quickly. Even |kearos

noti ced, though he only grinned his low grin again. as ny first lie,"
he said. understand," |Iskander replied. a lie because we did not have
a falling-out. Nor did we disct, we were in full agreenent that he
should go. And so he " went into danger, which has turned into a far
greater clanither of us suspected or predicted. | am proud of ny

son.

h ny consci ence has plagued nme over ny lies to you, my nost trusted
friends, it gives me great joy to praise himast."

pairs of round green eyes glimrered coldly at him "I did because
could not tell you; | could not take any chance of eing discovered. Not
only is my son at risk, but so are we-Hunzza." He paused a nmonent, his

own gaze | ocked on d so is the rest of the gal axy."

the strained silence, finally Iskander spoke. "Egg Guardi an, secret?
And what is the risk?" took a deep breath. 'I'here are signs that a
new God may ssed and clicked their teeth.

re," lkearos said. "Have any of you heard of a world called ehed them
squint at himand shake their heads. "Well, now | kearos said.



Qut sider had a hard tinme remenberi ng who he was, and sonetinmes even
what he was. They were both concepts that didn't have much to do with
hi m anynore. Wo he was didn't matter to anybody, |east of al

hi nsel f, and what he was changed so rapidly and unpredictably that any
real understanding of it was probably inpossible.

He watched in several different ways, and from several different
Vi ewpoi nts, as a sweating cop pried at a service-tunnel cover set into
t he sidewal k beyond the bl azing weckage of a gray-van

The cop was naned Joe Heide, and he was cursing up a stormas he sucked
on the tip of his right forefinger

"God damm it!" He'd ripped off that nail for sure. H's own tasted
coppery. He was always messing up his hands in the line of duty.
"Joel "

The voi ce echoed through the tal k-bead surgically inplanted in his
i nner ear.

"Yeah. "

"Cet back. We'll blowit |oose."

Joe arned sweat from his forehead and gl anced up at the sky. A
bl ack dot glinrered hi gh overhead.

"Ckay. .."

He stood up and backed away, waving his arnms. "Get back, you people.
Move al ong, nothing to see, it's all over. Go on hone."

"Gve me ten feet of clearance with those people or there's going to be
one hell of a Pleb fry, Joe.™

"Yeah, yeah..."

He waved his arns some nore and splattered bl ood on the face of one guy
with a hugely broken nose. "Hey!"™ "Told ya to nove back, pal."
"lI"hat's bl ood!"

"Back it up, buddy. O --"

A thin pencil of cool white |light abruptly nade a |line between the
service cover and the sky. There was a dull, thudding boom and the
cover bounced up like a tiddlyw nk.

"Jesus!" the broken-nosed guy said.

"Not hi ng happening here,"” Joe said. "Al over, go on home now "

Si x bl ack-clad Swatters hustl ed past and hurled thenselves into the
hol e.



reached into their conmunications setup and turned off relay and
backup lines. Miffled shouts sounded from si dewal k.

dd slow themdown a little, CQutsider thought.
ered and alnost fell as Char led themup a rusting | adder de cover

overhead. He was right behind her when she nst the metal disk. lelp,’
he sai d.

rippled, Jinmmy," she said. "What?"
sed slowy backward, Harpal aos, at the bottom of the Iad him

wrong with hinP" Char called down as she finished push'r aside. Wak
yellow light flooded in. tie fainted." a said. "I'mall right."

red down at him "You |look white as a ghost." ceding," Harpal aos
said. He lifted his hand fromJims towed her his palm It gl eaned
bl ack-red in the uncertain et himup here."

| ee ding she said. "Shut up. Can you hold on enough to stubborn

asshole. Let Harpy help you. Can you nanage so." The Hunzza pushed
Jimgently against the | adder and ts own arms around Jinms waist. "Just
l[ift your feet on the old on to you." inbed slowy, Jimlicking his

lips, his face bleached out. d to manhandl e himthrough the hole into
the large, gray room beyond.

es... like wet noodles..."

let's get himto that sofa.”



They steered him wobbling, across a floor made of naked, bricks
marked with grease and snoke stains.

‘ou're all sweaty and clamy. | think you're in shock," Char said they
[ aid hi mdown on a swaybacked brown sofa so old it had no shift
capability. A small posse of cockroaches gall oped out at the bance.

"Uust need to rest a mnute."

"Uh- huh. Harpy, help me get his shirt off... Jesus. That's | ooking."
"He nust have gotten hit with shrapnel when the van bl ew up, Harpy
said. He leaned closer, peering at the ugly wound that the | adder of
Jims ribs.

"It doesn't | ook too deep."

"It's already scabbing over. But it needs sonme stitches or thing. |
can see bone in there.”

"No doctor," Jimsaid.
"Shut up. Harpy, help ne with the med scan."

Jimturned his head. He saw a circle of pale, cave-dwelling watching
him They all seemed young.

Har py and Char noved away, then returned, lugging a the size of a
m crowave oven between them They set it down next the sofa and Char
fiddled with the controls.

"This is an old one, but it still works... | think."

A row of digital readouts suddenly burned red on the top of machine.
After a noment they flickered and turned green. The beeped tw ce and
extruded a flexible netal probe. The probe hovered then touched Jims
wound and began to nove up and down the of the tear in his flesh.

He felt a bl essed coolness there. He heard a soft hiss and Char's face
hovering above him her black gaze radiating concern. Then the hiss
grew | ouder and everything faded away.

Jerry Bear Tusk was a no-good wire slinger who commuted the
neon-raddl ed conurbation of Anchorage and the pristine whiteness of the
Point Barrow Inuit Culture Preserve. In Anchorage he



rists, blasted his brain in seany dives, and picked up wre peddl ed
anong the | ess sophisticated of his people in the here he al so
performed sacred tribal dances for the same rmugged further to the
south. Like his late contenporary e, he was a pustule on the
underbel ly of nmodern social" and |ike Lasher, he knew it and didn't
care. asher Larue, Jerry had a talent. At |east he used to have it,
as about ten years old, when, for sone reason he didn't I, it had faded
away.

L, at the time, seened a useful talent. Hs nother used to to her
endl ess parade of boyfriends. "Pick a number," she "A big nunber."

ent boyfriend woul d.
:k another one." She would haul out a little hand cal cul ator re.
Jerry."

Ty would nmultiply the nunbers as quickly as they were ride them
extract roots, and perform any other mani pul anot her or boyfriend could
think of. He did it wthout thinknswers were just there. He didn't

t hi nk nmuch about it, hat everybody could do it. And then it faded
away. the age of twenty-six, it had returned. He knew when the cone
back, alnpbst to the minute. He'd been on a long wire e back roomof a
bar called the Crazy Payute, in Anchorage, n a white bl aze of
overstinul ated pl easure centers, when he nunbers had appeared again,
endl ess ranks of them th a purity he could hardly stand to w tness.

skull was full of nunbers, so full that he began to note on |ong reans
of yellow scratch paper. He carried these ound in al eat her backpack
and wouldn't | et anybody see this for alnpst six nonths, adding to them
every day as he et ween the preserve and the city. It was in the city
on a fineg day that he visited the Payute at exactly the wong tine,
rough the front door as a trio of dust hypes on a bad crash , to take
down two dealers for their stash. tiers were in better shape, and
better armed, than the dust ;y proved it in a hail of fire that
shredded the hypes, the bar custoners at a table, and Jerry as he

wal ked through the fight have survived even that, had anybody cared
enough to



rush one burned-out Inuit to the nearest top-level nedical facility.
nobody did. He ended up in a nmorgue, tended by nedical students the

| ocal university. One of these, as poor as nedical students seemto
be, made it a practice to extract anything of value from bel ongi ngs of
those unfortunates who canme under his care.

He was puzzled by the reans of yell ow paper marked with and formul as so
thickly that the color of the paper was hard to cern. He could make no
sense of it, but it was a strange sort of for a bumto be carrying in a
backpack.

The nmed student showed themto a friend who happened to studying sone
of the nore abstruse realms of mathematics. friend shuffled through

t he greasy sheets, shrugged, and said, know. Probably worthless. Sone
of it looks sorta interesting, I'll give you a hundred bucks."

The nmed student thought that was an excellent deal, far than he'd
expected. So did the math student. Most of Jerry's Wrk beyond him
but what he did understand | ooked very rmuch |ike mght be a new
approach to some major problems involving ical structures. It seened
to hint at a proof for the much-, butterfly effect, a theory that
posited an infinite nunber each one branching off fromany discrete
choice nade within a universe. |If he could figure out how to exploit
it, he thought, it revolutionize the current mathematical view of
reality.



CHAPTER FOUR
m ng.

ned the front door and found Tabitha asleep on the sofa. tiptoe past
her, but as he reached the entrance to the hall side of the living
room her head noved and she said, "It's o' clock. Were have you
been?" to the Shawn Fan. Like |I said.”" [|u look..." She blinked.
"\What happened? Did you get in a sort of."

off the sofa and across the roomin a rush. She wapped round him and
that was when he realized she was crying. ked her runpled hair
awkwardly. "Mom.. Mom don't.

,ul ders shook. He held her head against his chest until she bside. She
sni ffled, pushed back, |ooked up into his face.

Jimy... this is terrible. | can't... | just can't..."

[ldn't fred the words, but he understood the nessage. sit down. Let's
try to talk about this."

his arm around her shoul der and | ed her back to the sofa. down, then
sat next to her. harsh norning light flooding through the w ndow, he

saw ad changed.." aged. The lines at the corners of her eyes ;r. Her
forehead | ooked dry and flaky, her blond hair dull. dy knew what he
| ooked like. It had been a rough year. For ', m But none of it had

been her fault.



He turned, faced her, and took both her hands in his own.
H fingers were hot, sweaty. "Mm |I'msorry. |'ve been an asshol e,

"I wish you wouldn't use that word." She offered hima smile. "But
yes, you have."

He felt his own grin rise. "Yhat's blunt."

"Well, you asked." She pulled her hands away, |eaned back the sofa,
and swi ped wearily at her forehead. "lI'mso tired, Jim |

know what's wong. | love you. You know | want to help. But you |et
me..." Her lips quavered.

"Mom don't cry again. Please..."

She shook her head and took a deep breath. "No, I'mall right." She
gl anced at the clock on the wall. "My God. Have you eaten? Wuld you
like coffee or sonething?. "

H's heart went out to her. Her reflexes were so predictable. So
nmotherly He'd forgotten how rmuch he really did love her. MW God! \What
had he been doing to her? It wasn't her fault. Wy was he acting |ike
it was?

@Quilt blooned as a ball of nausea in his stomach. "Uh... yeah

Cof f ee sounds good. "

She was off the sofa in a flash, gliding through the tension that
filled the room She seened relieved at the break

"Toast? Cereai?"
"\ t

["lI'l help you," he said, rising.

He followed her into the tiny kitchen. It was as if he saw the room
could for the first time. She was already fussing with the coffee. He
saw the remains of a half-eaten sandwich left out on the counter. He
wi nced, burned

That wasn't |ike her. She was always so neat.

"All

"Have you noticed this place is a dunmp?" to your

"It's a perfectly nice place, Jimry. Not as nice as our old house,

but..."

"But it's a dump. And it isn't our old house. You really miss that
pl ace, don't you?"

Her shoul ders slumped. "Yes, sort of. The house is a part of it. But
what | really nmiss is the rest of it--Carl, you, ne... Do you renenber
your | ast birthday party?"



He was pulling mlk fromthe fridge. He froze. 1t seemed like a him
dred years ago, but he could see them gathered around the table.

Coul d hear her singing "Happy Birthday" as she brought the Cake in.
Crcle
Could snell the hot, waxy aroma of the burning candles.

Could se Carl Endicott watching himacross the table, a gentle, afraid
pl eased snmile on his weathered face. He closed the fridge door and

"Egg took the mlk to the table, the ones

40



are you crying? | didn't nean to..."

t his head. "It's not your fault, Mom Jesus, none of it is. | |
can't stand it, either."” now what to do, what to say to you. | can't
even i magi ne gone through. But we can get help. Sonebody else. W we

up. "

, | can't talk about this stuff to anybody else. | can't even
Sonetimes | can't even think about it." 1't have to tell everything
Jim Just enough. Enough for help you. Wat do you think?" his head
slowy. "Mm | know you nmean well, but | really roll won't try it for

yoursel f, how about for ne? You ve had It don't you think I have? |
| ove you. Can you inmagi ne what u the past several weeks has done to
ne?"

to |l ook at her, at the pain naked on her face, and he please? For
ne?"

t. What do you want nme to do?"

this man. This doctor. H's nanme is Lindsay. He seems like mnute
You' ve already tal ked to sonebody? MM how

know what else to do," she wailed. Her cry pushed himback, s ears. He
rai sed both hands, as much a shield as a plea. t, okay. Al right."
He inhal ed deeply. "I'Il try, Mom [|'Il talk Lindsay. For you." ok
her head. "No, Jimmy. Not just for nme. For you."

| oti oned for Iskander to remain behind after the rest of the filed out
of the roonmer | know you have questions. So do the others, but they're
k them openly."

Lardi an, you've violated the nost basic tenets of our faith-e believe
are the keys to our survival. Instead of |eaving a



potential God culture strictly alone--our creed of pacifism-you' ve
sent your son into the very heart of it. Wy?."

"A fair question, Iskander. There are nany answers. |It's been nearly
five thousand years since Hunzza probed a God culture--" "Wth
di sastrous results."”

"Yes, with disastrous results." |kearos sighed. "But we're five
t housand years ol der and wi ser now There have been ei ght new God
cultures since then..."

| skander stared at him "Eight? The Al bans know of three, the Hunzza
four. And | know of six. But you say eight, Egg Guardian?"

"Yes. Sonme things | have chosen not to reveal. |f and when you
succeed me, you will understand. | guard all eggs, |skander--not just
those in the nests of the Hunzza. It is a burden.”

"I still don't understand why you sent Harpalaos to this back world
this Terra. |f history has taught us anything, it's that any contact
what soever with a God culture is potentially dangerous. Perhaps even
fatal. The power of these cultures..."

"Terra is not yet a God culture.”

"But it may be. You seemto think it will be. Egg Guardi an, please.
Bring your son honme. Leave these Terrans to their path. \Whatever it
is."

"I can't, Iskander. |'ve learned that the Al ban Packlord has the sane
fears | do. So he neddles. But he hasn't our know edge. Wthout it,
hi s crude suspicions about God cultures may provoke the very thing we
seek to avoid. Yet | have no influence with him Hunzza and Al ba are
at war. And-if our own people knew of Terra, | fear their reaction
woul d be even nore dangerous. Mdst Hunzza," he said dryly, "aren't
quite as much pacifists as we are."

| skander made a | ow hunm ng sound. "It is so dangerous, |kearos. Even
the small est mistake..."

"We can't nmake the Packlord withdraw. W can't control the reactions
of our own people. What am| to do, Iskander? Here in the Pit of
Souls is nore know edge about the God cultures than anywhere in the

gal axy, as far as | know. And never forget--1 don't venture into this
al one. "
| skander's great green eyes w dened. "You have spoken with the God?"

| kear os nodded sl owy.

"And the CGod approves?"

"You know how slippery a word like that is when used about the God,"

| kearos said. "But | believe the God is aware and interested. Surely

we woul d know ot herw se. "

"As you say, nothing is sure with the God. But if you say--"



| one--our creed of pacifism-you' ve

"1 do."

of it. \y?"

"Very well, then. |'mfrightened, though, Egg CGuardi an."

["here are many answers. |It's been

"So aml," lkearos said. "And if I'mfrightened, what nust ny son

Hunzza probed a God culture--" feel? | fear he touches the innernost
heart of the beginning of things on Terra."

| kearos sighed. "But we're five thou "And that is what?"

There have been eight new God cul "Not what, who. A boy. A boy naned
Ji m Endicott."

t? The Al bans know of three, the

3ut you say eight, Egg CGuardi an?"

n not to reveal. |If and when you sue3

| guard all eggs, |skander--not just,

this a burden.”

u sent Harpalaos to this back world ][

us anything, it's that any contact orkal Enut Denai, shielded by four
Terran guards, stepped out of jtentially dangerous. Perhaps even the
floater onto the street. The air stank of harsh chenicals, burned
nmeat, scorched netal

Men in coveralls were loading a twisted mass that had once been a be.
Egg Guardi an, please, gray-van onto a heavy-duty lifter. Of to the
side he saw a pair of forns to their path. \atever it is." 1lying on
t he roadway, shrouded in white plastic bags.

t he Al ban Packl ord has the

He led his party over to a tall Terran policeman who seened to be our
know edge. Wthout in charge. The man didn't wear a uniform A badge
was pinned to the cultures nmay provoke the very chest of his runpled
jacket. Hs face, Korkal thought, Iooked a lot like with him Hunzza
and that Terran vegetable.." a potato, was it?

| fear their reac "Pardon ne..."

Hunzza," he said dryly,

"You'll have to leave, pal. This is a restricted zone. Police
busi ness. "

"Yes, of course," Korkal said. "Maybe this will help." He reached

"It is so dangerous, lkearos. into his pouch and withdrew a small gold



chip. "If you woul d?" he said as he handed it to the cop
control the reactions
The cop grunted and sw ped the chip through the reader attached

Here in the Pit of Souls is to his wist. H's expression paled into
careful blankness when he saw anywhere in the gal axy, as the code.

al one. "

"Fromthe chairman's office?" He stared at Korkal. "But you're
an--"

have spoken with the

"An Al ban, yes," Korkal said. "Mdane Half Mbon and | are old friends,
t hough, and sonetinmes | do... consulting for her."

The chairman has an interest in a cheap Pleb drive-by shooting?"

'ne chairman's interests are wide. Very eclectic," Korkal said. "I'm
used about the sure you'll wish to do everything you can to see that
her interest is and interested, satisfied."

The cop swal lowed. "Wat can | help you with?"

say--"

Kor kal stepped back to get a better |ook at the scene. They were



lifting the bodies up now, |loading theminto a white van. He how the
attendants handl ed the corpses--gently, but without interest. The
Terries don't pay as much attention to their dead, thought.

"Can you tell me what happened here?"

"Do you have a nane?" the cop said.

Korkal twitched. "Sorry. I'mrude. M nane is Korkal Enut Lord
Denai. And yours?"

If the cop was inpressed with his title, he didn't showit, Harwood.
Li eut enant Bob Harwood, Terraport PD." He ran his i fingers through
what was |l eft of a once-luxuriant crop of curls. "What happened? A
couple of thugs tried to shatter-blast other thugs. The other thugs
had better guns and qui cker

He shrugged. "So the first two thugs got blasted instead." H's turned
sour. "And six innocent bystanders. As usual."

"Where are the bystanders?" Korkal nodded at the were finishing up
| oadi ng the two corpses.

'q' hat's the thugs," Harwood said. 'we of the other
DOA. The got it when the van exploded. The other four were

W |lifted themto the hospital imediately." He sighed. 'we may even
make it."

"I"'d like to interview them and any other w tnesses you have," Korka
sai d.

"Sure. Wtnesses. You don't know nmuch about Pl ebt own,
Lord Denai ?"

"Maybe not. \WWat should I know?"

Harwood' s |ips quirked. "Everybody in Plebtown has eye pro
Ear problens, too. Nobody sees or hears anyt hing.
thing, for that matter."

"But you know ways of dealing with that, don't you?"
"Yeah. | know ways."

"And what have you | ear ned?"

The two shooters in the van were naned Lasher Lane and
What you call street nanes."

"Street names?"

"Fake names. Not their real ones, though they remenber their real ones
anynore. They were your dope slingers."



nI dOI”I't--"

"q' hey sold dope. In this case, wire head rigs. Just like a |lot
peopl e around here. See, what they do is illegal, so there's



resolve their differences. It's not like they can go into ale sone
other gang for infringing on their dope territory. e things on their
own. Usually violently." ou know anything about their intended
victins? Menbers

rig?"
eyed him "You know, I'mnot a big believer in coinci,pis. And yet
here you are.” r, | don't understand.”

| show up, and you're an Al ban. But we got a w tness who ok at the
ot her ones."

hem was a Hunzza. Doesn't that strike you as a little crappy drive-by,
but somehow it involves both a Hunzza n? On Terra?"

dded. "Yes, it seens odd." He took another | ook at the st everything
was gone now, only a few nen were left, : the snmoke marks on the
paverment. full access to your investigation, Lieutenant. One of ny et
it up." t amnute. 1'lIl have to talk to ny own superiors. You can't
and--"

Jeliors will go along," Korkal said. "You know they will." | ooked
di sgusted. "Yeah, | know. Lord Denai." rifled, showing too many
white fangs for Harwood to feel for table with it.

e up with Harpy shaking her. "Sonebody's here,” he hissed. : of her
skull felt like a toxic waste dunp. "What? Wo?" ," he said. "I
think he's a noble of some kind." |Ip on the sofa, rubbing her eyes.
Li ght glared through the Iows along the top of the vast room She

| eaned around tared. "Where'd everybody go?" to you think? They
ran. "

y did. Ckay, where's the wol f?"

L here," a soft, growing voice said.



Hral aos whirled, his claws coming out. Char reached one rotting
cushion and cane out with the fire wand she'd used Muse the night
bef ore.

Korkal held up both hands, palns out. "Be calm please. | you no
harm Al | want to do is talk."

Har py was quivering. Char touched his shoulder. "It's okay, Calm
down." She stood up, eyed Korkal, and |owered the fire wand Korka

noted she didn't put it away, and kept her thunmb on button
"So tal k," she said.

Kor kal bowed. "Perhaps we could find nore congenial ings? Have you
di ned yet ?"

Char snorted. "Dined."

"I would pay, of course. You select the restaurant.”

Char | ooked down. She still wore the tight jeans and bl ack fromthe
ni ght before. Jims blood was dry and hardly visible, but knew it was

there. The corner of her npbuth twi tched. She raised hand and checked
her thunbnail cl ock.

"Al nost noon," she said, and yawned. "I could use a bite, sure.
about the Top of the Towers? | hear their brunch is good."

Kor kal bowed again. "I have a car..."

She couldn't see any other reaction. "You don't want me to or

anyt hi ng? You do know where the Top is, don't you?"

"I have the pleasure of dining there at | east once a week, wonman. What
you wi sh to wear is of course a matter of your own taste.

She jabbed Harpy in the ribs. "Cone on, lizard boy. W're gonna good
t oday. "

"I"'mnot hungry," Harpy said, trying not to stare at Korkal

"I am"

The Top of the Towers, three hundred | evels up, had human and a maitre
d with a neck problemthat forced himto | ook at down the | ength of
his nose. Korkal handed hi m sonething i n handshake. After that, the
scarecrow man's neck i nproved and managed a snmile as he led themto a
table next to a wall of feet high

As Char tried to keep fromstaring out at the spectacul ar view, decided
t hat what ever Korkal had given the snooty maitre d' been substanti al
Servers swarned around their table |ike bees around honey tree.



com ng out. Char reached beneath
"I reconmend the Hyl evian nusk canel," Korkal said from behind

ut with the fire wand she'd used on a nmenu | arge enough to roof a

house. "Fhey do it quite well here." He paused. "As |I'm sure you
know. "
pal ms out. "Be calm please. | nean

Char gl anced at the nenu, which had twel ve pages inside a thick dk."
| eat her cover and enough el egant script to keep a nedi eval nonk busy
ached his shoulder. "It's okay, Harpy.

I: with his illum nation brushes for a year
d Korkal, and | owered the fire wand

"Cut the crap, wlfie," she said. "You know |I've never been in a ay,
and kept her thumb on the trigger like this in nmy life."

"Tnen | hope you'll enjoy yourself. It's a free restaurant. |f you
have questions, feel free to ask.”

;ould find nore congenial surround She nodded and returned to her menu.
Hal f the things on it she'd never heard of--though she had no intention
of admitting it.

"I think "Il try this Kinderhoven butter flied halvak," she said el ect
the restaurant.” finally. the tight jeans and bl ack shirt
"An excellent choice.." for dessert," Korkal said. "Are you sure

dry and hardly visible, but she can't interest you in the nusk canel ?
It really is good. I'mtold it nouth twitched. She raised her tastes
i ke your chicken."

"So does rattl esnake," Char said.

"l could use a bite, sure. How

"I beg your pardon?"

is good."
"Anot her Terran delicacy," Char replied.
"Ah. I'll have to try that sometine."

"You don't want ne to change

A fresh crowd of servers surrounded them this tine urged on by don't
you?" both the maitre d' and the sonmelier

| east once a week, young

The sonmmelier was a short, chubby man with rosy cheeks and a your own
taste." danp, drooping gaze. Char knew he was the somelier because



he lizard boy. W're gonna eat said, "I am Rene, the somelier."

He pronounced the |last word hal fway between a sneer and a to stare at
Kor kal . sneeze.

"You oughta do sonething about that," Char said. "It sounds painfu
"Rene," Korkal said quickly, "we'll have a bottle of the Shafer red
up, had human servers the cabernet.”

himto | ook at Char

"A wonderful wine," Ren said. "As always, your taste is excellent."

in a discreet

"As always, your taste is excellent,” Char mmcked after the wi ne and
he even steward had departed. "So what is your taste, wolfie? Young
Terrie girls? | thought that was only in bad holovids, but really...
Do | ring your bell or sonething?. Should I consider this a

seducti on?"

she

"M ss MCain--"

d" have

"Hold it right there. You got twenty seconds to explain why and how
you're using a name | haven't even thought about for nore than ten
years."



Korkal ' s bushy eyebrows twitched. 'twenty seconds. O?"

"O | walk, wolf nman."

"Cut the crap yourself. [I'msure you can figure it out. | did sone
research on you. | have a lot of resources, and | got extensive
results.”

"Yeah, 1'lIl bet. So |I guess the question is, why? Wy does a big shot

like you go to all that trouble over a nothing like nme?"
"That's what we're here to discuss. Ah. The w ne."

Korkal sniffed and fingered and tasted and pronounced the ruby liquid
fit for human consunption. He poured for Char but not for Harpal aos.

"My lizard buddy doesn't rate?"

Kor kal gl anced at the Hunzza. "He can't netabolize alcohol. If |
wanted to get himdrunk, 1'd offer himone of your candy bars. How do
you like it, though?"

"It's... different. Wat's sonething like this cost?"

Kor kal shrugged and naned a figure that made Char's bl ack eyes glitter.

"Christ. | shouldn't be drinking it. | should be bathing init. O
dabbing it under ny arnmpits."” She set the glass down. "Ckay, so you
distracted me with wine. I'mwaiting. Talk to nme, wolfie."

"I do wish you could find sonething else to call me. Al bans have
nothing to do with Terran wol ves."

"What do you have to do with?"
"Jim JimEndicott."

"What is this, sonme kind of a convention?" Her expression turned
angry. "If you're screwing with nme..."

"No, no, I"'msorry. But | don't understand what you nean."
"You work for the dark guy, right?"

"No, | don't work for anybody but nyself. Wat dark guy? Has sonebody
el se approached you about Ji nP"

"I don't knowif |I want to talk anynore," Char said. "In fact, all of
a sudden | don't even think it's a good idea for me to be here.”

She raised her wineglass and drained it in a single swallow "Thanks
for the booze. Conme on, Harpy."

Korkal waited until she was out of her chair. "One hundred thousand
creds," he said.

She froze. Korkal's lips flickered.
"For what ?"

"As | said, that's what we're here to talk about.”" He waited until she



slowy resurmed her seat.

"I take it that | am at |east approaching the market rate?" he said.
"So, Korkal, what else are we having for lunch today?" she replied.



flemw th reverse cyborgs, Qutsider reflected, was that [figured out
how to cram enough i nformation-processing their skulls to let them
function with truly human com erse cyborgs were.." robotic. Luckily,
he had no such didn't occupy the body he used, but nerely manipul ated k
to the rather surprising twi nges of nostalgia he'd been atly, he'd

scul pted the enpty vessel in a formhe'd once flesh. He had no body,

of course, but it was pleasant to be taste of decent wi ne on a neat

pal ate again--even if the s rmuch manufactured as the noly-steel bones
and the relays that made up the rest of the construct.

urse there was the real problem Nothing that could walk [d really
contain him contain all that his nearly infinite cesses had becone. It
was like trying to crama bear into re was inevitable | eakage. In his
case, the overflow reseml Falls. He kept as little of himself in these
constructs as as rather |ike stunmbling around deaf, dunb, blind, and he
i ked none of those feelings very much. Watever wit |ied humans "neat
puppets" hadn't been far w ong.

fll1dly amused as he watched Rene wal k away. The chubby her was barely
able to keep fromdancing at the tip he'd with. The w ne was good, and
the scenery even better. s partially screened fromthe tall w ndows of
the roomby fully tended orange trees in huge planters--he regarded
tables as the tourist seats--but he felt a gentle nostal gia he had his
old table. Even if Rene no |onger recognized t back in his padded seat
and ai med augnmented ears at eating lunch twenty feet away.

Korkal Enmut Denai. He didn't exactly fear him but he ac girl was
somet hing ner O, though he'd already, in a difrmade her acquai ntance. The
third one, the Hunzza, was teresting of all, because he'd just

di scovered who---and daos really was.

tt thought tickle at the edge of his awareness. A pacifist n a whole
pl anet full of pacifist Hunzza. The Pit of Souls.

i nteresting enough, but the reasons for that pacifism



were nesnerizing. They worshiped a God. And Qutsider was to believe
that their God actually existed.

"I want information, and | amwlling to pay well for it," Korkal was
saying to the girl.

"What kind of information?"

Two was a

Foundation, a

"What Jimis thinking. Planning. How he's feeling. |If he's happy of
sad. What he's interested in. Once he wanted to go to the Solis Space
| ed by

Acadeny. | wonder if he still does.”

There was entities like

Char sawed at the cut of meat swimring in a thick red sauce on her
plate. "Wy do you think I'd know anything about that? | just net had
t he guy."

In some

"Forgive nme, but | suspect you plan to continue, even enlarge your new
friendship. O aml| wong?." select fewthey

"Why should I tell you anything like that?" i Pylos Two was a

Korkal turned his head and stared at the four guards who sat sev
America eral tables away. One of them stood, cane over, and opened a
shoul owned der bag he carried. Korkal reached in and came out with a

small cloth

One pouch. He untied it and spilled its contents onto the white
t abl ecl ot h.

The hal f dozen Arguellian mind jewels rolled and glittered, their
what ever rai nbow colors dragging at both the eye and the thoughts

"Those are worth maybe two thousand apiece. Call it fifteen thou
earned the sand whol esale. Mybe three tines that retail. Mich nicer
nore In order to convincing than a dreary old cred chip, don't you

t hi nk?" capacity and

"Jesus... you really are serious."

"What do you humans say? Serious as a heart attack Go on, take
bri gades them" of world

Char moved her hand. The jewels seened to vanish. "You got itS"
In some ways;
she said. "Whatever | know about this guy, you knowit, too. Right?

Deal ?" of norality,



"Alnost," Korkal said. "I need to know one other thing." to see the
"Yeah? What's that?"
It did

"Who nmy Conpetition is. Who else is interested in JimEndicott.
quences

Who put you on to himin the first place. Sonmebody did, didn't they?"
the i

"Sonmebody did. But | don't knowif | can tell you anything..."
human

"Do you want those gens?" it viewed
"Sure. Credit in the bank anywhere in the galaxy. I|'ma girl who
Pylos Two likes credit. It's not that | don't want to tell you. |It's

that |'mnot sure if sum | think

| can."

Those

"Wy ?. "

""Cause | think I was hired by a ghost." hours of

"Ah " Korkal said softly. "Do tell ne all about it." called a
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to was a registered artificial intelligence owed by the ndation, a
privately held group funded by a consortiumof Ils led by Mcro

Busi ness Machi nes and General Electric re was still a lot of

anor phously skittish international lawties like Pylos, nost of it
centering on whether artificial had fulfilled enough of the Turing test
to qualify as citile countries Als had rights conmparable to nonliving

| egal corporations. In others they were only machines. And in aw they
were full citizens.

o was a full citizen of Balos, an island off the coast of Ica that was
nom nal |y i ndependent but was in fact a d subsidiary of the consortium
that funded Billings.

rlos Two's mnor duties was to keep the liquid funds of the sloshing
about the world in such a manner that they at ever taxing authorities
still remained to the various ernnents, while at the sane tine naking
sure that those d the highest possible returns.

0 ensure this happy result, by far the largest part of Pylos @ity was
devoted to research into statistical theories so and unw el dy they were
beyond the capacities of the | ades who sought to mimc themin their
own nani pul ad markets.

ays, Pylos TWw was like a five-year-old--a very powerful
five-year-old. Nobody had bothered to give the Al a con/lity, and
while it had exam ned all such concepts, it failed | evance of any of
themto itself.

under st and consequences, however, at |east as such con seated to
itself. Pylos TW had a strong survival instinct. Le way it
interpreted survival was a bit different froms about the sane
gquestion. Since it was already imortal, N val as a statistical and
intell ectual exercise--in essence, 7as a nearly pure distillation of
the old saw Cogito, ergo , therefore I am

lo tended Pylos were well aware of this, and even used it to keep the
Al well and happy. Pylos was allowed six :h day to think for itself.
This was what the bean counters t-win, because it kept the Al



functioning at peak performance, and occasionally generated val uabl e
new t echni ques Pyl os thought up on its own tine--although its contract
with Billings Foundation specified that such discoveries belonged to
which was free to sell themin the open market, after offering right
first refusal to the nmenbers of the consortium

Pyl os was one of the major nodes used in the construction G eat Linkage
that had defeated the Hunzza. It had been a point for the hundreds of
mllions of individual |inks that had packaged and shipped to the two
orbiting relay stations, one JimEndicott had commandeered for his own
use. Pylos had even nessed the confrontati on between Ji mand Qutsi der
though it recognized it as a confrontation, or even as a human
interaction. had, however, been affected.

A few days after the Linkage, Pylos TWw offered a new net hod
statistical analysis to its masters. The nethod was so arcane, and
seem ngly w thout any hint of inmmediate profit, that the didn't invoke
its right of first refusal, and Pyl os took the method the open market,
offering it to the highest bidder

The auction took place shortly thereafter, and the w nning was anot her
i ndependent Al, this one a vast structure in the hills Peru called
Aot ek, devoted to research into the nore painful of higher

mat hemati cs.

StatisUcal analysis offers a way to | ook at the universe in Probability
studies are essentially statistical artifacts, and the hunman regards
them as having no rel evance to the real world.

Anotek, like all other Al's, had a rather different view of the world
than humans did. It took the lovely newtool it had applied it to its
own work, and began to produce a long and treatise it initially titled
"A Statistical Method for the Mathematical Singularities.”

Later it would nodify the title to "Black Hol es: The Fuzzy Becones a
Gat eway, " and when the popular nedia finally got it, the title becane
"Bl ack Holes for Fun and Profit."



CHAPTER FI VE

Mot her is worried about you," Dr. Lindsay said

facing each other in a pair of soft formchairs in front of sk.

have reason to be worried?"

dat him Dr. Lindsay had it all down--the direct gaze, the t
expression, the soft tones. A nman to trust. Jimdecided lying it.
some reason | should trust you, Doctor?" shrugged. "None, | suppose.

Except that |'ve had experiltuations that mght be |ike yours, and
maybe | can help h whatever is bothering you. That's all."

his face still, but he thought: Not like mne. "M/ nother talk to
you. "

hat a good enough reason? | can't force you to talk."

Lrl OV "

u, son. But if you don't want to go ahead, |'ve got other to see..."

was waiting outside. He could picture her face, the deep in it.
't's talk," he said.
nodded. "Wy don't you start?"

a breath. "Have you ever had anybody try to manipulate ? s sudden
wide grin was a conplete surprise. It changed



his face entirely, nmade hi mseem younger and nore accessible. It
"I was mad at him 1'd warmed him first tine he ever h

"I"'ma shrink, Jim People try to mani pulate nme constantly. Maybe it
happened. "

you're trying right now Are you?" "That nust have left y
"Yeah, maybe. See, | can't tell you everything. But | prom sed ny
"I nade a mistake. H

mml'd try to say sonething. She thinks |I need help bad.” that then
And wh(

Li ndsay nodded. "Do you? Need help, | mean?"
He was all covered

Jim scratched the side of his nose. "Probably, but |I doubt there's he
| oved me. More th anything you can do about it."

Li ndsay bl i nked

Li ndsay considered. "If it's sonething tangible, |ike sonebody try
maybe he did ing to kill you or sonething, well, | wouldn't know what
todo. 1'dtel

Jimstared mserably you to go to the police, nmost likely. But what |
could help you with is his head hopel essl'.

how to deal with your feelings about it. Your fear, or your confusion
or

"Did he know you wer your.." shame.'
"I don't know. Maybe."
Jimwas startled. "M shane?"

"And he still said he k

Li ndsay nodded. "lIs there anything you're ashamed of, Jin? Sonehis
way of telling you he 1

"l
thi ng you' ve done, or haven't done?" uh..."

Blood. | love you nore than life itself. You believe that, don't
you?

"Did you shoot himon
As always, the visionary force of the nenory of Carl's death rocked

"No. It was an acciden him "I think so. Yes, there's sonething."



"Not rmurder, then."

"Is it about your father?"

"Maybe not in

"Hey, how nuch did Tabitha tell you?"

"No." Lindsay

"Very little. Just that.." sonething happened." have a far better
"Uh-huh. | nurdered my father. That's what happened." accident than
peopl e

"Is that a little strong? Murder?" der. You know, first

"What el se would you call it? | pulled the trigger. | shot him He
mans| aught er .

died in ny arns.”
Jimwi ped his

Jimshifted in the chair. He didn't realize that tears were roiling
chief."”

down his cheeks.

"Keep it. 1've got

"What were the circunstances? About what?"

"What the hell does it matter? | killed him Doctor. Can't you

"I'f you were in a.

understand? | killed nmy father!" slaughter?

Dr. Lindsay silently steepled his fingers beneath his nose. He the

jury nenbers watched Jimfor several nonments, then reached down, pulled
out a paused again,

handker chi ef, and tossed it over. "Here. Blow your nose."

Jin? Is

Ji m caught the hanky and honked a couple of times. "Sorry..." w pe
t hat

"Did you hate your dad?"
The formchair |

"No! | loved him That's what makes it so horrible." yielding fabric
of f

"I see. You loved your father, so you nurdered him" gaze. "I...
"No!" Jimshook his head violently. "It wasn't like that. | mean.



"And what

"What do you nean?" too?"



accessible. It

"I was mad at him |'d disobeyed him and he'd slapped me. It was the
first time he ever hit nme. And | was still nad at hi mwhen..

instantly. Maybe when it happened.”

"That rmust have left you with a lot of guilt. Bad feelings."

proni sed ny

"I made a mistake. He was right to punish me. But | didn't under d."
stand that then. And when it happened, it happened so fast. | held
his head. He was all covered with blood. The last thing he said.." he

told doubt there's ne he | oved ne. Mre than life itself."

Li ndsay blinked. "Then maybe he did. D d you ever think about
somebody try that That maybe he did | ove you?"

todo. 1'dtell

Jimstared mserably at his lap. H's cheeks were bright red. Help you
with is shook his head hopelessly. "AIl the tine."

confusi on, or
"Did he know you were the one who shot hin"
"I don't know. Maybe."

"And he still said he loved you? Do you think that maybe that was f,
Jin? Sormehis way of telling you he forgave you?"

"I ... uh..."

don't you?

"Did you shoot himon purpose, JinP" Lindsay asked gently.
deat h rocked

"No. It was an accident."

"Not mnurder, then."

"Maybe not in a court of law, but..."

"No." Lindsay grinned. "It's too bad it isn't in a court of |aw
Courts have a far better understandi ng about the vagaries of
coi nci dence and d." accident than people do. That's why there are

di fferent kinds of nmurder. You know, first degree, second degree,
mansl aughter. Even invol shot him He untary manslaughter. And
acci dents. "

Jimw ped his nose with the hanky. "I've ruined your handker were
rolling chief."

"Keep it. 1've got lots. So what do you think?"

" About what ?"



r. Can't you

"If you were in a court, what would the jury say? Mirder? Man

sl aughter? Accident?" Lindsay paused. "If they knew all the facts.."
if his nose. He the jury nenbers could read your mind .. . what would
they say?" He pulled out a paused again, then said bluntly, "Wuld it

be a m nd wi pe for you

Jin? Is that what the jury would say? "He's a col d-bl ooded
nur der er,

"Sorry. .. wi pe that asshole's skull"'?"

The formchair shifted beneath Jimas he dug his fingers into the
yielding fabric of its arms. He couldn't neet Lindsay's calm
receptive gaze. "Il... they'd acquit ne. O nurder, at |east."

i. | nean..."

"And what about you? How would you vote? Wbuld you acquit,

too?"



"I can't, goddamm it! Don't you see, | just can't!"

Li ndsay | eaned forward and put his hands on his knees. "I denlly
that's what | can help you with, son. Maybe if we both try,

"I see.
that you can." night?"

A single tear quivered at the tip of Jims nose, then dropped.

Korkal could do that," he whispered, "I'd give you anything in the
Top
Anything at all." wvan

"I"'mnot the one who could do it," Lindsay said. "You are. And if
can, you'll give it to yourself. \Wat you want nost in the world.

that right, Jin?" who is tM

After a pause, Ji mnodded. They went on. tance,

| 10W

her. He e Korkal returned to his quarters, Hith Mun Alter was Korka
inclined his head toward the hol ographic i mage of the | ounging on a | ow

sofa, holding his trademark cup of steaming he'd tea. Alter |ooked, if
possi bl e, even ol der than usual

W all do, Korkal thought. "Packlord," he said. ' "Lord Denai. 1've

been waiting." "Well, not really. Not you."

"Yes, really me. Call it a break. |'ve stayed with the holo

Adm ring your quarters." "Packlord, should | be worried?" "Eh? About
what ?"

"About the fact that the | eader of an enpire of trillions of subjec now

at war, has tinme in his busy day to sit alone in a
Terran apartnent and stare at the walls."

The Packlord's ears twitched. He took a sip of his tea. "You blunt,
Lord Denai."

Kor kal sank down in a formchair and sighed as it enfolded him

SOrry, Lord. It has been a long day. And like you, |I'mgetting

ol der." The Packlord grinned and notioned with his cup for Korkal to
go "JimEndicott," Korkal said. "He alnost got hinself killed

ni ght."

The Packl ord dropped his tea. It fell out of the holopic and ished.
"What ?"



"Mm That sounds chancy."

"I"'msorry, Packlord, it's the best I can do. rll watch her as close
as | can." Korkal shrugged. "But you know how it is .... "

"The Hunzza concerns nme as well. \Wat have you | earned aboul hin®"

"Not hi ng, and that bothers me even nore than nmy failure with the dark
man. "

n W]y?ll
Because | have a lot nmore to work with. | saw himnyself.

He's young, little nore than a boy. M people recorded him W can

identify himal nost dowmn to the cellular level, and we'll be able to do
that as soon as they finish analyzing the traces left on the silverware
he used, and the saliva in his water glass. | took what | had and with

Serena Hal f Mbon's bl essing ran himthrough the Terran dat abases.
Not hi ng. There's no record of himarriving on Terra through the normnal
channels. That in itself is interesting."

"You can't access Hunzzan records, of course, but maybe | can do

somet hing. Forward the data to ny office, and 1'll get back to you."
The Packlord tasted his tea, sighed. "If Hunzza is involved--1 don't
know. | can't imagine the Hunzzan Hi gh Command, or the Inperial Nest,

sending a boy to investigate if they have sonehow | earned of what |
fear. But then, isn't it too coincidental that Jimis, once again, the
focus? O am | msunderstanding?. |s he the object of the Hunzzan
boy's interest?"

"I couldn'tshe al sodi ScusSheit in is front of him Lord. [I'IIl try
herself, but it may be hard. She clains the Hunzza is her
bodyguar d- -,

t hough says a pacifist."

