The scream of utter frugtration ripping through her

brain shocked her out of stasis. She felt ajolt run through
her body, then it and the scream dwindled to atingle at her
spine. That sensation proved unsettling enough that, for
amoment or two, she succeeded in fighting off her body's
desireto dip back into somnolent bliss.

Where?

Why?

Her mind dowly clawed itsway to consciousness. In an
instant she knew exactly where she was. Snippets of
memories, al involving shadowy figures bearing her
downward through dark tunnels, strobed through her
brain. Deeper and deeper they had taken her, just has her
mind had retreated deep into itsalf, to keep her safe. Safe,
and so | could prepare.

As sherecdled the need for preparation and the reason
behind it, shefdt the tingling in her spine shift to acold chill
clutching her with sharp tlons. At first sheimaginedit a
reaction to the memory, but then she heard faint echoes

of snigter laughter. The laughter built dowly and she
knew, ingtinctively, that had the cresture causing it not
been multiple dimensonsfrom her, shewould have been
forced to return to stasisto preserve her sanity.

Itishim. He endures, even after thismuch time. The
scream, sheredlized, had come from far closer than the
laughter. That was the reason it had been able to cut
through al the menta shields she had created to protect
hersdf. He was here, in this dimension, but he was turned
away. He was defeated. How is that possible?
Sheforced her eyes open and waited impatiently for

them to focus so she could read the chronometric display
above thelife-sgns monitor in her stasis capaule. Glowing
green numerals reported time as both objective and
subjective, with the latter number causing her more
concern than theformer. | have been in stasis for the
equivalent of 3.27144 life-measurement units. My mis-
sion, my preparation, was projected to take 4.978831
LMUs. | am not yet ready.

She looked at the first number again. She frowned,
forcing her brain through the rigors of mathematics.
Twenty-six terrestrial LMUSs have passed since | was
placed in stasis. Have they progressed so much that they
can hold him at bay? Has the danger passed? Isit safe?
Thelaughter drifted in and out of her mind like snatches

of music borne by thewind. At times she heard it with a
deafening clarity, then it faded until shewondered if it had
ever beenthereat dl. Theanger init dowly drained until



she sensed an dmogt paterna pride or a begrudged

respect in it. Whoever had driven him off had earned his
attention and, with thet, she knew, camefearful, crushing
retribution.

| was put into stasis to fight him—and them—to prevent
his exacting revenge. | was to forge myself into a tool that
would end his campaign of terror and domination. She
pressed her fingertips againgt the soft cloth lining the

stasis capsule and sought in it the peace she had known
before the scream. | am not ready.

From the heart of the laughter came anew emotion. It
shocked and hurt her, but she automaticaly shunted the
pain away as the defenses she had prepared dedlt with the
assault. Once she broke through thewall of physica
discomfort, she saw and smelled and felt and heard and
tasted and sensed him and his thoughts. She had trouble
following his menta processes, for though he had one
purpose and one god, it seemed asif billions of minds
gpoke in unison with his. Like listening for one lone flute
inaconcert of al theworlds orchestras, she caught
tantaizing fragments of hismusings, then dowly puzzled
them together.

She conscioudy overrode the physicd lethargy im-

posed by the stasis capsule and let herself smile. Here he

is called Fiddleback, a name in which he revelsfor its
irony and infamy. He has agents here—many agents. But
there are those who oppose him. Someone turned one of
his agents, his favorite, against him. That pet has joined
forces with the opposition against him, but Fiddleback
has no fear. Thereisatrap. He will consume his enemies
in thistrap, and take away a greater prizein doing so.
The monstrous confidence in Fiddleback's thoughts
threatened to swamp her like atida wave. Another

.00001 LMUsrack themselves up on her chronometric
display dong with anincrease in Fiddleback's certainty

that he would succeed. That sent another jolt through her,
and the metdllic taste of fear flooded her mouth.

| amnot ready! Part of her brain screamed as her right
index finger flexed and moved upward. Lifting it fdt like
moving the mountain beneath which she had been buried.
Had she waited until 4.978831 LMUs had passed, the
stasis capsule would have opened by itsdf and prepared

her for areturn to aworld where time flowed unabated.
Part of her very much wanted to wait for that eventudity,
but something in Fiddleback's pa pable egotism told her

that to wait was to awaken in aworld he had made his own.
Millimeter by millimeter her finger rose until it finaly

met resistance. For ahaf-second, shefelt she could not
depress the switch enough to free hersdf. Shelet the
energy that her claustrophobic panic freed flow into her
finger. It stiffened, and she heard afaint click.



The hissof mugty ar flowing into the capsule buried

that sound. Dim light encircled her asthetop half of the
tubular capsule rose four centimeters. She blinked her
eyestwice, not againg the light, but because of the swirls
of dust curling in beneath the edge of the capsule. Asthe
latches on the right side snapped open, thewholelid
rotated up and to the left. Initswake, adrifting blanket of
dust blew free of thelid'strailing edge and settled over her.
She sneezed.

The sound surprised her, especidly the way it echoed
within the small stone chamber, then shelaughed. That
happy sound likewise rebounded back to her, and she
smiled, remembering that the denizens of thisworld il
communicated through sounds instead of through telepa-
thy. Although born here, she shared her parents prefer-
ence for thought transfer to the imprecision of speech.
Theincessant chittering of Fiddleback's myriad thoughts
nibbled through the pleasant fedings her memories had
engendered. Shefrowned and tried to snap shut the link
to him, but found it impossible. Gritting her teeth, she
redoubled her effort. Success came, along with areturn of
the pain wall, leaving her exhausted and numb.

Golden highlights glinted from her fingernalsas she
outstretched her arms. Reaching down, she grasped the
edge of the capsule and levered hersdlf into agtting
position, then swung her legs over the edge. Scooting
forward, she hopped down to thefloor and landed in a
three-point crouch. She looked left and right, her eyesight
piercing the darkness without trouble, but heard and saw
nothing dsein the smdl room.

Settling back down on her haunches, she brushed her
thumb over her fingertips, savoring the gritty sensation of
the dust from the floor. No one has been here for a long
time. LMUSs, perhaps. She straightened up and glanced
over & the wooden bin stacked with metallic debrisand
the four padlocked file cabinets next to it. Dr. Chandra
said no one would ever be allowed to see the Corona crash
evidence. Hiding me here was a good choice.

Padding over to the gray metal door, she remembered
something about when she had been sedled in the room.
Dr. Chandrahad given her akey and hung it around her
neck on achain. For the first time, she became aware of

it hanging down between her smal breasts. She pulled it
free and looked for alock in which to insert it—she
remembered having practiced with akey so she would not
be trapped.

The door had no lock.

Reaching up as high as she could, she ran her hands
down each edge of the metallic door jamb. She felt no weld
scars and, at the bottom of the door, she was able to insert
her fingernails beneeth it. Straightening up again, she



took a step back to survey the door initsentirety and
noticed the numeric keypad besideit.

She smiled because the doors on the ship had used

smilar sorts of locking mechanisms. She covered it with

her hand and gave the mental command to open.

Nothing happened.

A second attempt achieved the same result. She
concentrated, thinking perhaps her skills had atrophied
during stasis. She rejected the thought—the whole pur-
pose of her timein stasis had been to hone her Kills, but
part of her preferred that impossibility to the redlity of

being trapped.

Her third command failed as had the other two, but her
concentration brought another result. She redlized thet of
the nine keys on the pad, severa of them resonated
differently to her senses. Sheran her fingertips over them
very lightly and felt a spark as she touched some of them.
She shook her head. Of course, the humans put thisin.
That which we use for manual override is what they have
no choice but to use because the vast majority of them
cannot project their thoughts. Four keys feel special, but
what is the sequence? How many numbers?

With four keysfeding specid, she knew thelogica
assumption was that the coded sequence involved only

four numbers. Even so, thefirgt key felt so much more
powerful than the others, she suspected it had to be hit
twice during the sequence. That first number centered the
top row of three: Sherecdled it being caled an 8.

The other specia keyswere arrayed on the keypad in
aroughly geometric pattern. The 6 lay one below and one
to theright of the 8. The 2 sat in the bottom row, located
squarely in the middle. The 4 sat on the other end of the
row with the 6.

A five-number sequence with four possible candidates
is not an insurmountable number of combinationsto try.
She stared at the keypad again. Entering a wrong number
could set off an alarm, and with the changes here, | do not
want to do that. There must be another clue.

She frowned and tried to sort through anything she

could remember about her hosts that would give her an
indication of what she should do. She smiled asshe
remembered Dr. Chandraand the other humans who had
worked with her, studying her, as she had grown up within
the protected environment of a Federal Liaison Center. It
shocked and surprised her that, as much as she had loved
Chandraand his co-workers, her mother's thoughts about
humans detonated in her brain: Humans are undisciplined,
van and doppy.