"A what ?"

"A pacifist, Lord."

"I"ve never heard of a Hunzzan pacifist. Even a young one.™ .: !I1
Kor kal remenbered Thargos the Hunter, the |east pacifist Hunzza he'd
ever known. "l haven't either, Lord. Quite frankly, I'mat a |oss.
understand very little about any of this. | wish | could talk to Jim

about it."

"No! | forbid it! | know how you feel, but | don't want himalerted
to our suspicions.”

"Very well, Lord." Korkal's |Iong pink tongue slipped fromhis jaw and
hung dangling, a sign of his exhaustion. "I still think you' re wong,
t hough. "

"That's why | like you, Lord Denai. You are one of the few who wll

tell me that to ny face.”



"Yes, well. So you have access to the Hunzzan mai n dat abases?"

"As, | amcertain, they have to ours. | can't have everything
exam Bed, but what | can, | will. Don't worry, I'll find out who this
Hunzzan boy is. Wat's his nane?"

"Har pal aos, " Korkal said.

"Often Hunzzan nanes have | arger neanings. Does this one?" Korka
nodded sonberly. "Bringer of the Deadly Dawn."

abitha was waiting in the anteroom when Jimclosed the door to
Li ndsay's office behind him She stood up imrediately. "Jin®"

"I"'mfine, Mom Maybe this wasn't such a bad idea after all. Dr.
Li ndsay--he seens like a pretty good guy."

The tightness around her eyes and mouth | oosened suddenly. "Then
you're not mad at nme?"

He shook his head and grinned. "Cone on, Mom Let's get out of here.
W'l | go sonepl ace and have a beer."

He put his arm around her wai st and wal ked her to the door. The
receptioni st, watching them go, thought they al nost |ooked, for a
nonent at |east, |ike brother and sister

Dr. Lindsay had left his chair and was just settling behind his desk
when his conmunit buzzed softly. "Yes?" A disenbodied head fl oated
like a balloon above his desktop. "OCh, it's you," Lindsay said.

"How did it go?" Qutsider asked.

"Are you versed in psychol ogy?. Psychiatry?"

"Yes, but I'mnot interested in technical details at the noment. 1'1|

read your full report later. Wre you able to plant any of the
suggesti ons?"

Li ndsay | ooked troubled. 'that boy's been through hell. What you want
me to do, well, it's... I don't knowif | want to continue."
Qut sider said, "I've never understood why a nman with access to drugs,

to the pleasure of wire heading to al nost any kind of hol osenSua
experi ence inmagi nable, would insist on nolesting his younger



male clients sexually. Wat is it, Doctor? The thrill? The fear?"

Lindsay's lips tightened. "I laid the groundwork. The Endicott is
struggling with an enornous amount of guilt. He killed his True, it
was an accident, but still it will take a lot of work to through it."

"He didn't kill his father, and you haven't answered ny q

"He has a strong sense of duty as well,"” Lindsay went on. "I that,
added to it. Brought up the idea of atonenent. There's a long tory of
that in pastoral treatnent. Do sonething good to make up i your evil.
I f possible, do good for the person you wonged. | sensed respondi ng
to the idea. He was raised to feel a sense of duty to

"But where would that.."” oh, | see."” CQutsider nodded. "It work.
You'll have to be careful. | don't want himdriven beyond edge. And
as | told you before, I don't want him harned."

Li ndsay eyed himcuriously. "Wwo is the boy to you?"

But Qutsider's inmage was al ready beginning to break up at edges. "Do

your job, Doctor. Do what |I'm paying you for. Don't about anything
el se.™

Li ndsay stared at the enpty space where Qutsider's hol o i mnage been
Finally he sighed and said, "MIlie? Send in the next please." He
paused. "And | ook into vacations. Sometine about nonths out. | think
by then I'lIl be ready."

He clicked her off and stared blankly at nothing for severa

Then he spoke again, "MIlie, change that. Cancel all ny after
t oday. "

He didn't know whether he could run, or how far he would get, he
suddenly decided he would try. No matter how he did with Endicott, in
the end the dark man would kill him

He was a trained psychiatrist. He knew a devil when he saw

w Where are we going?." Harpal aos asked.

"Where |I'm going. You have to stay outside. Shawn Fan's a bar, but
nobody there nuch |ikes Hunzza. You know. "

"Nobody anywhere on Terra nuch |ikes Hunzza," Harpy said fully.



"Well, you shouldn't have tried to invade our system If it hadn't
been for that hero, whoever it was..."

He eyed her with green intensity. "Do you really believe there was a
her o?"

Char shrugged. "That's the street word. And there was that weird
Li nkage thing. | was there, you know "

"I'n the Pleb Linkage? What was it |ike?"
She shivered. "Strange. | alnost got the feeling..."
"What ?"

"Nothing. Forget it." They had been clinbing stairs up fromthe huge
abandoned room where they lived. Now they reached a rusty steel door
When Harpy pulled it open, it shrieked. The sound rem nded hi mof the
m ndl ess things he'd hunted as a very young child.

The noi se of the night smeared itself in bass tones and shrill screans
around them "You Terries," Harpy muttered. "I don't know how you
stand it, this endl ess cacophony."

"Cacophony,"” Char said. "That's a big word.” "I nenorized a
dictionary." "You would have."

She |l eft Harpy at the door of the Shawn Fan, wal ked on inside, sat at
the bar, ordered a drink, and | ooked around. She didn't see him at
first. He was seated in a booth, his back to her, only his head
visible. Across fromhimsat a bl ond woman who | ooked tired and wary.
They were both drinking beer.

So who's the woman?

She hadn't planned on this. And the wonan was old. Was that what he
liked? She didn't ook |ike a hooker, though

She picked up her drink and wal ked over to the table, bunmping it with
her hip. They |ooked up at her.

"Ch, hi."

"Hi, Jim Aren't you gonna introduce nme? Wo's this?" She tilted her
head at the blond woman. "Your new playgirl? You forgot ne

al ready?"

The wonman stared at her. Her gaze was penetrating, unpl easant.
Judgnent al

"Hey, lady. You don't know me. So don't |ook at ne that way."

Jimwas swiveling back and forth between them sensing the tension but
not really understanding it. Foo/ she thought.

"Char, this is ny nother. Tabitha Endicott."
Mot her?. She froze. She had no idea what to do. She'd never net

anybody's nother. "Ch. I|... ah... pleased to neet you." She stuck
out one hand,






noticing the reluctance with which Tabitha took it. "M nane's

Tabi t ha nodded. Her fingers were cool. So was her "You're a..
friend.." of Jims?"

She heard the subtext and shrugged. "Mybe. |f he says away from
this. Bad mistake. H s freaking nother?.

Jimstill had that goofy, puzzled expression on his face. younger than
he | ooks, she thought. And his nama | ooks Doesn't like ne at all..
"Just stopped by to say hi, Jimy. ['Il see you later, maybe." She

didn't wait for himto answer, just turned and wal ked away. She was
surprised at how upset she felt. Mther? What crap was that?

Tabitha took a delicate sip of her beer. "Wo was that?"
"Agirl..."

"I sawthat. |s she the reason you've been coming here so

H s eyebrows rose. "Char? | just net her last night." He hadn't

Tabitha the rest of it, and didn't plan to. It would only worry her He
was tired of people worrying about him At |east Char didn't about
hi m

And she'd cone over to the table. He turned and | ooked shoul der. She
was at the bar, her back to him hunched,

drink. It was hard to tell, but she | ooked pissed.
VWnen.

"l don't like her, Jim

"Huh? Wy not?" He paused. "You don't even know her." "Yes, | do.

I know the type." "You sound |ike a mother now. " "I am your nother."
“"Mom .. "

She shook her head. "I know it doesn't matter. And sonetines |like an
idiot, saying things like that. After what you' ve been know you think
you can take care of yourself, but--" "Mom | can take care of myself."
She sighed. "Forget | said anything." "Don't be that way."

An unconfortable puddl e of silence grew between them He that
Tabitha's gaze kept sliding toward the bar, and he was where to go with
that when the front door crashed open. He turned saw the man he'd

whi pped the night before at the pool table.



The man cradled a shatter-blaster in his arms. "Were's the punk?"

bawl ed, spit gleanming on yellow teeth. "Were's the frig-ass punk the
bi g gun?"
H s gaze raked across the bar, paused, focused. "I see you, assholel"

peopl e began to dive under the tables.

Dut si der had nearly a billion Iinks now, but for this task he fol ded
only a tenth of theminto a new array. As always, the feeling of power
was i nmense, inhuman. O course, he wasn't human, and that nmade a

di fference. But he renmenbered bei ng human.

It took himonly nanoseconds to discover how the Hunzzan boy had been
snmuggl ed onto Terra. The trail was interesting. Sone people high up
in the Confederation weren't as trustworthy as they seemed. He all owed
hi nsel f a noment of hunmor over that. People were often not

trustworthy. He'd used that before. And he would again. Humans were
-so vul nerabl e.

But he passed over that quickly. Wat was even nore interesting was
the web that led away from Terra. The boy had cone through that web
from Hunzzan space, but not really fromHunzza. Not fromthe enpire.
That had been his first concern

He didn't have Jim s amazing pattern-recognition abilities, but he was
close. He recognized the tangle of false trails, sorted them out,
foll owed them back.

It took himlonger than he'd expected, even with the extraordi nary
access he was able to achieve into the Hunzzan databases. A master had
fuzzed those data flows. But one nane kept recurring, and finally he
focused on it.

A Kasha? The Pit of Souls?

What was that?

For some reason, the nore he focused on it, the |ess he was able to see
it. He stepped away fromthe. specifics to exam ne the |arger
patterns nore closely. A Kasha. It didn't seemto exist, at |east not
officially. Not in the Hunzzan databases. But it was there, and from

it extended a shifting web of connections. O influence.

He tried to mani pul ate those patterns and failed. That in itself was



a data point, an inportant one. Nothing the Hunzza had should pre he
was three years old, he vent himfrom doi ng what he wi shed with their
data patterns. They he sonetimes thought, the had nothing that could
conpare with the power of the mnd arrays.

At | east today he did,

But sonething was stopping him And whatever it was, it was achieved
struck himall sonmehow associated with this A kasha. This Pit of
Souls. He gat hered wonder a baby experienced,

hi nsel f and | aunched anot her probe. Again he failed. It was |ike
trying

Tan. came so close to gather mst with a club. The nore force he
applied, the less he was nearly shivered in the able to see. To
anal yze. The patterns shifted, drifted, vanished, high in the

H mal ayas, in

More power ?

Tibet. Nearly shivered,

He was entirely concentrated on the Hunzza now, on their data over his
aut onom ¢ bases and, nore inportant, their data flows. The pathways
were nonment's thought to roads, and all roads led to Ronme. To Hunzza
Pri me.

He sat cross-1egged

Except some roads didn't. Those roads were |ike underground tun dozen
of his followers tunnels, hidden, tangled, seeming to go nowhere, to
exi st without pursaffron robes, and all pose. Trying to travel them
was |ike pushing one end of a strand of feature of both the Iinp
spaghet ti

Every head bowed

The exi stence of such a data net frightened him He ought to be nmade
the deep able to touch it, but he couldn't. The Hunzza shoul d have no

technol nore obvious. A

ogy capabl e of defeating him but they did. Sonething did. regarded
such

Maybe not the Hunzza? material world for

Yet it was connected with the Hunzzan boy. And now the boy was knew
that life was a connected with Jim hel ped

That frightened himnost of all
These were hashes

He needed Ji m back in the arrays where he bel onged, in order to rather
nal TOV

destroy the Al bagens and their treacherous Packlord. He hadn't at
| east--to them



t hought the Hunzza would be a threat, not after their recent defeat.

He had j oi ned

He' d t hought he was mani pul ating events: Char, Dr. Lindsay, certainly
not from assorted thugs. But now a colder fear began to seep into his
imortal would it be |ike to consciousness.

He' d been

Was sonet hi ng mani pul ating hinf? others |ike

Terror thrilled through him Kill themall, kill them all
satellites, where

Jim | need you of golden light,

O what?

There had he thought through the shaped and

And he'd ally recall.

ong Seng Tan was seventy-six years old, though because of his beyond

vegetarian diet and the various physical exercises he'd practiced since
reaches of



Not hi ng the Hunzza had should pre he was three years old, he had the
body of a thirty-year-old man. And

[shed with their data patterns, he sonetinmes thought, the mnd of a
newborn i nfant.

with the power of the m nd arrays.

At | east today he did, as the full beauty of the integration he'd
" him And whatever it was, it was achieved struck himall over again.
It really was sonething |like the asha. This Pit of Souls. He gathered
wonder a baby experienced, seeing things for the first tine.

abe. Again he failed. 1t was like trying

Tan cane so close to excitenent as he considered this that he lore
force he applied, the |l ess he was nearly shivered in the sharp, thin
breezes that cut through his ashramns shifted, drifted, vanished, high
in the Hinmal ayas, in the region that had once been known as

Tibet. Nearly shivered, but not quite; he'd gained conplete control on
the Hunzza now, on their data over his autonomi c reflexes many years
before, and it took only a their data flows. The pathways were
nmonent's thought to bring his rebellious body to heel

To Hunzza Prine.

He sat cross-1egged on the cold stone floor and regarded the half se
roads were |ike underground tundozenof his followers ranged in simlar
positions before him Al wore o go nowhere, to exist wthout
pursaffron robes, and all seened equally unaffected by the chilly
tenmper |ike pushing one end of a strand of feature of both the stones
and the air.

Every head bowed before himwas shaved naked as an egg, which net
frightened him He ought to be made the deep copper-col ored sockets
i nset behind each ear all the

Be Hunzza shoul d have no technol nore obvious. A few hundred years
before, his forebears m ght have they did. Something did. regarded
such things as odd, especially for those who'd forsworn the

". material world for the endl ess paths seeking after nirvana. But Tan
unzzan boy. And now the boy was knew that |ife was a journey best
negoti ated unawares; if such things hel ped understandi ng, then they

hel ped not understanding as wel .

These were hashes of awareness not nuch consi dered outside his own
where he bel onged, in order to rather narrow pursuits, but he had
devoted his life--the current one,

s Packlord. He hadn't at leastnto them

not after their recent defeat.

He had joined in the Great Linkage, not out of a sense of duty, and
events: Char, Dr. Lindsay, certainly not fromany sense of fear, but

nmerely fromcuriosity. Wat to seep into his imortal would it be Iike
to be a part of something so vast and yet so human?



He' d been aware of the pul sing nodesnPyl os Two, Anpbtek, and others |ike
them-as well as the great choke points of the two relay kill themall
satellites, where he'd seen endless rivers of flowi ng souls, tiny

poi nts of golden light, channel ed and driven into the guidi ng hands

of

O what ?
There had been two of them Two forces, two powers. New things,

he thought strange and wonderful. He'd allowed hinmself to flow through
the satellites and into their immterial hands, felt hinself shaped and
nol ded and used... And he'd returned with the menory of sonething he
couldn't actu ally recall. At the noment of Linkage he'd felt hinself
suddenly swell because of his beyond the usual bounds of the world and
expand outward into vast practiced since reaches of light far beyond
anyt hi ng he'd ever guessed ni ght exi st



before. |t had shocked himto. the bedrock of his fact, he hadn't
conprehended it at all. He had experienced it,

and he used that experience to shape sonething he could hend, if not
understand. He didn't mnd the not-understanding fact, it reassured
him Know ngness was a matter of F

necessarily understandi ng the perception. O so he thought it

No matter. He waited until his acolytes finished their devotions.

rai sed their heads to stare at him Once again he felt the sheer in
t he un know edge of what he had found.

He smiled at them "Look," he said, and then giggled |ike a he rose
straight up into the air and hovered over them the dawn |ight glinting
in his blue eyes, like a fat yell ow parasol suspended, ten feet in the

air.



CHAPTER SI X

et down," Jimsaid as he slid out of the booth. "Under the table."
Tabi t ha was crani ng her neck, trying to see better. She didn't
understand the danger. Except for the fight in the nmountains, she'd
never been attacked by anybody bent on rmnurder

Dam it, no gun. He'd left it at home because he was only going to see
a harm ess shrink and thought he'd have no need for it.

| live through this, | never make that mi stake again, he thought as he
crab-scuttled across the barroomfloor, trying to keep tables between
hi msel f and the door. He was focused on Yellow Teeth, who'd | ost him
in the chaos as people scranbl ed and dove for cover

He saw Char spinning on her stool, turning, |ooking. "Get down!" he
shouted at her.

Yel l ow Teeth took a step away fromthe door, sw nging the snout of the
bl aster out in front of him Back door. That was the thingnget the
hell out of here. Let the cops take care of Yellow Teeth.

He knee-wal ked past the pool table al cove, angling for the corner of
the bar. Tony, the bartender, was crouched down, just the top of his
head visible over the bar. He was also noving toward the end. Toward
a weapon?

Jesus. If they started shooting at each other, they'd take out half
the bar. Innocent bystanders. Tabitha.
He stood up. "Over here, asshole," he shouted, then dived for the

floor again. Yellow Teeth saw him took another step, and raised the
bl aster to his shoul der.

"Shoot your freaking ass," he npaned.



It was clear that Yellow Teeth was high on something. H's were the
size of saucers, saucers with raw eggs in them As worked his way
toward a battered door at the outside end of the he thought of Delta.
Call ed hinself Qutsider now, but he was Delta to Jim Maybe Delta had
been right. Mybe it was too to renounce the arrays, try to nake a
life for hinmself. Christ, the second tine in a day somebody had tried
to kill him

H s pattern sense kicked in with a rush, grappling with the evidence.
In patterns there weren't many coi nci dences. Make the |arge enough,
and there were no coincidences at all

But he. couldn't get a handle on it. Couldn't concentrate. He have
the arrays with him wasn't connected. Couldn't analyze was happeni ng.
Al he could see was a guy with a gun, a guy wanted to bl ow his head

of f.

He rolled across a few feet of open space, slanmed agai nst wooden door
and tunbl ed through into a darkened hallway crates of warm beer. The
door swung shut, then blew off its cloud of deadly wooden splinters.
The bell ow of the nunbed his ears. People were scream ng out there.

Tabi t ha!

He scranbl ed down the hall on his hands and knees and his shoul der
agai nst a netal door at the end. He bounced off, shoul der goi ng dead
fromthe inmpact. Locked!

He ran his palns up the right-hand edge of the door. No only a chip
slot. He had no way to open it. And it was solid,

br oken down.
Tr apped.

Snoke billowi ng fromthe bar, nore shouts, screanms. A shadowy figure
nmoved into silhouette in the doorway: Yellow and the blaster, the
weapon's snout now glowing a dull red. crouched behind the end of the
rank of beer cases, trying to think: ramed his right fist through the
soft plastifoamside of a yanked out a can of beer, and shook it

har d.

Yel l ow Teeth took a step down the hall, blaster sweeping back forth,
bell owi ng, "Kill your freaking ass, punk!"

Jimripped off the freeze tab and threw the can. Beer freezing,
spl ashi ng.

"Whoa! Bastard!"
Yel l ow Teeth swiped at his face, his hand dripping foam Jimered his

feet under himand |unged forward, trying to keep low. crashed ful
tilt into Yellow Teeth's heavy gut, driving him



and into the wall, snelling the other's rotten breath as he did.

The butt of the blaster snmashed into Jims forehead, stunning him
Fount ai ns of white sparks expl oded behind his eyes. Slipping away now.
He grabbed, hung on. Kept on driving with his thighs, his knees.

But he was too low, couldn't match the crazy man's strength. The butt
of the blaster smashed into him again, again. Head, shoulder. His
ri ght arm swung usel ess, paral yzed.

He grabbed Yellow Teeth's balls with his Ieft hand and squeezed as hard
as he could, trying to tear themoff. Yellow Teeth screaned, a high
wavering sound.

But the gun butt cane down again. Suddenly Jimwas floating, drifting
away, so soft, darkness... A flicker of patterns jittering through his
brain, big patterns... Death patterns.

He slunped down, his good hand falling away, body going cold..
"Dad..." he whispered.

On the bl eeding edge of final vision, he saw the barrel of the blaster
drop and steady. A hole the size of a grapefruit, endless black eye..
Too late. Too |ate!

Char picked herself up off the floor, a flash-beamer in her hand, and
cane up |l ooking for a target. Yellow Teeth was raving, screeching,
sl ammi ng across the room

She had himfor a second, then a screaning wonan was in the way, and
then he was gone--past her, crouching, triggering the blaster

She threw herself down again and didn't see himcrash through the door
Bodi es were heaving everywhere in a stanmpede for the front door. Were
was Ji n?

She lifted her head over the bar and | ooked around. The door at the
end of the bar was gone. She could hear Yellow Teeth ranting and
groani ng back there but couldn't see him

No targets. Damm it... Sonmebody stepped on her hand as she worked her
way to the end of the bar, and she screaned. Fingers broken, naybe.



Sonebody sl amred into her hard, knocked her against the of a bar
stool. She | ooked up and saw Jim s nother rush past,

a heavy plastic ashtray over her head |like a rock.

Stupid woman. Good way to get herself killed.

Jim s nother, though... The cold part of her brain nmade the
calculation. Yeah, if the didn't get himself killed, it would be a
good trade. Gve her an in... Gatitude was good. Gatitude would

wor K.

She | aunched herself at Tabitha, hitting her at the base of spine. The
bl ow knocked her down and rolled her over.

Tabi t ha fought back, claw ng, screeching, flailing with the
Char belted her in the jaw with the beaner, stunning her.
"Jesus, cal mdown."

"Jim.." she noaned.

"You won't do him any good getting yourself blown up. Keep ass down.

"Il get him™"
Faded bl ue eyes, half dazed, stared at her. "In the hallway."
"Yeah. Stay here. Stay down--1 don't want to have to watch out your

ass. Under st and?"
Tabi t ha nodded.
"Ckay. Wait."

Char pushed on past in a crouch, grimacing when she sought ance with
her injured hand. "Crap."

She poked her head around the corner, past the ruined door,

scanned down the hall. She saw shadows in there, novement. Still
targets.

She felt the skin across her chest prickle as she noved out into open.
If that freako turned around now, saw her, took his shot,

was hanbur ger.

She wi shed Harpy were with her. He wouldn't be any good in a fight,

but it would make her feel better. He could do that, nake feel

better.

Taki ng one | ong, crabbed step forward, the beaner held out front like a
magi ¢ wand, Char blinked, trying to see better despite snoke and tears
i n her eyes.

Still only shadows.

"Jim drop!" she howed. "Get your ass down!"



TW quick blasts fromthe hall, flares of light, blinded her.

heart junped into her throat as her reflexes slanmred her fl at

H s voice was reedy, weak. "Stay back..."

Dam itnstill no shot. She raised the beaner, noved cl oser.



char saw Jimfall away fromhim crunbling, hands raised. Saw the
bl aster sw ng around, stop

"Kill your ass," Yellow Teeth grunted.

Thunder split the chaos as sonething plucked of f the roof of the shawn
Fan |like a giant opening a cookie jar. Arnored figures dropped out of
t he ni ght.

There came the zipple ripple of heavy-duty stunners, and suddenly it
was over. Her whole |eft side went nunb in the backwash, and she
toppled to one side. The beaner dropped from nervel ess fingers.

Too late. Was it too |late?

Last thought: Damm, there goes my hundred grand.

Dar kness.

Kor kal wal ked t hrough the w eckage thinking, Gods, what a mness.

Peopl e were noani ng, groani ng, gesturing weakly at the med corpsnen
novi ng anong them A continuous stream of one-man grav-lifters ferried
t he wounded to a huge ned ship hovering overhead. Local cops cursed
and sweated as they struggled to hold back frantic crowds. Mre cops
were working their way through piles of broken rafters and sl abs of
war ped pl asti c.

One of the cops cane up to him a blank, careful expression on his
face, though Korkal could srmell his rage. "Lieutenant Harwood," Korka

sai d.

Harwood was hol ding a scorched shatter-blaster in his arms. He lifted

his gaze to the nmed ship overhead. "You swing a real big dick
mster."”
"What, I'msorry? | don' tn

"Clout. You always go after hopped-up nuggers with a full conpany of
space mari nes?"

Korkal waved himoff. "I didn't have any tine."

"You coul da called the cops," Harwood said. "You know, police. Like
nme. We're trained to handle stuff like this."

Ri ght, Korkal thought. Hostage situation. Standoff. Jim Endicott.

He shook his head wearily. "Hindsight, Lieutenant. | didn't have any
tinme."



"Your precious kid again? Wiat's with that, anyway?"
"Classified," Korkal said

"Classified, bullshit. | ran himthrough the files. He bounced.

H ghl evel stuff. A kid. Listen, you freaking wolf, what the hell's
going on? You're all over ny district like white on rice. A freaking
kid, for God's sake." He paused, turned his head slowy back and
forth. "Look at this freaking ness."

Korkal was tired of talking to him The worries of upset cops weren't
his problem "Were's the boy?"

"Over there." He tilted his head. Korkal |ooked and saw Jim pale,
his face bruised, sitting with his arm around Tabitha on a booth seat
no | onger attached to a booth. Char sat cross-legged at their feet,
| ooki ng up, an angry expression on her face.

"Good, | need--" He started to nobve past Harwood, but the cop grabbed
his arm and spun himaround. "I'mnot through with you yet. If you
think you're just gonna waltz in here--"

"Let go of Lord Denai's arm" a wonan's deep, whiskey-rasped voice
said. Korkal swveled

"Jesus!" Harwood said, and let go. "Madane Chairnan..."
features went pale.

H s heavy

Serena Hal f Mbon, chairnman of the Confederation, picked her way cl oser
fl anked on either side by guards who | ooked ready to kill anything that
twitched. Her long, Native American features wore a concentrated,

i ntense expression, and her dark eyes glittered.

"I knowit's a ness, Lieutenant, but it's not your mess. It's mine."
She clipped off her words the way a man would snip a cigar. "You' ve
done a good job. Now file it away and forget it ever happened. You
under st and?"

This was juice at al evel Harwood had never dreaned of. Hi s eyes

skittered. He looked |like he wanted to run. "Yes, na'am \hatever
you say."

The chai rman nodded. "Take your people out."

He pulled a sketchy salute. In his runpled suit, he |ooked ridicul ous.

Kor kal knew he wasn't; he was just a cop far out of his depth. He felt
sorry for him

"Thank you again, Lieutenant. |1'll see that a good report goes in your
file."

"Ah... thank you. Thank you." Harwood spun and wal ked stiffly away.

"An angry man. Now a frightened one, Madane Chairman. Wat are you
doi ng here?"



"Same thing you are, | guess. Making sure the nost val uabl e human
being alive is still alive, and in one piece." She peered over
Korkal "s shoulder. "Good lord. What happened to hin®"

"He got hit in the face with the butt of a shatter-blaster."

"A what ?"

"You'll have a full report in your own data systens in twenty
m nutes. "

"I"'mhere now. Tell ne."
"You're causing a scene, Serena."

"OF course | am |'mthe chairman."”

"Can we move a little to the side.." out of the light?" He took her
el bow, eased her away. She went reluctantly, glaring at him

"Have you lost your m nd? Wy wasn't | inforned?"

"You're busy. Until yesterday, it was all mundane. Just a little
di screet body guarding

"The Packlord told you to report to ne," Half Mon said. "You
under st and what that neans? To ne."

"Yes." Korkal sighed. "I was preparing a report. And then this--"
"That's not good enough, Lord Denai. |If | want bureaucratic lies and
stalling, |I've got plenty of my own people. | don't expect it from

you. Not about him"

Korkal saw that her face had gone the color of new bricks. "I'm
sorry."

She started to say sonething, then stopped and shrugged. "All right.
What's done is done. |Is he okay?"

"They gave him sone pain medication. Bruised nerve in his shoul der

but it's fading. They'll work on his face later. The med tech said he
had a tough skull."

Serena cl osed her eyes. "Tough skull. Jesus. Don't you understand
what's riding on hin? Don't you--" She shook her head. "And Tabitha's
with him \Wat was it? Wat happened?"

Kor kal thought about the Packlord. About Char and the Hunzza.

About the dark man. "1 think it was a barroombraw ," he said
carefully. She eyed him "Ckay. |1'mgoing to say hello."

Kor kal gl anced over and saw Char watching them her eyebrows riding
hi gh on her forehead. "I w sh you wouldn't."

"Wsh in one hand, Korkal, crap in the other."

He t hought he knew Terran slang pretty well, but this was a mystery.
"I beg your pardon?"



"See which one turns warm and brown first," the chairman said as she

strode past him



W LLI AM SHATNER

ello, Jim Tabitha," the chairman said. "Scrunch wedged herself
bet ween them

"Ser enamwhat are you doi ng here? And Kor kal ?"

"You didn't think we'd let you run off on your own, did you?" Jim

| ooked down, bit his lip. "I told youl didn't want--"

The chai rman gl anced at Char. "Young worman, would you us for a
nonent ?"

Char wrinkled her nose. "You're the chairmn?"

Serena gl anced at one of her guards. "Harry, if escort..” uh .. ."
"Char." She unfol ded herself and stood up. "I'hanks,

an escort." She turned and wal ked away. Ji mwatched her go vani shed
beyond the weckage of the front door. "Serena, she's a friend of
mne." "Yes, certainly."

"Look, | thought we had a deal. You were going to |leave ne for a
while. | need sone tine to nyself..."

"I don't know if that's a luxury | can allow you. Look what pened."
She gestured. "And |last night, with the grav-van, the "Damm it,

Serena, shut up." "What grav-van?" Tabitha said. "Serena..."

The chairman fl apped one hand. "It's nothing."

"Serena, | don't want this. You've got Korkal follow ng me haven't
you?"

She gl anced at the Al ban, who stood a dozen feet away, them "I'm not

sure if it isn't the other way around. He's using ple."

"But you're giving himaccess. Damm it, Serena, you owe want is to be
left alone for a while. Wy can't you're"

"Nobody bot hered, you. You wouldn't have known we were if..." She
| ooked up at the gaping cavity where the roof had "You're a trouble
magnet, Jim And you're too valuable to risk

"Serena," Tabitha broke in, "I want to know what's going on. happened
to Jimlast night?" She turned. "Jin®"

He woul dn't meet her eyes. "It wasn't anything. An accident,
" Ser ena?"



"He got involved in a drive-by shooting. Some gang thing."

-Jim "
-Morn, really. | just happened to be there when it happened." Korka
wal ked up. ‘'rabitha, how are you?" she nodded, her expression

di stracted.
"You shouldn't worry, Tabitha. | was there al nost imediately,"”
sai d soot hingly.

"Al nost i medi ately. What does that nean? You weren't there it
happened, right?"

"Vell..."

"I hate this! Jim you shut me out. Tell nme not to worry. And then |
find out there's all kinds of reasons to worry. \What else aren't you
telling me? Serena--you're involved in this, too, aren't you?"

"I keep an eye on your son, Tabitha. Wuld you rather nobody did?"
She swept one hand at the shambles of the bar. "If Korkal hadn't been
here..."

Tabi t ha reached up and touched the swollen bruise on the right side of
Jims face. He winced.

"Ch, Jimy."

He | ooked up at Korkal. "How | ong have you been watching ne?" "Al

al ong. "

"It stops, okay? | want it to stop. | want ny own |ife back

Ser ena?"

"No, | can't do that. It isn't your own life any longer, Jim You're

too inportant. Wsat if--"

He stood up. "It/s my life, damm it. It is. You forget who I am
What | can do."

She stared at him her black eyes flickering. "No, | don't forget.
That's why."

He swng around to face themall. "Leave ne alone. Al of you. |
mean it!"
"Jim.." Korkal said, but Jimignored the Al ban, spun on his heel, and

foll owed Char out the door. Korkal hurried after him |eaving the two
women behi nd.

"He's a handful ," Serena said.
"He's nmy son, Serena. \What are you peopl e doing to hin®"
"It's not us, Tabitha. He's doing it to himself, isn't he?"

Tabi t ha nodded slowy. "No matter what he wants, will you keep on
Wat chi ng hi n? Guardi ng hi n?"



"Yes."
"l ank you."

"Who's the girl?"



"I"'mnot sure. He said he just met her." "Last night?" "Yes."

"I'"ll look into it," the chairman said. She paused, then Tabitha's
hand. "Boys are hard, aren't they?"

"And he's still just a boy, Serena. Everybody forgets that." Serena
shook her head. "No, he isn't."

Kor kal caught up with Jima couple of blocks down from and grabbed him
by the elbow. "Jim"

He shook Korkal's hand away. "I told you, |eave ne alone." He on
wal ki ng. Korkal had to pump his shorter legs to keep up. saved your
life back there. You weren't doing all that well. And about
Tabi t ha?"

Ji m stopped. "Tabitha?"

"That guy was nuts. Wsat if he'd done you, then turned and started
bl asting?. You think of that?" He waited. "I didn't

Jim what's the matter with you?"

"I don't know, Korkal. But you following ne around, it's like
breathe. Can't think. There's no place for ne to go anynore."

They came to a small grav-tube station. "Sit down with nme and," Korka
said, and led himto a bench next to the door.

"I don't really want to talk to you, Korkal. Not right now"

"That's free. But | need to talk to you. There are things you
knOw "

n O,]?n

"Yes. Jim vyou think you' re the one caught in the mddle, but are,
too. M, for instance. How many tines have you saved ny

Ji m shrugged. "Does it matter?"

"And 1've pulled your bacon out of the fire, too."

"Ckay, yes. Korkal, I'mnot saying we aren't friends. It's just
"I know." He looked up at Jims face. 'laat's why | need to tel
But when | do, I'mplacing ny life in your hands. Again."

"Hey, this is serious, isn't it?"

Kor kal nodded, his eyes w de, opaque.



Korkal took a deep breath and then told himabout the Packlord his
fears about Leapers. When he finished, he shook his head. "I

don't know .
-Korkal, is that right? He'd nmake you kill me if..."

Kor kal nodded. "He's the Pacldord. And--"

"And friendship isn't a suicide pact. M God!" Jiml ooked around,

not really seeing anything, his eyes stunned. "He's that afraid?"
"He's that afraid, Jim"

"Do you go along with it? Are you that afraid, too?"
"I told you, didn"t |?"
"Jeez... | thought | had problens. Mn, you nust really like nme."

"More than that. | trust you. You earned ny trust, Jim |It's not
mne to throw away. Even for.." whatever."

Ji m nodded. They talked for a while |longer, then stood up and shook
hands. Korkal watched himgo. He'd told hima lot. But he hadn't
told himabout Char. O the dark man.

As he wal ked back to the bar he wondered if he was a fool. So nuch
wei ght to put on one boy's shoulders. But he couldn't carry it any
| onger by hinself.

Who was the dark man?

When he'd first gone to the abandoned warehouse where Char lived, it
had been through the tunnels, and he hadn't paid attention. They'd
left by another route, and he had only a vague idea of the |ocation

He t hought he had the nei ghborhood right, but now, in the dark, it was
a matter of wandering the streets, |ooking for something that m ght
trip his nmenory.

Not hing did. At four in the nmorning, his face throbbing, the |unps on
t he back of his skull a general zed cold ache, he stopped, |eaned

agai nst a waste receptacle, and stared up at the blank front of a
bui I di ng.

It could have been the one. It looked right. But so did half a dozen
others he'd already cruised by. There were no lights. Two doors, both
covered with steel, solid-looking. He went to the first and pounded on
it. Nothing.



H s voice echoed dully along the enpty street.
He pounded again. "Char! Harpy!"

The door farther up the street opened silently. "Shut up, "Hey. |Is
t hat you?"

"CGet your ass inside. Wke up the whole freaking why don't you?"

He | oped down the street. She held the door for him It a solid
click. She carried a gl ow wand.

"No juice in this place," she said. She took a few steps down ened
hal | way, stopped, turned. "You bring your escort with

"N
"How woul d you know?. Christ, the chairman. Wo the hel

Jin? | rnust be outta nmy mind..."

"I told themto stay away."

"Uh-huh. You told the chairman. And that Al ban guy. That

"Korkal's okay. Listen, let me stay. At least tonight. After we you
want nme to leave, I'Il go. No questions, okay?" "No questions?" He
shook hi s head.

"Ckay." She led himon into the darkness.

They sat in wan silver moonlight that ghosted through the wi ndows. The
others, the ones he hadn't net, were back. He the sounds of them
sl eeping, scattered about the cavernous

They were on a sofa, munching the |last of a pizza, Harpy the pepperoni
of f, ignoring the rest.

"I need a way to disappear. Really vanish, just drop out of Jim
sai d.

"Yeah? So why come to ne?"

""Cause | figured you mght know howto do that. 1'd need a ent ID..
some kind of history."

"Do | look Ilike a computer jock?"

"No, but I am \Wsat | need is access. But from somepl ace knows about.

| thought maybe you could find me something." "Access? You nean like
a blind terminal? .... "Yeah."
"Well, maybe..." She glanced at Harpy. "Wat's init for me?" "For

you? | thought we were friends."

"Way woul d you think that? | hardly know you."



W just nmet, but you know me, don't you? You knew ny

And you wanted nme to know. You let that slip" but it wasn't a was
it?"

| ooked away. "It was just a nane..."

"You cane after me. Wiy? Did sonebody send you? Was it Korkal ?"
In her world, her word was |aw. She wasn't used to |ying, because
didn't have to. She wasn't as good at it as she thought she was. He
the tiniest of hesitations before she said, 'hat wolf guy? |Is that
name?"

"So it was Korkal. How much did he pay you? Are you supposed to ne,
too? Jesus Christ."

Her lower lip tightened. Stubborn. "You're nuts, buddy. | don't what
the hell you're tal king about."

He ignored her. "So Korkal hired you. What for? It couldn't have as
a bodyguard. |'ve guarded you nore than you have ne."

Hey, wait a minute." "l can pay you nore than he can. |Is it nobney

t hat yanks your

Char? | bet it is."

"Ckay, that's it." She |leaned forward, eyes glinting in the

nmoonl i ght .

out of here. You cane asking for ny help, renenber? | don't need this
crap.”

"Alot of noney, Char. | guarantee it. More than Korkal can pay

you. "

She hung, shaking with anger, then |eaned back. "Wat if it isn't just
t he noney?"

He felt a flicker of triunmph. The patterns had been there, but he
hadn't been sure.

"Yeah? Like what? What else?" "Another guy.. Before the wolf."
"Sonmebody el se hired you?" "I'he dark man..."

And finally, just like that, everything clicked. "Dam it," he said.
"Ch, dam it..."

ladimr Ivanovitch Stelychin was a rough man, rough as a cob, as they
m ght have said in the old days. Pie didn't nuch care about the old



days, concerned as he was about the new days. Mich of his cane from
trying to blend the demands of his job as su rial distribution of the
Greater Moscow Prosperity Region with! gion, the Church of the
Ref or med Communi st Synt hesi s

There shoul d have been no conflict. Every day Vladimr trying to
ensure that food, clothing, and shelter were properly rectly
apportioned to each and every individual resident of the Region--and he
had some pretty big data systems to help Hs religion, norphed into
nearly unrecogni zable formfroman political theory that had once held
sway in the sane region, one thing in cormon with its nearly forgotten
ancestor: It followers to serve each and all equally, fromthe greatest
to est. It was the gap between the expectations of his job and that
rubbed Viadinmir's tenper into a constant state of

He had never been able to neet those expectations. |In regarded hinself
as a mserable failure. No matter how | arge his machi nes becane, they
still couldn't keep up with the never-ceasing shifts in the human

condition. Just when the seenmed to be functioning, some obscure
citizen in some woul d devel op somet hi ng new, or desire something new,
or despise sonmething current, or some variation of the three, virus,

t hat change woul d spread and corrupt the entire system 1 Vliadimr
sometines thought, like trying to balance a pride of bears on a plate
bal anced on the tip of his nose while singing Paris in the Springtine"
and riding a bicycle.

Hopel ess. His faith told himhe should do better. He should do
better. But he had failed continuously until, like citizen with the
means to help, he'd linked hinself and his into the Great Linkage. He
hadn't really done anything, but Linkage had broken, he came away from
it with the ghost of

He worked on that idea in every spare nonent, becom ng nore obsessed as
the sinple beauty of it flowered and grew grids of his machines.

It was the sheer size of the linkage that gave himthe answer was the
const ant feedback nmechani sm he needed to be able to accurately predict
and di ssem nate goods, services, and whol e popul ati ons at once.

He tested it several times and found, to his trenbling that it worked.
Since he'd developed it on his own tinme, the belonged to him He knew
he could use it to make hinself rich. But Viadinmir had no interest in
that. Instead he took it



of his church and gave it to them It took a while for themto
url derstand what he'd done, but when they did, they were awed.

the irst time in history, there was a clean, sinple, and effective to
spread new i deas, inventions, goods, and benefits to all of al nost
i nst ant aneousl y.

new i deas, inventions, goods, and benefits were springing up Nobody
coul d understand why a renai ssance seened to dawning in the world. But
it wasmand now the human m nd,

spirit, and soul grew closer and closer to each other, even as grew
| arger and nore encomnpassi ng.

Hurmani ty had beconme a bubbling cauldron of creation.." and it was

boi I i ng over.



CHAPTER SEVEN

don't know," Char said. "Maybe you're nessing with ny noney.

gonna be a problemfor ne."

"I told you, | can cover anything you lose. |'mserious.”" She turned
to face him They were on the sofa, nmorning |ight |eaking through the
greasy wi ndows overhead. Sone of the others were still snoring, rolled
up in blankets or sleeping bags. They all |ooked young, |ike tough
kids, to dim She'd introduced a few, sl|leepyheads rubbing their eyes
as they wandered toward the exits, |ooking for breakfast. He couldn't
renmenber any of the names, and doubted it mattered. The nanes woul dn't
be real ones, anyway.

"Korkal said a hundred grand. And the dark man was tal king ten, maybe
nore."

"You got a credit chip?" he asked her
She | aughed. "Me? You ki ddi ng?"

"Ckay. How do you want it? Encrypted cash, gold, comodities? You
tell me what and where, and it'll be there."

She stared at him and he could feel the calculation in her gaze.

Sonething else, too. Not quite fear, but a kind of wariness,
wat chf ul ness. "What? Wat's goi ng on?"

"I dunno. |'m beginning to think you really can do it. The noney, |
nmean. You know the chairman, for chrissakes."
"Yeah. | wish | didn't, but | do."

"So you're wired for juice all the way to the top. Got marines | ooking
out for your ass. You're probably way too hot for ne."

"Look, | don't want to cause you probl ems, butnt



"You're a problem just by being here. How do you know man?"
He waved one hand. "It's not inportant."

"I"'min deep water here, Jim Help me out. Here |l am just girl
trying to make her way in a cold, hard world "

He snort ed.
"Yeah, well, you ever been hungry, Jin? | nean really
When you, like, starved because there was nothing else to do?" He

shook hi s head.

"I have. That kind of hunger, you get through it, you tell you're
never gonna be hungry again." Jimgrinned. "Scarlett O Hara."

"What ?"

"A classical nmovie. Never mind."

"See, you're like that. You know a lot of stuff | don't. heavyweight
connections. |'mjust a street hustler t13ring to together. M and ny
pal s."

"Your own little gang."

"Well, what do you expect? Everybody isn't rich, Jim You're ent from
me. | don't know -1 probably shouldn't be involved at all."

"So why are you?"
"The money, of course. Wen the dark man canme al ong, know what he
wanted, and | didn't care. Ten thousand. That's to keep this whole

thing all of us here--going for a year

A year of easy living, just for putting a wire on sone young showed ne
a holovid of you. You didn't look |ike hard duty.

even a little bit of fun on the side."
He was startled. "Fun?"
"Yeah. You're not bad-Iooking, you know. "

"Man, | really don't understand that."

"You're a guy. You wouldn't. VWhat. vyou think wonen don'ti sex
drives? Don't get horny?."

"l don't want to tal k about that."

"And now you're blushing. Hey, | like blushing. It's... He realized
she was yanking his chain. "So should | throwinto the deal? The
cash, and a little bit of ne on the side, |ike you "Jesus, you're
touchy. What would you do if | said yes?" It was there between them

now, a tension he could feel her ing to, feel hinself responding to.
She tilted her head back. A throbbed softly at the side of her
t hr oat .



/ter that, it was different between them

arpy cane back and found themsitting at either end of the sofa,

tal king, staring blankly but not at each other. "Were you been?"
Char said.
He sat between their bookends. "I went out."

"I know that. Harpy, you go out a lot. What do you do when you go?"
"I told you. Just walk around. Terraport is interesting. You grew up
but I didn't."

"You ought to watch yourself. You're a lizard. One of these days
gonna run into people who don't like |lizards."

"I'mcareful .’
"You won't even defend yourself. \What if you got junped?"

A flash of fangs. "I look scary, | think. And | know howto run. |'m
a fast runner."”

Jimstared at him renmenbering Thargos, the way that |izard had noved.
Bet you are, he thought. Something about Harpy scared him scared him

alot. It made himbrusque and di stant around the young Hunzza. And
it wasn't just that he rem nded himof Thargos. It was alnost as if he
sensed sonething, a prempnition... Harpy was trouble. He would bet his

life on it. Maybe he was doing just that.

Thargos. Dead now, but... And the dark man. Korkal and the Packl ord.
Leapers. The chairman. And the curse in his genetic codes, the script
of his DNA

God. |I'mnever going to be free. They'll never let ne alone. "Harpy,
you don't fit," he said. "What?"

"I mean it. | can understand Char, sort of. Somebody wants to get
close to ne, they pick her out sonmehow, and hire her. Probably because
she's ny age and hangs at the Shawn Fan. And can be hired. But you?
Where do you come in? How did you get in? Terra doesn't exactly have
the wel come mat out for Hunzza."

"Ch, that. No, | came in before the war."



"I don't see it. Delta... sonebody.." was keeping all the arms
l ength. He knew about the Hunzza. You..." He paused, ing about it.
"You sneaked in, right? And that's how you ended up Char. Stay out of

sight. It wasn't like you could just walk the streets. Not |ike
now. "
"Atl right, Jim You've got ne. I'ma spy."

"Yeah, that seens |ike the sinplest conclusion."

Harpy shifted, blinking his big green eyes. Jimknew that way Hunzza
expressed |l aughter. "So what will you do now that caught ne?"

"I don't know. | could put Korkal on it. He'd think of
Har py stopped blinking. "The Alban? No..."

"Sure. Al bans know all about you Hunzza, don't they?"

"Jim stop it. It's not funny."

Char stirred. "Harpy's okay, Jim And you're scaring him™"

"I don't know what Harpy is," Jimsaid. "Except he's a Hunzza in a
strange | and."

"I can leave," Harpy put in. "No," Char said. "You stay."

"Yeah, stay," Jimsaid. "I think I like you better where |I can see
Harpy stiffened, then stood up. "lI'mnot.." you' ve got no treat ne
like this."

"I"ve got every reason in the world. Harpy, you don't nake sense. You
don't fit. That worries ne."

"You're kinda pushing it, Jim" Char said. "W got along okay you cane
into the picture. W didn't worry about whether worried. "

"But I1'min the picture now And not because | put
You two cane after me, not the other way around.”

"I came after you," Char said. "Harpy didn't have with it. He was
just along for the ride."

Jimslid his gaze back and forth between them thinking
"Ckay, look. First thing: Do you go for ny deal ?"

"I already told you. |If the noney's there."

"It will be. Two hundred thousand, and that's for openers.

to keep anything you can squeeze from Korkal or anybody you work for
me, right? That nmeans if | tell you to do do it."

It nmade her unconfortable, but she nodded. "Yeah. charge. As long as
the "

"Yeah, yeah. The noney. Harpy?. You go along, too?"






The Hunzza relaxed slightly. "Watever Char wants." "Ckay. Then we
have the deal." They both nodded.

"char, you go ahead and check to see that you've got the cash.

when you know | held up ny end, we go on to the next thing." "Wat's
that?" she said.

"Il let you know," he said. He stood up, dusted off his knees, and
for the door.

"Hey, where you goi ng?."

"Hone, " he said.

"I'f you wanna stay and talk..." She w nked. "O whatever."
"It's the whatever that worries ne."

Hal f Moon is worried about Jim" the Packlord said, raising his cup of
tea. "Korkal, | thought you were going to be discreet.”

"I was in a hurry. | had to pry the roof off that bar, so | used the
marines. "

"Maybe it woul d have been better if you' d et nature take its course.™
"You nmean let that thug kill JinP Packlord..."

The Packl ord sighed. "I know ." it was a thought." He tasted his
tea, closed his eyes. "l've issued an all-fleets alert. W' ve been
anal yzing the rate of technol ogi cal change on Terra."

" And?"

"It's a geonetric progression. The curves are beginning to turn
straight up."

"That's inpossible. W know of nothing Iike that in our own
history."

"W never Leaped, either. |'mgetting worried. The Hunzza are
regroupi ng for another try at our home worlds."

Korkal eyed him "Perhaps it would be better to worry about the
tangi bl e problenms rather than the rate of technol ogi cal change on a
single allied planet."

"You know what |I'mworried about!” "I know what you say you're worried
about . "
The Packl ord set down his teacup. "What exactly are you trying to

Lord Denai ?"



Kor kal thought about it, then shook his head. "Forgive stress. |
spoke out of turn."

The Packl ord's jaw opened, then snapped shut with a Korkal w nced. "If
you doubt mny notives, say so."

"I doubt everyone's notives, Lord. Even yours."
"Perhaps | should relieve you now. O both your duties doubts.”

"You could do that. But you have nobody else that remptely trusts. And
| believe he's trying to set up a neeting nysterious dark man."

"Ah." The Packlord | eaned back against his formchair hinmself and the
dark man?"
"No, between Char McCain and her enployer. | think he observe."

"1"hen he doesn't know who the dark man is?"
"l don't think so."

The Packl ord thought about it. "All right. | take it you will an
observer?"

"Discreetly so, Lord."
"Can you keep Serena Hal f Mbon out of it?"
"l believe so."

"Good. Things are conplicated enough as it is. The wild card | don't
want to have to deal with."

Kor kal nodded. The Packl ord drai ned his teacup, a signal conversation
was over. Korkal bowed. The Packlord' s hol ocube out.

For a nobment the roomwas silent. Then dark curtains on side of the
chanmber shifted. A form stepped out fromthe

"hat went well, don't you think?" Serena Half Mon said. "I'ine wll
tell," Korkal replied

The street was enpty and dark, a lightless canyon blank walls of tal
war ehouses. The heels of Char's boots sent echoes rattling back and
forth. A sharp wind, rank with the sewers, blew steadily in their
faces. Half a block up, a single



like a Hall oween balloon, painting a weak orange circle on the
concret e.

W're sitting ducks out here in the open,” Jim said.

"It's what he wanted. After | told himyou knew about him wanted neet
him"

"Tell me again--about his reactions."

They wal ked abreast of each other, with Harpy trailing behind, his
claws ticking against the paverment, his green eyes clicking slowy one
side of the street to the other. Jimcould feel the lizard s tension
Approaching the |light now, Char was al so | ooki ng, sweeping, her eyes
wide. "He didn't have any. None that | could see. He just at me and
said, "All right.""

"No questions, no surprise?"

"Not a twitch."”

She reached the edge of the |light, paused, stopped. He stood next her
The street yawned enpty before and behind them the stinking a steady
pressure on their cheeks.

"Where is he?" Jimsaid.

"He said he'd be here." She glanced at the tiny clock inset on her
"W're early. Three mnutes.”

Harpy shifted. "I don't like this."

"I't'"ll be okay," Char told him

The Hunzza made a soft snorting sound and turned nervously away,

| ooki ng back down the way they'd cone. Nothing there... Char stared at

her nail tale as the seconds ticked down. She turned slightly. "Is
this a good idea?"

"Why?. "

"What if... he's not friendly?."

"He hired you to watch ne," Jimsaid. "Wich isn't the kind of thing a
friend does." "Don't worr about it. | know what |'mdoing." Her
eyebrows arched. "Yeah? You ask ne, you--"

She fell silent as he held up one hand. "Can you feel that?" "Wat?"
Then she saw that his hair had begun to stand on end. An itchy, crawy
sensation tickled her own scalp. She reached up, felt her dark Curls
stiffening up like wire. "Wat?" she said again.

He | ooked up, past the floating blob of the street lanp. "There."
Overhead a white star burned, grew larger, hotter. "Jesusl Cet the
hel I --"

The Iight surrounded them penetrated them Their organs gl owed,



their veins throbbed, their bones glittered |ike frozen mlKk.
vani shed.

at in the Seven Cold Hells was that?" Korkal said.

"I"'ve lost them Tracking! Swing a full three-sixty. Do it nowii
"What do you nean, you've lost--" Korkal shut up. He could hinself.
The stretch of pavenment where the trio had been s was enpty. "Maybe

t hey ducked into one of the buildings," he said.

The col onel was a big nman, short-haired, npose-jawed, his) nmovenents

jerky with shock. He ran blunt fingers across his keyboard, ii at the
hol oscreens before him shook his head. "No. They're go
Kor kal pushed him aside and thrust forvcard, staring screens. "Not

i mMPossible. W're looking at it."
"Bring us in closer, take us down!" the col onel barked.
"No! W don't know what's happening."

The col onel stared at him "I have ny orders..." Korkal shook his
head. "I know. Protect the boy. But dunp a conpany of space marines
down there now, you put danger."

The col onel opened his nmouth, then closed it. He glanced i screen and
back again. "So what do we do?"

"W wait."
"Jesus," the colonel said. H's eyes were wild .... Jimwas staring at
Char as the light grew brighter. She beg fade, to grow transparent. As
the light dialed up, he felt his skin warm |[|ike sunlight pounding



down, growi ng hotter... sudden sssnnaap! of intolerable heat cool and
soot hi ng. Vague shadows. A scraping sound, another. Jim blinked.

gChat ."

A single pool of orange light winked on. In it was a chair, and in the
was a form shrouded in shadow. Jims skin itched.

-Where am | ?"

A deep voice, clear, hard, replied, "It doesn't matter." The shape
slightly. "Don't worry about the others. They're free, but they're
here. Just you and nme." "Wo are you?"

A soft chuckle. "You know who I am"

"The dark man...'
"You know who | am" the voice repeated.
A larger illumnation began to shape the space that contained

Ji m gl anced up, down, saw that he was standing on a platform round
gray di sk about four feet wide. He was |ooking down on the

The other. Sure... Jimstepped off the disk, walked to the edge of the
platform and down to the main floor. 'i'he dark man. CQutsider."

The Iight grew brighter, scraping away the shadows. The dark man |
stood up, nodding. He wore a black turtleneck shirt and fornfitting
pants. The balled, tight nuscles and the dark hair were sonehow
famliar. He was maybe thirty, wal king forward, hand out... Jimtook
it. The man snelled faintly of cinnanon. His teeth were too perfect,
his eyes pools of no-color, dark, observant. H's fingers felt rough
and dry, his grip strong.

"You' ve got a body now, " Jim said.

Qut si der shrugged. "It seemed useful. It's hard for me to focus on
your reality.." and trying to mani pulate things while disguised as a
burni ng bush didn't seemlike a good option. It worked for Mses, but

we live in nore conplicated tines."

He chuckl ed again. Whatever he was, he radiated i mense charm Jim
could feel himself responding to it, fought it... "Wat is it?" He
pointed at Qutsider's chest. "l'his thing you' re using?."

"A construct. A puppet. A lens. Watever." CQutsider glanced over
his shoulder. "It doesn't matter. Just that it serves ny purposes."”
"Your purposes of manipulation,” Jimsaid. "I don't like this."
"Shoul d I have consulted you? But how?. You've shut nme out, Jim



You haven't entered the arrays in nonths. Wat was

Jimfelt a twinge. Watnguilt? Shane? He wasn't sure. ;

to do? Nothing. That's what | thought you were supposed to what |
told you."

Qut si der shook his head. "No. | told you. 1'ma force, a can't be
controlled. | agreed to help you, work with you, but poses are ny
own. "

"I should have destroyed you then. WMaybe | should do it

"You could. | don't deny that. You' ve already proven your the arrays
is greater than mne. |s that what you want?"

"l don't know. "

"I'f you do it, then it's all on your shoulders. You have to arrays,
live in them But the only running |'ve seen you do is

Away fromresponsibility, thought, duty."
"Don't talk to ne about duty!"

"Hurts, does it? You're transparent, Jim A child. Achild with
enornous power, but still a child. A brat, really."

Refl exively Jimnmade a fist, and Qutsider |aughed. "What going to do?
Ht me?" He |laughed again. "You prove ny point you?"

He's doing it to me right now, Jimthought. Pushing nmy wi sting things.
Mani pul ating me. "What do you want? Wy

Qut si der turned and began to walk away fromhim Jimw thout realizing
he did so.

"Way not Char? She was in the right place, was suitably had the right
talents, the right worldview You shut nme out, no way to nonitor you.
But | had to fred sonething.

They reached the far wall of the |arge room CQutsider doorplate,
waited while the door slid sideways, then stepped out dimy it hall.
Suddenl y Ji m knew where he was.

"W're on the Pr/de. The Al bagens Pride."

Qut si der | ooked over his shoulder, grinned. "It's centrally "Does
anybody know you're here?" The Pr/de was wired Al ba, to the Packl ord.
Manned by Al bans. Korkal in charge, and his own ganes.

If the Packlord knew... "OF course not. How would they? | contro
everything here. not really here, not in any sense they woul d
under stand t he

He reached anot her door, opened it, and notioned Jiminto a chanber,
sinmple, clean, confortable. He took one chair, another opposite. "Take
a seat. W need to have a talk."



sat down. "All this? For a tal k?"

Qut sider folded his long white fingers in his lap. "You're a hard guy
get tn touch with," he said.

Char had the beamer in her hand, questing for targets. Nothing. A

room enpty. She |ooked down, saw the dull gray di sk she was on. On
her right was Harpy, his teeth a sharp white line in gl oom

' "VWhat the hell?"
A soft rattling sound. It took her a nonent to realize it was Harpy.

teeth were chattering

"Hey..." She stepped off the disk. "W're okay." She touched the on
one scaly shoulder. "W're all right."

H s green eyes glowed eerily. "No, we're not. \What happened?" She

| ooked around. Nothing happening. Silence. "I don't know" "W're
not where we were. W've noved." "Yeah, | think so."

Har py | ooked down at the disk he was standing on. "This scares ne.

It's technol ogy, but I've never heard of anything like it. The Hunzza
have it. The Al bans don't, either mat least | don't think so."

Char slipped the beaner back into her |eather jacket, her expression
disinterested. "So what? People are always inventing new stuff."

"Hunzza's technol ogical era is ten thousand of your years ol der than
your own. That's what's scarynmhow can Terra be coming up with things
we haven't cone cl ose to?"

"Maybe it's not new. "

"Well, what is it? W were sonehow noved off an enpty city street
to... where? \Were are we? How was it done?"

She still didn't get it. "Wat does it matter? It happened, that's
all." She turned. "lIs that a door?" She walked toward it. No

handl e. A palm
Plate that didn't respond when she touched it.
"Where's Jin?"

"Yes," Harpy replied, so close to her shoul der she could feel his
breath tickling her neck. "That's a good question, too."



The roomwas silent, the silence thick and heavy, with the massive
wal I s, inpenetrable |ocks. A prison.

"Maybe you're right," she said. "Maybe we should worry. A "Your dark

man..." Harpy said
"Yeah. That bastard," she replied. "I should have asked nore nobney.
Hazard pay."

Behi nd her the door clicked and began to slide open. H sounded like a
kid running with a pocket full of marbles.

bone, " Korkal said. He was standing on the sidewal k, his furry form
outlined in the muddy glare of the floating street |ooked up but saw
nothing. He winkled his nose against the wind. How did humans put up
with these odors? Their noses dead.

The col onel --hi s nane was Beeson--broke away froma with two | esser
of ficers, and half marched, half cringed toward "W're gonna have to
I et the chairnman know. "

"Yes," Korkal sighed. "I1'Il doit. 1'll tell her I wouldn't let down
right away. That | made you wait. [It'll take some of the off."
"I'"'mnot WO Tied about--" He shook his head. O course This was
probably the end of his career. Over sone kid. "I don't he said.
"I"hey're working on it, but.." nothing. Not a dammed

The street was no |longer enmpty. It |ooked like a medi um wei ght

mlitary transport: floaters, forensics vans, a buzz-saw platforns, the
ugly snouts of their weapons systens ing vaguely upward, waiting for
targets.

Uni formed squads were on hands and knees, checki ng square inch of the
dirty pavenent. Arnored troopers guarded end of the street, bl ocking
of f access. A whacking humfilled the a floating weapons platform
drifted across a slice of night sky, lights probing, running lights
wi nki ng red and green

If the dark man didn't know before, he knows now, Korkal If he's been
wat chi ng. Wich wasn't the problem The problemthe nost inportant
living human had just vani shed under the



ose of a couple of thousand vigilant watchdogs, hinself included.
Vani shed. Ki dnapped, dead, what?

The Seven Hells was what. He sighed. "Keep |ooking, keep trying.
anything at all."
The col onel nodded. "And you wllnf

"Yes. Have your comunications people set it up. Private line. She's
probably waiting for it right now "

"The chairman," the colonel said, and shivered. "It's not that cold,"
Korkal told him "It will be,"” the colonel replied.
Jimstared at Qutsider, trying to work things out. |If Korkal was

wat chi ng when he di sappeared, then he knew. So the chairnman knew.
Maybe t he Packlord did, too. But what would they know?. Only that Jim
had vani shed waiting to neet with the "dark man.."

But everybody had a di fferent agenda, and each one of themwould filter
the sane event through a different |ens, depending on their point of
view. The Packlord, for instance, was concerned about Leapers..
Leapers.

"I knew it was you," Jimsaid. "Before this. | sawit when | was
talking to Char. The pattern.”

"Yes, | expected you would."

"You di d?"

"Of course. The pattern was relatively sinple. Who else could it have
been but me? |1'mthe only one with access. Except you.." and you
weren't using your access. You've avoided ne and the arrays. Avoiding

your duty."

"I don't have a duty. Not the way you think about it. | didn't ask
for this."

"No, but you have it. Nobody el se can do what you db. Not even ne.

So because you can, you have to. O let everything happen.”
"Everything?."

Qutsider lifted his hands, stared at themas if he'd never seen them
before. An oddly affecting gesture, Jimthought. Qutsider, trying on
di fferent personas clothing for the puppet.



"You know Korkal is confused right now, don't you? You caused a stir.
He's talking to the chairman now." Jimclosed his eyes. "Ch, crap.”

"He hasn't informed the Packlord yet."
"You can nonitor that?"

"The link goes right through this ship--and for all intents and Des, |
amthis ship. O course | can nonitor it."

"Can you control the |ink?"
"How so?"

"Make it so the Packlord hears what you want himto hear, rkal doesn't
know the di fference? And vice versa?"

"Coul d you?"

Ji mthought about it. "Yeah. | could.”

Qut si der nodded. "It's not so difficult.” The tone of his voice
raged, becone encouraging. "And so... ?"

"I't would be handy, that's all."
"Wth the Leaper problem you nean?"
Jimblinked. "You know?."

"I know the Packlord thinks it's a problem One he's willing tostic
neasures to solve."

Jimdidn't like the way Qutsider said "drastic neasures.”

"He's willing to kill me," Jimsaid.

"He's willing to kill the human race," CQutsider said.

That's what Korkal said.”" Jimshifted in his chair. He couldn't Vne
i nterconnections were becom ng plainer, nore frightening. "Is it a
problen? It's hard to inagine that Terra could be what klord is so
scared of ."

"It's a problem™" CQutsider said.

"And... ?"

"What do you think? You're the only solution we have. | told t you
couldn't evade it. You have to cone back into the arrays, trol again.
Use the arrays to destroy Al ba and Hunzza. Before troy us."

That's murder on a scale | can't even begin to imgine."

The Packlord can imagine it. And if you can't, you' d better gining
somet hing el se.”

What ' s t hat ?"

Raci al suicide. Wth your hand on the trigger."



I can' tm

You' d better," Qutsider said.



CHAPTER EI GHT

Carlina Hansby | ogged the chairman's personal records into the main
security database one by one. Part of her duties were to nane each
file, using a standard set of filing codes. She'd been in her present
position, a high-trust classification rated CCS-10, for al nost five
years. After that nuch time, she could scan each record and apply the
proper nomenclature after no nore than a five-second view ng..

usual ly.

Soneti mes she watched |l onger. She paid particular attention to the
chai rman's personal records, those picked up by the mcro recorder the
chairman wore alnost all the tine. The chairman could key this unit
with a subvocal voice command, since the enbedded el ectronics were
sensitive to the free nuscle novenents of her throat. |In any given day
there were blank stretches, tines when Serena Half Mon deci ded t hat
what ever she was doing was too sensitive to be recorded.

And sonetinmes she forgot.

Carlina ran the snippet three times, her forehead winkl ed as she
squinted at the nonitor

It was hard to nmake out--the light wasn't all that good. A lot of
shadows.." but the shape wasn't human. She saw it becone clearer as
the chai rman wal ked toward it, and on the third view ng sonethi ng
clicked.

She pulled up some file holo and did a conparison. Yes, the shadowy
figure was fam ar. Korkal Enut Denai. The Al ban spy.

Carlina wasn't sure whether there was any value in what she'd



found, but she menorized it anyway. She possessed both verbal visua
eidetic menories, and aided themw th her own very enbedded recording
chip. The technol ogy involved was nore state of the art, at | east
Terran state of the art, though Carlina know that. She woul d have been
horrified to di scover that the mcroscopic bead buried in her skull had
been manufactured in a classified |aboratory under the direct contro

of the Security Ofice the Packlord of Al bagens. She thought she was
working for a fu group of radicals |like herself, believers in a unified
gal axy.

Carlina reported to a friend naned Heidi Lanmont, whom known since her
col l ege days and their nutual involvenent in the Gal axy nmovenent. She'd
been nore of an idealist then. Now, she begrudge the substanti al
payments deposited into her account in the First Bank of Curacao once a
month. After all, it was a good cause. Wy shouldn't she get

somet hing for her |abors?

It took three days for her latest report to reach Park Ling nonitor
station aboard the Al bagens Pride. Mindel, nominally a cialist 6 in
charge of correlating rawintelligence, stared at the script.

CHAI RVAN: 'that went well, don't you think?"
KORKAL EMUT DEN Al 'tine will tell."

It seened like a reasonably harm ess interchange, but logged it in,
maki ng careful note of the tine and | ocation of exchange. This snippet
of data was bundled with others and, six later, squirt-cast directly to
Al bagens. There it was evaluated and tinme-nmatched agai nst the

Packl ord' s personal schedul e.

This final correlation turned up an interesting and sensitive position
whi ch was highlighted on the nmorning intelligence Packlord read as he
sipped his first cup of tea.

Serena Hal f Mbon and Kor kal Emut Denai had been to precisely the tine
Kor kal and the Packlord had their about Jim Endicott, Leapers, and
Serena Hal f Mbon herself. for reasons not explained, had betrayed Al ba
to the Terran | eader.

The Packl ord's expression didn't change as he realized this. when he
was done with his first cup of tea, he told the aide repl enished the
cup to send in the conmander of his personal team

H's instructions to the commander were short, to the point, brutal



When Char turned to face the opening door, the beamer was back in her
hand. Her features were still and set; if Harpy could have seen them
he woul d have ducked.

"No!" Jimsaid, freezing, then raising his hands. "It's okay."

She held for a nonent, then slowy |owered the beaner. The door was
pol i shed steel; she saw her reflection waver in it as he pushed it
wi der, revealing the dark man hovering at his shoul der.

She shrugged. Then her hand was enpty, a nmagic trick. "You' re gonna
get your head bl own off one of these days."

He blinked as he realized how close it had been. "Jeez, Char..."
"What the hell do you expect? Snatch ne off a street, dunp ne in a
| ocked room and you want what? Kisses when you don't bother to
knock?"

The dark man pushed past him noved further into the room his own
expression somber. "lI'msorry," he said. "I should have warned you."
"Damed right." She glanced at Harpy. "You okay?" "I'm okay."

"You don't | ook okay."

He brushed her away. She nodded. "So. One big happy fanmly. You
mystery neat, you owe me ten grand,"” she said to the dark man. "And
who the hell are you, anyway?"

Hs long fingers flickered, an arpeggio of dismissal. "It doesn't
matter. Ten thousand? For what, exactly?"

The beamer suddenly dangl ed from her right hand again, not ained at
anything in particular, but there. "For not pulling the trigger on
your boy when he cane through that door."

The dark man grunted. "You didn't deliver otherw se, not on our deal."
"Pay her," Jimsaid. "O | will. 1It's nothing."

The dark man shrugged, glanced at Char. "GCkay. Ten thousand,

digital gold, in your account in the Antilles." "Just like that?"

"Yes. Just like that."

"I"ll check on it anyway."

"Of course."
Jimhad wandered further into the room "Sone furniture, Qutsider?"
"Qutsider?" Char said. "lIs that his nane?" "It wll do," Qutsider

sai d.



"Ch, goody. Are we gonna have a nice chat now, everybody maybe a
soot hi ng cup of tea?"

"Sarcasm " CQutsider said.
"You' re observant," she told him
Jim found a keypad, began to tap. The lights dialed up

furniture sprouted |ike rmushroons fromthe floor. "I don't tea," he
said. "But it's probably tine to talk."

Har py pl opped down, his sigh of relief like air slowy a balloon
"Il'lis is all very nerve-wacking," he said.

Qut si der seated hinself, his hands primon his knees. "A
Hunzza."

Harpy blinked at himbut didn't say anything. Char sat rubbed her
forehead, trying to smpboth away the sudden ache.

adrift, vulnerable. And she didn't like it.

"This is all crap," she said. "Al this nystery. Jimthe and you,
what do you call yourself now?. CQutsider?" She

"Hol ocomi ¢ stuff. You got superpowers, too?"

Qutsider's eyes sparked. 'I'Think for a mnute about how here," he
said softly.

"Char, cool off. G nmre a chance to get this stuff untangled.” "It
doesn't have anything to do with nme," she said. 'nat's right,"

Qut si der nur nur ed.

"It's got to do with all of us,"” Jimsaid. He found his own seat,
back, laced his fingers behind his head, and sighed. "God, |'m

He stared into the silence, wondering where to go next,

the four of them m smatched, nysterious. Watching Char, sonething
twitch at the edge of his awareness, a sudden famliarity.

| know somet hing, but | don't know what it is .... "So," Char said
"What now?. "

The room lurched. The lights went out.
Har py screaned.

The eternal problemw th spies is always the sane: Wio will the
wat chers? You set watchers to watch the watchers." and



nore watchers to watch them And you hope that out of the snarl in
the daisy chain will spot the treacheries that are always, there.

Hth Mun Alter, Packlord of the Al bagens Enpire, was so ringed watchers
that sometines he could inagine hinmself as the focus of wil lion eyes.
Once it had bothered him but now he barely noticed it.

lie told the commander of his personal security section what he without
burdening himw th any restraints on how to acconthose desires.

The Packlord's wishes were first transforned into spidery sketches,

gradual |y given flesh and bone as nachi nes and teans of experts their
know edge into the webs. The results were issued as concrete rods in
the security section of the Al bagens Pr/de, and brought Ling Mindel's
jaws together with a snap. He stared at the codes for several seconds,
not really believing what saw. Lord Korkal Enut Denai had been his

i deal, his secret hero, as as he'd been a spy. So when he'd been
recruited to spy on Korkal ale an shadowy character with an identity
chip code that nade neck hairs stand on end, he'd been reluctant. It
seened disloyal to spy on his hero. But he did it because he had no
because it was a way up, because he'd been a spy | ong enough know t here
was not hing clean about it. Because he knew that in a sinilar
position, would have done the sane. And as the em ssary had said,
somebody did have to watch the watchers. Mindel had recruited his own
hi dden command team scattered the crew of the Pr/de. It was a smaller
group than the |large

Lord Denai ran like a freely tuned machine, but it was, in its own way,
effective. And it was capable of nore than sinple effec ss, if called
upon. Now it was called upon

He exanmi ned the codes a final tinme, then took a blank chip fromhis
belt pack. He fed the flat, matte black chip into his workstation

The machine twittered to itself and spit the chip back, no | onger black
but gol d.

Mundel held the chip between thunb and first claw, staring at it. So
Small to be so powerful. Just a bit of frozen glass, but when threaded
Wth the proper codes--as it now wasnit was a key to any door on the
ac.

A key.." and.a death sentence.

Mundel *s hand trenbled just a little as he inserted the key into a
different slot on his console. He plugged a thick cable into the
cyberjack set into his skull beneath his left ear. The codes on the
chip flooded into



him and out fromhim All over the Pride heads cane up and rowed as
a wave of orders flowed from Mundel's workstation into own vari ed neans
of reception

It took a surprising anount of tinmemmot to transmit the but to overcone
the natural hesitancy and resistance to them his nerves going raw and
shaky. Who woul d watch the was wat chi ng hinf?

He knew what he would do if he were Korkal Emut Denai. He |ook around
to see if anybody was watching him and then he watch therrr

So it would be a race, and he had nore than a passing who got to the
finish line first. Woever that was would be the one survived. H mor
Kor kal

No matter what, though, Lord Korkal Emut Denai eventually be one dead
Al ban. The Packl ord himself had passed the death

In his quarters Korkal woke with a start, blinking sleep fromhis his
ears twitching. Sonething was wong... He rolled out of bed and padded
to his private console, ran his across the touch pad waited. On the
standard check, everything okay. Nothing was happeni ng.

He t hought about it, reached down, picked up a cable, and

He felt the usual nmonmentary sense of dislocation as the interface built
up and patched himinto the nervous system of the sem aut ononpus

organi smthat was the Al bagens Pride. Wthout an inter force hel nmet
and a full link he couldn't be sure, but... Achilly claw ran down his
spine. There were entire sections he no | onger access. Sone kind of
breakdown? That didn't sense. Wth these kinds of |ockouts, alarns
shoul d be going off the ship. But there was nothing.

Kor kal raised his head and | ooked around uneasily. He jack fromhis
socket, slipped on a robe, and headed for the door.i paused, went back
to his desk, opened a drawer, took out a and dropped it into his
pocket. The weight of it was conforting, but very; if he had to use
it, he was probably dead anyway..



A strip of emergency lighting along the top of the walls sputtered and
began to cast a di m gl ow

'9"nat was that?" Char picked herself up off the floor, rubbing one
el bow. Harpy was on all fours, quivering. She nmoved toward him

Jimglanced at Qutsider. "I thought you had control." Char had no
i dea where she was, but he did. The Al bagens Pride was the size of a
smal | noon. He knew you didn't just pick up a chunk of mass that size

and toss it around like a baseball. Sonething was happeni ng, sonethi ng
maj or .

"I did. There's sone kind of universal override cutting in. | was
usi ng Denai's codes, but they're not running anynore." H's eyes seened
to go unfocused. "lI'mworking onit..."

Anot her grinding lurch. Harpy squeaked. The main lights flickered on,
went back off again. Jimlooked back and forth between the three of
them then cocked his head. "gou got a |ink?" he said.

"Yes," Qutsider replied. He tapped his chest absently. This is only a
construct. Not ne."

"Can you link me?"

Qut sider faced him eyes narrowing, intent. "Link to the arrays?"
"Yes."

Qut si der nodded. "Let ne..." He stepped close and put his hands on
either side of Jims head, like an old preacher getting ready to heal

"It won't be perfect, but it ought to work."

"Do it," Jimsaid. A nmoment |ater his eyes rolled back and his spine
arched. Then he went linp, dangling like a sack of flour, held up only
by Qutsider's iron grip on his skull.

Korkal hurried down strangely enpty corridors. The Pr/de was a huge
vessel. It never slept. Yet it seemed vacant, om nous. He felt a
nmonentary tw nge of utter abandonment, of being cut off fromall living
things. He shivered and kept noving, but slowed as he approached the
vast, arched dome of the central control deck



Sonet hi ng was going on .... He noved to the side of the w de corridor
and slipped into a al cove, where he stood waiting and watching, his
ri ght hand inside robe, touching the weapon.

The deck underneath hi m shuddered and ri ppl ed, sending staggering. He
caught hinmsel f and | ooked around, his eyes wide. in the Seven Cold
Hells... ?

The anbi ent |ight vani shed, then came back on, but with al nost
sublimnal flickering. Some sort of override. Sonebody shifting the
ship's core machines out of their usual routines, and doing it gently.
The cores were fighting backmand | osi ng.

He | eaned against the wall, trying to figure it out.

codes, sone sort of takeover routine so powerful it was sinply ing down
any encrypted barriers protecting the brains of the vessel

He didn't realize that his jaw had tightened, exposing the glint of
fangs. He pressed tighter into the shadows as a squad narines trotted
past, weapons at the ready. He watched them go, made up his m nd

VWhat ever was happening, it was tenporarily beyond his power i affect.
Better to retreat and try to fight another day.

He poked his head out, checked the corridor, then half wal ked, | oped
back the way he'd come. He turned, turned again, and a di sk chanber.
It took hima nonent to jigger the controls so that course wouldn't be
i medi at el y obvi ousmnhoever was hijacking ship would be able to track
it down eventually, but if his luck was he'd be | ong gone.

He was noving toward the silver trans nmatter disk when he felt pressure
at the base of his skull. He froze. "You may turn. But careful..."
Mundel

"Mundel , what do you think you're doing?."

"I'"ve already done it, Lord Denai." A full conpany of poured into the
chanmber. Rough cl awed hands took Korkal, patted, dipped, cane up with
hi s weapon. Mindel smled. "O call you Lord Traitor?"

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"
"You know what |'mtalking about."

Korkal stiffened and drew himself up. "I demand a private invitation
to the Packlord."

Muindel *s own teeth showed, a nmenacing flicker. "That necessary, Lord
Denai . "



"Who do you think gave ne ny orders?"
Uh- oh, Korkal thought.
lip. dick. Conplete disorientation

It was always |ike that when he went into the arrays. But this was the
first time he'd ever linked without a full inter force helnet, or at

| east a heavy-duty cable and jack into the socket behind his ear. He
wonder ed how Qutsider was doing it with just his hands. Sone kind of

i nduction... The inside of his skull felt Iike old-fashioned tel evision
static, a mental white noise that expanded and Contracted. And then he
was there, in the patterns, the tiny hard points of light stretching
out in ordered ranks fromhinmself to infinity.

The feeling was different this tine--sonehow sharper, nore inmmediate.
He felt as if each one of those points was now a part of him and he of
each of them

He coul d never describe what he did in this strange place, not to
anybody who had never experienced it. Only Qutsider knew the feeling,
and even he didn't experience it as fully. O so he said.

Now he... reached.." out to those countless shining points. Each one
was a human mind, or at |east the excess capacity of that mind, roped
by the new I ink progranms into a seanml ess net. No psychosis, no damage.
No guilt for him He wasn't hurting anybody, not the way Delta had
before the new |linkages were built. He renmenbered the stench of
burni ng bodies, the total terror of the first tine he'd seen the Pleb
Psychosis at work. Cat... Maybe a billion mnds out there, waiting. He
reached out to them still not really knowi ng how he did it, drawi ng on
the power etched in his DNA, a brutal gift fromhis nother, all the
nore brutal because she'd known what she was doing to hi mwhen she did
it.

The power canme on himin a dark rush, a surprise, as always. The
power, the force, the massed weight of a billion psyches suddenly Under
his control, lifting himup... "I'mhere," Qutsider said.



The root of each hair on his skull felt as if it were tingling with
tinuous electrical charges. H's mnd was a bonfire, a white see you,
he sai d.

And he did. CQutsider floated in the glittering dark like a stain, a
black fire, a hole in the nothingness of the mnd arrays.

"Here," Qutsider said, and showed him Jimsaw the pattern, the

override inmredi ately, and let hinmself sink intoit. Entering it him
feel fizzy, bloated with possibility. He manipulated the [ pushing,
tuggi ng, changing them Felt the fizziness dissipate, the sure lift.

"That;s got it," he said.

Suddenly he felt bands of iron clanping his skull, and he was in the
roomw th Qutsider holding his skull |ike a grape.
"Unh... hurts..."

Qut sider released him and he crunpled to the floor. Char bled over to
him knelt, touched his forehead. "Wat's wong hinP"

Qut si der | ooked down on her. "I unplugged him It can be a She didn't
understand. She had Jims head in her lap. H's were closed, but faint
nervous twi tches, like tiny bugs, crawl ed the skin of his face.

"What did you do?"
The Qutside shrugged. "He took over this ship."
"What ship? Wsat the hell are you tal king about?"

"We're on a ship. An Alban vessel, the Al bagens Pride. In deep tern
orbit."

n \Mat ?u

Qutsider's lips quirked. "Wen we first met, you told ne you up for
anyt hi ng. "

She stared at him shook her head, and | ooked back down at Jinis
eyelids flickered, then popped open. Hi s eyes stared up like chips of
bl ue-green ice, nelting.

"Are you okay?."

H's |ips noved, but nothing came out.

"What ?"

He tried again. "Ckay..."

She realized he was snmling. And pushing his head harder the soft
swel | of her belly. "You sonofabitch!"

She dunped himand stood up. He was grinning when he got to feet.

"You' re kinda confortable, you know that ?"



"Asshol e!" Her cheeks were flan ng

Qut si der nmoved between them saying dryly, "I'eenage romance.
Delightful."” He glanced at Jim "I've got the pattern now
Everything's frozen."

Ji m sobered, then nodded. "Ckay. Let's go get Korkal." He closed his
eyes. "Wat a ness.”

Qut si der said, "We've got it under control."
"What the hell are you two tal king about?" Char said.

Ji m noved toward the doorway. "It's easier to show you," he said.
"Conme on."

"Are you nuts?"

"I don't think so. At |least not yet."

She glared at him 'his crap is gonna cost you extra."
"Huh. | thought you |iked ne."

"Maybe. But what the hell does that have to do with business?" He
realized she was honestly puzzled. Wnen.

He woul d never figure them out.

Mundel felt it as a surge of dark static that seened to rise fromthe
bottom of his skull, a wave that overwhel ned his connection to his
codes, to the ship's cores, to everything. For a noment he slipped
into an endl ess vertigo, sonmehow separated even from hinmsel f. Wen he
cane back, he saw Korkal grinning at him

"Somet hi ng wong?." Korkal asked.

He knows, Mundel thought. He nust have sensed it, or something. But
what.." how .. ?

He raised the blaster in his hand and pointed it at the center of
Korkal 's chest. "It doesn't make any difference to you. | still have
nmy orders."

"Do your orders include suicide?" Korkal asked.

Mundel thought about it. "I suppose so. |If necessary."

Kor kal shook his head slowy. "I admre you, Miundel. | see what's
happening and | don't blame you. Although |I knew that somebody had to

be watching nme, | didn't know it was you. You're very good, you
know. "



Miundel 's ears tw tched

"And you're very loyal. To the one you should be |oyal Packlord."
Kor kal paused. "It is him isn't it?"

Mundel nodded. "And you betrayed him Betrayed all of us."

barrel of Mindel's gun wavered. "Wy, Lord Denai? Wy did you do "Do
you know what | did? You call me a traitor, but do you

"It doesn't matter. The Packlord woul dn't nmake a m st ake."

"Even Hith Mun Alter, Packlord of the Al bagens Empire, m stakes,"
Kor kal said gently.

Muindel smiled at him It was a sad, sonehow touching "Maybe you can
question him Lord Denai. But I'mnot you, and | not."
"No, | suppose you can't." Korkal |ooked at the cable that ran

Mundel *s skull to a pack on his back. "Are you here, Jin®"

Mundel blinked. "What... ?" He gave a sudden start. Then eyes rolled
back until nothing but white showed. H's jaw Saliva dropped in ropes
from his suddenly cl enched fangs.

"I"'mhere, Korkal." The voice was Jims, but it cane fromthroat.

Kor kal stepped forward and took the blaster from Mundel's |ifeless
fingers.

"Be gentle," he said. "It's not his fault."



CHAPTER NI NE

Overhead arched the dome above Command Deck, the topnost |evel of
Bridge Cluster. Jimshivered as he stepped out into the vast space.
H s menories of this place, both wonderful and terrifying, were
suddenl y overwhel m ng.

The gol den orb of Drive Custer appeared suspended directly overhead.
In the distance, making up the other three points of a pentagram were
the red gl obe of Weapons Cluster, the silver Troops Custer, and the
purpl e sphere of Passenger Cluster. Each of these habitats was |inked
by a tw sting necklace of transport tubes. The Al bagens Pride was the
| argest vessel ever launched into space by any culture. At |east any
known culture. The sight of it was enough to set Jims heart racing.
It wasn't a monunent to man, or even to Al bagens. It was a triunph of
intelligence and determ nation, a testament to the power of mind
itself.

As he wal ked toward the raised structure of the captain's chair, Jim
knew he coul d have been happy with nothing nore than the conmmand of
this ship. Once that was all he'd desired out of life: a great white
ship beneath his feet and the endl ess reaches of the gal axy before his
face. But that was before, and this was now. He could never go

back.

For a nonent his thoughts drifted. That seemed the saddest thing, that
he coul d never go back. He could never undo his own m stakes. He
could never undo the things his real nmother had done to him or affect
in the slightest what she had made of him Tinme's arrow pointed al ways
forward, and he was pinioned on its point. The only consol ati on was
that the rest of the universe was al so punctured by time, everything
from quarks to quasars rushing fromthe past into the



future. There was a certain poignhant satisfaction in knowing life was
enbarked on an inescapable march frombirth to that the journey was
i rrevocably one-way.

"Jin? You still with us?"

Char's voice seenmed to conme froma |long di stance away. reached hi mand
pull ed himout of his reverie with a small shock. He shook his head.

"Yeah, |'m here."

He gl anced at her. She was standing beside him staring with a

qui zzical, faintly frightened expression. He reached out, her hand,
squeezed it, felt the answering pressure of her own strong fingers.
"It's gonna be okay. Really."

She nodded but didn't seementirely soothed. She | ooked from him
"Big," she murmured. "So big."

Understanding hit himso suddenly, with such force, blinked. He'd
grown accustomed to her toughness. To her " pragmatism her ability to
t ake whatever came her way on terns. But she had her limts, and now
he realized he was seeing

The Al bagens Pride was a vast ship even by the inhuman of Alba. In
human ternms it was nearly inconprehensible, contained interlocking
orbit of world lets And from Char's view, she had been standing on a
Tel Ta-side street only a earlier. Then, by neans she coul dn't
understand, she'd been transferred to a space vessel so huge it was
al nrost i menconpass in any ternms she'd ever understood.

Char was overwhelmed. He found it mildly unsettling to realize she
coul d be.

"It's a spaceship,” he said gently.
"I know that," she replied, glaring at him But he thought raged stare
was only a protective nechanism the anger she raised to cover any
penetration of her habitual self-possession. had rocked her. But she
woul d rather die than reveal even the chink in her |ifelong arnor.

He found hinsel f touchedmand for one nonment had the desire to kiss
her.

Al'l about Command Deck faces were turning in their direction flowers
finding the sun. Fromtheir rear suddenly sounded the collective thud
of many boots.

"I thought 1'd find you here," Korkal said, advancing at the a pl atoon
of armed Al ban troopers. At his side was another smaller and
younger - | ooki ng, his gaze dazed and fil ny.



The party tronped up and halted. Korkal tilted his head in a snmall,

bow. "I'hat's one nore," he said softly.

-one nore what ?"

"Time you've saved ny life. | don't think |I'mever going to be able to
up. "

-. "l don't get it," Jimsaid.
,. "Think about it."