Soppy. Instead of forcing themselves to remember
things, they take shortcuts. Shelooked at the keypad and
gmiled. Mnemonics, patterns, tools. Yes, it makes sense.



Reaching out, she hit 8-6-2-4-8, starting with the 8 and
describing a diamond-shape that ended with the 8 again.
A pair of eights and a skip-straight. Not a betting hand.
She wondered where that thought had come from as

the door did slently into the ceiling. She glanced out and
saw nothing but paeyelow light. Thinking hersdf safe,
she stepped out of the room, then discovered, in asmall
acove, adesk with alamp producing the ydlow light.
Behind the desk, staring at her wide-eyed over the edge
of atabloid newspaper, sat avery surprised soldier.
"JesusH. Chrigt!" The man pulled hisfeet from thetop

of the desk and sat forward, letting the tabloid spray
across the desk in ablizzard of paper. He looked her up
from her toes to the top of her head and back down again.
"Ohmy God"

Histhoughts raced unbridled and bursting with raw
energy. Thefirst thought she picked up from him was one
of happy surprise, because the first thing he noticed was
her nakedness. He then noticed her gold hair, which
heightened his excitement and keyed his active fantasy
life, despite the apparent drawbacks of her being, in his
eyes, petite.

Then redlity darkened hisfantasy. Heredized that no
matter how much he thought he deserved acarna
adventure, there was no way anyone, naked or not, should
be at his hell-hole post. Hisjob wastechnicaly to keep
people away from getting into whatever the Air Force
stored down here, but all those interlopers should have
been coming down from above, not out from below. With
that redlization she caught the first tendrils of horror in his
thoughts.

The soldier looked at her again and saw beyond her
nudity and golden hair. She saw herself reflected in his
terror. Her jet-black flesh and metallic gold fingernails
struck him as odd, but not out of the ordinary from things
he had seen at the PAlomino in Vegas. Even the golden
ripes running from her fingersaong her ams, and up

her legsfrom her toes were not so radicaly out of line. He
could have accepted them, but then he saw her eyes.
Large and dightly almond-shaped, he saw them as
sensua—for a heartbeat. Then he saw the vertical lozenge
pupil and that triggered in him an ancient race-fear of
reptiles. Inlesstime than it took for thelast page from his
tabloid to flutter to the ground, she had gone from an
object of carnd desireto amonster from the bowels of hell.
Shefdt his panic and knew there was no way she could
cdmhim. Heisall but gone now! Shethrew her ams
open, looked him in the eyes and projected an image into
hismind. Sheforced him to visudize her legs blending
together into 20 feet of gold-bellied snake and her tongue
flickeringin hisdirection.



The soldier's eyesrolled back up into hishead ashe
fainted dead away. He flopped back into his chair, then
dropped to the floor and lay there quietly. Hisarms and
legs twitched a couple of time, then he rolled onto his back
and began breathing normally.

She crossed to him and pressed her right hand against

his forehead. Projecting her mind into his, shefound his
short-term memory and began to warp it. Plucking apage
from the tabloid, she studied the picture of a dark-haired
actressin agown that looked barely ableto restrain al of
her. | am sorry this Janine Fonda is not a blonde, as you
seem to prefer, but she should do nicely for you.
Rooting around insde his head, she tracked the begin-
ning of hisfantasy about her through the cognitive links
that opened hisfantasy world to her. Innotimeat al she
found one of many fantasies he'd had involving aclandes-
tine encounter at this, the base's most forgotten and
despised duty post. She quickly raced through it, substi-
tuting Janine Fondafor Andrea Bestty-Bening, then
retregted from hismind.

She noted the happy smile on hisface, then started to
unbutton his shirt. In no time she managed to appropriate
his outer clothing. She had to roll the pants up and punch
anew holein hisbelt, but she found the clothes comfort-
able and welcomed their warmth againgt the chill in the

ar.

She redlized she would need footwear, so shetook his
boots. Because they were far too large for her, she started
to wad up pages from the tabloid to stuff into the toes. As
shedid so, she picked up the centerspread and froze. It's
true: He was here.

A grainy photograph, clearly taken at night, showed a
monstrously huge creature towering over a skyscraper.
Though she had never actualy seen Fiddleback, he had
been described to her in enough detail for her to know this
blurred photograph had to be him.