Jimstared at him Korkal didn't understand what it was like to into
the virtual space of the mind arrays. Nobody did, except for [er. But
Kor kal knew the arrays existed, and had listened to Jimof his
experiences with them Mre than al nost any ot her perKorkal had sone

i dea of the breadth and depth of the capabilities existed there.

Jimclosed his eyes. bligingly a sphere of menory bubbled up the
patterned storehouse of his own nmind. He recalled the codes 'd
overridden to take control of the ship. Conpared to the patterns 'd
mani pul ated to take control of Mindel, they were trivial. But the es
were there. Hth Mun Alter had sent orders to terminate

Mundel had been on an errand of execution when Ji m had

So he had saved Korkal's life again. From Miundel

"lI's that Mundel ?" Ji m asked.

Next to Korkal, the snaller A ban stirred at the nmention of his

He blinked slowy, his stare as wide and round as that of an stil
| ocked in primal inconprehension

"Mundel ... ?" Mindel said. "Yes," Korkal said. He turned and peered
into Mundel's stunned expression. This is him Are you still doing
something to hin? | already pulled his plug. He's harm ess now,
conpletely cut off fromthe ship's facilities."

Kor kal passed his hand across Miundel's face. Mindel's eyes foll owed

t he noverent, but a nonent later, and slowly. "No, |I'mnotu" Jim
paused, then turned and | ooked over his shoulder. Directly behind him
Harpy was staring at himw th an al nost equally dazed expression. But
nobody el se was there. Qutsider had vani shed.

"Never mind," Jimsaid. "I didn't have tine to be gentle. By the tine
You rem nded nme, it was already done. He nay have been.." damaged."
"Ch, Jim" Korkal said, "I hope not. He's not a bad sort at all, even

if he did plan to kill me. He was just doing what he was told to do.
I

Woul d have done the sane if |I'd been him"



Jimsighed. He tried to renmenber what he'd done, or Qutsider had
done. They'd both been busy. And Qutsider nothing that rmuch resenbl ed
human scruples. O nercy.

He could dig it out. But it would take tinme. And time, understood,
was sonething in very short supply.

"The best thing is to keep himsedated,” Jimsaid. "He out of it on

his own. If not, I'lIl look into it nore closely. Korkal, later
Thi ngs have changed since | saw you last. | ure out what to do."
Korkal 's eyes wi dened. "Figure out? What do you nean?

anything to figure out. You' ve already done what's necessary." "I
have?"

Korkal 's gaze slid away as it took in the wi de sea of watching them
fromevery point of Bridge Deck

"OfF course. You've stolen the Al bagens Pride fromthe only question
now i s, what are you going to do with it?"

As Harpy stood next to Char and watched Ji m ascend rai sed platformthat
supported the captain's chair, he than ever that he and his father had
hit on some other before, when they had nade the decision to send him

to Terra.

It was all he could do to keep hinself upright and silent in of the
dread that racked himnow. How was it possible? He'd to seek nexus
points, knots in causal space-tine where the determ ned. But he'd had
no idea that this boy would be as force as he was. Neither he nor his
father had suspected the of a locus so incredibly powerful, so

uni magi nabl y danger ous.

It was plain now they had both made a terrible error. This human was
no mnor flutter in the infinite flux of history, but font of

determ nism  Sonmehow Ji m Endi cott had taken unknowi ng hands--or been
gi ven--the nost dangerous p possible for a living being to possess.

Unl ess Harpy was the situation incrediblymand he didn't believe he was
Jimwas a potential trigger for the greatest nystery in the unknown and
per haps unknowabl e process by which, certain



the leap into, if not godhood, then sonething so close it nmade no to
t hose who were affected by it.

Harpy trenmbled with the know edge he held close inside. |If only his
were here to advise him to guide him But he wasn't, and there no way
to reach him No way but one, and though he was nore

;d than he'd ever been, Harpy wasn't quite ready to take that Not now,
not yet.

But he was trapped hoi sted, as humans |iked to say, by his own

It had been their nutual choice to send himhere alone, the to disguise
his true mission. At the time it had seenmed |ike a precaution. But
now he found hinself as hel plessly ignoas this nmonstrous boy in front
of him too weak and too young to the nost horrifying event known to
the universe: the first in the birth of a god.

But the thing that shattered himnost deeply was a secret he could
reveal, could barely even think about--the suspicion that neither
father nor hinself had nmade their decisions based upon their own will.
Har py was who he was, and he knew it. And no Hunzza born raised to the
awful secrets of the Pit of Souls could ever discount possibility that
everything he did was utterly and conpletely con by what Jimnight yet
make i mmanent in these strange, whi mbeings who called thensel ves
humans: the CGod itself. Have |, Harpy wondered, done the very thing
feared the nmost? He didn't know. Wrse, he had no idea howto I'nd
out .

he object of Harpy's desperate yearnings raised his ancient head a
silent roomand sniffed the air with the sane delicate novenents his

| ong- ago ancestors m ght have used as they lay in mndless Sprawl s atop
sun- baked stones.

| kearos held still a moment, all owi ng awareness of his surround Irlgs
to slowy seep back into his conscious nind. The sinple room

bare white walls, a single hologram shimering on the fourth. w ndow,
now di al ed transparent to admt the weak rays of s sun--A Kasha, known
to its inhabitants as the Pit of Souls. He lay upon a plain bed,
beneath a light coverlet. Across the room



two chairs were pushed neatly beneath a polished wooden whi ch was set
a wooden bow full of bright fruits.

It was the chanber of an ascetic, consciously stripped of the advanced
civilization. Should one of his vani shed ancestors so step across the
mllennia to stand in the doorway, he would al mbst nothing in the room
he coul dn't under st and.

The whi nsi cal thought conforted |kearos. He liked to nuse sinpler

ti mes, when his predecessors had no doubt thought the were only | anps
hung agai nst the great roof of the sky. Wen he younger, such thoughts
had not held nuch fascination. Then, pride, he had supposed those
dream i ke forebears hel pl ess and especially as conpared to his own high
estate. Now he knew be hel pl ess and i gnorant al so, though his

know edge was vastly And because of that he envied them for what they
hadn't Doubtl ess the fathers of his race had supposed the Hunzza Cod,
just as sone of his current brethren on other worlds also today. So he
was | ess ignorant than they, and wi shed he wasn't.

He knew that the regard of gods could be a deadly blessing. His old
bones creaked and his ol d nuscles ached as he sat up and put his feet
onto the floor. It had been a hundred years he'd done his duty in an
egg chanber, and twenty since Harpal aos had reached his adulthood. He
had outlived all but few others of the el dest who were stubbornnor
stupi d--enough cling to life with such tenacious savagery. He knew his
was pride. He knew his strength, too. It was pride al so.

A hundred fifty years ago he'd first sensed the divine

For sone reason he was al one anbng his people except for Darod first of
his line, to have been so honored. O so burdened. Ch, been proud
then, proud sinply to have been selected. But now he different, harder
pride: that only he was strong enough to do what be done. And even so,
sitting all alone in this small white quailed. For he knew the price
he'd paid, was still paying, and continue to pay. Wat he didn't know
was the ultimate linmt of price, and whether his failing flesh would
reach its own limts first.

He | ooked down at the plain woven rug on the snoboth tic and grunted.
Silly old fool

It wasn't as if he had any choice, he thought as he lifted his the

hol ogram on the wall. That strange picture had been near since the
very beginning of his long journey. He kept it to rem nd self. Against
a wde field of white stars gl eamed a dark heart, a ingness. A black
hol e punched through the fabric of space-tine.



that pit had eaten a tenth of all his people, and a great arnada. Five

t housand years after, nobody really understood how that had hap peed
But | kearos thought he knew. It wasn't the hole itself, but what |ived
init. Everything he knew of science said such a thing was inpossible.
But |kearos wasn't a nman of science. He was a man of Cod.

He rocked forward and cane slowy to his feet. He felt a nonment of

di zzi ness and closed his eyes until it passed. Drifting in from beyond
t he doorway cane the clove like scent of something savory. The Younger
Br ot hers who served hi mknew how finicky his dimnished tastes had
become as he aged, and they took great care to make his neals as
enticing as possible.

They nmeant well, and he loved themfor it. And because he |oved them
he didn't tell themthe truth--that al nost everything had becone ashes
in his mouth, dusty and bitter

He wondered if he would have to sacrifice his son. He wondered if he
coul d.

Arush of cool air pushed against Jinms face as he settled into the
climate-control |l ed environnent of the captain's chair. He was dimy
aware of the others gathered below, staring up at him but he pushed
away the fleeting, unconfortable inpression that they regarded him as
some kind of idol, alnmpst an object of worship.

Beneath himhis seat shifted and fl owed, nolding itself to his body.

I nvi sible sensors detected his skin tenperature, his pulse, and a
hundred other details of his current physical state and nade anbient
adjustments calculated to bring himinto nornmal confort ranges. After
a nonent he felt the ring that generated the inter force helnet settle
softly on his shoul ders.

"Engage,"” he murmured. The helnet, a perfect sphere of reflective
force, sprang up, enclosing his head conpletely. Fromthe outside, he
knew it appeared as if a mirrored gl obe had replaced his skull, but
fromthe interior, the only change he noticed was a nonmentary
flickering in his vision that vani shed as soon as the helnet's optics
coordinated with his own sight algorithns.

The whol e setup was designed to free himfrom body awareness while



at the sanme Ure making the interface between his own brain ship mnds
as seam ess as possible. At least that had been the intention when the
Pr/de was first built. It had been nodified take advantage of Jinis
uni que talents. Now the unimagi nable ing power of the entire vesse
could be devoted to one ing and anplifying the |ink between Jimand the
Terran mind He took a breath. "Link," he whispered. The world went
away.

"I"'mhere," Qutsider said, dark on dark w thin darkness.
| wonder what | look like to him Jimthought.

"Like a pattern of lights, very small, very intense, rapidly ing,"
Qutsider replied. H's voice was cool, distant.

Jimfelt an instant of chilly startlement. "You can read ny

"I can read our mind. Wen you link with the arrays, you part of them
I"'malready a part of them W are one."

Ji mt hought about that. A slow wash of terror filled him thought
that Qutsider was privy to his thoughts, but that he equally able to
access Qutsider's thoughts. His nmenories. His edge

"You can't," Qutsider said.

n W]y?ll

"Because | have taken steps to protect nyself fromyou." "How can you
do that if we are now the sane m nd?" "Can you consciously access your
own subconscious?" Jimconsidered. "No."

"Think of nme as your subconscious, or at least a part of it.

rel ease what | wish. The rest remains hidden, even fromyou." "How
did you learn to do this? More inmportant, why?"

"How i s uninportant. Just say |'ve had nore tine--much tine--to |learn

about the mind arrays. Perhaps you will |earn niques yourself. Wy is
easy. | don't trust you, JimEndicott. | trust you at all."
Ji mt hought sone nore. "Because you fear ne."

Qutsider's reply was distant, fading, utterly cold. "No, Jim |
fear you. O, at least, | don't fear you as nuch."
"As much as what ?"

"As much as |I'mafraid of what you might do when you the thing I truly
fear."

What Qutsider truly feared? He tried to inmagi ne what that
He fail ed.

"What is it? What are you afraid of ?" he whispered.



But there was no answer. CQutsider was gone, vanished into the heart
into the hidden subconscious of a billon Iinked m nds.

happened?" Korkal asked |ater when they were all gathered Korkal's
suite over dinner. "You were pale as a ghost when you ed the link. Was
it... hinP"

Kor kal knew about CQutsider. He didn't really know what Cutsider

Jimwasn't sure he did, either. Not anynore. But at least he talk to
Korkal . Harpy would no doubt be totally nystified. And would probably
just laugh at him

t "In a way," he said.

Kor kal shook his head. "Wat way?. | don't trust him™"

Jimlaughed softly. "That's the whole thing, you see. He doesn't ne,
either."”

"I's that inportant?"
Ji mshrugged. "I don't know. It could be."

The door to Korkal's inner chanmber slid aside, and Char entered,
followed a nonment |ater by Harpy. The Hunzzan youth still seened
shaken by all that had happened. H s huge, round-eyed gaze slid to
Jim skittered, and slid away. The roomwas |arge but spare, typica

of a chamber that sprouted furnishings as needed. Large hol ographic
screens filled the walls with views, everything from Terra as seen from
the Al bagens Pr/de's orbit to rolling brown-green | andscapes of a world
Jimhad never seen. He Wondered if it was Korkal's honme world.

Har py | agged behind, but Char strutted right up to the small
conversational grouping where they were seated, her stance taut wth
cocki ness.

"Hey, the big brains," she said. She offered a single brittle grin,
then fl Qpped on another chair that had risen obligingly fromthe
deck-as she approached. Harpy, |ooking as if his skeleton had nelted
slightly, slunped with a |ong, whistling sigh onto another. His
appearance was so sad, so beaten down, that after a noment what little
conversation there Was just petered out and left themall staring
silently at each other.

It was a strange group, Jimthought. Korkal's people had been enemnies
of Harpy's people for millennia, yet the two of themse, quite
confortable with each other. Lord only knew what Char t about them

t hough she seened to like Harpy just fine. And themseened to share a
wariness about Jim as if he were a new and different breed, cone into
their mdst for reasons and purposes undefined. He realized he felt
nore alien, at hinself, than either Korkal or Harpy. He felt alien
within his

H s nmot her had done that to him Hs real nother. He realized he had
no idea if he would ever be able to forgive her Wat kind of woman nust
she have been to so coldly own son, right down to the level of his

nmol ecul es? She'd said him But if that was true, how could she have
done what she,



She had branded himwith her own future. He'd never his owmn. He'd

t hought he had, but he'd been wong. And renmained for himto ask, or
beg, or even hate. They were all Carl, Jonathan, Delta, Kate--al

t hose who' d been there at the beginning. Wat had been done to him
the very shaping of his first been dictated and deci ded by the

rel ati onshi ps among And he'd killed three of them

For one shaki ng noment he wondered if it would ever be awful G eek
tragedy of a past. |If there was to be absolution for rel ease fromthe
sinmple guilt of being alive. |If

"You're doing it again," Char said.

He gl anced up, startled. "Doing what?"

"CGoing away. Were do you go, Jin®"

He fluttered his fingers at her. "You don't want to know. i
matter."

Sonet hing flicked across her features, visible for only before it
vani shed. Sonet hi ng pai nful, he thought, and she found if she went
into the same kind of place inside sought inside hinself. Wat was
that place called? Regret?

The pl ace of mi ght-have-been and never-was. He thought had to put a

nane to it, he would call it |onging.

"Anyway, " he continued, "we've got nore inportant things about than ne
being a dumry." He glanced at Korkal. "Don't friend?"

Kor kal nodded slowy. "Yes, |I'mafraid we do."

Har py seemed dead to the world, uninterested in anything to say, but
Char was | ooki ng back and forth between them grow ng on her
features.



give," she said. "Wy don't you 'old friends' fill in your new bud
about these inportant things, okay?"

Kor kal regarded her a nonent, as if making up his mind about

Then he nodded. "His race and nmine," he said calmy as he his head
toward Harpy, "though we have been enenmies for of your years, have
finally come to an agreenent about

Yeah? Like what?"
|' he necessity of destroying humanity as utterly and conpletely as

Call. "On, boy," Char said. Suddenly her voice sounded snall. She at
Korkal 's fur-ringed face but, having no way to interpret what saw as
truth or not, she | ooked down at her knees and bit at her I|ip.

Ji m knew exactly how she felt.

On Hunzza, in the swarmng heart of the Inperial Nest, a colonel turned
his head slightly as his huge eyes wi dened. He had nonitored this
particul ar channel for nearly three years, and not once had he ever
recei ved a nmessage beyond the periodic electronic throat clearings
designed to test whether the Iink was still functioning perfectly.

Next to himthe chief duty officer, a general despite commandi ng only
this small group, stared back at him

"Isit... ?" the general began

The col onel blinked his eyes nervously, rapidly, the Hunzzan equi val ent
of uneasy laughter. "Uh... yes. |It's real."

The general flashed several rows of white fangs, turned, and initiated
a series of alarms. On a hol oscreen before himappeared the visage of
a much hi gher-ranki ng general

"Yes?"

"We have a request to establish the hot link," the first general said.
The second general went silent, then tightened his jaw and nodded. Hi s
I mperial Majesty will be notified of the request."” He paused. A flash
of darting pink showed at the edge of his suddenly exposed tooth line.
"Who is calling?."



And t hough cation was unnecessary, his nevves got the better of added,
"Of the Al bagensian Enpire."

Hal f Mbon was as close to rage as she ever allowed get. Her skin was
flushed dark, her eyes showed a hint web, and her harsh, raspy voice
was dangerously | ow and

"I don't care," she instructed a male underling, a man Horchow, whose
face |l ooked as if he'd been kicked in the balls ' trying to ignore the
pain. "You fred him He can't just them Endicott, the girl, the
Hunzza. And Korkal Emut D, him too. Find themall."

"Yes, Madane Chairnman." Horchow knew better than to thing el se when
she was in this kind of mbod. He enjoyed his confortable position. He
hoped to maintain it, if he could current fiasco.

She stared at him "Use whatever it takes. You have any you need. But
fred them" "Yes, Chairman." "Get out."

She watched as he turned and | eft her office. For a was alone. Not
really al one--she had never been really alone, 1 one nonment, since she
took this office. Sonmething or always with her, watching, |istening,
sensing. But her human system had evol ved over thousands of years to
react to ence, not the ghostly tendrils of the electronic fog that
encased her in a cocoon of security. So she felt alone, even wasn't.

There was a thin streak of dust on the far right corner of her It
showed plainly in the afternoon sunlight slanting in from dow behi nd
her. An incredibly expensive antique mantel clock above the fireplace
on the far wall. She listened to the sound, her own pul se m ght
respond by slowing to that softer, nore cadence.

What did it nean? She had gone along with Korkal. She



Now everything had vani shed. Korkal, the boy, the Hunzza, the little
girl whose name wasn't really Char. Delta had warned her the aliens
were nonsters, but she hadn't believed him Now Delta gone, too

She sat silently in her chair, staring at the dust, and knew t hat even
hundred people were in this roomw th her, she would still be al one.
For the first tine since the explosion of his satellite had freed her
to the power she'd held only in name, she mssed Delta. He'd a
nmonster. But now, nore and nore, she was coming to another ion He'd
al so been right.

It took nonsters to deal with nonsters. She was afraid she might too
human to serve

arpy slowy lifted his head and stared at Korkal. "What? Al bagens
Hunzza together? What are you tal king about?" "Shut up, Harpy," Char
sai d.

But sone fevered strength had cone back into his voice. "No! Wat you
mean, Korkal ?"

Korkal 's gaze slid toward Jim Jimnodded. He felt a grow ng sour
ness in the back of his throat. Harpy was terrified. He hated putting
the screws to the Hunzza this way, but he had to know Harpy had
secrets, but secrets were a luxury Jimcould no |Ionger afford to
allow-to hinmself, or to those around him

"Fell him" Jim said.
A cone of red light appeared in the center of the room and began to

flash. A bell chined. A soft voice murnured, 'he vessel is under
attack. Alert. The vessel is under attack."



CHAPTER TEN

Hel dun Und Rorg was a | ow | evel navigation specialist, only recently
promoted to a station on Command Deck. It was a minor station, hidden
in a flock of a hundred simlar interfaces, nearly a quarter nmle from
the crag of the captain's chair.

Ri ppling sheets of color were still flaring across the vast transparent
donme covering Command Deck. The hooting of alarms had been turned off,
but the warning colors remained as a rem nder that the Al bagens Pride
was still under attack.

Rorg glanced up at the star fields that arched over the deck. The view
was spectacular. The great glowing flag of the galaxy's lens, called
by the locals the MIky Way, covered a good part of the visible sky.

But coming in over that vast arch of stars were tiny flashing lights,
barely visible.

The attackers were forner allies, the escort left behind to hel p secure
Sol System from Hunzzan attack until a | arger blocking force could
arrive fromA ba. But their orders had changed, and now they fl ung

t hensel ves at the arnored might of the Pr/de. Rorg knew they were
dooned, except for one thing: Her orders had changed al so.

She | owered her gaze fromthe dome to the party now naking its way in
the distance. It was a small group, but she recognized the famliar
figure of the captain, Korkal Emut Denai, in the lead. Directly behind
hi mwere two humans and a Hunzza. A small group of guards nmade a
screen around them as they wal ked. Rorg showed a flicker of fang as
she stared at the Hunzza.

The group was about a third of the way in fromthe entrance to



Conmmand Deck, moving slowy in the general direction of tain's chair.
The captain was talking with the nmal e human, one--she thought his nane
was Jim-was making a reply. He his hands as he spoke. She sensed his
urgency, even if she understand his gestures.

She reached up and unpl ugged the cable from her socke! glanced around

to see if anybody had noticed her disconnection the navigation

net wor ks, but her supervisor was busy with station. She reached into a
pocket of her junper and felt the nolded lunp there. It nestled in her
hand as if it had been nmade so, which it had.

She did not know Park Ling Mundel at all. She had no idea i mediate
source of her orders. But they had cone with all the activation codes,
and so she had no choi ce about obeying Shortly after she'd received

t hem somet hi ng had happened. She still not sure exactly what. But
somet hi ng had changed heart of the ship's controls. For a period of
time it had al nost that something el se had taken charge of the Al bagens
Pride. She bit fuzzy about exactly what. Her own nenories seened to
several bl ank spots.

But within a few m nutes the situation had changed again. appeared
that the captain, Korkal Emut Denai, was once again in control

So her mission was still active. At |east she thought it was her sion
t hough there was now an odd feeling of strangeness about instructions.
Her throat went dry and tight as she thought about Wen she'd been
recruited, she had been given ironbound the ultimte authority from
where her orders cane. Rorg was as as the next Alban. |If the Pacl dord
told her to do sonething, she do it. And she was sure her current
instructions ultimately came him \here el se could they have cone
fron?

Slowy she stood up fromher formchair She glanced at her and
wondered if she would ever see it again. Her belly gave a She swayed a
nmonent, then got a grip on herself. She began to toward the party. She
took an angle that would intersect their just before they reached the
captain's chair.

The Terran boy. Jim She wasn't a nurderer, and so she felt tw nge of
regret at what she nmust do. Not a nurderer, no. But would do her
duty.



had remai ned nostly silent as Jimargued with Korkal. "I

don't want to destroy Al ban ships,"
foll ow ng orders."

Jimwas saying. 'hey're only

"they're trying to destroy us," Korkal replied

"Your own people, Korkal."

"It wouldn't be the first tine ny owmn have tried to nurder nme, Jim O
I them You can make the Pride fight better than anybody alive, vc hen
you link with..." He let that thought trail off unspoken. The |ess
sai d about the Terran mnd arrays, the better

"Maybe | can just disable them That would be enough, wouldn't it?"

Char had been listening. Now she grabbed Jims el bow and squeezed
hard. "Hey!"

He turned, blinking in surprise. "Char, not now "

"Now i s exactly when. Are we under attack? 1|s sonebody trying to kil
us? To kill me?"

He stared at her, surprised at how her features were knotted, congested
with cold rage.

“"Well, uh..."

"Listen to me, you sonofabitch! |[If sonmebody's trying to kill us, then
you kill them  Ckay?. None of that lame nmercy bullshit. Just kil
them Do it now"

In the darkness at the bottomof Jimis mnd four words forned out of
not hi ng:

Yes. Listen to her.

He could feel Qutsider's pressure as a thin, invisible menbrane pushing
up fromhis unconscious. Shut up, he thought. Leave me al one, you

bl oodt hi rsty bastard.

The darkness seened to breathe inside his skull. Then it subsided,

| eavi ng behi nd the enotional equivalent of a bathtub ring, a feeling of
scum stuck to the sides of his psyche. Sonetimes Qutsider rmade him
feel dirty.

"Damm it, listen to nme!"

"Char, don't panic..."

She was shouting now, her cheekbones tinged with a dull red flush. Her
eyes gl eamed with anger.

"God damm you, |'mnot panickedl What the hell is the matter with



you? Sonebody is trying to kill us. Kill themfirst][ Wat part of
doesn't make sense to you?"

Her anger, and the fear that lay beneath it, was like a fire on her
face. She seened to radiate heat--along with a scorn scruples so
strong he felt conpelled to defend hinself.

"Look, Char, it's easy for you to say just kill them But one who has
todoit."

He reached out to take her hand, not noticing a minor stir at periphery
of their party. They had cone to a halt as the grew nore heated. Now,
out of the corner of his eye, he saw a Al ban tech trying to penetrate
the screen of their guards.

It was an unwant ed i ntrusion. For a nbment he felt

Trying to deal with the attack, with Char's barely concealed with
Qutsider's equal ly murderous desires' Korkal, what does she want ?"

Korkal turned toward the technician, who had pushed her between two
guards and was approaching him her right hand "Yes, what is it?"
Kor kal bar ked.

Her hand kept comi ng up, up, now sw ngi ng around,

her hand The familiar pattern clicked. Jimsaw it before anybody el se,
but didn't see it in time. H s human refl exes, even honed by youth
battl e sense, weren't quick enough

A sharp, ratcheting sound cut through the hush. Sonething slamred into
his chest. He saw a flare of |ight.

Char screaned. Suddenly the Al ban tech was weathed in a halo

Char's beaner, Jimthought crazily. Then the light died. He tried
rai se one hand, but he was cold. Cold and falling. Falling into
ness.

Not hi ng

Char stepped back, staring in horror at the smoking ruin lying tw sted
on the deck. Cooked tendons creaked. Charred fingers contracted then
suddenly rel axed. The needl er that had been hidden in

Rorg's hand fell to the deck with a small click

"Ch ny God," Char whispered. Face pale, she lunged aside, crouched
over, and vomted. "Jim" Korkal dropped to his knees beside Jims
fallen body, scooped up his head in the crook of his arm cradled him
Bl ood dri pped between his splayed fingers. "Medicsl CGet the

machi nesl "

He gl anced up at Char's bl eached features. "I think he's dead," he
sai d.

Machi nes hovered in the air above the party. Oher machi nes sprouted
fromthe floor, waving filanments |ike sl ow nmoving deep sea fronds. Jim
| ay unconscious on a floating gurney a few feet above the deck. Sone
of the filaments extended into his body. H s face was white, his eyes



closed. He was naked. Hi s skin |ooked waxy. The slashes fromthe
needl er stood out |ike gouges in a candle.

Wth all the flurry, nobody had done anything about Rorg's scorched
body. Char, trying to nmove closer to Jim half stunbled over one
outstretched Iinb.

"Jesus. "

Kor kal gl anced over. "Sonebody clear that away," he said. "l'ake it
to the forensic pathology section. See if we can get a brain revival
to last long enough to find out what she thought she was doing."

A cabl e now extended from Korkal's skull, snaking off toward the
captain's chair. He raised his head. "We're still under attack."

Char stared around, her eyes wild. "Can't you do sonething?."

"I"'mdoing it." He began to nove toward the high chair. "Look
there's nothing for you to do. Wy don't you go to your cabin and
wait? 1'lltry to keep you inforned."

She shook her head. "No. [1'Il go with Jim" She wasn't sure what was
happeni ng. Maybe they were all about to die. But she remenbered the
ghostly menories fromthe tine she'd been a part of the G eat Linkage.
Not hi ng specific. She didn't even know if Jimhad had anything to do
with that. But the feeling was growi ng that Ji mwas at the center of
things. She wanted to be there, too.



"All right. We'Ill nove himinto the tanks now. W' ve got vita
assisted respiration. Sonme brain activity. He's not dead yet."

The gurney abruptly floated up a few nore feet, then began quickly
toward the exit, escorted by a full conpany of hard-faced gu Char
licked her lips. "He's alive?"

"Not on his own," Korkal said. "But we're still trying."

Overhead the alarmcolors had increased in intensity. Al ac Comrand
Deck, gleaming silver inter force shields were w nking

The Al bagens Pride was girding herself, getting ready to go to war.::"':
Harpy tugged at her elbow. "Char, we'd better go."

"I"'mcomng." Jimwas vanishing through the main entrance.
turned, then turned back. "Korkal ?"

"What ?"

"If you lose, if we're going to die, | want to know. Before,
stand? | don't want to be surprised.”

He stared at her. "O course."

She nodded, then headed for the entrance. Harpy trailed her, sl unping,
his skin a dusty gray-green

That's one worried Hunzza, Korkal thought. The thought went as he
mounted the platformto the captain's chair. A nonent full-body inter
force shield sprang up around hi mand he vani shed. i

org's shriveled corpse ended up on a steel table in a roomblazed with
light. She'd |lost nobst of her pelt in the flare of C beamer, and

pat ches of skin as well. Her skull, however, was in dece shape. The
pat hol ogi st, wearing a hel net whose front bristled specialized view ng
instruments, |eaned over the table, exam ning damage.

"We've got enough," the pathologist said. "I'ine?"
H s assistant spoke softly. 'hree hundred ten seconds death. And
counting. "

Transparent tubes with glittering points whi pped down from above, .
piercing Rorg's corpse in twenty places. The silvery bread-box shape a
portabl e |laser surgery unit detached itself fromthe wall and fl oated
over to hover above Rorg's chest. Bright green light |anced down.

Skin



and then bone were peel ed back to expose an expanse of |ung tissue.
More tubes dived into the cavity. The lungs began to expand and
contract, followed shortly by a pink shudder as Rorg's heart,
stimul ated by drugs and electricity, started beating again.

"Ckay, that's good," the pathol ogi st murmured. "Recorders on..." The
assistant went to work on Rorg's skull, peeling off the half-fried skin
to expose naked white bone. Wen he was done, he nmunbled into his own
throat m ke. Yet another apparatus trundl ed over, nosing against the
table like a curious animal. After a nonent the flat box on its top
clicked sharply and extruded a thin black web that sonewhat resenbled a
hair net. The assistant eased this around Rorg's skull and adjusted it
until it made a snooth connection with the entire surface.

He gl anced at the flickering data flows running across a screen atop
this contraption. "Ready," he said.

"Do it," the pathol ogist replied.

Rorg's right leg twitched, then slowy bent at the knee. Her entire
body shuddered, then quieted. Her jaw opened w de, and her pink tongue
drooped out, then suddenly retracted. She uttered a long, liquid belch
as her lungs pushed air through flabby throat nmuscles. Her left eye
was a blistered pit, but her right eye, untouched, popped w de.

Her eyeball began to traverse wildly back and forth. "Urghhhkkk..."
she grow ed softly. "Percentages?" the pathol ogi st said.

"Looks |ike maybe fifty percent short-term menory activation, but nopst

of the mdtermstuff is still viable. Call it ninety percent beyond
five mnutes. It won't hold long, though.”™ "Rorg, can you hear ne?"
"Awn kk. .. aghh.." hear you..."

"lat's good. Okay, we got to you in tine. You'll be going into the

tank shortly, but we think you'll be okay. You've been badly burned."
It was a lie, of course. But it was hard to interview a person who
knew she was irrevocably dead.

"Badly... burned. Wat happened?"

Rorg's voice was thick with phl egmas the machines struggled to keep
t he vocal passageways | ubricated

"Don't you remenber? Tell me what you renenber, Rorg. Wy did you
attack the captain?"

Synapses fired in small bursts. Rorg shuddered again. Her ears
twitched. "Not captain. Captain traitor, but not him" "You didn't
try to shoot the captain?" "l'ried to... the Terrie. The boy."



The Pat hol ogi st | eaned closer. "Wy, Rorg? Wy did you the Terran
boy?."

"Orders .. ."

"Orders fromwho? From Park Ling Mindel ? Were you Mindel ?"
"Don't... know who. Orders.”

"Orders from where?"

"Fromthe outside..” from.."

Rorg's spinal nuscles contracted, bending her suddenly drawn bow. Fl esh
cooked into a brittle carapace fat split in long, oozing tears. The

pat hol ogi st wi nced. The have been enornous.

"Qutside? Fromthe Packlord?" the pathol ogi st whis ing the question
Kor kal was whi spering into his own comm

"Packlord... outside..." Rorg groaned. "Aagghh... the help net

" Ror g?"

"Unngghh. . ."

"We're losing her," the assistant said. "Short-termis percent, md
down below fifty now, and falling fast." ‘'lI'ry stimulants.” "Wn't do

any good. "
"Don't argue with ne. Just do it."

A flood of high-powered neural activators roared into stream Rorg's
good eye bul ged. Her fangs began to click rapidly. Pink frothy droo
bubbl ed fromthe side of her nouth. "Aaieeeeee!"

"I"old you so," the assistant said.
The pat hol ogi st was determ ned. But Rorg kept on they turned off the
stimulants. O course, she'd been good hundred seconds before that.

Char foll owed the procession surrounding Jims floating a chanber
simlar to the one Rorg had been taken to, but nmuch Instead of two
technicians there were at | east a dozen. As soon as



arrived and settled onto a waiting pedestal, the snmall arny got

bl i nked, feeling her eyes water in the blazing glare of light the
ceiling. At her side, Harpy closed his eyes. \Wen he opened again,
they were covered with a filny blue nenbrane that filthe harnful parts
of the spectrum and protected his vision. 1|s he going to be al

right?" Harpy asked.

"She turned to ook at him The roomwas a hive of frantic activity.
paid any attention to them She didn't even know whomto ask.

"l don't know. | think wi thout the nachines he'd be dead now.

he already is. Technically."

"Dead?" Harpy nade a soft noaning sound. "Ch, no. He can't be dead."
Char glanced at what little she could see of Jimthrough the screen
technici ans. The waxy pallor of his flesh was even nore prod. He
didn't seemto be breathing, either. Mre and nore tubes snaking into
his body. The techs were speaking to each other in own guttura

| anguage. She couldn't nake anything of it.

"He | ooks dead," she said finally. She was surprised at the sense of
that adm ssion brought. It nade no sense. She hardly knew him

shoul d his death nake her feel as if sonmething | arge and i nporhad
suddenly been shifted out from underneath her?

Gi pped by that inexplicable sense of |oss, she reached out and one of
the techs on the shoulder. "Wat's going on?" she said. the tech
only shook his head and hurried on past. "Dam."

She felt Harpy push against her, as if he were seeking her warnth

Poor lizard. She knew how sensitive he was. He nust be in even worse
than she was. She put her arm across his shoul der and drew him

cl oser.

"Come on. Let's get out of here. There's nothing we can do."

But when she tried to tug himback, he resisted. "No. | want to
watch. He can't die. He can't.”

Agai n the strange undertone of urgency and fear. But why was Harpy so
concerned? That nmade no sense, either. He had even | ess connection to
Jimthan she did.

"Harpy, what's wong? | mean, | know what's wong. But why do You
care so much? What's Jimto you? You don't even like him™"

H s blue-shuttered eyes blinked rapidly. He was |aughing, but she knew
hi mwel | enough to understand that it wasn't real |aughter. Nerves,
maybe.

"He... he's inportant, Char. | can't explain. But he is."



"What ? How do you nean? Inportant to you? But he's kid, Harpy. How
can he nean anything to you?"

He | ooked away. "I can't explain."
Curiosity surged in her. She welconed it as a distraction dread

gnawi ng at her. At least it was a puzzle she could try to hend. Not
like the other. Every time she looked at Jim she felt |ess.

"Come on. Let's get out of here. | think we need to talk."
"No! We can talk here. Look. Over by that wall. They won't we
stay."

He was right. There was a space behind them about ten where a clunp
of machines created a natural eddy in the traffic

"Ckay." She wal ked over and sl ouched against the wall, him After one
I ong glance toward Jim Harpy cane over her. She bent closer and
| owered her voice. "Wiat's this all What's the big mystery?"

H s eyes were wide, glow ng |ike sapphires behind their branes. "I
can't tell you, Char. Not won't, but can't. Because know, either. But
he's the nost inportant human in your He's the reason |'mhere."

"what ? You cane here for Jin®"

He nodded.

"But... | don't understand. Then who the hell are you?" He took a
deep breath, glanced around. "I'mmy father's "So who is your

f at her ?"

Hs reply was so soft she couldn't hear it. She |eaned cl oser ear
al nrost touched the tip of his blunt snout. She could feel fated breath
stutter warmy across the back of her neck

"I couldn't hear you."

"My father is the voice of God," Harpy said.

i ks Korkal sank into the webs that controlled the Pride, he had |ost.
He felt a profound sense of desolation. He had ganmbled Jim wth

Serena Hal f Mbon, with the Packlord, and with the of two, maybe three
races. And he had ganbled with hinself.



Al of his wagers were fading away as swiftly as JimEndicott's
si gns.

Wth the aid of the Pr/de's control system he could partition his

He kept a snmall part of his awareness on the frantic efforts keep Jim
alive. But for now, he reserved the larger part of his at tenon the
battl e shapi ng up around his ship.

He was no Jim Endicott, but maybe Jimwasn't necessary for like this.
He summoned a quick review of the tactical possibilities inherent in
t he hundred or so ships now rushing to en globe him The nere fact

t hat engl obenent was their strategy told him8onething. It limted
some of their options while expanding others.

Weapons Cluster was on full battle alert now, the vast systens ed there
l ocking on target after target. At the same time the Pr/de's own
massi ve defensive shields flickered into being: force fields,
relativistic rail guns, mne fields, plasma beans, antimatter

torpedoes. The Pr/de was by no nmeans hel pl ess.

After a time he cane to that one pre battle nmonent when everything hung
in the bal ance. Wen he nust make sone deci sion about what his own
strategy would be. He saw two main options. The first was sinple:
Make an attenpt to destroy every trace of the Al ban fleet that renai ned
in Sol System The second seened sinple but was nore conplicated:

Fi ght through the engl obenent, |eave the attackers behind, and escape
Terran space entirely.

The conplications canme from knowi ng that his decision wuld affect much
nore than the outconme of this single battle. He had ganbl ed much,

based on his own estimation of Jims character and ability, even though
he knew he didn't fully understand what Jims ability was. But now Ji m
wa sHe paused and examined Jims situation nore closely. The results
wer e di scouraging. Wthout the machi nes sustaining him Jimwould have
been dead m nutes ago. And even now, with all the force of Al ban

nmedi cal technol ogy brought to bear on him he was dying. They hadn't

nmoved himinto a tank. It would do no good. The tanks were nechani sns
for regrowth and healing once the original crisis had been surVived.
But Jimwas still in crisis, and his condition was grow ng worse by the

monent. Korkal had an excellent idea of the limts of his ship's
technol ogy. Dispassionately he reviewed what he knew, and cane to a
conclusion. Jimhad | ess than one chance in a hundred of living at
all, and his chances of functioning at anything but vegetable |evel
were even slimer.

So there it was. The linchpin of his hopes was gone. It was back to



him The universe had chuckled at his presunption, and would pay for
it.

He didn't mind the paynent for hinmself. Wen he'd nade his sion to
betray the Packlord, he'd done so with the full he would probably not
survive that treachery. But his treast been conceived in service to a
hi gher loyalty: the survival of his race, and of humans, and even of
Hunzza. Now he thought all mght be in even greater danger. Jim had
been his antidote to danger, and now, with Ji mgone, he had not hing.

Not hing... The word rattled around the enptiness of his sapping his
strength, draining his will. And for the first tinme he stood, in sone
smal | way, the sort of responsibilities Jimhad with. Understood them
because he now bore them hinmself. wasn't Jim

He could always surrender. It would mean his death, but it buy tine.
And if he were dead, the responsibility would fall on body else. Lift
this load, he thought. ©Oh, Gods, lift this load from"Stop your
whi ni ng, Denai."

The voice cane fromwithin him but it wasn't his own. And rippling
across all the various segnented visions of his own attention, cane a
sudden tear in the data flows. For a nmonment he a burning darkness, an
enpti ness superinposed on an infinite tern of light. But only for a
nmonent, before the darkness was his barriers, grow ng, overwhel m ng
hi m

"Qutsider... ?"
"I"he boy just died,” Qutsider told him "Now, listen to ne,

and I'Il tell you what to do."



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Korkal stared into his inner screens and tried not to scream It was
strange. A nightmare. He could see his own mind at work, but it was
as if he stood aside and wat ched someone el se working the |l evers of his
consci ousness.

The partitioning effect of the interface continued. But the process
was both faster and wi der than he'd ever experienced. Instead of two
or three foci of attention, there were hundreds. And these flickering
nmonent s cane and went so quickly he caught only glinpses of them

There was Jim his face bl eached and sl ack. There was a massive Al ban
battle cruiser, itself englobed in its own tactical group. Two of its
outriders broke formation and turned their weapons on their |eader. A
nmonent |ater the cruiser expl oded.

A pair of destroyers surged out of the line and raced inward toward the
Pr/de. They charged heedl essly into range of the Pride's plasnma beans
and were obliterated.

Then the entire nosaic of views abruptly shifted. Korkal's stonach
| urched The Pr/de had junped!

That part of his brain still left to himanalyzed it after a second or
two. CQutsider had hurled the vast bulk of the ship into a mcro-hyper
junp, deep within Sol's gravity well. It was a hideously dangerous

nmove. Had he not just experienced it, Korkal would have said it was

i npossi ble. Even the Pr/de's giant navigation conmputers didn't have
the capacity or the speed to cal cul ate sonething so perilously precise.
Evidently CQutsider could do it, though



The arrays... Korkal caught a shinmrering glinpse of a destroyer and a
ders trying to escape. Their fields glimered as they into hyper drive
Al'l three vanished in sudden, silent clouds heated netal

As he watched, he saw a dozen simlar incidents. Each and went across
his inner viewscreens with dreamike intensity, changi ng nontage of
death. And he had nothing to do with it. frozen in the captain's
chair, his horrified features hidden behind rier of his inter force
shield, his jawtwisted in a silent, paral yzed

The worst thing of all was that he could feel Qutsider's roaring

t hrough his synapses. It was a black, ravening force himas a key and
conduit to the Pr/de's systenms but otherw se denied himhis

consci ousness, his conscience, his dignity as a thinking person

Qut sider cared no nore for himthan he did ships he was using himto
destroy.

Qutsider. And Jimhad had to cope with that, too? By

Cold Hells, no wonder the boy had wanted nothing nmore than This was
awful. It was |ike having your brain peel ed--layer stripped away wth
machi nel i ke precision, until all ished beneath the force of the
mani pul ati ons, and you a switch, an artifact.

Qut si der used himas carelessly as a glove, slipped on instant of use,
then di scarded. Korkal groaned as the full that use penetrated and
marked him He tried to i magine the his possession, but he failed.
Qut si der was beyond the of living flesh. And Jimwas stronger than
Qut si der ?

That thought alone was terrifying. And as he thought it, a bleak
bubbl e of hunmor rose in his awareness and burst there, |aughter

"Now you understand[" CQutsider said. "As nuch as a understand..."
"He's dead!" Korkal raged in reply. "If he's anything Iike you,
he is!"

"But he isn't, you idiot. And that makes all the difference."
Suddenl y Korkal was back in his body, cut off fromthe tems. He sagged

inrelief. He'd been too close to sonething he not withstand. It had
battered down his innernmost walls. He' raped, in the worst sense of
the word. This was no fleshly Flesh could heal. No, it was his soul

t hat had been ravished...



The stasis that had gripped himabruptly drained away. He felt the
beneath himshift, sag, then enfold himagain. He began to He raised
one hand, stared at it, let it fall again. He was too weak. It took
nearly thirty seconds before he realized it was all over. There
nothing inside him H's mnd was his own again.

lie dropped the inter force shield and ripped the cable fromhis As the
shi el d vani shed, he heard the sound of cheering. He ,.d. Al across
Conmmand Deck the techs were rising fromtheir clenched fists punping,
flush with victory.

He couldn't bear to jack in again. Not yet. He couldn't voluntarily
open elf to the denon that had just possessed him He brought up a
rank of hard-wi red hol oscreens and surveyed the Pr/de's battle

st at us.

There was none. There was no battle. Not one Al ban vessel except his
own rermained in all of Sol System Not one. Only nonents before there
had been a hundred, with at |east twenty thousand sailors, troopers,

t echni ci ans.

Now gone. Every single one. He saw the faint streaks of expandi ng
cl ouds of gamma rays, all that remained of a destruction so rapid and
total he could barely inagine how it had happened.

And Ji mwas nore powerful, he thought to hinself. Mre powerful than
this... Mnstersl!

Now he understood for the first time the extent of the Packlord's fear
Maybe it was a good thing that Jimwas dead after all.

Char felt rather than saw the traffic patterns in the trauma room
change. And though the Al bans were aliens, she al so sensed the sudden
relaxation in the focus of their concern. She raised her head,
ignoring for the noment Harpy's startling (though at the nonent
nmeani ngl ess) revel ation, and | ooked at the group clustered around

Jim

Not hi ng appeared to have changed. Jimstill lay notionless, his skin
slack and pale, the marks of his wounds outlined in faint patches of
blue and yellow. A faint chem cal odor wafted from him

As she wat ched, the various tubes and filanments began to withdraw, |ike
fishing lines snapping back into their reels. The teamthat



had been working on himwere stepping back, pulling off ping masks.
The room t hrobbed with [ oss and defeat.

"No," she whi spered.

An eerie sensation raised ripples of goose bunps on her, For an instant
she felt as if she sensed Jinms life |leaving | eaving the room released

at last, drifting away to... Her rational nmind told her the feeling was
only the observation of the attitudes of the nedical technicians,

rel axati on she thought she observed in the nmuscles of Jims still she
shivered.. "Wat?" Harpy said. "Wat just happened?"

She turned back to him grateful to have sonething deal with. Someone
to soothe, so she could avoid the "

of her own consol ation

"I don't know. Wit a second."”

A tech, his furry face blank with the sudden | oss of past her, headi ng
slowy for the door. He tossed his gloves into an atom zer disposal
whi ch snagged themfromthe air and ate soft, electrical snap
"Excuse me," she said, touching his shoul der

"Yes?"

She felt her usual confusion at the odd quality of the fromthe
transl at or speaker dangling on a chain around the There was the
undertone of the tech's actual voice, speaking a sonewhat | ouder
overlay of the same voice fromthe ing in Terrie.

"What happened? Wy is everybody | eaving?."

She was not a good judge of Al ban facial expressions. But the tech
| ooked depressed. "Wy do you think? He's gone. friend, yes?"

"Vell..."

"I"'msorry. We did everything we could. But it wasn't gone."

The tech paused, then patted her awkwardly on one sorry," he said

agai n, then dropped his gaze and continued on door
"He's gone?" Harpy hissed. "What does that nean? Dead? is dead?"
She sighed. "It |ooks that way."

"No!" Hi's voice had a soft, mpaning quality, a lanent of |loss. And
that still didn't make any sense to her



matter. She would cone back to it later. Now the roomwas em pout A
coupl e of techs remained by the corpse, shutting down reeling probes
back into their housings. Sonebody else her lightly as they passed,
and she felt the synpathy ssed even across the barriers between
species. Death was death. sonething to all living things.

Har py. "

She felt a curious mxture of reluctance and attraction as she began
toward the pedestal where Jims body rested. Jims body.

A neckl ace of nenories suddenly appeared in her mnd as she each bead a
nmonent, a specific recollection of himas she known him

Leaning toward her, a rueful, self-surprised grin twitching at the of
his lips: "I wuld say yes .... "

The darkness that had twi sted his expression as he'd pushed her that
first time in the Shawn Fan

The pale white panic as well as the icy determ nati on when he'd hinsel f
at her, intent on saving her life.

Mor e.

A lot nore, a surprising amount. She had paid attention w thout
realizing it. And now, as she came up to the side of the... she felt
once again that odd sensation of connectedness to O a |ink whose

di mensi ons she could not fathom but al so exi stence she could no | onger
deny. This awareness frightened Who was he? What was he? What had he
been to her? And nost inportant of all: why?

She touched his wist. The flesh was already cooling. The two techs
eyed her but didn't speak as they continued with dreary work. Getting
the corpse ready. Oh, ny God, the corpse.

She remenbered the bl ond woman with the wary, tired eyes who,

only with an ashtray, had gone after a nman with a shatter blaster To
save her boy, her son

Who would tell her? Wo would bring her son's body back to her? She
quai l ed at the thought. She couldn't remenber her own parents. They
had vani shed into sonme forgotten riot of Pleb Psychosis,

| eaving her to the tender nercies of a p/blic creche upbringing. Her
chi | dhood had not been evil. She hadn't wanted for food or any of the
other basic amenities. And if |ove had been both general and inper at
| east society had not utterly abandoned her. Neverthel ess,



she knew that if it were her lying cold and still on that would be no
pl ace for her flesh to go. No one would weep 'she returned. She
didn't even really have a place to go back

But he had, and did, and woul d, and sonebody would himthere. The only
thing she knew for certain was that it be her. She would not face that
bl ond wonan and her accu,

Was it only her inmagination, or was the skin beneath her now noticeably
cool er than a nmonment ago? Certain physical displayed thenselves in her
m nd. She was neither stupid nori The education prograns at the creche
had been thorough nental, if not far-reaching. The chemi cal equations
that various forms of fleshly corruption nocked her with their The
wrist she touched was even now i nvisibly changi ng,

This boy with the dancing bl ue-green eyes who had once her was
rotting.

"Ch, Jinmmy," she whispered. "lIs he dead?" Harpy whi npered. "Yes.
He's dead."

Harpy let out a | ow groan, but Char ignored him
she bent down and ki ssed Ji m Endi cott on the I|ips.
He didn't stir.

rkal glanced up as the girl and the lizard entered the roomof his
private quarters

"Come on in. Just sit anywhere." He waved one hand form chairs and
sofas scattered about. A light-duty data cable from his socket,
connected to a small processor floating el bow Above the processor
shi mrered a hol ocube that Char at as she seated herself across from
hi m

Kor kal saw the gl ance and bl anked the cube. He exam ned as the

yout hful Hunzza joined them The lizard | ooked Korkal knew Hunzza a

| ot better than he might have |iked. had been a survival tactic. But
he had mastered that art well to survive even terrors |ike Thargos the
Hunter, and he knew | ooki ng at sonething very rarely seen: a terrified,
exhaust ed



knew that to | ess discerning eyes nost of the signals Harpy was out
woul d be invisible. Which was why he'd sumoned t hem

there were perhaps nenbers of his race who m ght know about humans than
he, and probably sone few who knew nore the Hunzza, but he doubted
anybody coul d surpass his under of both races together. Yet with al
hi s experience and know he saw that he was mi ssing sonething very
large, very inportant. what?

had no certain idea, but he needed to know. He had to know,

he had to know soon. Because in a very short tine he woul d have i nake
decisions. Things hung in the bal ance: Terra, Al ba, Hunzza,

And these two, whoever and whatever they were.

The situation, as he sawit, was a tangled ness. He could see a here,
a knot there, but he couldn't seemto find the one snippet woul d
unravel the whole thing for him Once again he nourned L's death. He
had al ways known the boy was inmportant. He had |oved himas nuch as he
could. But he'd never understood just nuch he'd | eaned on Jinms
strange, inexplicable powers--his ability to see patterns within
patterns, and to sonmehow those patterns into shapes that created the
results he

By the Gods, he would give anything to have that with him

But he didn't. So he would have to fall back on what had seen through
all those years before he'd come upon the strange, guilt el Terran boy:
his own brain, his own skill, his own |uck

But as he stared at Char and then Harpy, he wondered if any of stil
remained to him with Qutsider living inside the mind of his And inside
his own nind, too? Now there was a thought. Gods,

i f Qutsider was sonehow ns/de his mnd? How would he know?. could he
know?.

A chill raised the hairs on his back and arns. Wat if he couldn't
even trust hinsel f?

"What the hell's the matter with you?" Char asked. "You just gonna
sit- there and stare at ne?"

He pulled the data cable fromhis skull and watched it snap back into

t he processor, then watched the processor vanish into the deck. He was
getting sloppy. Quarding his enotions had been second nature for him
once. Now he displayed his shock for Terrie street urchins.

If that was what she was.

"I don't know what to do about you," he said finally. "You or... the
I'"lunzza." He glanced at Harpal aos, but the Hunzza wouldn't neet his
gaze.



"His nane's Harpy. Call himby his nane."

Kor kal | eaned back, regarding her silently. "Do you you are? Do you
under st and your position?"

She glared at him but he continued to stare, and after a the
expression faded fromher features. "lI'mon a ship. Your 'nat's
right. You and he both. Have you considered the

She offered himanother flare of anger, but he only waited She was a
smart worman. She knew. But he understood enough, or thought he did,
that he wanted to hear her say her hel pl essness and his supremacy out
loud, in front of both the Hunzza, so it was in the open. So it was
real to all of

But she was too tough to capitul ate so easily.

implications? There aren't any inplications for me, wolf man, this has
anything to do with ne. [1'Il even pass on the rest can end the
contract now. Just send me and Harpy backk"

He shook his head slowy. "No, | can't do that."

"What the hell do you nmean, you can't do it? Sure you can. wll."
That berserk glitter kindled in her black eyes again. to shield her
fromher own fear. But it was a sham and he

"We can't get anywhere if you don't think, Char. Blind do any of us
any good. "

"to hell with you! | don't have anything to think about.
dead, damm it! And I'mdone with it! Wth him wth you, with "No."

She came hal fway out of her seat. "What do you nean, no?" "What do
you think? That you can just wal k out of this nmust have known there
were risks involved. Yet you took ny And you took other noney, too,
didn't you? FromJim and hirr "

For sone reason he found it hard to say' Qutsider name The sane flicker
of awe and customthat kept himfromnanes of his own private gods to
the world. But he didn't the word. Char heard it clearly enough

She settled back down and gl anced around, plainly uneasy.

is he, by the way? | haven't seen him.."

"le's around."

She stared at him then shrugged. A bit of her bravado doesn't matter
None of it matters. So | took your money. So | And Jinms, too. So
what ? You tal k about risk Well, you took risks when you paid ne. It's

not nmy fault he's dead. | gave you you wanted when | could. Now
can't, 'cause Jinls dead. So



over. | was snatched off a street in Terraport, and nobody asked
about it. Well, un snatch me. Send nme back. None of this crap is

ny

,S. And | do have biz of my own that's probably going to hell now "

| ooked at Harpy. "Right, Harp? This crap doesn't have anything do
with us."”

"But it does," Korkal said suddenly, as a very strange thought fl oated
into his conscious mnd, floated up from." where, exactly?. How did
know what Harpy had said? He'd never seen any tapes... "It doesn't!"
Har py wai |l ed suddenly.

"Real ly? Tell ne sonething, Harpy. Which god, precisely, does your
speak for?"

Harpy let out a shriek, junmped fromhis seat, and tried to run from
room But |ong before he reached the door it slid shut though knew he
had not activated any control mand Harpy bounced off thick nmetal with a
soft, solid thud.

He | anded in a quivering heap on the floor. Korkal had never seen a of
t hat sharp, vicious, practical race so hel pl essly unravel ed.

frightened him Because he knew he was | ooking at a very un display of
terror. And he suspected that anything that so a Hunzza should give him

a few shivers as well. But what it? What was Harpal aos so frightened
of 2.
"Ask him you fool!" The voice roared inside his mnd, a tidal wave

t hen subsi ded.

Korkal 's ears twitched. He stood up, wal ked to the wall opposite the
and opened a panel. Inside was an ol d-fashioned nmetal switch. He
opened it, breaking a crude circuit. Suddenly the room was dead qui et.
"Al'l the lights went out. For a noment the space was dark as pitch
Then few chenically activated |ight tubes, heretofore unnoticed al ong
the tops of the walls, began to glow with a soft green radi ance.

Harpy had curled hinself into a quivering ball. Every few nonents he
grunted as if somebody were kicking him Char crouched over him her
eyes snapping in the shadows, |ike some sort of nother ani mal guarding

her young. Her left hand rested on one of Harpy's shoul ders, gently
kneadi ng his taut nuscles. Her other hand held her beaner. She ai ned
it at Korkal's face.

"Leave him al one, you bastard! | nean it, |eave him al one!l™
Kor kal dropped his hand fromthe switch and stepped away fromthe wall,
his head cocked, his gaze inwardly focused and intent. He -waited, but

not hi ng came.

Cut si der?



There was no answer. He relaxed slightly. He knew he of being sure.
But he had just severed this room-and every possible electronic
connection with the larger ship. was still here, there were only three
pl aces he could be. only three "conputers” in the room conplicated
enough to date him And all those processors were biological inin
bony skulls, driven by living chem cal reactions.

The question was in which brain did he hide, if he did Gne? Tw?
Al?

Kor kal noved closer to the door, ignoring Char and her if neither
exi st ed.

"Harpy?" he said, trying to keep his voice gentle. "You you? You..
understand. What it is we really face.™

Har py shuddered suddenly. Char's voice was absolutely deadly. "If you
don't stop, wolf man, | amyour face off. |If you believe anything,
believe that."

But Korkal only stared at her mldly as the full force of edge slammed
into his mnd.

"You know, too, don't you? You know, too..
Char pulled the trigger

Hth Mun Alter, Packlord of the Al bagensian Enpire, nost trusted
counsel or greatly. Korkal Enmut Denai had above a great nountain of
courtiers during the past fewularly the last year. And it wasn't so
much that he was way of his departure. His treason shook the Packl ord
to because it struck at the foundation of his own confidence. He
survived--yes, even thrived for many years because his others was the
sharpest he knew. He did not give his trust he had given it to Lord
Denai. And Lord Denai had betrayed

Wrse, Lord Denai had not merely betrayed his lord. betrayed his
people, his past, his own identity. In betraying had betrayed hinself,
and it nade no sense. Hith Mun Alter bring himself to believe he had
so conpl etely m sjudged Perhaps that was ego. And perhaps it wasn't.



in the only way he knew how, to deci pher the reasons for error he'd
made in his long, |ong menory.

Emut Denai. Wy did you betray ne?

spent the next hour with all the records. Everything he did or was
recorded in some way or another. Only his thoughts his own, and not
even them sonetinmes. But after | ooking at holovids and listening to
all the transcripts, he finally switched off, |eaned back in his chair,
and cl osed his eyes.

it was there; he couldn't see it. One nonment Korkal had been the next
he'd been talking to himwhile Serena Half Mon stood in the room
[ i stening.

the first treachery anybody knew about was with the Terran

Had there been an earlier one? Hith considered the question finally
decided it didn't matter whether it had been Serena or Jimthe other
one. The one Jimhad called a harnml ess ghost. A fadl reflection of a
man once living who called hinself Delta. Wat if man sonmehow stil
lived? What would that nean?

Nobody had ever found a body, at |east not that he knew It was the

di scovery had been conceal ed. Serena Half Moon woul d no conpunction
doi ng whatever she felt was necessary, not just Terra but to cenent her
own power as well. He understood that.

needed power in order to rule. In order to get things done.

But Delta had once held the power that Serena had gathered into own
hands after his death. That had been the one thing that had hi m of
Delta's death in the first place. That suddenly possessed real power.
That she was no | onger a puppet clan on sonmebody el se's strings.

Ei t her Korkal had betrayed hi mconsciously or Korkal had not him at
all. Not knowi ngly so.

He replayed the nost recent bulletins from Sol System about the" there.
The entire Alban fleet destroyed by the Pr/de. For the Sol was both
entirely unprotected and entirely uncontrolled-by the power of the

Pride herself, the strongest force still there. neant whoever
controlled the Pride effectively controlled Terra. So who controlled
the Pride? Korkal---or sonebody el se?

The battle had been short and sharp. Too short, even given the
enornous capabilities. Lord Denai was a free battle com man By
hi nsel f, he might well have managed to defeat the small fl eet

behi nd--but not destroy it totally, and not as quickly as it had



happened. That work was beyond him beyond any had ever heard of.
Except one.

So was Jim Endicott in command? WAs Endicott hand agai nst Al ba at
last? Was Jim Endicott controlling Denai?

He should have killed the boy when he had the chance. chinmed in the
room He glanced toward his desk and hol ocube had formed. On it was a
fam liar face.

The Packl ord arranged his features into as blank an he coul d manage. He
had given the order for this neeting a before, but such things took a
while to arrange. Heads of sinply call each other up to chat.

Especi ally not when were at war.

Well, that war is over. W can't agree on rmuch, but we will i this.
"Good afternoon, Your Majesty," he said to the Hunzzan Between the two

of them on full war footing, they close to a mllion ships. The
Pacl dord hoped it would be



CHAPTER TWELVE

saw the flare of |ight explode from Char's beaner. Normally these
roons his personal security systemwould protect him his erecting a
shield far faster than human reflexes could bring to bear. But he had
turned themoff... The snmell of charred ceiling tiles filled his
nostrils. It took hima few seconds to realize he wasn't dead. He ran
hi s hands across chest, half expecting cooked flesh to fall fromhis
ribs Iike so much

Not hi ng.  Shaki ng, he raised his head. She crouched over Har py,

up at him the beaner once again focused on his face. "Warning shot,"
she said.

He drew in a shuddering breath. "You may.." consider me warned," he
whi sper ed.

Wth the flash of the blast, Harpy had gone conpletely still. She
sl apped himon the shoul der she'd been massagi ng just a nonent
bef ore.

"Wake up, boy," she said. "He'll |eave you alone now " She gl anced
up. "won't you, wolf man?"

Kor kal nodded.

"Say it," she told him

"Yes. Harpy ... | won't..." He didn't know what he wouldn't dol e
hadn't been sure what he was doing. Except driving in on whatever
Secret the Hunzza was protecting so fervently.

"Go sit down," Char said, and gestured with the beaner.

Kor kal nodded. She waited until he was back in his seat, then



stood up. The eerie green glow fromthe chem cal Iight |ook haggard,
far older than she really was. Her eyes were shadows dripped from her
hi gh cheekbones.

"Come on, Harpy. Get up. You're okay."

Slowy, reluctantly, Harpy began to unfold hinself. First popped up
eyes wide and frightened, |ooking for Korkal, sliding away. Char poked
himin the shoulder, and he her. She smiled at him

"Come on, | won't let himhurt you. O talk nean to He stared
searchingly at her, then finally nodded. back. Harpy cane to his feet
with that lizard quickness were capable of. For a noment Korkal
renenber ed pushed that inage away. This wasn't Thargos. Thargos was

t here had been not hi ng pacifistic about Thargos the Hunter

Char and Harpy seated thensel ves on what formchairs The seats didn't
shape-shift to enfold them They frozen in whatever positions they'd
hel d when Korkal dis power.

Char gl anced at her chair as she sat down. She folded neatly in her
lap, a primgesture that didn't deceive Korkal for a "How conme you
turned off the power?" she asked.

It was a sinple question, maybe even an i nnocuous it opened the door to
some very dark places. Korkal sighed, his thoughts if they were his
t hought s- - and wal ked on

H s I nperial Hunzzan Majesty Tharson, latest in along line erally
descended from Araxos (who had ignored his brother attacked a Leaper,
and had, as a consequence, suffered the detestation of all his direct
descendants) listened to Hith Mun Packl ord confessed his fears and what
he' d done about them

Tharson had to grit his teeth to keep his horror hidden. It cult.
Hunzza, especially inperial Hunzza, weren't used to their feelings. |If
he coul d have wapped his jaws around neck, he would have. But the
Packl ord was a hol ogram his hidden safe behind thousands of
light-years, and Tharson



hi nsel f of the one thing that woul d have soothed his feelings: the
rush of the Packlord s blood across his tongue.

Instead, he waited until the Packlord had finished, all the while a
sharp eye on the various |lie detection systens built into the

at ion linkage. Alter wasn't lying, or at |east not nuch. Not he
said. A nore interesting question concerned |lies of om srather than
conmi ssion, but since Tharson had no illusions diplomatic conversations
at his own level, he left all that asidemthe nmonent... What | shoul d
do, brother," he said when the Pacldord had finally to the end of his
tale, "is redouble ny efforts toward turning m serable pest hole of a
planet into interstellar gas. What kind of nest-exiled fool do you
think you are? Mre to the point, what of fool do you think | anP"

He had the m ninmal satisfaction of watching the old wolf blink. No it
had been a whil e since anybody had spoken to Alter like that. was a
shane. Somebody shoul d have---before the Packlord on this unbelievably
dangerous enterprise.

"I beg your pardon?' Alter said. The lie detectors said he didn't,
but was to be expected. "You tell ne you've know ngly probed a
possi bl e Leaper culture? Not ignorance, mnd you. Not by accident.
But in full know edge of what were doing? Then you are a fool, ny
friend. Wbrse, you threaten to nmy own people into your deadly idiocy.
Are you insane?"

"I did what seened necessary at the tinme. It was an accident, at at
first. You' d started a war against us. M own people were at Stil

are, in fact. Unless you ve withdrawn the two fleets we know advanci ng
once again toward Al bagens Pri nme?"

Now it was the enperor's turn to click his teeth in startled surprise
The second of those fleets was a cl osely guarded secret, though
evidently not guarded cl osely enough

He ignored Alter's charge. He had larger birds to chew Al around
hi m hol oscreens were popping up, feeding himvisual data his ad via
ors felt mght relate to the situation. O her voices, soft and
conpelling, filled his ears.

"I mss Thargos," he said. "It's a pity. |If he'd been successful
this ight no longer be a concern to either of us. But he wasn't. Do
you know how he died, Packlord? 1 never discovered the truth.” "As

far as we know, he died when the ship he was hijacki ng expl oded."



Tharson nodded. "As | said, a pity." He shifted in his seat,
wondering howto fully conmunicate his feelings to the | eader of

Empire. It was a delicate question.

Both he and Alter had not own pride--which was considerable--to think
of , but also pride of their races and enpires to maintain. Formal
constructed to handl e such things properly. But this was nal nor

di pl omacy. This was akin to a pair of savages a cave, chattering in
terror about the angry roars of the The beast they'd stirred up with
heedl ess--and very crude stick. Wat in the Seven Cold Hells had Alter
been

"You say you've lost a small fleet already. A hundred

And now you propose we end our war, conbine our forces, ceed to attack
this tiny, insignificant system this Sol, this wondered if the rage he
felt was seeping through the link. would be an insult of large
proportions, but at that nonent didn't care. "Do you," he said slowy,
"see any historical this situation, Packlord?"

And how nuch do you know, enemy m ne?

The Packl ord hesitated only a nonment, but it was Tharson to picture him
equal Iy surrounded with machi nes, and technol ogi cal whi sperers.

W two are all-powerful in name and office, Tharson we are puppets
anyway. | rnust be sure to keep that in nind

"Your race's first enpire foundered on the stone of Packlord said at
last. "Yes, | see the parallel. First you sent fleet, and the Gel den
Leaper ate it. Then you sent a great fleet Leaper ate your enpire.”

This wasn't entirely comon know edge--for obvious. Sinple policy
dictated that the survivors wite their own purposes. Mghty Hunzza
had no interest in details, or even the existence, of so shattering a
defeat. It subject races or great rivals |ike Al ba, for that

"You have done your research, Packlord," Tharson said. Hth Mun Alter

only nodded, a sparse acknow edgment. "And do you think that excuses
you? | say it makes your all the worse. Because you knew Because
you had before and sinple, the potential outcone of your insane
nmeddl i ngl you went ahead with it! 1 ask you once again: Have you

m nd?"

Evidently the Packl ord had had enough of being called a madman for one
conversation, because his ears twitched a Iine of white suddenly showed
along his grizzled jaw i ne.



About tinme, Tharson thought.
-Your Majesty, as you also do, | rmade what | thought were the best

ions at the time. Nobody knew or even suspected--that Terra be a
Leaper culture. How could they? One insignificant planet,

into its technol ogical age. Surely no threat to ancient powers
our sel ves. "

"And you didn't think '"it strange that such a primtive civilization
of fer you the nmeans to defeat a culture so vastly nore powerful than
itself? A culture like... Hunzza?"

The Packl ord wi nced. The Terrans have a saying: Don't look a gift in
the nouth." He paused. "A horse

"I know what a horse is!" The enmperor was staring at a picture of one
as he spoke. Strange-looking thing. Looked edible, though. But so
did these humans. He felt his own tenper slipping, and took hold of it
again. He sounded al nbst nmild when he spoke agai n.

"I take your point. You were in danger--from me, obviously--and took
what ever help you could fred. | night have done exactly the sane
thing. But later, Packlord. Later. When you saw what was happeni ng.
The signs are unm stakable! The rapid technol ogi zati on of the hone
system The anmmzi ng advances, com ng faster and faster. How could you
ignore that? Yet you remained there, meddling and manipu as if you
could affect the outcome. And now you cone to ne and ask that | join
you in your folly."

"It may not be folly--"

"And | say it is! Wo better than | would know the folly of sending ny
fleets agai nst a Leaper? Though nmany have forgotten the | essons of

Cel den, | have not!"

"Your Majesty--"
"In fact," Tharson continued, overriding him "if there is anything to
be gained fromthis, perhaps it lies in continuing ny attack on the
dooned race that chooses to neddle with a Leaper. The eneny of ny
eneny is ny friend. It seens to ne that this mght be ny best course
of action. Not this suicidal alliance you propose.™

The Packlord stared at him "Yes, | can see how you might reach that
conclusion. Especially if you thought you were privy to the
notivations of a Leaper culture, after it vanishes into its Leap. But
you don't know them do you, Majesty? No nore than | do. So how can
you be sure it's not already too | ate?

"Yes, | meddled. | had my reasons. But neither you nor | can say we
know anyt hi ng about why Leapers do the things they do. Five thouaand



years later, you don't have any idea why your emnpire was broken

Per haps your fleets had nothing to do with it. just in the way of
somet hing. Perhaps it was the Leaper sneeze. You just don't know "
"No, | don't. And since I'mignorant of the matter, as else, yourself
included, it seens to nme that the best duplicate of an earlier one that
led to disaster. W considered rash, Packlord. But | shiver in fear
at the propose.”

He lifted his head. "I don't think we have any nore to Do you?"

The Packl ord raised his head slightly as well. "Perhaps.

A small thing. Wy did you send a Hunzzan spy to shadow, Enperor?. A
mere youth, a barely nested mal e nanmed damm ne for neddling, Mjesty.
And yet you send an the very heart of the nystery. Wat were you

t hi nki ng of ?"

Tharson stared at him his own thoughts as any bl ock of ice.
Har pal aos?

Now there was a name to conjure wth.

But how did Hith Mun Alter know it, this nightmare black | egend, a nane
so dreadful that not one living ever dreamof using it?

Bri nger of the Deadly Dawn.

Har pal aos, son of Darod, maker of the First Fall, the of doom
hi nmsel f ?

That cursed nane. What in the Seven Cold Hells was tal ki ng about?
A spy?.

H arpy flinched as Korkal stood up

"Careful ," Char said

"Ch, put down your dammed bl aster," Korkal said. "I'mnot hurt himand
you know it. But we have to unravel this

Char shook her head and stared about the roomin nock.. bafflenment.
"We? Wiy we? None of this mess has anything to do or with Harpy. All
we need to do is get back to Earth, back to



"we got problens, solve themyourself. Don't make us a part of it.
whirled in frustration. "You asked why | turned off the

It was nore than that. This whole roomis disconnected fromship. It
is as inpenetrable, as shielded, as | can make it. And I still knowif
it's enough.”

- Enough to what ?"

"To keep out..." Korkal shook his head. How rmuch to say? It was
bet ween expl anation and terror. They just didn't know.

"You call himthe 'dark man,"" he said, his voice hushed. And even he
spoke the name he flinched inwardly, waiting for a knowing ckle to rise
fromthe deepest part of his nind

"The dark man? The one you and Ji nmf She paused. "I'he one you

Qut sider? What happened to him anyway? One minute he was the next
gone. Poof!"

"He's not gone. He's here. 1In the brains of my ship. And maybe in
brains as well."

"t her brains? Wat other brains?"

She gl anced over at Harpy, who refused to neet her gaze. Korkal sensed
a sudden uneasi ness on her part, just a flicker, but to convince him he
had to go on. He groped for an analogy to things clearer to her. He

t hought she was hiding sonething fromherself. |If so, only she could
di scover it. But he nmight be able to help.

"In certain Terran cultures there is a religious cult called voodoo. O
vodunm t has many ot her names. But the general outlines are

' the same. The religion has many gods, and these gods manif est
thenselves in their followers. Manifest thenselves literally, | nmean.
They ride them They take possession of themand ride their nminds |ike
horses. Those possessed becone for a short tine the gods

t hensel ves. "

He was picking his way carefully. But even as he spoke he suddenly
marvel ed at the aptness of the anal ogy. How strange that hundreds,
even thousands of years before, humans coul d have constructed a faith
that so perfectly mnicked what he'd felt happening to hinself as
Qutsider rode himto the destruction of his enemies... For a nonent he
felt himself glimering on the edge of sone greater understandi ng, and
he paused. But the glimer faded, then vanished.

"Possession? GCods, all that old spirit gook? It's only superstition
i gnorance. .."

"Isit? Are you sure, Char?"

Her uneasi ness seenmed to grow. "l... it's all gook, Korkal. And it
doesn't have anything to do with us, anyway."



He caught her eye. "Really, Char? Are you sure."

"This is bullshit!"

"You still don't understand, do you? O if you do, you adnmit it. Even
to yourself. But you felt it, didn't you? took possession of ne, of
nmy brain and ny body, and destroy the Al ban fleet."

It was a wild stab. While he'd been sitting in the chair,

horror CQutsider conpletely ignored, she'd been with Jim

hi m di e. But the stab hit hone.

Her face was pale as a sheet, her eyes like charcoal hair |ooked |inp,
di shevel ed. She refused to look at him "Maybe... maybe | felt

something..." "Wat? Wat did you feel ?"

"I don't know. Like a... sonething huge. Dark. You storm com ng, or
something. | was.." afraid.”

Ah!

"l hat was Qutsider you felt. |'msure of it."

She shook her head slowy. She |ooked slightly dazed. "I don't] "You

sensed his power. Mybe even felt a small portion Char, inmagine
somet hi ng strong enough, great enough, to power. To control it, defeat
it, shape it to his wishes. thing |like that."

He had her full attention now. Her w de dark eyes face. "I can't...
can't imagine that." "Harpy can, though. Can't you, Harpy?" "I told
you to | eave him al one!"

The beamer was in her hand. Korkal felt his Ilife nmonent. "Are you
going to let her kill me, Hunzza? My life for your

It was insane, betting his |life on the mercy of a lizard, but he had
left.

"Dam you!" Char thrust the beamer forward and cane out of her chair,
her features wild withmahat? Terror, hate,

"Nol "

Harpy's thin, hissing voice cut through the dread like a froze. Korka
ri sked a slight novenent.

"Go on, Harpy. Say it."

"Jim" he whispered mserably. "JimEndicott. He's shoulders began to
shake. "But he's dead now, and | don't to do!"

Korkal felt his back rmuscles rippling with the rel ease



toward the crunpl ed Hunzza and patted his tough, |eathery Gdd thing.
He' d never done sonething like that before. Hunzzan touched gently,
rem nded himof the bark of certain trees he'd as a child, dry and warm
inthe sunlight. "It's okay, Harpy. It's right, rll think of
something. We'll all think of sonething." |I|ie glanced at Char, who
had | owered her beaner. She |ooked |ike of those people you found
standing in a puddl e of blood after a accident, nmentally exam ning

t hensel ves for mssing parts. "Wn't we?" he said.
A dull, repetitive sound entered his awareness. Sonebody was on the
door.

harson stared at the enpty space where the Packl ord had been nonents
before. H's primary eyelids were narrowed as he sat deep in thought.
Around him his aides, knowing his nood, waited quietly. Finally he

| ooked up.

"You have the pictures of this Hunzza. This Harpal aos. You have the
results of the tests done on himby the Al ban spy, Korkal Enut Denai
It should be nore than enough. Find him Find out who sent him and
why. Find out everything and tell ne."

He t hought he sounded entirely reasonable, but his assistants knew
differently. Tharson didn't notice the faint ripples of tension that
ti ght ened muscl es, softened novenents, and sent slight col or changes
shi mering across Hunzzan flesh. Not that he would have cared, of
cour se.

Nor did he notice simlar responses on his own part. It was the sort
of thing he couldn't admt even to hinself. Fear was not allowed to
t he suprene Hunzza. Not ever. But he was afraid, and he had been
afraid al nost fromthe beginning of his nmeeting with Hth Min Alter

But he felt his fear as a kind of enotional blockage, a dark barrier
that raised all the old instincts: fight, kick, burn, slash it down.
Destroy it.

Al most nothing remained in the gal axy that Hunzza truly feared. \Wat
had been, they had obliterated. Al except one thing.

The nanes remai ned, recalled by a very few Gelden, of course. And
Har pal aos, the Death Speaker, whose nane had been the last thing on



t he tongues of uncounted billions of dying Hunzza, five

Now bot h nanes had been spoken aloud in his first time. Perhaps for
the first time in anybody's presence, at the past several thousand
years.

It felt too nmuch |ike an onen, a bad onen. Tharson didn't onmens. But
somet hi ng--or soneone---of Hunzza was disturb far better |eft
unt ouched.

As he watched his aides scurry silently toward their tasks:: thought
worned into his conscious mnd: Maybe it was Maybe Hunzza woul d be
destroyed. Again.

ut sider glanced at Korkal, a sardonic expression on he stepped past
himinto the room

"The dog that didn't bark," he said as he watched Korkal door behind
hi m

"What ?" : "Whe one place on this vessel that suddenly vani shes from of
the machi nes. Everything el se barked. But this roomdidn't. think
woul dn't cone?"

Kor kal shrugged as he padded softly back to his chair. He sit, then
shrugged again, went to the wall, and flipped the switch back the other
way. The lights cane back on, along silent but still discernible
exhal ati ons of the atnosphere

"I"msure you can guess my reasons,"” Korkal said as he his seat.

Qut si der dropped into a formchair that rose fromthe floor to him "I
can do better than that. | listened.”

Korkal eyed him "How?. There were no connections..." "Even the
faintest of vibrations has an effect. The sound of voice noved the
entire bulk of the Pr/de. None of your powerful enough to detect that
nmoverent, but | can. And | did."

Kor kal nodded. Qutsider didn't seemto realize he'd | ack: He m ght
have |istened, but he hadn't been able to minds. Whatever Korkal had
said or done in the past few had been of his own volition



"Al'l right, you heard. And here you are. So, now what?" "Now he
sends ne and Harpy back home!" Char broke in. CQutsider eyed her
calmy. "I think not." <char raised her beaner. "I don't care--"

"Enough of this silliness."” OQutsider waved one hand. Char let out a
"ech and dropped the beamer. The tiny weapon fell to the deck and to
snoke. And before Char could say or do anything further, her and
Harpy's form chairs suddenly extruded soft, ropelike ten They snapped
around her wists, ankles, and waist, and bound in the sanme way.

Kor kal blinked. Those chairs had no such capabilities built into

At | east they hadn't, before.

"Let nme go!"

"Sit quietly or 1'Il start running graduated currents through your
system | can assure you it will be quite painful. Wuld you |like an
exanpl e?"

Char opened her mouth, then gave a slight jerk. "Quch!" "Again?"

She glared at himbut said no nore.

"Good. My concern isn't with you, anyway. O if it is, only
peri pherally so. Harpal aos?"

Har py kept his head down, his eyes focused on his bound wists. "You
will talk to me, lizard.” Now Harpy jerked, his breath spurting out in
a sharp hiss of pain. But he shook his head and continued to ignore
Qut si der, who seened unperturbed. "You say your father sent you here.
And that your father is the voice of God. What, exactly, does that
mean?"

"Not hi ng," Harpy replied, his eyes abruptly wide, filmed with a gl aze
of terror. "It doesn't nean anything."

Qut si der nodded, his saturnine features expressionless. He continued,
his tones calmas silk.

"I think it neans a great deal. At one tine ny analysis of Terra's
probl ems pointed toward the inevitable destruction of both Al ba and
Hunzza. Wth JimEndicott dead, | now have sone doubts about ny

ability to acconplish that on my own."

Qut si der crossed his elegantly clad | egs and exam ned the brilliant
polish on his shoes. He sighed. "But even if Jimwere stil
avail abl e, further investigation has reveal ed what appears to be an
even nore dangerous potential enenmy. | might have ignored it, except

that this eneny has already penetrated deep into ny affairs. You



Har pal aos whose nane nmeans "Bringer of the Deadly Dawn'--you
trated.”

Har py squirned, but the formchair held himfast.

"It's strange. You seem so weak to be an emi ssary of powerful. You
are ariddle. But ariddle | propose to solve."

Qut si der | eaned forward, his dark green eyes suddenly glittering.

"I think you'll make a free hostage, Harpalaos. You' ve way, and now
it's time for you to go honme. |It's the least | can all your
troubl es.”

Harpy couldn't seemto turn away from Qutsider's
But a | oose pink froth of bl oody saliva began to | eak fromhis jaw

"WIl they wel come you? WII| your father, the voice of you willingly
when | bring you back to hin? Back to A Kasha, Soul s?"

Har py screaned.



CHAPTER THI RTEEN

the best the anti aging processes had to offer, Hth Mun Alter entered
his own private residence aching in every bone and nuscle. His
gquarters were nowhere near as opul ent as they might have Seen: a |arge,
confortably furnished sitting room a study and office, an archive

cabi net where his lovingly tended collection of Arafarian egg artifacts
reposed, a sparsely furnished bedroomin which there was not a single
el ectronic outlet, and a refresher roomthat was his one concession to
| avi shness.

He padded across the sitting roomtoward this chanber with a sigh of
anticipation, shedding clothes as he went. Inside, the small pool was
al ready steaming. The surface of the liquid shinmrered and rip pied
fromthe powerful currents beneath. Sitting on a tray at the edge of
the pool was a cooler with a bottle of chilled Terran cabernet

sauvi gnon fromthe North American Federated Regi on. Korkal Emut Dena
had i ntroduced himto this pleasure, and he had added to his cellar
over the years.

He slipped into the water, his sigh expanding into a soft groan of pure
pl easure, as the liquid--a mxture of water and certain skin sensitive
rel axi ng chemi cal s--began to knead exhaustion fromhis admttedly
overused carcass.

| am he thought, getting too old for this. It wasn't the first tine
t he t hought had ari sen.

He lifted the glass of wine and trailed just the tip of his tongue
across the cool surface. A particularly poignant cluster of flavor
Sensi ng nerves was bunched there, and he used themto their fullest



extent, separating out the thousand different tastes of a

Wth those sensations (far clearer than anything a experience) washing
t hrough his brain, he was finally able a noment and rel ax.

But only for a nonent.

The problenms were far too pressing to be stayed for |long, perfectly
chilled bottle of Shafer Hillside Select '26. And shimering sip of
ruby wi ne washed delightfully down his throat, all the details of a day
depressing even by his own standards canme rushi ng back

He cl osed his eyes and | eaned against the wall of the pooling if he had
finally overstepped hinself. It was a sardonic the naster mani pul at or
finally outmaneuvered? Was it

O course it was. He sipped again. |If nothing else, the law of had to
catch up with himeventually. Even the greatest achieved a perfect
score. And he had never nunbered ki nd of conpany, anyway.

Al t hough, he thought, if | find a way out of this, nmaybe | The w ne,
the sensual tw sts of the water against his chenm cals now seepi ng

t hrough his skin into his bl oodstream , blessed silence began to work
their conmbi ned magi ¢ on his thoughts. Now, in solitude, naybe he could
untangle this intractable nest of secrets, conflicts, and treachery
into could grasp. Sonething he could use. '.i 1'd better, he thought.
| don't have much tinme. Hardly any But instead of an ordered and

t houghtful recapitulation day's events, he was surprised to fred that
the first thing his thoughts was regret. That, and a powerful sense of
the lord of a great enpire, and he had | ong ago come to ternms fact that
he coul d trust nobody. Nonetheless, with Korkal Emut i he had cone as
close to trust as he could. And Korkal had betrayed him

The t houghts that had pl agued hi m before now returned himagain. Wy,
by the dead gods of Al beran? Wy had he done.

Hth Mun Alter knew the folds and turnings of treachery than nost.
Betrayal was, after all, one of his nobst intimate long. So think. Wy
do sentient beings betray each other?

Greed was always a reason, but he couldn't see how that apply. He had
rai sed Korkal into a station where financial would never trouble him
again. Lust for power was anot her



In ternms of real power, Korkal already had nore than nost, sinply by
his close association to the lord at the top of the heap. And he had
thrown all that away with his treachery.

Fear? Yes, fear was a concern. And it mght even apply to this
situation. But fear of what? He pushed that notion aside for a noment
by and continued with his gl um enuneration

Friendship and its great sister, love? Yes, that mght play a role as
well. How strong were Korkal's feeling for JimEndicott and, by

ext ensi on, perhaps the whole human race? It wouldn't be the first tine
a trusted operative had gotten too close to his subject and been
seduced nderaway from duty. Though sonehow he still couldn't quite
make hinself t. fit Lord Denai into that tenplate, either

He woul d have nearly bet his own life--in fact, would still do so rage8
t hat Korkal would not, could not waver fromhis basic loyalty to his
own people. To doubt that now, even in the face of Korkal's

treachery,

woul d call into question his own know edge and under st andi ng gai ned
over two hundred years of being invariably right on such questions. |If
d. he'd m sunderstood Korkal so badly, then his own judgnent was per
the haps so flawed that he was no longer fit to rule.

Id the

He considered that idea dispassionately for a | ong nonment, then

de red shoved it to the side. Mybe it was true, but he wasn't ready
to accept ningly it quite yet.

g he
So his judgnment was still functioning, which neant Korkal was stil
loyal to Alba. But he had di sobeyed orders, had consorted with the at

all.

eneny, and had betrayed his own lord' s confidence to a different
| ord,

Of the a potentially hostile ruler. How could he fit th)se two things
t oget her ?

Lg into

He brought the glass to his lips and slurped again, letting the ie was
i tastes and the questions roll around in his mnd together. There was
th the only one possible reconciliation, he decided finally. Korka

had not

)enal, believed hinmself a traitor by his actions. He rmust have known
he dis

Denai obeyed, but nust al so have been certain he did not betray.
In anot her man, that m ght have seened self-serving foolishness.

devil But in this one, the Packlord had to wonder if it was not.



it? Very well, then. What possible situation m ght have convi nced
better

Kor kal that di sobedi ence, disobedience to the point that it mght be
nmpanm st aken for treachery, was the only course available to hinP? The

Packl ord chewed at it a good while as the level of wine in his bottle
m ght dropped | ower.

cerrm

It had to be sone danger to the Al ban Enpire, something that in tut he
his own nmind prevented himfromconfiding in his |eader. But what



m ght that be? He had al ready been aware of the about the threat to
Al ba of a Terran Leaper. What greater that could there be?

And surely Korkal could not have underestinmated that Packl ord had given
Lord Denai access to the npst secret earlier Leaps, in particular the
nost devastating one of req which had shattered the Hunzzan Enpire five
mllennia ago. 1In searching those files, Korkal must have seen... In
searching those files... The Packlord erupted from his bath, knocking
over in remains of a perfectly good bottle of wine. Water streamed he
rushed naked out of the steany roomand hurried into

"CGet me the records of Lord Denai's recent searches into |eged
archives!" he snapped at the enpty air.

A di senbodi ed voice replied i mediately: "R ght away, sir. receiving
calls now?. "

"l don't know. Wi is it?"

"I'he Terran | eader Serena Half Mon. The chairman of "I know who she
is, you idiot! Put her through!™ He realized he was standing in a
rapi dly cooling puddle of his pings. "No, wait a second. Let ne get
some clothes on." ..... He rushed out of his study, his thoughts

whirling. Seven Cold Hells did she want?