She gtared at the symbols on the page and forced

hersdlf to remember how to decipher them. Trandating
quickly, she rendered the headline as " Geneticaly defec-
tive arachnid assaultsamythica bird that isreborn of its
own ashes." Knowing that had to beincorrect, and seeing
the bird reference repeated in captions and the body of the
text, she decided the word Phoenix probably referred to a
place.

"Pah-he-0-e-nicks," she sounded out. It sounded de-
cidedly diento her, but then everything about the world

of her birth was dien to her, asshewasto it. Phoenix. This
iswhere Fiddleback was defeated. Thisiswhere his
enemies dwell, dwell in danger. She balled the paper up
and jammed it into the boot. Then this Phoenix iswhere

| shall go to warn them.



Coyote straightened histiein theway he thought

Michael Loring would, and stood behind hisdesk asLilith
ushered Sinclair MacNed into his office. He came around
to greet Sinclair, hislong legs esting up the distance
eadly. "How good of you to come on such short notice,
Mr. MacNed."

The shorter, dark-haired man eyed him cautioudy, but
accepted his proffered hand in astrong grip. "Thecal |
received indicated that haste wasimportant.” Sinclair's
blue eyes narrowed. "We have met before, Mr. Loring."He
glanced at the third man in the room. "At that time you
werein acompany of another.”

Coyote nodded, then looked up at the stunning blond
woman gill waiting in the doorway. "That should be dl for
now, Lilith. Let me know when the aircraft is preflighted
and ready to go."

"Yes, Mr. Loring."

As she closed the door to his office, Coyote pointed to
the man seated in one of two wing chairsin front of the
desk. "Sinclair MacNedl, thisis Damon Crowley."
Sinclair looked a Crowley but did not offer him his

hand. "I met aDamon Crowley before. He 'entertained’ at
aparty ayear ago, over in Goddard Tower One. He was
much older than you. Y our father?"

Crowley's gray-gloved left hand stroked his goatee
reflectively. Heignored the question. "The Deitrich party,
yes. The good doctor dways throws such lavish affairs.”
Sinclair's gaze turned to Coyote. "The paper back-
ground you congtructed for Michael Loringisflawless. |
commend you onit. | also assume, therefore, that you are
Coyote and that thisis not some sort of bizarre job
interview.”

Coyote amiled. "Sit." Seating himself on the edge of his
desk, he reached back and picked up athick sheaf of
newsprint. "I am aware of your faling out with your father
and your discharge from Build-more. Asyou recal, | was
there. And, while Loricalndustrieswould very much like
to employ aman of your talents, | have apersond job |
need you to perform.”

Hetossed the tabloid to Sinclair. "Have you read the
story about Phoenix in here?”

Sinclair glanced at the front page and shook his head.
"Midnight Weekly Inquirer isnot my kind of reading
meaterid, sorry.”

"I know that, Mr. MacNedl. | know you take the Tokyo
Shimbun and Japan Weekly News aswell astwo Japa-
nese-language newdetters that are printed by the Y ama-



guchi-gumi. I know you subscribe to 14 other magazines,
but the only two you seem to read voracioudy are
Methods of Industrial Security and Counter-Terrorism
Bulletin. Infact, | found your CTB article on the effects of
minor extortion on executives abroad fascinating.”
Coyotefdt that Sinclair covered hislook of surprise
quite well. "Asyou have checked on me, Mr. MacNedl, so
| have checked on you. Thisiswhy you are here. Now,
back to my origina question: Have you read about what
happened in Phoenix two weeks ago?"

Sinclair surrendered with asmile. "'l have seen news
reports, but, no, | have not read 'Mutant Spider Attacks
Phoenix.' Asfor the actud incident,” he glanced down a
hishands, "I managed to deep through it. Then again, |
was never one for sharing the halucinations caused by
meass hygeria”

Crowley leaned forward. "And what if | wereto suggest
that there was fire benegth the smoke that isthis article?!
"l would suggest you get in touch with your fether,
because his act was much better than yours.”