Hal f Moon, tall, angular, dark, determ ned, stared hol ogramof Hth Min
Alter. Fromher vantage point it the Packlord sat at his ease in a
confortable chair on the other her office. She was |ikew se seated in
confort, the lights glass of fine single-malt scotch on a table at her
right hand, away a fire glimrered and crackled in a brick-1ined
fireplace, flickering wash of shadow across her hatchet-boned

features.

It m ght have been a conpani onabl e chat, a cozy about trivial things.
But it wasn't. In the ganes the two of sued, nothing was trivial, and
not hi ng was what it seened.

| have to keep that in mnd, she thought.



Thank you for taking nmy call,"” she said, her voice a soft whiskey

"My aides tell ne you had retired for the evening."

The Packlord shifted slightly in his seat. A half-enpty bottle of wine
sat on a stand nearby. He held a shining crystal goblet in right hand,
whi ch he now raised to his nuzzle. He sniffed appre'Ahh. If | were to
choose one thing out of the many that | have cone cherish your people
for, Serena, it is this wonderful wine that you There's nothing |ike
it, you know. "

The chairman stared at him nasking her surge of irritation with ease
of long practice. She wasn't certain exactly how well the could cad
human expressions, but why take any chances? knew she couldn't read
himas well as she would have |liked. She hoped the same was true for
him but there was no way of know ng.

She raised her owmn drink in a vague toast, wondering if he could sense
the irony. She sipped, set it back down, and said, "O the nany things
you cherish Terrans for, Packlord? Tell ne, Hth. Do you stil

cherish us? | think you did once, but now | wonder."

"But why woul d you wonder, Serena? What have | done? What do you
think I've done?"

"It is what |'ve seen, Packlord. | don't know if you had anything to
do with it, but since it involved your own military forces in So
System and your own npst trusted associ ates, you nmay forgive ny
curiosity. O at least | hope so."

He stared at her for what seenmed like a long time, then nodded
abruptly. "And you refer to... ?"

"My owmn mlitary people tell me that the Al bagens Pride just engaged in
a space battle with the rest of the Alban forces in-system As far as
they can tell, the Pr/de emerged unscathed. But the other ships were
destroyed. None remain. And now, with yet another puzzling event, Sol
Systemremains entirely unguarded, except for our own navy. Open to
any attack from say, Hunzza." She arched her bl ack eyebrows in a
guestion and waited for his reply.

Hs ears twitched. A small novenent, but she sawit. Maybe she'd
surprised himafter all.

"Entirely unguarded, Serena? | would hardly call the Pr/de hel pl ess.
Especially if, as you say, the Pr/de destroyed the other Al ban shi ps.
Evidently the Pr/de alone is a potent defense. Especially if, as has
been the case before, JimEndicott is at her controls."

"Perhaps true, Hith. Except that ten mnutes ago, the Al bagens Pr/de
slipped into hyperspace and vani shed from Sol System And



ot her sources indicate that Jim Endicott and Korkal Emut aboard. Al ong
wi th, oddly enough, two others whose role | understand. A Terran girl
naned Char McCain, and a Hunzza of unknown provenance naned Har pal aos.
Since your man, | wondered if perhaps you m ght not have sone

advi sement to offer ne on the matter."

Once again the Pacldord fell silent, this time staring glass as if
answers mght be floating there. Finally he | ooked

"Let's not fence, Serena. | know about the battle.

heard about the Pr/de |l eaving Sol System And | know that call 'ny
man," Lord Denai, has betrayed me to you. You were the room I|istening
to our private conversation. Wth his full: and help, | nmust presune.

Is it not so?"

Now it was Half Moon's turn to be startled. Her nore obvious than the
twitch of the Packlord' s ears had blinked. But she thought he saw it,
because he raised his gaze boring into her own.

"Serena, if we are to help each other, we nust be open

much about what is happening that | don't understand. So you will.
What do you know?. O ne, of these strange

She repressed her own urge to flare at him He accused treachery. But
what of his own? r

What of it, indeed? He wants know edge? Very well, | shall him
Perhaps in greater neasure than he desires.

"What is Lord Denai's betrayal to yours, Hith? One another? You pl ot
the destruction of the entire human race. that is a crime so great
even your own henchman cannot Perhaps Korkal's betrayal is only a
response to a much st rous crinme, and not a betrayal at all?"

The Packl ord heaved a | ong, soft sigh. "Well," he said. "So "About
Leapers? Yes, Hith, Korkal told ne. | find it hard that the | eader of
sSo great an enpire, a vast swarm conpared Terra is | ess powerful than
the | east of your worlds, could be ened of us. So willing to destroy
us on nothing nore than ancient disasters. | know about Hunzza,

Packl ord. But that was sand years ago! How can you condemm us based
on a dusty

She watched the Packl ord's gaze dart away from hers, sonething in his
guarters beyond the range of the hol ocube, to her. A noment |ater he
faced her again, and though it been only her inmagination, she thought
he was suddenly about somet hing.



"I had nade no final decision, Serena. That was one of the things

Denai was supposed to help ne with, by doing what he could to confirm
or deny ny worries."

"And did he, Hth? D d he convince you not to nurder us?"

"I"d think you woul d know better than |, Serena. He becanme your did he
not? How can | be sure anything he reported to ne wasn't by what ever
arrangenent he had w th you?"

"Now you fence with ne, Packlord. Surely you know that Korkal |oyal to
Alba. I'mno fool. Qur interests may have coinci ded but he never

wavered in his real goal."

"And that was?"

"Your survival. Not mine, not ours. Yours!"

"Serena, forgive ne. | will be as honest as | can be. |If Lord Denai

he was pursuing ny interests, Alba's interest, he didn't see fit inform
me about it. | discovered his treachery by accidentw'

"By spying, actually," Serena broke in, her tone sour

"Yes, of course, spying," the Packlord agreed. "W need not tel
ourselves children's tales. Al |eaders need their eyes and ears, even
anong their friends. You are no different than I."

The chai rman nodded. Spurious indignation on her part woul dn't advance
things. "O coursenm hough your spies seemto be nore effective than
m ne."

"Except for Korkal Enut Denai," the Packlord replied. "Wat did he
tell you, Serena?"

"I"hat if you decided Terra was a Leaper culture, you would make an
alliance with the Hunzzan Enpire to destroy us before we could becone a
danger to you."

Spoken so baldly, it sounded |ike an unanswerable indictment. But the
Packl ord only nodded. "He had that much right, at |least. But what
else did he say? Did he tell you why he would reveal this to you?"

"Because he had to stop you," she replied. 'hat's what he said. He
told me there were things you didn't understand, things that would
pani c you into sonething suicidal if you knew." "Did he tell you what
t hese things were?" "No."

"Serena, think carefully, please. You know | fear your people. | fear
JimEndicott. | fear the sudden startling spiral in the |level of your
technology. |'mafraid you nmay becone a deadly danger to ny people.

To the galaxy at large. Put yourself in ny place. Wat would you do
if you're"

"If I stunbled into a nest of verm n and discovered they weren't vermn
after all?"



He stared directly into her eyes. "Yes. Exactly that."

Her own gaze didn't waver. After a nmonent she sighed.! exactly the
same thing, | suppose.”

"Survival is a terrible drive, isn't it, Serena?"

She lifted her drink and drained it in a single gulp. "Gel said
abruptly. '"He said it all had to do with Gelden. But he tell ne
nmore. Do you know what it neans?"

Slowy the Packlord lifted his own glass and drained it. she could
tell, his expression was conpletely blank as he set glass and stared at
her. H's voice held no inflection she could He sounded al nost

robotic.

"I have to go now, Serena. |'msorry. Goodbye."
"Hith, wait. What did | say? You can't--"

But he was gone. She sat in a roomconpletely enpty and her own
suddenl y di sordered thoughts.

Have | just killed the human race? she wondered.
And then another thought: Wat is Gel den?

The Pacl dord stared at the space where, a nonent before, Half Mon had
been sitting. O course she hadn't been actually there, but illusion
was everything. Perhaps they were both at |east to each other

"Bring it," he said, turning his head to gaze at the screen she been
able to see. The results of his request for Korkal's archive had cone
back. He was fanmiliar with al nost everything exam ned, all except for
one thing. Korkal had done something never done hinself. There were
actual physical artifacts in the well, things so ancient, trivial, and
dusty that the Packlord had bothered to exam ne them But Korkal had.
And now an aide a nmetal box, something incorruptible enough to survive
five years, yet still bearing the marks of age. The aide set it on the
opened it. He began to renove itens, snall things, one after the
"Stop!" the Packlord said. "That one. Gve it to ne."

The ai de handed the object over. It was a bit larger than the lord's
hand; rectangul ar, heavy, snooth, cool



Sone sort of hol ographic representation, but ancient, physically
frozen in a clear plastic |ike substance. Captured thus, a figure,

i mobile, nysterious, stared mldly across five thousand years into the
pack | ord wondering eyes.

In all the files, all the archives and history, he had never seen
anything like it. Gelden had vani shed forever, and no one had any idea
what sort of creatures had lived in that insignificant system before

t hey Leaped.

Now Hith Mun Alter wondered what sort of power it had taken to erase
every single imge of those |ong-vani shed people, erase them so

t horoughly that only the single physical inmage he held in his trenbling
hand survi ved.

The eyes stared back at him daring himto guess.

A native of Gelden. How old? How long ago?

As he stared in horror at the incorruptible physical artifact that had
sucived five millennia, the i mage wavered. It shimrered and faded. It
vani shed.

He held an enpty plastic cube.

Every one of his hairs stood on end. He'd thought that Leaper dead
fifty centuries now. But it wasn't. It was here. It was now

It knew him

Qut si der and Korkal faced each other across the silent room Char had
| ed Harpy, still quivering, away to find his own cabin, offering the
both of them a general glare of pure hate as she made her exit.
"I"hat's an angry young wonan," Korkal said.

"Just so you understand, | control this ship," CQutsider said.
"Yes, | assuned as rmuch. | couldn't do anything when we were fighting
the fleet."”

"Keep it in mnd, then," Qutsider said. "No use trying any tricks.
They won't work."

"No, | didn't think they would. What el se do you control ?"

Qut si der searched his face slowy. "Do | control you? Is that what
you mean?" He paused. "What do you think?"

"I"'mnot sure," Korkal admitted. "You were in ny mnd when | was



jacked into the ship's brain, but |I didn't feel you there later. was
in my cabin and shielded fromthe rest of the ship's

"I"'mnot controlling you now," CQutside said.

Kor kal wandered toward a shelf on the far wall that beautifully turned
steel bottles. He touched one and it imrediately, covered with a thick
rime of frost. "Wich is not thing as saying you can't control ne."
Qut sider said nothing to that. Korkal shrugged. "Do you drink?" He
twi sted off the top of the bottle and honey-golden liquid into a tall,

clear glass. "It's a type But | synthesize it here on the ship."
This artifact | use can drink, certainly. It is in every way body.
Just between us, | fail to see the point, though. It can it isn't
ne. "

Kor kal sipped, arching his bushy brows. "Not you. But artifact's
sensations? If it did drink, you could taste the sane "Certainly. |
could even selectively sort, anplify, and order ous inputs so that |
could directly experience a far wider and " range of tastes, better
than the artifact itself could ever though it is the for lack of a
better wordnreceiver of them"

"Hm Must be strange. | find it hard to imagine. |Is all of, the
artifact's skull mng the brain?"

Qut si der shook his head as he watched Korkal sink into chair. "I think
I will join you in a sip," he said, nmoving toward board. He fussed
with bottle and gl ass, then turned.

"Am | here? No, of course not. The hunan brain can code
to-the-seventeenth bits of informationnthat's a one foll owed teen

zeros, or one hundred petabitsDand it operates at a about ten trillion
fl oating-point operations per secondDten But | ama distributed entity
| odgi ng in a nechani cal adm nisters approximately a billion brains, and

that you call the array linkages allows these brains to transfer anong
thenmselves at a rate a thousand tinmes faster than a can transfer
information /ns/de itself one petaflop. |In other only an uni nmagi nably
smal |l part of ny entire thinking here' he tapped his skull gently with
one finger' at any

Korkal tried to imgi ne what being Qutsider nmust be like. Al he could
t hi nk of was sonet hi ng dark and uni magi nably a great storm nmovi ng
slowy across the face of the universe. A ceaselessly churning

i nformati on.

"And Jimcan---could do that, too?"



Qut si der raised his glass, sipped, then chuckled harshly. "Jin? to
Jim |I'mas crude as a garden gate. |'mlike a conductor my baton at
the orchestra. Jimbeconmes the entire orchestra. | the individua
brains into the array. He nelds theminto a single a single mnd!"

Korkal stared at him then shook his head. "I guess | really can't
can

| 7"

"You? | can't understand. Nothing in this galaxy has the ability to
what Ji m Endi cott becones when he takes full control of mnd arrays.
Not hi ng, except..." "Except what?"

For the first tinme since Korkal had first met Qutsider, he sensed
t hought he saw a flicker of uneasiness wash across his ascetic
features.

"lI"here is something around A" Kasha, or maybe only touching ha--the

pl ace where Harpal aos cones from | don't know what it It is able to
bl ock me, shield itself fromny investigations. Nothing be able to do
that."

Kor kal blinked. "A Kasha? But where is it? In the Hunzzan Enpire?"

"Yes," Qutsider replied. "In it, but not of it. 1've been trying to

| earn about it for sone tine now-sonme tinme by ny standards. But |'ve
failed. So | have to try sonething else."

"Somet hi ng el se? Like what?"

Qut sider drained the rest of his glass and set it on the sideboard. He
shrugged. "What do you think, Korkal Enmut Denai? |'mgoing there to
take a |l ook for nyself. 1'mgoing, and you' re going, and the Pr/de is

goi ng. "
"When?"

"We've already started. We left Sol System and entered hyperspace half
an hour ago."

Korkal licked his dark, rubbery lips. "what are you going to do?"
Qut si der noved to the door, opened it, then paused and | ooked back
"what | should have done in the first place with your people, and the
Hunzza as well. 1'mgoing to kill it. Then I'mgoing to kill the rest
of you as well."

"Kill us? But Jimwouldn't--"

Qutsider smled. "Jims dead. Renenber?"

Hs smle grew wi der as Korkal sank back. Then he was gone.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
skander stood in the door of |kearos's room watching himin silence.

was just smoothing his robe, and |Iskander stepped forward. "Let ne
help with that, Egg Guardian," he said.

| kearos waved himaway. "lI'mnot entirely crippled yet, Nest Watcher."
gave hinself a final pat. "And what of your watching is so inportant

| have to be awakened in the middle of the night?"

| skander gl anced about the room There were no communications in

evi dence. Strange that al eader who oversaw the business entire world
coul d---or would--so isolate hinself. "W have visitors," he told

| kear os.

"Visitors? Mke them confortable and give thema place to sleep. Wy
di sturb nme?"

"No, you don't understand. They haven't come here. Not yet. It's a
spacecraft, Egg Guardian. A huge vessel, bigger than anything we could
imagine. It's just now entering the A Kasha System ™"

| kearos froze. Hi s eyes went out of focus a nmoment, and he seened to
sway slightly. |skander took his el bow.

"Are you all right, |kearos?"

"Just a... a bit of dizziness. I'mall right, Iskander." He blinked a
fewtines. "Tou' re probably vexed with nme and ny poor room No big
screens,

to instant comunications. Very well. Let's go to the big screens.”
"Yes, Egg Guardian. Right away, | think." "Is this an energency,

t hen?"

"I think so. The ship is Alban. But it isn't responding to any of our
messages. "



"Well, what is it doinff?"

"Maintaining course directly for A Kasha. They're conming |kearos. This
isn't sone accident. They know what they want."

| kearos sighed. "W'Ill go see. Cone with ne." He noved door, then
paused. "Have you notified the rest of the Speaking the Crcle
gat her ed?"

"I"ve sent out nessages. | doubt the Circle is gathered yet. It's
been a few nonents."

| kear os nodded and continued on through the doorway. |arger chanber
beyond, several Younger Brothers eyed himignored them and | et |skander
lead himtoward the main his apartnents. "An Al ban vessel, you say?.

wonder what they
"Not hi ng good," |skander said. "I think we can be sure of that."

rkal knew he wasn't hinmself. He remained hidden inters |eaving the
operations of the Pr/de to others, refusing to forth. Nobody tried to
intrude on his solitude. Harpy was him and Char despised him The
scattered gods al one knew Qutsider thought of him-not that it
mattered. There was nothing he could do about CQutsider, anyway.

H s unaccustoned | ack of control had mani fested as a deep, cloud of
depression. He had all of his comunications facilities va ted so that
he coul d wat ch what was goi ng on, though he never:l fe red and never
responded to those few nmessages forwarded O her people---and things
that weren't really people at all, but ava tars wholly owned by

Qut si derJwere running his ship. He on his sofa, drank a great deal of
wi ne, and watched themdo it.

Jim He'd ganbled everything on his trust in the boy, and had betrayed
him Betrayed himby dying. Wy hadn't he that possibility in all his
intricate plans?

Stupid, stupid. He sighed, finished off the glass he was got up to
pour hinself a refill. But as he noved toward the and its cargo of

al cohol, a bank of storage drawers set into the caught his eye. The
reason for everything he'd done was in those drawers. Suddenly he felt
an overwhel mi ng urge to | ook



thing again, to remnd hinself that he hadn't been as foolish as it
now seemned

He opened one drawer and pushed aside sone papers. The artifact rested
on the bottomof the drawer. He lifted it out and stared at it. A
thick rectangle, plastic, smooth and hard. Faintly cool. A replica of
the original he'd found in archives so dusty and forgotten that he
doubted if even the Packlord knew of it.

He turned it in the light, staring at the strange figure frozen inside.
It was squat and powerfully built, with broad, sloping shoulders, a
massi ve chest, a thick waist, and bul ky nuscl ed | egs bal anced on w de,
flat feet. 1ts eyes peered at himfrom beneath a shel ved brow that
receded into a flat craniumthat bulged at the rear

He had done his research on Terra and found it readily. Were el se
could he have | ooked? Though it differed in many ways fromthe current
breed, it was unni stakably human. Not the Honb sapiens with which he
was familiar, but another--a |ong-dead branch of the human tree,

vani shed thirty thousand years now. The Terrans considered it a great
nystery. But now he knew an even greater nystery.

Neandert hal s had di sappeared from Earth. But they had appeared
somewhere el se: a dim indistinct backwater planet called Gelden. A
worl d eventually to be popul ated by busy, chattering gadget makers of
not much account in the greater galaxy. A planet whose peopl e had
Leaped five thousand years ago. The culture that had nearly destroyed
Hunzza had been hunan

Agai nst the |l arger reaches of the gal axy, the novenents of troops,

material, and vessels that Hith Mun Alter ordered were trivial. But to
divert a force nunbering nearly a hundred t housand warshi ps was not a
m nor undertaking, even for a great enpire already at war. It took

nearly two days to generate new battle plans and to distribute the
proper sets of orders necessary to weld so great a nunber into a single
coordi nated fighting force.

He was kept apprised of everything, and when it was done, he breathed a
sigh of relief--though not unm xed with fear. In his decades as a
| eader he had thrown the dice many tines--made decisions in



accordance with the best data he could gather, and then inevitability
of events, hoping their resolution would turn out desired.

So he did now The news that Lord Denai had reveal ed the nopst
secret--the existence of Gelden, and what Gel den Serena Hal f Moon had
made his actions inevitable. As he sipped the silence of his sitting
room he toyed with the idea of talking Terran chairman again. But
what good would it do?

The grizzled ruff of fur at the back of his neck rippled thought about
what he'd seen in the plastic cube that Lord discovered. Korkal knew
H s own evidence had vani shed when tents of the cube had rippled and
di sappeared, but even that own nessage. Korkal knew that the Gel den
Leapers had been a culture. An ancient race of humans, now vani shed
fromtheir world. O perhaps it was the other way around--had Gel den
Terra even further in the dimhistory of the devel opnent of the

He wasn't sure it mattered. What did matter was the connection That,
and worse: the evidence, fromhis own eyes, of the inpossible force
that had reached into his own superbly guarded i ters and sonehow
mani pul at ed the hol ocube itself. The existed, and it was alive on both
ends. Unless JimEndicott had been the force that had touched the
anci ent hol ocube... He shook his head, his mnd swirling with a dozen
possi bl e cations. But he was al eader, responsible for the survival of
his He had to consider the worst cases first. And the nost of all was
that there now existed a direct connection Cel den Leapers and Terra,
nmost |ikely through Ji mEndicott vast power of the Terran mind arrays
he control | ed.

It didn't matter if Terra went into its own Leap, not if the Leapers
wer e sonmehow i nvolved. |If that was the case, his about Terra Leaping
were now magni fied a thousand fold for he Gelden itself. And Gel den
had devastated Hunzza as casually as self mght swat a fly. He had no
way of understanding the sonething that powerful. By his standardsnby
any who Leaped becane gods. And not nystical, netaphysical, gods,
either. No, these divinities wielded a terrifyingly observable,
destructive presence in the everyday world. Such gods were real

If there was a |link between Terra and Gel den, transmtted through Ji m
Endi cott and the m nd arrays, then he could see possible weakness in
it: the arrays thenselves. Jimwas reach for the moment. But the
arrays were not. \Matever their



Wous, inexplicable power, they were still created by |inking human

wi nds. Terran minds. Should Terra vanish in a breath of destroying
fire, the arrays would vani sh al so--and Ji m Endi cott would be only a
boy again, the strange secrets locked in his DNA left with nothing on
which to work their dark technblogical magic. The threat of a Terran
Leap, at least, would vanish forever with Terra herself.

And what of Celden? |Its location was lost in time, and after his
experience with the hol ocube, he was sure that was no accident. The
Leaper was still concealing itself, and its reach and awareness were so
far beyond his understanding that he finally subtracted it fromhis

cal cul ati ons. Celden would do whatever it chose to do, and he could
have no influence on, or even conprehension of, the acts and notives of
a god.

Was that where the Al bagens Pride was bound? To CGelden? Did Korkal
or Jim or CQutsider, or that oddball pacifist Hunzza, Harpal aos, know
where Gel den was? Were one, or all, now just tools in the plan of an
entity he could never hope to understand?

He sighed. Circles. Everything went in circles, and the only way he
could function at all was with the sword of action, hacking crudely

t hrough those i nconprehensible | oops. So he had set in notion the
brutal stroke of sending the breath of fire to Terra, in the formof a
hundr ed t housand war shi ps--sun-poppers included. And another stroke
was his recent nmessage to Tharson, emperor of Hunzza, that the Al bagens
Pride was nost likely seeking sone destination in his empire, possibly
even Celden itself, and to be on watch for it. |[If he desired, of
course, to do so--and it had turned out that Tharson desired it very
much. His own spies told himso: Hunzza had nobilized fleets an order
of magnitude | arger than his Terran expedition, to the point that the
assault against Al ba itself had been put off.

That nmuch, at |least, was a relief.

So Hunzza was humming like a kicked-open wasps' nest, and Al ba was
reaching with a mailed fist toward Terra. He had judged his data and
made his decisions, and now he would wait.

But he woul d have given everything he had--and nearly everything Al ba
had--to know what was happeni ng aboard the Al bagens Pride right now.

There had been no messages, no conmuni cations, no secret reports from
the great vessel since--and he'd checked to nake surebforty-five Terran
m nut es before she'd vanished into hyperspace. The messages he had
recei ved indicated that a secondary intelligence |ayer, under the
control of his own security people, had attenpted a takeover of the
ship. Gven that this had occurred before the Pride had destroyed the
smal |



Al ban fleet already in Sol System and that subsequent t-ions fromthe
Pr/de had been conpletely normal, with no of the battle, he had to
assume the takeover had failed.

So the greatest warship his race had ever built was gal axy, bound
form

Bound for what?

He rai sed his teacup with shaking fingers, wondering if racenwoul d
survive long enough to | earn the answer.

Korkal stood with Char and Harpy at the base of the chair. The seat
itself was conpletely enclosed in its force shield. Korkal presuned
one of the pilots was there, ship. O thinking he was conning the
ship. The newest shield had been designed to increase the interface
between the mind arrays. So whoever was hi dden behind the shield
not hi ng nore than a w de-open channel for the arrays--and that was
Qut si der.

Directly overhead, gleam ng green and blue and white,

orb of A Kasha, the Pit of Souls. Harpy was staring up at slightly.

H s jaws hung open, and his tongue darted in and spastic regularity.
Kor kal had never seen a Hunzza so terror. It nade himqueasy to watch.
He thought that if Hunter had been alive to see it, he would have

nmur dered spot---out of racial humliation, if nothing else.

"Well, Harpy, home again, eh?" he said gently.

Har py noaned softly but made no other reply. Char Korkal, as if sinply
stating the obvious was an unF

"Home again, yes," Qutsider said. "But | think we ourselves known
bef ore the touching reunion. Harpal aos!"

Nobody had noticed Qutsider's arrival. He m ght have "artifact," the
body he wore as another dressed hinself with out of thin air. Perhaps
he had. But now Harpy flinched whiplash of Qutsider's voice and turned
to face him

"No... please don't nmake me. | shouldn't be here at all. allowed



"Not allowed? Allowed to what? Return? See A Kasha again? See
father again? Not allowed to do what, Hunzzan sprafling?" "Leave him
al one!" Char said.

"He's not as fragile as you think he is," Qutsider said. "He's just
a

But terror won't kill him"
"You bastard."

"To be sure," CQutsider said. "Harpalaos, we've opened contact with
| eA' Kashan authorities. They say we nust speak to one whose title

Egg Guardian. W is that?"

Har py nobaned again and cl osed his eyes. But then he hissed, "M

My father is Egg Guardian. ™"

"Well, then. He's in for a pleasant surprise, isn't he?"

Kor kal had never noticed before how nuch like that of a Terran wolf's
t he expression on a human face could seem Do we look like that to
them soneti nes? he wonder ed.

A |l arge hol oscreen abruptly shimered into exi stence before them

,ider noved to face it, his body partially shielding the rest of them
fromview.

The scene on the screen revealed a surprisingly primtive backdrop
what appeared to be an ancient room or cave, walled with stone. In
the di stance, a nunber of Hunzza, their heads covered w th hoods, sat
in silence. Their eyes appeared to be cl osed.

This held for a nonent, and then the head of another Hunzza noved in to
dom nate the screen. He stared out at them his gaze w de-eyed and
har d.

"I am lskander," he said. "I am Nest Watcher. Wo are you? Wy do
you cone here with your great ship?"

"We come on an errand of nercy, Nest Watcher," Qutsider replied. "W
bring one who was | ost back to his nest."

| skander didn't hesitate. This systemis forbidden to any but our own.
You nust | eave."

"I"'mafraid not, Nest Watcher. Not, at |east, before we conplete our
pur pose in comng here."

"You must--"

Qut si der raised one hand, halting him then stepped asi de and gestured
at Har pal aos.

"See before you Harpal aos, the son of |kearos, who is your Egg CGuardi an
and the voice of God. The prodigal has returned, Nest Watcher. Summon
his father so that all can share in his joy."



The filmy inner menbranes of |skander's eyes dropped slowy, then
snapped wi de. Korkal knew it was an expression of shock. But the



Nest Watcher caught hinself and conceal ed any ot her
Kor kal could see

This also is forbidden," |skander said. "You nust |eave. Y
understand your danger. Co immediately. It is all that will save
"W will go," Qutsider replied, "but not before | see

Guardian hinself. Bring himto nme, or I will slice his son

called "Bringer of the Deadly Dawn," into ribbons before your

Once agai n | skander's ocul ar nenbrane drooped, then

"You will not!"

"I have been under attack for the |ast three-point-eight

Nest Watcher," Qutsider said calmy. "As you can see, the not been

successful. Put the boy's father before ne!"

Sonething jostled the screen. |skander turned, glancing thing beyond
the focus of the hologram He turned hal fway mouth opening to speak
Then the screen went dark. ' ...... "What happened?" Korkal said
"Are you mare we still attack?"

"Yes," Qutsider replied.

"What is it?"

"I don't know. It is very powerful."

"Stronger than you?"
"Yes. Much."
Korkal noticed that a faint sheen of sweat had

Qutsider's high forehead. Wat an odd nanifestation his reflected his
stress.

"If it is so much stronger than you are, how are you able to
Kor kal asked.

"I have hel p," CQutsider said.

"Hel p? Wo is hel ping you?"

The inter force shield concealing the captain's seat suddenly
"I am" a voice replied. "I'mhelping him And |I'm hol di ng.
barely. Cod, it's strong..."

In the chanber that housed the Speaking Nest, the heart of pandenoni um
broke out. |kearos had been standi ng beyond






was facing a hol oscreen as he spoke to the dark Terran aboard the
stranger ship.

| kearos had seen his son's face when the Terran stepped aside, and he
uttered a | ow hiss of shock. Harpal aos returned! Brought back by
Al bans and Terrans. What did it nean?

But as he tried to grapple with the inplications, his back suddenly
went rigid, his eyes rolled up in his skull, and he began to Speak

"I"he Bringer of the Deadly Dawn has returned against the will of the
nest. He nust pay the ultinmate price."

As | kearos Spoke, the nenbers of the Speaking Nest also went rigid as
sone unknowabl e force suffused their nminds and their bodies. And
t hough | skander was not seated in the Crcle, he felt the backwash of

t hat possession as the small est edge of an enornous dark fire, licking
at the limts of his consciousness. He staggered, nearly falling, but
caught hinmself. The Egg Guardi an was not so lucky. Ikearos fell to

the stone floor and began to convul se.

| skander broke the comrunications link to the stranger ship wthout a
second t hought and rushed to kneel by |kearos's side.

"Cet hel p, medications. Hurry!"

Though attendants and Younger Brothers were never allowed inside the
Speaki ng Nest chanber, nachines monitored the interior for energencies.
As |skander put one arm beneath | kearos's head and tried to lift him
up, the door to the chamber opened wi de and a robot gurney slid in.

"Help me with him" |skander hissed.

Sone of the other Speaking Nest menbers were now recovering fromtheir
daze, while others still convulsed like their Speaker. TWw of the

| east affected hurried to help Iskander lift Ikearos's heaving,
twitching formonto the gurney. As soon as he was settled, glean ng
tendrils | aunched thenselves fromeither end of the nechani sm and

pi erced |l kearos's skin in a dozen places. As this happened, the gurney
began to slide toward the door

| skander foll owed, pausing only to glance at the other Nest nenbers
still flailing in their own convul sions.

"Call in attendants and Younger Brothers. Help them " he said. Then
he foll owed the Egg Guardi an out the door, giving alnost no thought to
the fact that he'd just broken several nillennia s worth of

traditions.

Suddenly everything was in turnmoil. He sensed a great shattering Yet
to come. In the face of that, what had once been of paranount
i mportance was less than trivial



As he passed rapidly through a communi cati ons paused again. "Regain
contact with the Alban ship. Tell themland, may speak with the Egg
Guardian. A small party only, they wish. But they rnust bring

Har pal aos down. "

One of the techs stared at the gurney vani shing through door. "The Egg
Guardi an appears to be dying,", he said. strangers speak to hinP"

| skander ignored this. 'lI'ell them" he snapped. 'I'ell themhis son
The God is angry. He demands a judgnent and a themboth. |f they are
to speak to each other, it my well be: the Seven Cold Hells. But that
isn't your concern, is it? Do you! Now'

Wth that he rushed on out of the room Shaking his he strangeness of
it all, the technician turned to obey his orders.

Char made a harsh choki ng sound. Korkal opened his own but his tongue
seened paral yzed. He stared, his eyes brain yamreri ng nonsense.

Only Qutsider seemed unsurprised.
Fi nal |y Char managed somet hing coherent: "Jim.." she

Korkal stared at the apparition now reveal ed behind the inter force
shield. It was JimEndicott, yes. But different,

A sudden shudder ran through Jims body. He sat bolt then sl unped
back. "It's stopped,” he said.

Qut si der nmounted the steps of the dais to the captain's you all right?"
he sai d.

Jimclosed his eyes, then opened them "Yes. No danage. Not artifact
or to the gestalt."

"What was it, do you think?" CQutsider said. 'rhose lizards

"I don't think so. It was focused and transmitted through it cane
from." sonewhere else.”

"I"ransmtted? | didn't sense that. It seened to cone from where--and
nowhere. "

Ji m sighed and began to clinmb out of the chair, rubbing one der as if
the nmuscles there were kinked. 'there were |arger



work. It was trying to inpose its own patterns on the ones | was
weaving. And it was using the Hunzza on A Kasha to do it. Wich was a
good thing, |I think. It was using themas tools, and so could be no
stronger than the tools it used. | think if it had come at ne with its
own undil uted power, it would have overwhel med ne."

Korkal shifted his gaze back and forth between the two men. He had no
i dea what they were talking about. |In fact, he had no idea if they
were even nen.

Jimtook a couple of steps, then paused at the top of the dais and
| ooked down. "Hello, Korkal."

Korkal raised his head. He didn't know what to say, what to think.
From t he neck down, Jim| ooked as he had before the shootingm not hi ng
visible remained of his terrible, deadly wounds. H s face al so seened
t he sane, though he | ooked nore tired, drawn, ol der sonehow. But there
was sonet hi ng about that facensonething too perfect, too conposed. As
if it were a mask.

"I'm.. I'mfree, Jim |If you are.."” are you Jin®P"

Jimtook the first step domn. "Yes, | am In sone sense, at |east.
And |'ve cone back to you. For atinme. Are you glad to see nme?"

Korkal felt the usual obligatory words of wel come and agreenent spring
to his tongue, but he stifled them He didn't want to lie to this.."
whatever it was. And even if it was Jim he didn't know if he was gl ad
to see him

Not like this. Not a dead boy cone back to life.

He thought of an old Terran joke that ended with an awful punch line:
if you call this Iiving.



CHAPTER FI FTEEN
What is it?" Korkal asked.

They were gathered in his quarters, Jim Char, Harpy, and hinself.
Qut si der had vani shed again as nysteriously as he had appeared. Korka
wonder ed what, exactly, was that "artifact" Qutsider said he used to
appear before themas a man. He wondered if Jimwas using the sane
kind of thing now Was it flesh and blood? O was it just sone sort
of mass hal lucination? He had no idea what Jimor CQutsider--was
capabl e of. Sone of the things he thought they mi ght be capabl e of
made his skin crawl when he considered them

"1t?" Jimstared at him

"Yes. You said it was attacking you. What did you mean? The Hunzza
on A Kasha?"

Jimwas seated in a formchair The chair had extended a high, fitted
neck rest, the better to support his head. Jimheld a cold beer. He
sipped it. "lI'mnot sure," he said finally. "A great force or power.
| believe it was operating through the A Kashan Hunzza. Maybe Har py
can tell me nore. Wat about it, Harpy?."

The young Hunzza had | apsed into silence after seeing |skander on the
hol oscreen. He no | onger seened afraid. He |ooked as if he had sunk
so deep into withdrawal that even fear could no | onger pierce his
nunbness. His skin was dull and gray. His eyes were flat If Korka
had not known better, he would have thought Harpy was blind.

Harpy didn't answer. He |looked as if he hadn't even heard. "Harpy?"
Jim said again, but before he could reply, Char broke in.



was dead. So what are you?"
Jimstared at her. "Do you really want to know?."

She gl ared back at him nostrils flaring, head tilted, chin out.
"Damed right | do."

For a nonent Jimdidn't say anything. Then he sighed. "Life." what
you think it is,” he said softly. "You think |ife has do with bodi es,
and intelligence with brains. But it isn't like at all."

"Bull shit!" Char said. "Mmbo junbo."

"No, the truth. You know what life really is? 1In the greater of
things? I1t's sonmething very sinple. So sinple, in fact, that of years
ago a physicist nanmed Frank Tipler described it said it was 'any entity
that codes information, with that being preserved by natura

selection.” And he was right. That's life is. In this universe, at
| east."

She shook her head. "I don't understand.”

"No, of course not. It sounds sinple, but it is an extrenely idea.

What it boils down to is this: Life isn't dependent on the upon which
it is coded. The substrate--think of it as the on which the codes are
witten---could be carbon-based life forms us. O it could be a
conputer, with the informati on coded on the ous storage and processing
media. O it could be a particular novenent of netallic crystals that
shifts and changes in response to That's the 'natural selection'

part."

She cl osed her eyes, grappling with it. "GCkay, | think. You're that a
conputer could be just as alive as we are.” ..... "Not exactly. \hat
I"'msaying is that life is nothing nore conputer program It doesn't
matter if that programis called: 'nmind and runs on a carbon-based
processor like we are, or if we it an 'operating system and it runs on
a processor nmade of netal, and electronic switches. 1In the end, both
are prograns, indistinguishable in function fromeach other. Life is

t he encoding information, and what is encoded changes in nodifying

i nput." He paused and idly scratched his forehead as tried to think
how to conti nue.

"It's not the substrate, the nedium the container that's

Char. It's the pattern. And pattern is just another name for an nent
of information. |f something processes, nodifies, and encodes nat ion
above a certain level of conplexity, that is what we call life.

"Patterns," Korkal said. "You ve said all along that what you



the mind arrays is mani pul ate patterns. |Is that what you nean?"

Jimsmled. "Yes, sort of. The arrays link together human m nds, j ust
as a conputer network |inks together individual conputers. The hunman
brain is not an overwhel ni ngly powerful processor, by the way. Even
Terra has conputers nuch nore powerful than the brain. W had even
begun to recogni ze certain extrenely conpl ex nmachi nes runni ng
artificial-intelligence-level programs as legally living entities-if
they could pass the Turing test. And high-technol ogy cultures I|ike

Al ba and Hunzza have machi nes nmany orders of magnitude nore powerful

t han anything Terra has."

"What's the Turing test?" Char said.

"Anot her deceptively sinple concept, also advanced on Terra several
centuries ago, by a mathematician and conmputer w zard named Al an
Turing. He said that if you could talk with a conputer, really talk
with it, and you couldn't tell the difference between it and a normal,
intelligent person, then it was a person. Wat counts for personhood
is behavior." Jimpaused, smiled sadly, then went on. "In other
words, if it waddles |like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it is a
duck. That's all."

"Ckay," Char said, "I think | understand. Sort of. Life and
intelligence-is sone sort of conputer program and it runs on all Kkinds
of computers, not just what we call living bodies. |Is that right?"

"Pretty much," Jim agreed

"So what does that nmean for you? You were dead, and now you're back
O claimto be. Are you alive now? Did you cone back fromthe
dead?"

"I never died," Jimsaid. "M body did. But | didn't."
"What? | saw you. You were dead!"

"Do you renenber when Qutsider linked me to the arrays just by putting
the hands of his artifact on either side of ny head?"

"Yes."

"When he did that, he opened a gateway that allowed ny patterns, the
conputer programthat is me, to copy at |least parts of itself--the
control Kng parts--into the mnd arrays. But this tine, when ny

physi cal body di ed, he opened a nuch wi der gateway. | had no choice. |
copied all of nyself into the arrays. And so ny body died, but me--the
program the mnd, the soul, whatever you want to call it--just noved
to a different kind of conputer. Instead of nmy body and ny brain, I'm
inthe mind arrays. So | never died. |I'malive, as alive as | ever
was, but I'min the arrays now The mind arrays are ny body."

"hen what is this sitting in a chair talking to us right now?"



Slowy Jimraised one hand and gently touched his skull. construct,
an artifact, just like the manifestation of Qutsider." "But is it you?
| mean, really you?"

Jims smle was bleak. "Tianks to nmy nother, my DNA plans for
certain..” additions to ny physical brain. Those plans already been
activated and the changes begun. Wen | construct, | merely conpleted
a process already started. | body to interface with certain things you
think of as being in world. But the real nme is spread out over a
conputer that billion brains and the high-bandw dth |inkages that bind
together." He paused, and this tinme he stared at Korkal

"Do you see the inplications, Korkal?"

Kor kal thought he did. He said slowy, "You're too big nowto a single
brain, even this souped-up thing inside your skull."

"Yes," Jimsaid. "Al this does is let me get a somewhat | arger
portion of me into this flesh conputer. This body can do things one
couldn't. But it still isn't me. |It's just a tool."

"So what you're saying," Char said, "is that Qutsider saved life, but
in such a way that you can't ever be what you were

"Saved ny life?" Jims voice was edged with bitterness. about it.

Thi nk back to when | was shot. At that tinme, Qutsider utter and

conpl ete control of the Al bagens Pre and aboard. H's mnd works so
much faster than a human brain actually |lives thousands of years in the
time a physical human ences a few seconds. Do you think he couldn't
have technician fromshooting nme if he'd wanted to?"

Finally Korkal sawit. "You mean he wanted your body to wanted you to
be forced out of your body and into the arrays."

"Yes," said Jim "It's what he's always wanted. And if | didn't there
are other players in this gane even nore powerful than Korkal, | would
guess that every single thing that has happened to of us since Delta's
‘death' was arranged in advance by Probably with a plan created a few
m nutes after he was first into the arrays in the destruction of
Delta's satellite. That was year ago for us. But in terns of his tine
view, it was thousands | ennia ago. You can't understand what he is,
Korkal . Nobody can." "Can you?" Char said.

"Now | can. He's got nme where he always wanted nme, He shirked ny
responsibilities by running and hiding fromthe Now |l can't do that.

amthe arrays, and there is no goi ng back

During all of this, Harpy had been listening and slowy



back to Iife. Now he raised his head and stared at Jim "lnnen you
are the CGod," he said. "But who Speaks for you?"

The question sounded conpl etely nonsensical, but Jimonly nodded, his
expressi on sad.

"I didn't see it before,"” he said, "but | do now Char speaks for ne.
He turned and stared directly at her. "I'msorry, Char, but you do."

| skander stood beside the tank in which lIkearos lay silent and stil
whil e the powers of A Kashan medi cal technology did their best to
preserve his life. He glanced across the tank at the | ead nedic.

"Well? Wsat is the prognosis?"

"We have himstabilized. | don't think he will die. But we can't
determ ne what the damage is yet. Certain parts of his brain don't
seemto be functioning. But whether that's just a normal shutdown in
the face of stress or sonething nore permanent..." The medi ¢ shook her
head. "It's just too soon to tell."

| skander made a clicking sound of frustration. "All right. Keep ne
i nforned of any change. Any change, do you understand?"

"Of course."

"Good." Iskander spared one final glance for |kearos's slack, gray
features, then spun on his heel and stalked fromthe room As soon as
he was outside, a small flock of attendants, technicians, and Younger
Brot hers descended on him all chattering at once.

"Silence!" he hissed, raising one hand as he wal ked t hrough t hem
"You! What is the status of the commlink with the stranger ship?"

A technician bobbed his head and said, "I'he |link has been
reestabl i shed, and the message you ordered to be conveyed has been."

"And has there been a reply?"

"Yes, Egg Quardian, there has been. The ship will be sending down a
party. The estimated tine of arrival is in three hours.”

| skander's eye nmenbranes dropped slowy, then snapped up again. His
monent ary shock wasn't at the news of the inpending arrival, but at
what the technician had called him Egg Guardian. In the chaos that
had foll owed | kearos's coll apse and the breaking of the Grcle, he
hadn't stopped to think of all the inplications. But A Kasha mnust
have



an Egg Guardian, no matter what. And if the Egg unable to function
then the next in the line of succession Egg Guardi an as soon as the
previ ous Egg Guardi an was fated. |kearos m ght or mght not regain his
full functions. |If recover them then he would resune his position

But if he then the Nest Watcher woul d succeed him

Had in fact already succeeded him at |east tenporarily. For a nonent
| skander paused as the full weight of his re ities crashed down on him
for the first time. A Kasha faced the est crisis that had confronted

it since the beginning, and it alone to face.

He' d often dreaned of the succession. But not like this. He not to
betray his dismay as he strode along. Only a certain in his long jaw
betrayed the tension he felt as he spoke to the ranking of the Younger
Brothers trying to keep pace with him "You! Wat news of the other
Crcle menbers?”

"Al'l but one seementirely recovered, Egg Guardian,"” the Y Brother

replied. "And that one, while still a bit disoriented, is excellent
progress."

"Cood. Summon all of them back to the Grcle chanber. | must. "I the
Nest before the arrival of the strangers."” He paused. "Did they were
sendi ng down the Egg... |kearos's son, Harpal aos?" "Yes, Egg
Quar di an. "

| skander nodded and said no more. The Egg Guardi an heart and soul of

A Kasha, with responsibilities and duties " to nunber. But all of this
was based on one thing, and one thing the Egg Guardi an Spoke for the
God.

| kearos had tried to Speak, and the God had nearly killed Wat woul d
happen when the new Egg Guardian tried to 1 one greatest duty?

| skander didn't know. But he knew he was about to find out.
"i don't understand why Qutsider isn't coming, and why you Korka
murmured to Jim They were standing at a viewscreen guised as a
wi ndow, in the single passenger |ounge of one of the



| anders. The | anding process was entirely automated, with the snall
craft being controlled by the Pr/de's piloting systems--in effect,
controll ed by CQutsider hinself.

"I"'mnot coming either, Korkal," Jimreplied. "Just this.." thing I'm
using. It's really no different than if you stayed aboard and sent a
robot sinul acrum down in your place."

Kor kal nodded and turned back to the wi ndow, though Jimcould clearly
sense the Al ban's disconfort. No surprise there--he hinself felt
unconfortable in his new skin. There was no way Korkal ---or any ot her
being entirely of flesh and bl ood--coul d understand this weird new
state in which he found hinself. He renenbered his own fear and
repul si on when, as he'd nmani pul ated a regeneration tank aboard the
Pride in order to build hinmself a new body--he'd discovered the ful

i mport of what Kate, his real mother, had encoded in the patterns of
hi s DNA.

"What is it?" he'd cried to Qutsider. "Wat did she do to nme?"
Qut si der had exami ned the changes. "She's increased the numnber,
conplexity, and sensitivity of your brain's connectors. | inmagine she
t hought it would hel p nake you a better interface with the mnd arrays.
O course, she couldn't have foreseen..."

"Foreseen that you would force ny entire pattern into the arrays, where
i nterfaces, brains, and bodies don't nake any difference at all."

"You were bound to nmake the transition eventually, Jim | just speeded
things up a little.™

"I never get a choice, do 1? | never had a choice!"

"No, not really. Not after Kate made her decision to do what she
t hought had to be done."

Jimfelt a sudden wash of hunor fromthe incredibly conplex web of
patterns that was Qutsider's true existence.

"Did you know how she decided, Jin? No, of course not. | reviewed
archives and found strong hints. Bits of recorded conversation between
her and Carl. Sonme of her own notes. Evidently she couldn't quite

make up her mind whether to do it. To make such drastic alterations in
her own child. So in the end she flipped a coin. That sinple.
Everything that has followed sprang fromthat one randomact. A coin
flip. Don't you find it hilarious?"

Jimdidn't reply. He didn't fund it funny. He found it horrifying.
"Anyway, at |east your transition into the arrays was easier than nine
My technol ogy was nmuch cruder, and so were the arrays. | |ost

somet hing when | was translated. | don't knowif | miss it or not, but
I"'maware it was once part of ne, and nowit's gone forever."



"What ? What did you | ose?"

"Call it enpotions, call it soul, | don't know | believe it is an
essential part of what nakes a human human, but | don't think it's
necessary to ny own functioning."

Jimfelt a ghost of sonething then, fromDelta, a whiff of But that
couldn't be, could it? Regret would have been bani shed with everything
else. Delta really was gone, then. Only a part remained the coldly
thi nking part that was closer to nmachine, | humannbut what remained
was.." was what? Mre than Less?

But it hel ped himdeci de what to do about the creation of his body.
Even though this new body woul d not and could not be thing he was now

i nside the arrays, he wanted to feel and as rmuch as it m ght be capable
of, out in the world of living he allowed the changes his nother had
programred into his code to occur, because that was the only way he
could think of to force whatever humanity he still had |left.

The | ander was approaching the small field that served its isolation, a
wi de, dusty stretch guarded by a single control Jimstared out at the
tower as the lander settled onto the flinching slightly as the vessel's
power abruptly switched there was no renewal of the attack he'd felt
before, now that he the bottom of A Kasha's gravity well. \Aatever
he'd fought remmi ned hi dden. Witing, watching?.

He didn't know. He, whose true self had already, in its own subjective
time in the arrays, lived for thousands of years, still knew about the
other power he'd felt. And that was why he'd Somehow t he power was
centered on, or emanated from he had to make this part of hinself bait
in order to tenpt again, then he woul d.

| amthe cheese in ny own trip, Jimthought. And the great, sharp
teet h.

A small party of Hunzza were | eaving the tower and noving toward the
| ander.

"CGet Harpy ready," Jimsaid. "W'Ill go down to neet them" Korkal
gl anced at him his eyes sharp, but said nothing.

Cone out, cone out, Jimthought. \Werever you are. \Whatever are.



Korkal led themdown the exit |adder, where they gathered in a small
group before the Hunzza. Jimtried to stay in the background,

but while the | eader of the native groupnal ean, harsh-1ooking lizard
with an air of haughti ness notable even for his normally haughty
racenspoke with Korkal, he stared at Jim So did the rest of his

party.

It was as if they sonmehow understood where the true power lay. O was
it sonething el se?

Gngerly Jimlet one of the new senses that now existed in his body
expand a bit. But when he touched the | eader with this peculiar new
iii: perception, the | eader went rigid.

"I amlskanderl" he hissed. 1'here are powerful weapons trained on
in-: you! Stop what you are doing, or you will all die! Stop it
now "

Jimstopped. Well, that answered one question. This |skander was
somehow aware of Jims ability to initiate nonphysical |inkages. He

, couldn't precisely read other mnds, but he could feel the nature of
the larger patterns without reading the smaller patterns that
mani f est ed

But as | anguage.

Slow y |skander relaxed. "Very well. There will be no further warn
/nst ings. |If you attenpt sonmething like that again, you will die."
b,

Then, as if nothing had been said at all, I|skander turned to Harpy.

| ee "You have returned to the Pit of Souls, young Harpal aos. And you
have brought these.." others..” wth you. You understand what is
neces ne sary now?."

i If

Har py, who had been standi ng slunped, staring at the ground,

now slowy raised his head. "You wear the cloak of many colors. Are
you Egg Guardi an now, |skander?"

Har py' s shoul ders sl unmped even further. ‘'rhen nmy father is dead?"
wy

"W will talk of that later. Answer ny question! Do you
under st and?"

"Yes, Egg Guardian."
"And do you accept?" "
"I do. This is all ny--"

you



"Silence!" |Iskander turned to the party with him Two of them stepped
forward and positioned thenmsel ves on either side of Harpy.

"I"ake himto the appointed place," |skander said.

The two nodded. Each of themtook one of Harpy's arns. They began to
| ead hi m awnay.



"Wait just one frigging mnute!™ Char flared. "Where the "Char!"
Kor kal said quickly.

"No, he's ny friend. | want to know"

She stepped toward |skander, who raised one hand. "Look you," he said,

his voice mld

Squads of heavily arned Hunzza had appeared on every landing field. Now
t hey began to converge toward the group, raised.

"What is this?" Korkal said. "You gave us your guarantee passage."

"I did," Iskander said with satisfaction. "But the God didn't only an

instrument. Your fate is with the God now." "Damm you, what about
Harpy?." Char yelled. |Iskander stared at her. "He violated the
Prine

God has al ready denmanded his life." "You're going to kill Harpy?."
“"Not |I. The God will."

Korkal shifted his stance. "Have you forgotten our ship? .... Jim
stepped forward and touched his shoulder. "No, Korkal, Let it go, at

| east for now "

"A wi se choice," |skander said.

"W'll see," Jimreplied.

Ji m deci ded that evidently |Iskander neant to separate species, or

per haps had sonet hing special in mnd for Korkal, he found hinself and
Char in a cell together. The door clanged the departing guards with a
| ong, echoing sound that felt final. Nor was the cell the sort of
thing a prisoner on Terra expect. This one had gray, pitted stone

wal s, a single crude unit, and two cots pushed agai nst the wall
opposite the door. An green glow strip provided the only illumnation
pai nting dark, shadows on their faces.

Char was seething. She glared at the blank steel door, then stonped
across the small room and dropped herself with force onto one of the
beds. "Well. Geat job there, Jim Mster



powerful Mnd Master. You sure caved in real fast. Hell, if you'd
let me bring down so nuch as a butter knife, |I could have done a better
job."

"OfF what?" Jimasked, his tone mld. "Getting yourself--and the rest
of us--killed by those squads of troopers?"

She gritted her teeth. "Damm you, what do you care? You in that
Hal | oneen costune of a body. |If | understand you right, you can't even
be killed. They can chew whatever is sharing this cell with me into
little bits, spit out the pieces, and burn them And it won't matter
to you at all."

"It would matter, Char. It would matter to ne. But yes, you're
basically right. Harmng this construct can't really harmne."

She stared at him her features drawn, her eyes shrouded in pits of
shadow. "CGod, | hate you. | don't know what you are. You're not

human anynore. You're as nuch a nonster as this.." thing.." you say
is you. And even it isn't youl"
He noved toward her, one hand outstretched. "Ch, Char..." "Stay away!

Don't you touch ne!"

He froze, then sighed, dropped his hand, and noved back. He sat on the
other cot, folded his hands in his lap, and stared at the fl oor.

"Char, I"'mnot a nonster. | don't feel like a nonster. Everything

ever was, ever dreaned about, hoped for--everything | ever |oved--al
of that is still with me. |It's just that there's nore now, so nuch

nore..."

"And you can't explain it, can you? Not to me. |'monly human. So

what does that nmake you?"
He couldn't answer. The silence | engthened.

"They're going to kill us, aren't they? First Harpy, then all the rest
of us. And you won't do anything, will you?"

He raised his head. "No, they won't kill us. Not if you nmean the
Hunzza who live on this planet."

'hat nasty one, |Iskander. He said--"

Ji m shook his head slowly. "No, he didn't. He said the God woul d.
And he was right. It mght."

She clicked her tongue against her teeth in frustration. "Gods. The
God. There isn't any God. |It's all nmunbo junbo. Their excuse for
doi ng whatever they want to do."

"No," Jimsaid. "It exists. It's real."

"How do you know?."

"I felt it," he replied. 'nat was what attacked me earlier. Their
God. "

"But why? What does sone backwater divinity, even if it does exist,



have to do with us? I1t's not our God. It's theirs."

He kneaded his fingers together, trying to fred the words. Finally



somet hing cane. "Char, we didn't have to land. W could have around
and taken the Pr/de back out of the system But we

"I know. What | can't understand is why. You walked trap. You didn't
even put up the tiniest bit of fight, either.”

"Because when | fought it, | learned sonething. | don't was by
accident or by the intention of whatever it was. But | just a hint.
And | have to know nmore. | have to!"

She snorted softly. "OCh, yeah? What's so inmportant that it's'
sacrificing all our lives?" He raised his head and stared at her, his
eyes bl ood-colored gloom "I don't think it's their God," he said. "I
think it's ours.”



CHAPTER SI XTEEN

Harpy was aware of the two guards who flanked him but only dimy. His
attention was riveted on the circle of hooded Hunzza surroundi ng hi m
and the single figure who stood facing him He heard a faint whining
sound. It took him several seconds to realize he was naking the sound.
He felt disconnected fromhis body, caged within it but no longer in
control of even his nost basic physical functions.

"Bringer of the Deadly Dawn," |skander intoned, his gaze boring into
Harpy's own. "You stand in the place of judgnment. You have been
sumoned here by the God, who Spoke through the Egg Guardian. Do you
understand all this?"

Distantly Harpy felt moist warnth along the | ower edge of his jawine.
He reached up and wi ped away the drool |eaking fromthe sides of his
mouth. His own flesh felt nunb and dead; it was |ike touching someone

el se. He shuddered and dropped his hand. It was hard to see |skander
Sonet hing was wong with his vision. Light seened to flare inside his
m nd, casting everything in hard-edged, discrete flashes, like a

st roboscope.

| skander took a step forward. "Can you hear ne?"

"Yes..."

"Do you understand ne?"

"Yes."

| skander paused, as if he doubted the truth of what he heard. He

tilted his head slightly, then stepped back again. "Hold him" he said
to the two. guards. They noved cl oser and took Harpy's arnms. Harpy



i gnored them His gaze wandered away from | skander's icy,

features toward the hooded figures ranged all around.

"Father..." he whispered.

The anguish in his tone was so strong even |skander only for an
instant. Then he stepped further away, flipped hood up over his head,
and sank to the ancient stone floor.

Har py began to scream

Char had fallen asleep sitting up, slunped across her cot the back
wal I, her chin on her chest. Abruptly she blinked, then her head.

"Harpy," she said. "Sonething's wong with Harpy... Jim" He was
seated on the other cot, his face turned toward eyes w de and staring.
Yet she suddenly had the creepy he wasn't there, that there was nothi ng
intelligent or aware those calm vacant orbs. She nmight as well have
been cor pse.

-j/m

H s eyelids flickered. He shook his head slightly. "Eh, what?

"wr ong?"

"It's Harpy. Sonething' s happening.." sonething bad.

he's screamng."

"Screamng?. | don't hear anything. How can you tell?" : "It's
not--he's inside ny head. Screaming inside nmy mind.. felt her cheeks
grow warm \What a ridiculous thing to say... was true.

Jimcane off his cot and settled beside her. He draped one across her
shoul ders and hugged her. "Scream ng?. Can you sense thoughts? 1Is he
sayi ng anyt hi ng?."

She cl osed her eyes. It was the dammedest sensation, |ike being two

pl aces at once but unable to see the second place. She could fee
it--and yet the feeling was horrible. She could feel Harpy ing but not
hear him And sonehow his feelings were mixed in her own. |t was
becom ng harder and harder to separate the state her own body from
what ever was happening to him



Jim.. it feels like sonmething is growing inside ne. G ow ng
everywhere. Like a... | don't know, a cancer. Like I'm..
splitting.”

She turned in his arns and faced him face pale, eyes shocked w de.
"I'm.. Jim |I'msplitting! Help ne, oh, God, help ne!"

It was al nost over. The pain had been terrible, and it had seened
endl ess, but now it was subsi ding.

Only alittle bit of Harpy was left now He clung to that part, clung
to the final shreds of hinsblf, and hoped that this nuch of what he had
been would still remain with him

| skander had thrown back his hood and was staring at himin horror.
The Egg Guardi an | ooked strange, distorted. As if Harpy was seeing him
wi th new eyes.

But | am he thought. Everything is new now. And old, of course. So
very ol d.

Agony continued to drain out of him Now only the ghost of pain
remai ned, |eaving a feeling of cleansed weakness behind as the |ast of
it faded away.

This was what he'd feared. And despite everything he'd done to prevent
it, it had happened. The part of the old himthat still renained
contai ned nuch of his previous nenory. He knew what they had all

t hought: that he was a coward, a Hunzzan freak, terrified of his own
shadow. But it hadn't been his shadow t hat nade his muscles go weak
with panic. No, the shadow he'd feared was far darker and greater than
anyt hi ng they coul d i magi ne.

Anot her, colder part of him analyzed his current situation. |skander
and the Crcle had sunmmoned the power of the God. But of course the
God could not be sunmoned. It manifested itself as it desired, for it
was i mmanent, never coning nor going, but abiding always. And it had
chosen to touch him to trigger the things hidden deep inside him that
made hi m what he was.

And what was that?
What he'd feared he was, of course.

He was lying on his side, facing |Iskander. The strangeness of his new
eyes was becomi ng | ess burdensone. In a short while, he knew, it



woul d seem as normal as his old vision had. But there was foggi ness
as he lifted his head.

"I am.. he sai d.
H s voice was thick, turgid, no | onger the clean, sharp hiss, forner
exi st ence.

He got his hands beneath him and then his knees. He there, staring at
the strange new arnms, the partially scaled tufts of hair. Fingernails
but not claws. He cane to his knees. "You called ne..."

| skander uttered a short, choking noan.

So slow, so heavy. Hard to stand. The bal ance was woul d take sone
getting used to. But finally he managed to rise feet and stand facing
them swaying gently.

"I feared it, you know," he said. "I feared it nore than you dido.
knew what it was. You didn't."

"You... you..." Iskander gasped. He had also come to but he held his
hands before himin a wardi ng-off gesture. was a mask of dread.

Harpy al nost felt like smling at him
"And now that you have ne," he said, "what will you do? He was naned
is now anong you. | amthe Bringer of the Deadly Are you happy wth
ne?"

| skander stared at the great, hul king, slope-browed,

formbefore him at its hide of skin and scal es, sone creature of
Hunzzan and.." other.

He hi ked up his robes, turned, and ran

In the arnmored heart of the Al bagens Enpire, Hith Mun Alter the
deceptive quiet of his roons, contenplating what he had single small
hol oscreen floated not far fromwhere he sat and his ever-present

t ea.

Sonetimes the raw power of his position peeped out fromthe nental and
enoti onal blinders he had constructed over the centuries, and he found
hi nsel f overwhel ned by the naked actuality



A word, a gesture, even a slightly changed expression on his part

m ght call forth actions and events so powerful he could only barely
conprehend them \What did the Terries say?. Sonething about holding a
tiger by the tail?

He had issued a few sinple orders. Now, on his viewscreen, he watched
the result of them The distant recorders were focused on a single
white dot of light. It was a star, a relatively mnor star, nearly
lost in the blinding fields that were its backdrop

That was Terra's star. And now Terra was ringed by an arnmada greater
than it could imagine, let alone resist. Wth another gesture or word,
he coul d make that star, and everything in its system vanish into
interstellar gas.

The fleet was in place. The sun-poppers were ready, as well as a
hundred ot her violent and deadly weapons. All it needed was his wll,
his decision, his action to nmake it happen

The scene shi mered and vani shed, replaced by the fat, aging features
of Kallan G o Thun, second highest of his nmilitary commanders. "Lord,"
Thun said. "All is ready. What is your desire?"

The Packl ord raised his cup. So honey. So confortable and cozy. Such
a wild dissonance between here and there. For a nonment he felt a flash
of dizziness. Raise a cup of tea, destroy a race, burn a sun

"My desire is that you hold in place until | tell you otherw se," he
said. "Mintain the highest state of readiness, but do nothing
el se.™

"Yes, sir. You do understand that such a high | evel of preparedness
will take its toll on the troops over tine? That we can't maintain it
i ndefinitely?"

"It won't be indefinitely, Admral,” Hith replied. "But for a tine
yet. Still for a tine yet."

"Yes, Lord." Thun snapped off a brisk salute and vani shed. The
Packl ord wat ched hi m go, and thought of tea, and Serena Hal f Moon.

And Ji m Endi cott.
hat did you do with.." it?"
| skander couldn't quite bring hinmself to speak Harpy's nane. He

justified this to hinmself by trying to believe that the nonster (there
was



no other word for it) that had appeared to nold itself out of. flesh
had nothing to do with the youth who had been the forner Egg CGuardi an
VWhi ch was i npossible, of course, soling. He would consider it later
"As you ordered, Egg Guardian,"
took himto a cell."

the conmander of the son replied. "W

"Did he resist? Did he say or do anything?."

"No, Lord. He went peacefully, and he said nothing."
"What cell? \ere?"

"The main block, Lord. He's near the rest of the captives
Al ban vessel . "

| skander was seated on a confortable chair in the new appropriated
i medi ately on his ascent to the highest rank

m ght have played with the image of ascetic purity, but no such
inclinations. H's word was law for the entire planet,

saw no reason to hide or soften that fact.

Moreover, in this office he enjoyed the benefits of the no | ogy of

whi ch his people were capable. A Kasha had stayed | ately hidden from
the galactic mainstreamfor nillennia, but eyes and ears--and spies.
What it could take for itself, it did. He not have the very | atest
technol ogi es practiced on Hunzza di sposal, but what he had was adequate
for nost tasks.

I ncl udi ng keeping a watchful eye on the cell block and its
If this new Harpal aos tried anything odd, he would have

"Very well," he said. "Leave himthere for the tine being.
hi m speak to anybody. You understand? He speaks to no
"Yes, Lord." The colonel seened entirely happy with that.

| skander that even this tough mlitary man had no desire to to whatever
it was Harpal aos had becone.

"Very well. And now, what about this Al ban ship?"
There were banks of screens arranged on two walls.
were machi nes and operators. Pictures cane and went on the

sometines with dizzying rapidity. |skander faced them and nmake sense
of what he saw. Anything was better than trying to pher what had
happened in the G rcle chanber

One of the central screens abruptly refocused, its field of rowi ng onto
the great col ored neckl ace of the Al bagens Pride.



stared. He hadn't really seen it up close before.
"It's huge, isn't it?"
"It's the largest space vessel |'ve ever heard of," the col one

"Even Hunzza itself has nothing like it."



"Could it harmus? A whole world?"

"EBasily, Lord. | suspect it could destroy our sun, and our entire
system if it wished to."

"By itself? And we couldn't do anything to stop it?"

"By ourselves? Qur own military power? No. But we don't depend on
that, do we? W have a greater force protecting us. Do we not?"

| skander knew he spoke of the God. The God that had hi dden and
protected the Pit of Souls ever since Darod and his son, Harpal aos, had
first recognized the God and worshiped it.

He shuddered i nwardly as he thought about that. The prince who had

est abl i shed A' Kasha and his son had gone further than recognition and
wor ship, hadn't they? They had served. Bringer of the Deadly Dawn had
not been nerely a name. It had been a function, too.

And now he had a nonster locked in his prison. A nonster created by
the God, nol ded out of one who descended directly fromthe first and
hi ghest. What was in that blood?

"Lord?"
"Eh? Oh, pardon me, Colonel. M thoughts wandered."

"Yes, Lord. You know we also hold the Al ban who clains to be the
captain of that ship, as well as two Terrans, a boy and a girl. \What
are your orders?"

"I..." He'd barely given any thought yet to the other captives. The
two Terrans were of interest, of course. |Ikearos had erred grievously
in sending his son to that accursed planet. All |skander had to do was
| ook at what had come of it--A Kasha, shrouded and protected for five

t housand years, now stood naked and reveal ed, with a vast Al ban warship
floating in orbit a few thousand m |l es overhead.

Intol erabl e! What had | kearos been thinking?. Perhaps he had gone
mad? He was very old. It was possible... But |kearos would soon die.
As | skander considered that, he decided it was for the best. He and
his hideously mutated of fspring. Had that been the God' s puni shnent
for Ikearos's ill-fated schemes? He wasn't sure. He had felt the
Presence within him flowing out fromhim when he'd initiated his
first Grcle as Egg Guardian. But though he'd watched the effects of
t hat power on Harpy, he hadn't been privy to the content of it. He'd
been nerely a conduit. The God revealed itself only as it chose.

Perhaps it mght be expedient to help the matter of the forner Egg
Guardi an along a bit. There was no real need for |kearos ever to rise
from his sickbed, nor for his son ever to |leave his cell. Not alive,
at any rate. Unless the God willed it, of course. |If that was the
case, then



what ever the God willed woul d happen. Wich did | eave | east a
fatalistic version of free will on his own part... Thinking on al

this, Iskander drifted away again. He Guardian. So nany
responsibilities. And of course there Al ban ship. Mybe sone sort of
deal could be made about one who clainmed to be its captain was telling
the truth about his ship.

He raised his head. "Colonel, |I--" H's eyes widened. "What's Severa
of the smaller screens were now flashing red.

The col onel whirled and stared. "Lord--" he gasped. He took steps
forward and | eaned over the shoul der of one of the spoke for a few
seconds. Then he cane back

"Egg Quardi an, our distant warning systens have been

There are vast disturbances in real space all around A Kasha
"Di sturbances? Wat do you nean?"

"Somet hing is approaching from hyperspace but is before breakout."
"Somet hing?. Can't you be nore specific? Wat is hiding out

The col onel's expression was grim "lIt's a fleet, Lord," "Wat el se
could it be? It's too |large to be anything else."

"Afleet?" Dam |kearos. Wat had he brought down on now?. "Whose
fleet? From Al bagens?"

The col onel turned away to watch as new data fl owed across half a dozen
screens. He shook his head. "W have a space transl ations now. And
nore com ng. Picket ships, scout They're not Al ban."

"Don't toy with me! Do you know what they are?"
"Yes, Lord. They are Hunzza. That's the Inperial Hi gh there."

| skander cane out of his chair. A Kasha had kept itself as from Hunzza
as it had fromevery other race. He knew that enpire rebuilt itself
fromthe rubble, the legend of the Pit of Souls the few who had escaped
that doom had slowy faded. Now it was ing nore than the ghost of a
runor, a tale told to frighten

O it had been. He glanced at the central screen, which focused on the
Al ban ship. The five great globes that nmade neckl ace shape had begun
to shift colors slightly. Suddenly flared in unison and becane
perfectly reflective silver.

"What is that ship doing?" he asked.

"It appears, Lord, that it is going out to neet the incom ng has raised
its shields."”



"One ship?" Iskander said, awed. "Against all of the inperial
Hunzzan power ?"

"It appears so," the colonel replied. "I'hat's sone ship."
| can still feel it," CQutsider said.
"Yes, | can, too," Jimreplied.

"It worries ne. \hatever it is, it is imensely strong. You say it is
stronger than you are.”

"l think so."

"What if it interferes while we use the Pr/de to attack that Hunzzan
fleet?"

"I haven't decided yet whether to attack,"” Jimtold him

"What? Don't be ridiculous. There's only one possible reason for it
to be here: us. O at least what it thinks is us." CQutsider paused.
"I can see your logic, though. Even if they destroy the Pr/de, we
can't be harned. W're in the arrays, and the arrays are in So
System "

"Which is now surrounded by a simlar fleet fromAlba," Jimsaid. "If
Terra is destroyed, then so are the arrays. And so are we."

"You know that Al ban fleet can't touch us. W could initiate the Leap
spiral imediately. The singularity would take only monents to form
Not hi ng coul d touch us once the singularity exists."

"No," Jimsaid. "I'mnot ready to do that yet."

"lI"hen what are you ready to do? W have all the subjective tinme we
need, of course. But events do continue on in proper tine--and the
real problemis still with us. That other."

"I't's what the A Kashans worship," Jimtold him "Wat Harpy called
the CGod."

"rhere are no gods," Qutsider said. 'qlaere are only patterns,

i nformati on encoded by natural selection. Just |like the patterns
encoded in Harpal aos's DNA. You watched the process of activation. You
know. "

As a matter of course, Qutsider had invaded and taken over all of the
A' Kashan dat a- processi ng systens as soon as the Pr/de had entered

A Kasha System Wiile Jims "body" sat in a cell, its arnms hol di ng
Char, Jim had wat ched Harpal aos's transformation through the
observation systenms in the Crcle chanber.



"I know," Jimreplied. "lI'hat's the key to this whole thing;
understand. \at Harpy becane. Wy he became it."

"Do you understand the key yet?" "Only partially. |It's alnost as if
something is revealing itself bit by bit. Mybe hoping not to shock ne
or frighten ne. As an' would teach a child an unpleasant truth. O a

truth too large child's mind to understand all at once." "Neither you
nor | are children." "Maybe to sonething else we are.™
Qutsider snorted. "I'o what would we be |ike children?”

"I"o a god?" Jimsaid.

"-re you all right?" Jimsaid.

Char stirred in his arms. Her eyelids fluttered. "I think so. It's
| can't feel himanynore." She stared up at him "I think he's Ch,
Jim it was awmful. 1've never felt anything like it. He screanming.."

at the end."

Jimsighed and rel eased her. He stood up and sl ouched door of the
cell.

"I don't think he's dead," Jimsaid at last. "He's changed.
| ot of what he used to be is gone, or altered so greatly it's no him
but Harpy still exists. Mybe what he is nowis the real And the one

we knew was only a precursor.”

"A precursor? \Wat are you raving about? Harpy was Harpy. he's stil
alive or he isn't. Spare ne the netaphysical bullshit,

He grinned. "Char the practical. Char the pragmatic. Let nme it and

feel it, and I'Il tell you what it is."
She sat up straighter. "Don't you friggi ng condescend to ne, bastard.
| amwhat | am |'ve got a mnd. M nmnd exists! And reality.

There's nothing nystical about reality.”

He was silent for a nonent, then turned to face her. "You're of
course. But there's roomin reality for a lot of things that look tic
al  You can trust what your mind tells you, Char--as |long as renmenber
that you may not know everything about reality itself."

"And you do, | suppose?"



"I know nmore than you do. | know that the physical world enconpasses
far nore than human brains and human t houghts."

"I really don't want to talk about it, Jim | know you aren't--hell, |
don't even know what you are anynmore. But if Harpy is still alive, |
want to do sonething about it. | want you to do sonething if you can
Can you?"

"I"'mworking on it," he said, though his tone was vague, dismi ssive.
"And what about all the rest of this crap? In case you haven't
noticed, this is a cell we're sitting in. You're in contact with the
Pr/ de sonehow, aren't you?"

He nodded.
"Well, how long are you going to let this crap continue? Everybody
kept telling ne how powerful the Pr/de is. So why hasn't sonebody cone

down to get us out of this cage? And Korkal --what about hin®"

"Korkal's fine. He's taking a nap at the nonent. It isn't the first
jail he's found hinmself in."

She stood up to face him her novenents jerky and restless. One by one
she popped all her knuckles as Ji mw nced.

"CGod, don't do that," he said.

"Alittle knuckle cracking bothers the big bad m nd machi ne guy?." she
replied.

"I think it's somewhere ".mthe basic codes.” He grinned. "I'mstil
human, Char. It's hard to explain, but--" He paused. "But | can show

you. Sit down again."

" Huh?"

"Go on, sit down."

She stared at him then returned to her cot. He cane to stand before
her, facing her. "Hold still,"” he said as he reached out and pl aced

his pal ms on either side of her skull.

"Hey, wait a mnute! |Is this |like what Qutsider did to you? | don't
want any part

"Hush," he said softly, and closed his eyes.

She gawped at him suddenly silent, though her lips still noved. Then
her eyes roiled back in her skull until only the whites showed. She
began to quiver.

The cell door slid open with a soft humr ng sound. TW Hunzza Circle
guardsmen stood beyond, flanking a small, w zened |d Hunzza riding on a

float-chair. The chair scooted through the doorway.

"Stop that!" Ilkearos said. "It's not time yet, and you're only maki ng
matters worse."

Startled, Jimrel eased Char, who stopped shaking and col | apsed






linply onto the cot, then sat up again, dazed and blinking. He to
face the ancient Egg Guardi an.

"You're Harpy's father," he said. "Wo Speaks for the God." 'I'here's
anot her who woul d debate you about that, but as it out, he's wong and
you're right," lkearos said tartly. "So you who I am and what | am

But do you know who you are and are?"

Jimraised his head. The two guards eyed him their we ready, but
didn't nove.

"I think so," he said finally. "Do you have any opinions on the
information? .... "No. | have know edge. You are He Wo Changes. And
as to you are, | intend to tell you that shortly. But first, Changer

we undo some of the things you' ve already changed. Your appalling.
But it's not too late."

"Are you Speaking for your God now?."

| kearos gl anced at Char's huddl ed shape. "No nore than is Speaking for
you, Changer. At least she isn't yet. But there is history, ancient
history, and it's time you knew about it. Cone!"

He turned and floated out of the cell. Jimstarted to follow, paused.
"\What about her? What about your son and the Al ban tain, Korkal Enut
Denai ?"

"Those are sone of the things that need changing." He

Jim "Well, are you com ng or not?"

"I'"'mcomng," Jimsaid



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
What ?" Jimcould sense Qutsider's agitation

"I"he old Hunzza. Whsat's he doing?. |'magetting that feeling of
bl ockage when | try to probe anythi ng about him"

"Yes, he's being guarded, | think. By what he Speaks for."

"I don't like this. But | can't seemto do anything about it. Can
you?"

"I don't want to. | think we're about to be shown sonethi ng new.
Anot her piece of the puzzle,” Jimreplied.

"Puzzles. You act like this is a gane."

"No. Be patient. | see nore of the patterns than you do."

"l know. That makes nme nervous, too," Qutsider said. "Were is he
taking the girl and your construct?"

"I don't know. | can't penetrate whatever is guarding him either."
"Jim be careful.”

"It's only a construct."
"It's a way into where we are. |If sonething wants to take it..."

"I"'mgoing to devote nore attention to it. Can you handl e the Hunzzan
fleet?"

"Yes. For a while, at least. |If we becone fully engaged, | may need
your help."
"Al'l right."
"Watch yourself! If you feel the construct succunbing to an outside

force, destroy it. Cut the links."
"Renenber, we our real selves could be at risk."

"We already are,"” Jimreplied.



Jimand Char followed | kearos's float-chair down | ong penetrating ever
deeper into the center of the ancient housed the Circle chanmber at its
heart. Finally they reached a iron door. |Ikearos withdrew a netal key
fromhis robe and into a | ock-slot on the door. Jimheard a soft

click. The door inward, and |kearos floated on through

"Wait at the door," lkearos told his two guards after Jimand had
followed himin. As they penetrated further into the chanber, lights
began to come on, hard and yell ow, casting shadows. |ncandescent

lights? An iron door? Jimthought. How , this place?

As if hearing his thoughts, lkearos said, "This is the Od was built by
Darod the First, brother of the ill-fated Enperor who perished in the
creation of the God. This roomis over five sand years old. Mbst of
what it contains is stored on hard are not connected to any data net.
These are artifacts, There are even paper books here, preserved in rare
gases. "

Jimsniffed. The air snelled of nust and dust. As the lights ened
further, he saw that the roomwas broad and high. Al of were covered
with shelves and drawers and ot her cubbi es.

tabl es were stationed about, flanked by chairs suitable for
"What do you keep here?" Jim asked.

"Darod was ny ancestor in the direct line. He took this refuge from
what he knew was to cone. He had warned his against interfering with

t he nascent God, but Araxos wouldn't So Darod knew that a great

di saster approached for Hunzza as then, and he nmade the Pit of Souls as
a warning and a didn't knowif even he and his own people would survive
what was coming. He set out to make an archive concerni ng knew or
suspected, in case others in the future m ght need know edge. W have
added to that store for five mllennia now'. this is the first. This
is the oldest. Here are the deepest secrets.”

| kearos broke off and glided to the left-hand wall. He crude-I ooking
button pad. The door to a small conpartnent slid and he reached into
it. He took out a small object and brought it to:i nearest table.

"Secrets like this," he said.



Jimand Char followed himto the table. Jimstared at the thing

| kearos had brought. "Can | touch it?" he said.

"Of course. It's old, but it isn't delicate.”

Ji m pi cked up the plastic holocube and turned it in the light. As he

showed it to Char, whose eyebrows rose sharply as she | ooked at it,
| kearos returned to the cubby and dredged out nore artifacts.

"I't's a holo of an ancient human,"” Char said. "A cave man. Wat did
they call then? Nee-under... under... ?"

"Neanderthal ," Jimsaid. "A branch of the human tree that w thered and
died thirty thousand years ago, for reasons we still don't

under st and. "

He gl anced at |kearos, who had piled his load onto the tabletop. "I've
seen this before, or sonething like it. Korkal had a copy of one he'd
found in old archives nmaintained on Al bagens Prime. He thought that
maybe even the Packlord didn't know about it. Do you know what it is?
What it neans?”

| kear os nodded. "Yes. Do you?"

Jimclosed his eyes for a nmonent, renenbering. "It's at the heart of
what is happening now, isn't it? Do you know what has happened to your
son?"

| kearos nmade a soft hissing sound. Then he reached into the junble on
the tabl e and wi t hdrew another old hol ocube. "Yes," he said, and
handed it to Jim

Fromthe plastic a strange, hunp-shoul dered figure, thick and broad,
covered in skin and scales, stared calmy out frombeneath a heavily

ridged brow. Jimshivered. "Those eyes were five thousand years
dead,
but it seened to himthey watched himstill today. Sonmehow... "This

isn't Harpy, is it?"

| kearos clicked his teeth. "Yes, it is. The first Harpalaos. Darod's
son. The Bringer of the Deadly Dawn."

Jimshowed it to Char, who winced. "Is this what Harpy's been turned
i nto?" She | ooked away. "OCh, shit, that's awful ."

Jimsaid nothing, but continued to stare at the unmoving form Finally
he set it down. "How |long ago did the gene pools mngle?"

| kearos nodded, as if Jims question satisfied himsonmehow. ‘'rhirty

t housand years ago, long before the first Hunzzan Enpire existed, ny
people were in their first surge of exploration out fromthe hone
systenms. One ship happened across a system where a single planet
teined with Iife. They investigated |ong enough to determ ne that the
p. t held little interest for Hunzza. It was quite primtive--the
domna It species were primates, with several strains vying for

domi nance.



They performed routine testing and di scovered a curious thing.

the two primary strains didn't conmmuni cate by speech. The snaller
qui cker, nore vicious race, did use words." "

Jimstared at him "How did the first strain communi cate?"

"i"elepathy," lkearos said. "But a primtive telepathic race will rmnuch
| onger to devel op a discrete | anguage. They have no need,

t hey can communi cate so easily in feelings and mnd pictures. So wll
be slower to devel op a high technol ogy, because they bequeath permanent
records. They will be dependent on the they pass down to each other

On the other hand, they will be understand each other better. The
scientists on the Hunzzan tion thought they saw an interesting
possibility."

"Yes, they would," Jimsaid. "It's obvious. At their level, they nust
have known about genetic surgery.”

"By our standards only crudely, but yes. Renenber, Hunzza not yet made
her enpire. Many worlds struggl ed agai nst each dom nance. This ship
was not from Hunzza Prinme, but froma world. They thought they saw a
chance to give their own peopl e advantage over all the rest. They were
al ready technological, and ill telepathic ability could sonehow be
inserted into their racial would give thema great advantage agai nst

all the other worlds."

"So they took sanples, didn't they?"
"Yes," lkearos replied. "Enough to establish a breeding colony. then
in order to make certain no rivals happened across this cry, they

rel eased a virus tailored to certain distinctive features of prinmate
strain's DNA. By the time they left with their precious that race was
al ready dying out."

"Wait a minute," Char broke in. "Are you saying it was Terra

Hunzzan ship visited? And it killed off these... Neanderthal s?"
"Yes," lkearos said. "It was your home world." "Wat happened then?"
Ji m asked.

The ship returned to its own cluster and began a | arger movenent. A
barren world was seeded with these captives, in order to vide a
dependabl e source for their experinents. Over nmany years tried to

bl end el ements of the primate plasminto the Hunzzan structure. They
were only partly successful, and finally they ga/e the effort. The
seed colony was infected with the sane viral killer had destroyed its
predecessors, and abandoned. Even its location forgotten. Things
continued on."

"The viral killer didn't work, did it?" Jimsaid slowy.



"No, but it would take another twenty-five thousand years to |earn
that," lkearos replied. "I imagine it did kill nost of the col ony, but
some rmust have survived and continued to breed. It took a very |ong
time for these people to devel op | anguage and finally ascend the
technol ogi cal | adder to becone a spacefaring race. By then, they were
not hi ng nore than a backwater planet on the fringes of the First
Empire."

Jimtapped the holo of the bl ended Neanderthal - Hunzza, the frrst

Har pal aos. "You said the Hunzza were only partially successful, and
t hey eventual |y abandoned the project. But they were nore successful
than they knew, evidently."

"Much nmore. They did succeed in altering the Hunzzan DNAnbut the
alterations were subtle and not dominant. So over the centuries, and
then the millennia, the descendants of that experinments gradually began
to grow. Their power was the ability to create a gestalt, though they
didn't know this consciously. They just knew they coul d sonehow sense
whi ch way the racial wi nd was bl owing. You have a word for it?"

"Yes," Jimsaid. "Zeitgeist. A general racial agreenent. A shared
under st andi ng of what the world is. | can inmagine that the ability to
consciously tap into that would be an advantage."

"It was," lkearos replied. "Because the trait was not domi nant, it
took a very long tinme to nake its way throughout all the scattered
Hunzza proto enpires But those who possessed it npbst strongly began to
dom nate those who didn't. Finally, when the First Enpire was forned
al nost twenty thousand years later, the royal line possessed it in
abundance. And it lay dormant in nost of the rest of the race. Only
about ten percent of the entire Hunzza strain did not have it. O
course, in nost it didn't manifest as a conscious ability, but it did
in sone--particularly the inperial line."

He paused, then took another holo fromthe relics on the table.

"I"here. That is Araxos and his younger brother, Darod. Darod had the
reputation of having the gift of Foretelling. He was his brother's

cl osest advisor, all the nore val uabl e because Araxos evidently had no
trace of the gift hinself. That happened, even in the royal famly."

"A recessive trait," Jimnurnured.

"Which was too bad for Araxos. And nuch of the rest of Hunzza, too,"

| kearos said. "When an obscure planetary systemon the fringes of the
enpire suddenly began to show gross astronom cal changesn i npossible
changes--he foll owed the other great Hunzzan trait, aggression. W
have al ways been a race whose first instinct is to smash anything we
can't Understand."



"he pl anet was the col ony seeded before, of course,” Ji m Neandertha
world. A world of beings capable of linking their together."

"A planet naned Gelden," lkearos said. "I don't know how it, or why,
but somet hi ng happened, and they becane what we call a Leaper. Their
power suddenly spiral ed and becane Darod sensed it and warned Araxos of
it, but Araxos wouldn't Followi ng his own deepest instincts--the
Hunzzan urge toward | ence and aggression--he tried to smash it
instead. "

"And it smashed him" Jimsaid softly, trying to inagine it. "Yes. It
was the CGod, and it smashed him And a son was Darod, whom he naned
Har pal aos because the God told hi m Harpal aos grew to adul thood as a
nmonster, a blend of the and Hunzza. And one day all Hunzza woke to
dawn with their thoughts. For about one in ten of them it was the

| ast thing ever thought. And so his name cane to nean "Bringer of the
Dawn." It was the last act of the God's vengeance. |f vengeance what
it was."

"Why?." Jimasked. "Wy one in ten? Wy that?"

| kearos sighed. "It is the God. | can never know. But | can Those
who died were |ike Araxos. They didn't possess the gene, dormant. They
were pure Hunzza, responding always to their survival traitmidld
aggression. It was this trait that had destroy the God as it was being
born. So the God sinply... nated.." it fromthe race. And, of

course, destroyed the First in the process."

Ji m wandered away fromthe table, then paused, his eyes deep in
t hought. "But why, |kearos? Wy now?. You keep talking a God. Surely
you don't nmean it. It was a race--a branch of the race."

"But | do nean it, Jim \hatever it was once, it's a God now. don't
know what it neans, because it hasn't told nme. Wy do think I sent ny
own son to Terra? Because | knew the knew that the ancestors of the
God had cone from sonewhere; | didn't know where. But as soon as news
of Terra began to fillter from Al ba, | knew what it was. And then ny
own spies began to of the Packlord s worries. So | sent nmy son to t'nd
out what he breaking our own prime directive of pacifism"

"Why?." Jimsaid.

"Because the God did tell ne to do it," he said. "Not why. what.
Send ny son."



He | ooked up fromhis chair, a filmconing across his eyes. "And now
my son is changed into a destroyer not seen for five thousand years.

When | gave himhis birth nane, | didn't know how true it was.

thought it was my own choice. Obviously it wasn't." "Harpy?." Char
said. "Harpy is a destroyer? That's ridiculous.” |kearos stared at
her somberly. "Five thousand years ago, his direct ancestor destroyed
one tenth of the Hunzzan race. Nearly a trillion beings. And did it
in the space of a single dawn. Now that power has returned. It is

anong us. The destroyer is my son."