"Good, Mr. MacNed, very good." Coyote walked back
around and sat behind hisdesk. "Y ou'll need your skep-
ticism, because what we are about to tell you will bevery
surprising. | assureyouitistrue, asodd asit may seem.”
MacNeal tossed the tabloid onto the gold-carpeted
floor, "It gets odder? | can't wait"

Coyote let the sarcasm dip past, knowing he shared
Sinclair's attitude before he had seen and done what
prevented Fiddleback's successin assaulting Phoenix.
"Mr. MacNed, the creature in the picture that accompa:
niesthat articleis, infact, red. The maglev circuit that
connects al of the corporate towers here in Phoenix had
incorporated into its design a highly advanced circuitry
layout. When supplied with sufficient power, aswas
present in the thunderstorm two weeks ago, it opened a
gateway to another redlity. Inthat redlity, this creature
exigs”

Sinclair shook hishead. "Ancther redlity?1 think you've
been watching too much Sar Trek: Captain Crusher's
Log."

"Infact, there are many dternate redlities, or dimen-
sons, that exist Sde by sde. The dimension that contains
our Earthisonethat isunusud inthat it gppearsto bea
nexus point and, for whatever reasons, Earth creatures
hold afascination for the creatures from these other
dimensions." Coyote shrugged. "They labor to make our
liveshell for their own amusement.”

Sinclair sood. "They may find usamusing, and you

may find me amusing, but I'm not amused right now. |
don't know what you wanted meto do, but if | haveto buy
thisnonsenseto do it, I'm out. Good day, gentlemen.”



"Crowley, you wereright. Show him."

Themaninthe gray suit eased himsdlf forward to the
edge of hischair. "At the Deitrich party, you and | ended
up washing our hands side by sidein the reception
center's bathroom. Y ou noticed apeculiar scar on the
back of my left hand and commented that you'd only seen
anything smilar on dead fish."

Crowley tugged at each finger of the glove on hisleft
hand. Asit did free, Coyote saw acircular mass of scar
tissue on the back of Crowley'sleft hand, it looked twisted
and knotted, asif someone had taken acircular sanding
tool to hisflesh and had ground on it for awhile. Pulling the
glovedl the way off, Crowley showed hishand to Sinclair.
"Thelamprey scar. | remember it." Sinclair looked up

at the man'sface, then back down at his hand. "But the
man with the scar was much older—20, 30 years your
senior. Y ou could have faked that.”

"Touchit, if youwish. Seeif itisred." Crowley extended
his hand to him, but the chalenge in the occultist's voice
made Sinclair hesitate. Y ou will recdl that only you and

| werein that room at the time, so only you saw the scar.
Y ou would further agree, | think, that while | might have
faked the scar through some complex make-up or sur-
gery, planning to inflict the scar on mysdlf far enoughin
advancetolet it hed likethis, then springing it on you here,
isimprobable.

Sinclair stared at the hand, then looked up at Crowley.
"Believing you planned ahead iseasier than trying to
figure out how you became younger."

Crowley dipped his hand back into the glove. "There

are dimensions out there where things...change.”
Coyote sat back in hischair. "The easest explanation

is not awaysthe correct one. In order to defeat Fiddle-
back—the 'mutant spider' in question—Crowley under-
took adangerous misson to adimension that formed the
basisfor part of mythological Greek hdl, Tartarus. In that
pocket dimension, the onein which thetitan Tityus
regenerates on adaily bass after having provided amed
for vultures, he helped awoman regenerate from injuries
caused by Fiddleback's agents. In the process, he also
regenerated from al that ailed him. In his case, thiswas
the ravages of old age. The scar, which he had gotten
before the age to which he regressed, remained unaf-
fected.”

Sinclar sat dowly, hisbright eyesflicking back and

forth between Crowley and Coyote. "I'm listening, but I'm
not convinced.”

Coyote steepled hisfingers. "Good. Stories of things
from yetis and lake mongtersto flying saucersand
zombies have abasisin truth. Scholars have, by assuming
the smplest answer isthe best one, created scenariosfor



describing mythic epics astaesreflecting or explaining in
magica terms concepts that ancient peoples could not
understand. Likeyou, likethem, | did not redlize, until my
encounter with Fiddleback, that another explanation
existed: Other redlitiesexist and, a various pointsin our
history and prehistory, denizens of these other places
have come here and been driven back by our ancestors.”
"S0, you'retrying to tell methat Count Draculawas
redlly avampire from another dimension?'

"Perhaps. But more likdly Vlad the Impder wasa

human under theinfluence of aDark Lord." Coyote
unbuttoned his blue suitcoat and leaned forward onto his
desk. "I do not expect you to believe that everything weird
isaresult of Dark Lord action—plenty of human mounte-
banks make aliving by spreading pseudo-scientific non-
sense. | just want you to be aware that things, like
Fiddleback, do exist and must be opposed. At the risk of
sounding decidedly melodramatic, what | want you to do
ishelp us prevent Fiddleback from taking over the world."
"I've got the weekend free, not aproblem,” Sinclair
quipped sarcadticaly.