Jimsaid, "You know what it wants me to have, don't you? Wat your God
want s?"

| kear os nodded and withdrew a inmal small bit fromthe relics. He
handed it to Jim "It's an ancient chip, but I'msure you'll be able
to decode it."

Jimturned the small bit of plastic and metal in his hand. "Yes, since
evidently everything about nmy life has been twisted to lead to this
very monment. It would be a joke, wouldn't it, if | couldn't understand

what your God wants ne to know "
"What? What is it?" Char said.

Jimraised the chip so she could see. "l'these are the coordinates.
The greatest secret in this gal axy."

"Yes," lkearos said. "The |ocation of CGelden. The home of the Cod."
A sudden conmotion in the doorway caught their attention. They turned.
A troop of guards poured into the room A Hunzza wearing robes of
shifting colors followed themin.

"Egg GQuam " He paused, began again. "lkearos," |Iskander said. "Nest
Wat cher, " | kearos replied.

"No |longer. | am Egg Guardi an now. You have forfeited your office.
Through treason, if nothing else. But it |ooks |like madness to ne.
What are you doing?. CQur npst ancient secrets, revealed to... to
these..."

"Careful, Iskander. You don't know what you're neddling in."

For a nonent they |ocked gazes. Then I|Iskander | ooked away 'rake them
all!"™ he hissed. "Return the Terrans to their cell. And take |Kkearos
to the cell prepared for him"

| skander turned back to I kearos. "You've gone too far," he said. "You
know the price."
| kear os nodded as the guards cane forward. "I know the price," he

said. "But do you?"

Jimslipped the chip into his pocket as the guards |ed himaway.



he door to their cell slid shut behind them Char whirled. what now,
genius? W got to see all that dusty old junk, and to Harpy's father
Who doesn't seemvery nice, either. And now back here, and that head
guy acts like he's real unhappy with us stopped and pl aced her hands on
her hips. "Do you have any all what you're doing?."

"A better one nowthan | did, Char." He noved over to one sat down.

"iTiat's it? That's all you' re gonna say?" She seenmed close to Jim

couldn't tell if it was sadness for Harpy or just anger over uation
Char was volatile. A nost as volatile as... He closed his eyes.

"I don't have any way to read the chip,” Jimsaid. "M artifact
equi pped. "

Qutsider said, "Wje're in position to initiate engagenent with the ....
zan fleet. Do you want me to handle that, or do you want to take

"I don't want to engage at all. Are the nodifications finished on
Pr/de's transporters?"

"Yes."

"Al'l right. Bring us all back."

"You're sure? You really want to do this?"
"Jimsaid. "l do."

"Yes,'

| skander was determ ned not to nake the sane m stake a tine. He had
no i dea how | kearos had nanaged to el ude the watch



on him and wander freely through the halls--and cells of the building.
This time he made sure there would be continuous observation on
everybody concerned. A bank of holoscreens in his office remained
constantly focused on the Al ban captain, as well as Harpal aos, his
father, and the two Terrans, while he tried to nake sense of what the
Hunzzan fl eet and the big Al ban ship were doing. And so he didn't
notice the change in the cells until a monment or so after it had begun
By then it was too late.

"What's that?" he asked of nobody in particul ar

He pointed at the holoscreens. In all the cells, a dimwhite |ight,
i ke a ninbus, had appeared around each occupant. The Al ban was
| ooking up at the ceiling of his cell, as if the Ilight came fromthere,

but it didn't.

It was discrete, hovering around each form now grow ng stronger and
brighter. |Iskander sucked in his breath. 'he cells! Open themup and
get them out of therel™

But before his orders could be acted on, the shapes of the prisoners
began to waver, as if underwater

"Hurry!" he shout ed.

But the guards managed to get only the door to | kearos's cell open.

| skander saw it, just as he saw | kearos hinself fade away entirely. The
guards rushed in as the white |ight vanished. They stood gaping, wth
puzzl ed | ooks on their faces, staring at the spot where |kearos had
been. But he was gone.

So were the others.

s' you can see," Qutsider said, "the Hunzza have us entirely engl obed.
In theory, we should be unable to escape into hyperspace."

Jimlet hinmself flowentirely into the arrays, neshing each individua
link together into the uni magi nabl e power of the full gestalt of a
billion brains.

"In theory only," he replied as he took full control of every system on
t he Al bagens Pri de.



"I don't know, Your Majesty," the grand adnmiral of the fleet said
Tharson when he reported his failure a short tine later. "Once we the
Al ban ship fully engl obed, the disturbances created in by our own
drives and shi el di ng shoul d have prevented the from escaping. But it
didn't."

' Then you failed," Tharson said. H s tone was unforgiving. "Yes,

Maj esty. But so did everything we know about naval tactics. \Whatever
el se the Al bagens Pride did, it managed to pretty nuch everything we
know about space and hyperspace. they did should have been inpossible.
By the Seven Cold Hells, it inmpossible.™

The enperor, no scientist, was uninpressed. Obviously not sible. They
didit."

The grand adniral sighed and bowed his head. "Yes, Mjesty, didit."

Kor kal was pleased to find himself back in his own quarters the Pr/de.
He' d been incarcerated for days, cut off fromany of what was goi ng on
beyond his own cranped chanber. Then, demny, the white ninbus had
appeared around him He recogni zed strange gl ow from having seen it
before on Terra, just before pa | aos Char, and Jimhad nysteriously
vani shed from an enpty Terraport street. And so he wasn't entirely
surprised cell vanished fromaround himand, after a noment of twi sting
ness, the famliar sight of his own roons suddenly appeared.

A moment | ater he saw the shi mering shapes of |kearos sort of
nmonstrously mutated Hunzza, Char, and Jimcoal esce out thin air. When
everything seemed entirely solid, he cleared his "Wl cone to the

Al bagens Pr/de," he said.

The door to the roomslid open and CQutsider strode through. "Yes he
said. "Welconme aboard."™ He turned to Korkal. "If you would



our new guests confortable, we can get on with things."

Korkal offered an ironic half bow 'rhings that are, | suppose,
beyond our poor nortal ken?"

Qutsider stared at him "I see. A joke."

Korkal restrained a grin.

"Sit down, everybody, please," Jimsaid. He saw Char staring at the
t hi ng Harpy had becone, her expression nearly inpossible to describe.

"Harpy?." she whispered
Har pal aos nodded slightly. "Yes, | was the one you knew "

Char burst into tears.

Kor kal gl anced at Qutsider. "\Were are we now, exactly?"
"rhirty light-years fromA Kasha... and the Hunzzan fleet there."
"Fl eet?" Korkal had heard nothing about any fleet. Well, if it was

thirty light-years away, it wasn't an inmedi ate probl em

"And where are we bound?" he continued.

"A place called Gelden. O it was called that once."

Harpy made a soft, grunting sound, as if sonebody had just kicked him
inthe belly. He turned to stare at his father. "You knew, didn't
you, Father? You knew all al ong?."

Silently | kearos nodded.

"Way didn't you lead the Circle? 1'd have thought you woul d have
wi shed to observe the final results of your..." He glanced down at his

m sshapen body. "Your handi work."
"I woul d have," |skander said, his voice barely a whisper. "But the
God showed nmercy. It was not for ne to do."

"Mercy," Harpy said, his voice nusing. This is nercy?."

"I think," lkearos replied, "it is as rmuch mercy as the God will
offer.”

"Then the God is terrible," Harpy said.

"Yes," Iskander replied. "It is terrible. It is a god."

The reports fromspies with the Hunzzan fleet poured into the
Packl ord's intelligence gathering systems, were eval uated, ranked, and
passed directly on to him

He sat in his roons and sipped his tea, the conforting warnth of



the spicy liquid only partially assuaging the sense of loss he felt.
The Pr/de had escaped the entire mght of the I|nperial

Navy. Another inpossibility, but there it was. It was all the needed
about whet her Jim Endicott was in charge of the ship. could imagine
nobody el se able to pull off that sort of apparently ical escape. And
he didn't believe in magic.

Now he was conpletely at a loss. Were was the Endicott going?. \Wat
did he and the nysterious Qutsider plan to do? mnmight it affect Terra?
Al ba? The Leaper?

He didn't know. But he could take no nore chances. He while the
proper comunications |inks were set up. Then he gave orders.

He repeated them so that there could be no m stake.

"Do not attenpt anything other than destruction. Use poppers. If you
begi n i medi ately, how | ong before Terra's sun nova?"

The answer worried him It seemed like a long tine. He wond what Jim
could do with that rmuch tine. Nothing, he hoped.

Vell, life was a ganble .... Wen Sol went nova in twelve hours, he
woul d know whet her had won or lost. He raised his tea and si pped
agai n.

Fi endship is not a suicide pact, he reassured himself. But how t hat
mantra didn't soothe him Nothing did.

He t hought about Serena Half Mon. And waited. Twelve hours go. Poor
Serena. Poor Terra. Poor him Poor everybody.

When he had their attention again, Jimsaid, "Qur estimted of arrival
in Gelden Systemis eleven hours from now. "



CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

in the world of proper time, in the world of flesh and bl ood, the

Gel den singularity was a twi st of nothingness that tugged and pulled at
vision. Jimwatched it in two ways: through the eyes of his construct,
and frominside the arrays, where it | ooked entirely different.

"Cel den," he said.

"Look at the patterns,” Qutsider replied.

Life. Information coded by natural selection. Inside the arrays, that
was the kind of life he was. Patterns on patterns, form not separated
fromcontent, but formthat was content in itself.

| code information, therefore I am he thought.

From his vantage point in the arrays, the black hole that occupied the
space where Gel den System had once been now appeared as spi nning
patterns that described the paths that light made as it tried, and just
barely failed, to escape the pull of gravity. Where |light stopped was
the strange, shifting formof the singularity's event horizon

Through the eyes of his construct, he saw a nuddy, hazy blob, an area
that first appeared darker than the space surrounding itwintil his
brain realized it wasn't sinple darkness, but an utter absence of
light.

To his human eyes, the singularity was inpenetrabl e and unknowabl e.
But with the i nhuman awar eness he possessed inside the arrays, he
observed that the entire spinning surface of the thing was bubbling
with a fne mist of particle-antiparticle pairs created in the enpty
space that coated the event horizon like the rind of an orange. The
overall effect was as if the black hole was enitting radiation, gamm

and X rays, though it really wasn't only the space around it was.



"The Al ban fleet around Terra has initiated an attenpt to destroy So
System " CQutsider announced suddenly. "W are threatened, Jim |If the

human m nds that make up the arrays are destroyed, we wll be,

to0 "

"W have an hour of proper tinme before Sol goes nova," Jim said.
"i"hat's an enornmpus anount of our own subjective tinme."

"Neverthel ess, the threat is real, and in proper time it will culmnate
quite shortly."

"What woul d you have ne do?"

"Initiate the human singularity,” Qutsider said. "Just |like here.

Just like what Gelden did, five thousand years ago. It's inevitable,

anyway. The fact that you and | exist as we do nmakes it inevitable."

Jimnoved his patterns of his existence closer to the Celden
singularity. "No," he said at last. 'I'his... God... wanted ne here.

| think it went to a great deal of trouble to arrange this nonment.
Perhaps ny entire life was. only a part of that arrangenent. You know
I've always felt that everything about nme was bei ng mani pul at ed by
somet hi ng beyond ny understanding. At first | thought it was you. Then
| thought it was nmy real nother, Kate. But maybe it was this. [If so,

there nust be a reason. | want to know what it is.
"How do you propose to find out?"
Jimfelt his resolve growing. To know. At last, to know

"I"'mgoing into it. Through the event horizon. Into the singularity"
itself."

"You're mad! You can't ever get back."

"I think I can," Jimsaid.

Jims construct slowy mounted the steps to the captain's chair.

Over head, disconcertingly visible through the great dome above Comand
Deck, the black hole covered half the space beyond. Those who stared
at it too long began to feel queasy and disoriented. Mnds using flesh
and bl ood as their substrates were not built to gaze on true

not hi ngness for very | ong.

"Come with me, Char," he said. "And you, Harpy." He gestured toward a
pair of chairs that had been installed next to the captain's seat.



Har py nodded and started up the steps, but Char bal ked. "Wy?. \What
do you need ne for?"

"I may need you to Speak for ne," he said.

"Ch, man, that is such bullshit,"” she said. "I have no idea what
you' re tal ki ng about."

"Then humor ne." He stared down at her. "Char, | need your help."

Her lips tightened. "And that's reason enough, huh? You need it, so
have to give it. You don't understand ne very well, do you, buddy?"

"We're tal king about payment here, aren't we? A quid pro quo. ay,
how s this? Wthout your help, it's very likely that in |less than an

hour al nost the entire human race--everybody in Sol System-wll die.
Except for those few humans scattered outside of the system vyou'll be
al one. You can't even count on me. |'mnot really human, not the way

you think of it, not anynore."

Her face went blank a nonment. But then she said, "So? 1|'ve never been
much of a crowd person. Pretty nuch a loner, in fact. And unlike you,
altrui smhas never rung nmy bell. You're the one with the world saver

conplex. That isn't ne."

Harpy reached the top of the steps. "Wich chair?" he runbled. "Take
the right one,” Jimtold him Harpy nodded, lunbered to it, seated
hinsel f, and rested his hands in his lap. Fatalistic acceptance

whi spered from every novenent he made. O course, Jimthought. He is
in the presence of his God. How el se would he act?

But Char wasn't in the presence of her God. O at |east she didn't
t hink so.

"So | have to pay you," he said to her. "Very well. What's your
price?" She folded her arns across her chest. "Wuat's ny risk?"

There was a tine when, for the greater good, for humanity, even for her
own good, Jimm ght have lied to her. But he couldn't, not now.
Tricking her into joining himwuld be as great a crime as draggi ng her

by force, against her will, up onto the dais with him He sighed. "I
don't know," he said. "Maybe nothing. O nmaybe you die." She nodded.
"Then | can't say what ny price is, can I?" "l guess not."

| npasse. They stared at each other. Finally he nodded. "Can | show
you, then?" "Show me what?"

"I started to, before. But lkearos interrupted us."

"When you put your hands on ny head?" She grimaced. "No, thanks. |
didn't like that feeling at all. | passed out, didn't I? For alittle
whi | e?"

"Just a few seconds,"” he said. "Before you translated fully. Before



you saw what you were neant to see. Before you understood what were
nmeant to understand.”

"Meant? Mbre nystical bullshit, Jim [|'mnot buying today.

He took the first step down, his eyes |ocked on hers. "Not

Real . Wsat you were made for."

Her gaze narrowed warily, but she stood her ground. "People made for

anything, Jim People are what they are. And that's all they

"rrue," he said, and took another step. "You are what you are. what
you think you are isn't what you really are. | warned you. | you."

He took another step. She glared at himbut remained icily though her
back had gone ri gid.

"I was nmade for sonething," he said softly. "M/ nother nade

W woul d not be here today, facing each other, if she had not nmade into
somet hing di fferent al nost eighteen years ago."

He rai sed one hand. A hol oscreen suddenly appeared in the between
them He gestured again. Codes began to | oop crazily across screen
The notion was dizzying to watch. But after a nonent it then stopped.
Several lines were frozen across the top of the screen

"A section of nmy altered DNA. Now, watch."

More codes appeared, spun, stopped. They were markedly fromthe codes
above. "Normal human DNA." He took the final step and stopped, two
paces fromher, facing her. "And the third," he said.

When the final row of codes appeared, he said, "Look at them codes,
normal codes, and.." your codes."

He waved his hand. The m ddl e codes vani shed. The top and tom codes
slid over each other, neshing and merging. There was discontinuity.
They slipped together perfectly. They were identical.

"My nother rmade me, Char. But humanity itself a billion
evol uti on--made you."

Her features crunpled as she stared at the holoscreen. "It's a lie,
she whi spered.

"You know it isn't," he told her

And in the space where he really existed, where only a small part him
observed the scene on the Pr/de's Conmmand Deck through eyes of his
construct, he felt Qutsider's shock as a nearly tangi ble disturbance in
his larger reality.

Eventual | y Qutsider asked, "How | ong have you known?"
"Known? For sure? Not until this very nmonent, when | scanned her

codes. But |I've suspected for a good while. |kearos did, too. He
she woul d Speak for ne."






Qutsider's dismay was |ike a pal pable force, battering him Jim
braced hinsel f against that gale and weathered it. "If only | had
known, " Cutsider said.

"Which is why | didn't check on her. Not before. There was too nmuch
ri sk you woul d discover the truth. And | couldn't trust you. |In your
obsessive zeal to protect humanity, you've |lost your own humanity.
Unable to control ne, you would have tried to force her. You would
have dragged her into the arrays by main force. And you would have
destroyed her, yourself, and the arrays as well."

"Ri di cul ous. | could have dom nated her."

"No. Look at her codes. They're identical to mne. She would defeat
you as easily as | can. But she would hate you as she did it, and she
woul d destroy the arrays in order to destroy you. You are a fool

Qut si der, though you think you aren't."
"I ama fool? And what are you?"

"I ama tool," Jimtold him "I was nade before | was born, by a
conscious act of will on the part of my nmother. But Char? | don't
know what she is."

Qut si der's answering chuckle was cold with bitterness. "You don't see
it? That's strange. |t seens obvious enough to me. You even said it
to her."

"l said what?"

"You told her she was the product of a billion years of evolution. But
so are you. That sane billion years produced your nother, and your
nmother's brain, and the nind that created the codes in your DNA  You
both came fromthe sane river and reached the sanme destination. Your
nmet hods of travel just differed a bit. But not enough to nmake any rea
difference. Free will, Jim eh? Wat a joke that is. Eh? Eh?"

So it was with Qutsider's wheezing, w ndy, heartless |aughter roaring
in his mnd that Jimsaw the final bit of the puzzle, the one that

unl ocked all the doors, that superinposed a great pattern on all the
rest.

On the Command Deck, his construct took a final step and cl anped his
hands on either side of Char's head. "Don't you want to know what you
are?" he said.

Her gaze darted fromhimto the hol oscreen and back again. She tensed
and screaned into his face: '["Then |'m a puppet, just like you are.
hate it! And | hate youl"

He dropped his hands from her head and enfol ded her in his arms. She
went stiff, then suddenly rel axed, sobbing quietly. "I'mso..
afraid," she whi spered



"I know... | know, " he soothed. "But you don't have to be. what you
fear. | used to fear it, too. But not any |onger."

He put his cheek agai nst hers, against her smpoth skin. can't tel
you. | can only show you."

For a long tinme they stood |ike that, pressed agai nst each | eaning on
each other, the only two humans of their kind in the universe.

Finally she nmoved her |ips against his ear. "WII you show "Is that
what you want? Truly want?" "Yes..." ‘hen | wll."

He rel eased her and slowy raised his palnms until they cupped skul
agai n.

"It will be all right," he whispered.

They went away.

A bl ack hole, defined by Stephen Hawki ng and Roger Penrose as set of
events fromwhich it is not possible to escape to a large is a function
of mass. The greater the mass of the singularity, larger the event

hori zon. The universe itself can be thought of gigantic black hole,

wi th everything knowabl e existing inside nothing able to escape it. And
if a black hole is very large, across its event horizon may be nearly
unnot i ceabl e- - - except once having crossed that horizon, one can never
return back

"l ake nmy hands," Jims construct said to Char and Harpy. "How nuch
time is left for Sol?" Jim asked Qutsider, who keeping track of such
things so that Jimwould not be distracted his | arger concerns.

"vvel ve m nutes of proper time," Qutsider told him

"I"'mgoing into the singularity,” Jimsaid. "Be ready to initiate
Terran Leap if | don't, returnin tine."

"I"'mready. Even if you do return, | don't see howit wll make
di fference. The destruction of Terra is inevitable unless the begins
and hurmanity enters its own singularity.”

"1 know," Jim said.



"You' ve changed, Jim You seemcalm Renpote." CQutsider paused.
"Li ke me."

Ji mt hought of what he'd said to Char, that he really wasn't hunman
anynore. The full inport of understanding smashed into himthen, as he
contenpl ated what he really was: a vast web of patterns, of
arrangenents of information, spread throughout al Tay space, which was
really mnd space. All of that information encoded as a result of the
experience of his own--and a billion other--mnds, each experience
shaped by interaction with reality, but presented in the patterns

al one. The patterns that survived. Like natural selection

' mnot human, he thought in dismay. |1'malive, but |'mnot human.
Have | ever been hunman?
Qut si der was right.

H s own patterns envel oped the denser, deeper patterns that made up the
Gel den singularity, the God in the black hole. He becane a fog of
hope, breaking on a rock of know edge.

Dimy he felt Char's fingers in his left hand and Harpy's |arger
rougher fingers in his right. He drew their patterns, his own, and the
vast pattern of the mind arrays tighter about the corpus of the God and
sank themall past the singularity's event horizon, into the dark
unknown, unknowabl e heart of it all

Humanity had ten minutes left to live.

Not hi ng nmade of matter can |ong endure the forces that hold sway in the
heart of a black hole. At its very center lies the singularity, a
singl e point where even the | aws of space and time shatter and vani sh
into the quantum soup. But the patterns of the mnd arrays weren't
matter. They were nerely shapes inprinted on the fabric of space tine
the way a bowing ball will |eave an inprint on a bedspread even after
the ball is taken away.

There was not hing that seemed either spectacul ar or final about their
passage across the event horizon. One nonment they were outside, and
the next inside. But as they sank deeper within, they began to see new
patterns all about: swirling, twisting lines all focused toward the
center, the sanme sort of shapes water nmade as it swirled down a

drain.



Deeper and deeper, then. "Are you with ne?" he said. "I'mhere,"
Harpy replied. "M too," Char said.

Ji m t hought she sounded subdued. Maybe she was. Wen finally |inked
her to the arrays and she'd first understood her own ity to shape the
patterns as he did, she'd recoiled in terror. But draw ng back, she'd
| earned. She couldn't help it, being what she

And she' d picked up sonething even Jimhad not considered know edge
perhaps inplicit in her own existence as a Pleb ..... "I'f you send
manki nd into the singularity, only those linked in nmind arrays will
survive. Everything el senthe sun, Sol System all the other

humansmui Il die. Only the Iinked ones will live."
Why hadn't he considered that? But it was too late now "Yes," he
She' d decided then. "If there's another way, | want to find it. |

ask for this. But | have it now M/ responsibility. Dam you!"
"I"'msorry..."'

"I"'mnot that kind of nurderer!”

He could still sense her rage, snol dering beneath her

But she was here, with him And so was Harpy. Just as it had desti ned
to be. Just as it had

Wiere did that come fronf
As they spun and swirled ever inward, he felt it first as a certainty.
That everything was all right, that things had turned they were

supposed to turn out.

At the same time, it suddenly seemed as if the power of the arrays was
rapidly increasing. As if he was thinking faster, better

A great ripple of power suddenly flowed through him through them
Strai ght ahead now, a prick of brilliant white |light, spreadi ngm

Expl odi ng!
hey stood on an endl ess white plain made of white stone.

were faint glistening bits enbedded in the stone. The stone out in
every direction until it vanished in a haze of distance.



Overheard was a vast expanse of glimmering darkness. He stared up in
wonder. This was no night sky, no brilliant field of stars. It

rem nded hi m sonmehow of his first glinpse of array space, of the
infinite stretch of glowing lights enbedded in the actual material of
space-time. But this was so much nore conplicated, so much denser than
t hat .

Suddenly a series of rippling colors, red, blue, gold, purple, flashed
across, just a flicker before vanishing. As he watched, it happened
again. He realized it was some sort of continuous process, but many,
many orders of magnitude nore conpl ex and powerful than the mnd
arrays. "It is me," a soft voice said.

He | ooked down to see a figure approaching across the enpty stone.
"Don't let go of nmy hands,"” he nurnured. He felt Harpy's fingers
twitch slightly, and Char's grip on his grew tighter. The figure cane
up before them and halted three paces away. Broad, shorter than he,
dressed in a sinple white robe that couldn't disguise the powerful

sl ope of his shoulders. Those dark brown eyes, regarding himwth
illimtable cal mfrombeneath a heavy ridge of brow, seened to gl ow
with an inner |ight.

H s face was broad, flat, punctuated by a wi de nose w th upturned
nostrils. H's chin receded sonmewhat, but not as nuch as his ancestors
chi ns had.

Neanderthal man. Wth thirty thousands years of evolution thrown into
the m x.

Jimwas surprised to discover he felt no fear, only curiosity. And at
the sane tinme he realized this, he could also sense his own powers
i ncreasing by | eaps and bounds. Whatever process had begun after he

entered the black hole was still going on
"It goes on forever," the Neanderthal said. "It never stops. It is
infinite. Infinity is the nature of the singularity."

Yes, Jimthought, sensing it for the first tine. That nust be true.
"Who are you?" Jim asked.

"l suppose, for lack of anything better, you may call me God."
Though a thousand questions bloomed in his mnd, Jimdecided not to ask
them There was only one question that mattered, after all. "Wy have

you called ne here?" Jimsaid. "Do you know what | an?" God asked.

Jimstared at him feeling his own know edge expandi ng, expandi ng,

growi ng without ceasing. Growing forevernore... He realized that he
did know. "Yes. | do."
God inclined his head slightly. "You' ve attained enlightennent,

then. "



More and nmore know edge filled himup as his understanding

The process wasn't painful. It was the nost transcendent joy he'd
experi enced.

It was in his need to voice that joy, to sing a song of it, that he
what he knew.

"You will never stop. Just as | won't stop. | have becone life

i nformati on coded on space-tine by natural selection. | cannot
destroyed, even by the singularity. And as | grow closer to the larity
itself, ny energy increases. | think faster and faster. The think

the nore tine | experience fromm own point of view M jective tine.
When | am cl ose enough to the singularity, ny subj time will diverge to
infinity. 1 will diverge to infinity. Everything diverge to
inFinity."

God smled gently. "Yes. You have attained enlightennent."

Revel ati on kept on bubbling up in him a never-ending geyser of and
know edge. "I amyou. You are ne. And went

He stopped, his head thrown back, staring at the sky.

"And we are... ?" Cod said, urging himon.

As he becanme a part of it, Jimsawit at last: the greatest pattern
destiny of the universe, of life itself. For only as he reached his
own infinite reach could he conprehend the infinity of the QOrega

Poi nt .

"Fromthe beginning to the end," he whispered. "Life will fill
uni verse and subsune the universe within itself. The universe wll

becorme life. And the universe is the greatest black hole. 1In the end
it will collapse into its own singularity, taking all life with it,
until all life becomes infinite. Infinite, inmmortal, omiscient,

i mmanent

He | ooked at the creature before him "Orega," he said. "And Al pha,
too, of course. And everything in between."

"Yes," God said. "The destiny of this living universe. |Its since the
first quantumripple in nothingness, the ripple that the big bang. The
end encomnpassed in that first uncertain seed.”

But Jimwas still growing, still expanding into the infinity that this
Neanderthal , representative of a race that had | eaped into the
singularity and joined with the All five thousand years before, knew so
wel |

"It's bad, isn't it? M existence. | shouldn't have come into being
at all. How could | have? How did ny nother manage to do it?"

"Schrodi nger's box. You understand. She flipped a coin. The result
called you into being, and called ne as wellnthirty thousand years
bef ore she was born."

He saw it clearly then. "How long can you nmaintain this emul ation?"
he sai d.






A clock appeared at God's right hand. "Humanity will enter the
singularity three minutes fromnow in proper tinme. Then it will end. |
will end. You will end. The universe will end."

"I'"d better hurry, then," Jim said.
"You have all the time in the universe," God replied.

Tley stood on the Conmand Deck OF the Al bagens Pride, blinking and
staring at each other, still holding hands. Overhead, far away, the
bl ack hol e sucked light into darkness.

Korkal stared at them "Wat? Did sonething happen?"

Ji m dropped his hands, stepped forward, and enbraced the tough old
Al ban. "Korkal, | love you," he said.

"What? Yes, well.." of course. | love you, too, Jim But what..
o

Jimrel eased himand stepped away. He took Harpy and Char's hands
again. "Be well, Korkal. And renenbernit really/s all for the
best."

Kor kal stepped forward, reaching toward them but then he stopped.
Before his foot had touched the deck again, they had vani shed. He
woul d never see any of them again:

As Jimlet hinself slip back into what he had become, what all of them
had becone, he knew he woul d never see Korkal again, either. |If he
failed in what he had to do, this universe would never have exi sted.
And if he succeeded... He didn't know. Only the QOrega Point knew. Some
infinities were infinitely larger than other infinities.

He said it again as he vani shed forever fromKorkal's sight. "Goodbye,
old friend. Goodbye."

The three of them stood in a dingy hallway, gazing through a snmudged
gl ass window into the snall |aboratory beyond. 1In the lab, a large



dark tinme that happens, a new universe is nade. Physicists call this
many-worl ds nmodel. The total nunber of possible visible very |arge,
but a conputer with a capacity of ten to the one twenty-third power
bits would be powerful enough to enmulate one of them-all at once!"

"So why are we here, Jin? At this time? 1In this place? W are
different tinme than we were, aren't we?"

Ji mnodded. "Yes. This is about eight nonths before | was born
mother is carrying me at the noment. And trying to nmake a

Harpy said, "But how does this affect us? The future? The verse?"

Jimtouched the glass, still transfixed by the scene beyond. was
arguing with Carl. Carl, whom Jimknew he would kill in a fight next
to a burning cabin on WIf bane seventeen years in future fromthis
monent. He remenbered Carl bl eeding, gasping out his life and his
love... He closed his eyes for a nonent.

"Al bert Einstein hated quantum physics. He spent nost of his after
formulating his special and general relativity theories, disprove it.
But he failed. When he said, "CGod doesn't play dice with universe," he
had in m nd a special exanple called Schrodinger's "Yes, God nentioned
that, too."

"It seens inpossible to logic, but quantum physics isn't |ogical

Schrodi nger's box was a mind experinment: |nagine a a cat seal ed inside.
I magi ne that the cat flips a coin. |If the coin down tails, cyanide gas
cones into the box and the cat dies. But coin comes down heads, no gas
enters, and the cat lives. point of view of soneone outside the box,

wi thout looking into is the cat alive or dead?"

"Why, it's--" Char stopped. Started again. "Well, it is... shook her
head. "I don't know "
Jimgrinned. "One of the possibilities inherent in quantum says that

the cat is neither dead nor alive. Mre accurately, it is dead and
alive. But in separate universes."

"And so?" Char said.

This entire universe, the one we know, is a gigantic maintained by the
Cel den Leaper. The Neanderthal is a subset of Orega Point, the life at
the end of time. O Cod, actually. Its ing power is nore than enough
to maintain a single universe. And doing so for a single reason: So
that | can conme here "and try to the outconme of the coin flip nmy nother
i s about to make."



what silver one?"

"Yes. She altered nmy DNA, changed it and hid codes in it, to make ne
able to mani pul ate the patterns of the mnd arrays the way | do. But
it was a hard decision for her to make, and in the end she just flipped
a coin. It came down tails, and she nmade the changes in nmen in her
wormb, before | was born. So because of her coinfrip, this whole

uni verse is a Schrodi nger's box."

"But you said that there would be two universes, that the coin would
cone down both ways."

"Ordinarily that would be true. But not this tinme. You see, the Orega
Point, God at the end of tine, springs directly fromthe human race.
From Terra. Eventually humans will fill the entire universe-along with
many ot her races, of course, but humans will be first and greatest. The
m nd of the universe will be essentially human. So anything t hat
tampers with that history is final, in a way that evel Brthing el se can
never be. The Onega Point exists on the main branch, the primry
universe. All the other universes split fromthat main branch

W thout the Orega Point, the main branch does not, cannot, exist. And
it can't exist without Terra having been, and becom ng, everything it
has been and will be in the future."”

"But no matter what, hunmanity won't die, Jim Even if we fail here,
Qutsider will start a singularity just like CGelden's, and all the m nds
of the arrays will transfer inside it, safe fromanything."

"Not exactly,"” Jimsaid. "Wuat you say is true. It will, in fact,
happen if we fail now But if it happens, the primary universe wll
cease to exist, because humanity will never create the Orega Point. It
won't be able to. It won't be able to escape the black hole until the
uni verse itself coll apses and absorbs all the black holes inside it.
But that will be too late. Humanity will have been cut off and the
Onega Point never created. So the universe won't exist, either.”

Char shook her head. "So you're saying that if your norn hadn't
changed your DNA, the mind arrays woul dn't have becone powerful enough
to let humanity go into the singularity.. " She stared at him "But

what about ne? | can do the same things you can.”

"I know. | don't know what will happen, though. Maybe you won't be
created at all. Mybe you'll do things differently. O maybe you'l

be the same, but the arrays won't become strong enough.” He closed his
eyes again. "All | know for sure is that | have to change this. Here
and now. If | can, then it will be all right."

"All right?" Harpy asked softly. "And what about you? Wat wll
happen to you?"



"l don't know that, either. But we are here now, all of us. And
because the Cel den Leaper emul ated a universe to enclose this event and
provide a way to change it. W are that way."

Jimtook a deep breath and stared through the glass. Kate had' ken off
her silent argunent with Carl. Now she had her back to facing a

wor kbench. She was no | onger tossing the coin back forth. Now it
rested on the tip of her right thunb and the side of forefinger

For a nonent Jimfelt dizzy. Had a billion years of Terran gone
precisely the way it had so that mankind could end up opposabl e t hunbs?
And that nmerely so Kate would be able to coin?

"Are you ready?" he said.

They noved closer to him Char took his left hand and right. Kate's
hand junped suddenly. Her thumb sprang back. The leaped into the air,
spi nni ng qui ckly, catching the overhead reached the top of its arc and
began to fall back down, toward the of the bench

"Now " Jim said.

Into the nmonent rushed the processing povcer of a billion human.

brai ns, coordinated by Char as she handed themoff to Jimfromthe

| i nkages CQutsider pushed to the very limt of capacity. That force was
joined by the rawer, cruder, but nmuch greater capacity of every living
Hunzzan who possessed the Neanderthal DNA twi sts that allowed |inkage,
the Iinkage that Harpy had been born to create with the same powers his
di stant ancestor had used to destroy. And Jim hinmself, drawing all of
it together into one great pattern, focused all of it on one goal: the
alteration of the randomy chaotic events that affected the result of a
single coin toss.

In any other circunstance, it would have been a trivial exercise.

coul d have nodeled a billion different universes, each one with a
separate result. But this was the primary universe. Here was where it
all began--and ended. It could not split, for if it did, it would

cease to exist;



Hs teeth ground together. H's face turned bright red. His eyes

bul ged. Hi s hands knotted into stony fists within theirs as he worked
at the tiniest of Iimts, the strange fluctuations that lived on the
ot her side of the quantum barriers, where time and space and energy
becanme one. "Ungh..."

Bl ood sprang fromhis Iip where his teeth cut cleanly through
Finally, as he bent backward |ike an overdrawn bow, scream ng and

vi brating, the skin of his skull split and bl ood began to ooze forth.
"Ai eee... ahhh.." yes!"

G nk!
The coin wit was an ol d-fashioned quarter Kate had inherited as a

good- 1 uck piecenl anded on the scarred bench top. She and Carl | eaned
cl oser, staring.

After a nonment Kate straightened. "Heads," she said.

She | ooked up at him He was smiling. "lI'mglad," he said.

Her lips trenbled. Then suddenly she snmiled, too. "So aml," she
whi spered. She touched her flat belly. "I didn't really want to do

it."

Qut side the door, Jimturned to face Char and Harpy. Now tears

m ngled with the blood stream ng down his face. He dropped their
hands, reached out, and enfolded themboth in a hug. "Did we do it?"
Char whispered. "W did it," he said.

"What happens now?." Harpy asked.

Jimwas grinning and weeping at the sane time. "I don't know, " he
replied. "l only know one thing. The universe goes on as it was meant
to go on. | don't think we do, though. W weren't neant to be as we

are now. W are supposed to be sonething else."



"Why are we still here?" Char said

"Maybe a nercy. Maybe a blessing. Mybe just to say goodbye, paused.
"You know | |ove you both, don't you?"

Char wi ped a streak of blood off his forehead. Her eyes washed with
dark fire. "Information encoded by natural selection," she pered.
"Where is any roomin that for |ove?"

Harpy | eaned closer. lie re always roomfor |ove,"
"Al ways. .."

he purred
And so they clung to each other as the darkness grew them and the
eternal light also

Behi nd them the door opened. Kate and Carl stepped out into hallway.
Kat e paused.

"Did you feel sonething?."
Carl shook his head.
She gl anced down. "What's that spot?"

He went over, crouched, and touched the noist, gleam ng dot. brought
up one red-sneared fingertip. "Blood," he said. "It's blood."



| NTERLUDE
WOLF BANE SYSTEM
ANOTHER TI ME AN OLDER PLACE

Nausea gagged in Jimis throat as he realized what had happened. It had
been his nmorn attacking that big man--and he hadn't been able to pul
the trigger, even to save her. What kind of a man was he? What did
all his brave promi ses, his shining ideals, nean when he couldn't even
save his own not her?

But before he could think any further, he heard his father's voice cal
softly, "I"ab? JinP"

He started to reply, but lightning rolled out of the forest beyond,
blinding him He heard his dad cry hoarsely, and tried to blink the
mask fromhis vision, his own weapon waving w ldly.

Sonet hi ng noved. He gasped, straightened, and pulled the trigger just
as he'd been taught, a clean, snapping two-shot. Then raw panic
clutched himand, convulsively, he enptied his entire magazine into the
dazzl i ng, star-shot night.

Wth that, everything went silent.

For a long nonment, nothing. Jimfelt nunb. His brain didn't seemto
want to work. Then, with disorienting clarity, the world burst back
into his consciousness. H's ears rang with the recent expl osions,
screams, Cries.

H s nose burned with the stench of explosive powders and laser-1lit
fires. H s stomach was a cold and curdled knot of fear. Gadually his
vision cleared. 1In the background, the cabin burned with a lively
crackl e, casting weird shadows.

The night throbbed with nenace. He could feel his teeth chattering in
his jawbone. And all he wanted to do was burst into tears, run to his
fat her and nother, and have them hold himand tell himit was al

right. "Jim.. ." "Dad?"

"Over here," cane the choked reply.



In the ghastly light of the cabin's destruction, Jimknelt by his
f at her,

a few feet from Heck Canpbell's nutilated corpse
" Dad?"

Carl Endicott groaned, swiping blindly at the blood that |eaked from
his shoulder. "Help ne up," he said.

Jims heart pounded in his chest. "Are you okay?"
"Just a glancing blow," Carl said. "Take ny hand. Careful."

Ji m braced hinself and haul ed gently. Carl Endicott cane to feet. He
took a deep breath.

For an instant the night seemed utterly notionless. Wncing

Carl shielded his eyes against the burning cabin. "Were's your norn?"
he said, turning.

"Over... over here... cane a faint cry.

Both nmen rushed toward the sound. They found her craw ing the edge of
the clearing, a few feet out fromthe bushes. "Mm" Jim shouted,
rushing toward her. "l'ab!" Carl yelled, close behind.

Jimreached her first and hel ped her to stand. There was a |unp on her
forehead, but she seemed okay. Jimturned to Carl,

face alight. "Dad?" "What, son?"

"Did we make it? Are we all right?"

Carl paused and gl anced at one arnored figure pinioned on a tant tree.
Then he turned and went back to the lunp prostrate on ground where he'd
taken his wound. That one was dead, too.

But the nost dangerous one?

It took Carl a while to find her. Wen he did, he knelt to make before
he called out softly, "Jin? Come here.”

A moment | ater Jimghosted in out of the shadows. He squ down next to
Carl. The light fromthe burning cabin cast |eaping ows across his
snoke- st reaked features.

"This was Steele,"” Carl whispered. "You can't tell now, but | know
her." He paused, swallowi ng. "Knew her."

Jimstared down at the ruin before him at the snoking enptiness where
Steel e's head had been. His stomach heaved, but there was nothing |eft
inside. After a nonent he regained control. He stared at. Carl

"I did that?"



"Yes. Only your .75 could do that kind of damage to an arnored
fighter." Jimlicked his lips. He' d never killed anybody before--and

only monents before, he'd alnost killed his father. Nowthis. It
felt..” it felt awful
" Dad?"

Carl stood up. His knees nmade a poppi ng sound. He reached down, took
Jim s hand, and pulled himup. They stared at each ot her

"Dad?" Jimsaid again. Hi s |ips quivered. Misture gleaned suddenly
in his eyes. Then Carl reached out and pulled himin, wapping himin
his strong arns and holding himas if he would never |et himgo.

After a while, though, he did. They stepped apart, even though Jim
t hought that they had never been so close. "W did nake it, didn't we,
Dad?"

Carl grinned a little. "Yeah, son, we did."
"So we've got another chance?"

"W al ways have another chance, Jim Al ways. As long as we live."
Ji mnodded. "I'mglad," he said.

Overhead the stars burned in a great bow of light. As Tabitha cane
over to join them Jimlooked up at the Wl fbane night. He blinked.

For one nonment he thought he saw great bands of color, red, blue, gold,
purple, flicker across those distant stars, alnmpst too quickly to see.
And sonething else flickered, a fading menory of a history that m ght
have been, that had beennbut sonmewhere el se. Were he had been soneone
el se. Some other universe. Sonme other Jim

He reached for it, but just like that, it faded and was gone. And with
it a weight of guilt vanished into the mists of might-have been, a dark
freight train that now passed hi m by.

He si ghed, wondering what it was he had just |ost, and wonderi ng what
he had gai ned i n exchange.

"Dad? Did you just see sonething in the sky?." Carl shook his head.
“No." "I did," Jimsaid.



Bl BLI OGRAPHY

Step into Chaos takes JimEndicott into the very strange, but very rea
wor |l d of high energy physics, and proposes a uni que way of
under st andi ng the uni verse. Such understandings are called Theories of
Everything (TOES), and are one of the main concerns of physicists
seeki ng to know how t he uni verse works, fromthe tiniest quantum
particles to the | argest gal axi es.

Here are resources that will lead the reader into a greater know edge
of the scientific background of this book, as well as introducing the
novice to the fascinating field of cosnol ogy, the study of universe
itself.

SCI ENCE FI CTI ON

A Fire Upon the Deep by Vernor Vinge. Paperback reprint edition
(February 1993) Tor Books; |SBN:. 0812515285.

An epic novel with an interesting cosnological twist: time, space, and
light speed vary by distance fromgalactic cores. This book won the
Hugo Award in 1993.

Distress by Greg Egan. (February 1998) Harper Prism | SBN: 0061057274.
In this book, the entire plot hinges on a Theory of Everything.

Contact by Carl Sagan. (July 1997) Pocket Books; |SBN: 0671004107.

A brilliant adventure by the master of the cosnobs hinsel f which
descri bes a universe based on Sagan's understandi ng of the science of
t he physical universe.

SCl ENCE FACT

The research for Step into Chaos enconpassed a nunber of sources. Here
are the nmain ones:

The basic cosnology in Step into Chaos was taken fromthe well-known
physicist Frank J. Tipler's book, The Physics of Immortality.
( Sept ember 1995) Anchor; |1 SBN. 0385467990.



ct Symretry: The Search for the Beginning of Time by Heinz
Sinon & Shuster; |SBN: 0553240005.
Hyper space by M chio Kaku. (March 1995) Anchor; |SBN: 0381

A Brief Hstory of Time by Stephen Hawki ng. (Septenber 1998) Doubl eday
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The Wrld Wde Web has many sites that discuss cosnol ogy and the at
| ar ge.

NASA offers a very good site with many links at: http:
[/ map. gsfc. nasa. gov/ ht ml / websi te. ht m

The Cosmol ogy Review provides the "latest theories, technologies, |ong
in cosmol ogy" along with an excellent bibliography for further http:
/[ www. unc. edu/ ~j gr eene5b/

For an excellent discussion of Frank Tipler's QOrega Point theory, this
book is based, as well as discussions of other cosnol ogica
http://ww. al eph. se/ Trans/ d obal / Orega/
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