Coyote smiled a him. "I'm glad you have a sense of
humor. Y oull need it.”

"You said you had ajob for meto do.”

"So | did. Until recently, Mr. MacNed, | was an assassin
being trained and maintained by Fiddleback's organiza-
tion. | cameto Phoenix to kill Nero Loring. | had my eyes
opened to the nature of redlity, or the realities, and now |
have chosen to sde with humanity over the whim of the
Dark Lords."

"Fiddleback being aDark Lord?"

Coyote nodded.

Sinclair's eyes narrowed. "And there are more than just
him?'

Coyote nodded again.

Crowley crossed hislegs. "Fiddleback is but one of
many. Pygmalion, Dead Tongue, Baron Someday and a
dozen others all operate here on Earth. Fiddleback has
been the most ambitiousto date, but al are effectivein
their spheres of influence.”

"Fiddleback, as part of hisplan to solidify hishold on
Earth, has created atraining school for nsand
other agents. | know its generd location, but | want you to
pinpoint it and scout it out for me." Coyote interwove his
fingersand watched Sinclair closdly. "Thisiswhy | am
sending you to Japan.”

Sinclair's head came up asif someone had grabbed his
hair and jerked it back. "Japan?| don't think you want me
going to the Land of the Risng Sun. You may havea
background file on me, but much of what it reports about
my timein Tokyo iswrong, I'm certain.”



"I don't think so. Jytte isthorough and never settlesfor
one source. | know about your Situation visa vis the

Y akuzaand the othersin Japan. Y ou are precisdly the
person | want in place there." Coyote punched the button
on hisdeskphonewhen it lit up. "Yes Lilith?"

"Theflight isstanding by, Mr. Loring."

"Well beright up." He stood. " Sorry to cut this short, but

| have to catch a shuttle out to the regiond airport. | have
aflight leaving very shortly.”

"Wait aminute. You can't just leave mein the dark

here

Coyote pointed back toward the door. "My executive
assgtant, Ms. Acres, will giveyou afull set of briefing
documents. She has also prepared your reservationsin
Tokyo, dl the documentation you'll need, acredit line of
$50,000 and has $5000 in cash for you. You till prefer the
BerettaM92S asasidearm?"

Sinclair looked a bit shocked. "Y es, but smuggling one
into Japan will beimpossble.”

"Agreed, whichiswhy wewill have onewaiting for you
inyour suitein the New Pdace Hotel. Ms. Acreswill
remain in this office for aweek, then shewill transfer tothe
Loricaofficein Tokyo. Y ou can reach her here or there as
needed." Opening histop drawer, Coyote pulled aseded
filefolder from his desk and offered it to Sinclair. "1 need
you to do one more thing. | need you to take thisto Phoenix
Genera Tower, Room 10542."

Sinclair accepted thefile. "1 givethisto Hal Garrett?
Coyote nodded appreciatively. "Very good, Mr.

MacNed . How did you know?"

"I have ahead for figures." Hetapped hisright temple.
"After your vigt to my apartment, | checked on Garrett. |
remember the room number.”

Then youll have no troublefinding it. I will contact you

in Japan when | am able and you will likely see Mr.
Crowley before you see me."

"Onething, Coyote."

"y e

"Y ou said you weretrained at thisfacility, which you put

in Japan. Why am | going after it when you, it seemsto me,
would bethelogica choiceto uncover it?!

Coyote amiled. "The short formisthat | no longer know
whereitis, so | need you to find it for me. More importantly,
though, Crowley believes—and | have come to agree with
him—that | need to complete the training Fiddleback had
intended for me, dbeit without his sponsorship. This
means | must go away, but for how long, | do not know.

If I learn what | must quickly enough, and you find
Fiddleback's beachhead in Japan, we can defeat him."
"Andif youor I fal?'

Coyote pointed to Crowley. "Remember what the



lamprey did to hishand?'
Sindar nodded solemnly.

Sinclair MacNedl shielded his eyesfrom the dust storm
raised by Loricas CV-27 Peregrine. Asthe dua-rotor craft
lifted off, the pilot rotated the nacelles at the end of the
wings forward, transforming the hybrid craft from hdlicop-
ter to more conventiond plane. The slvery craft dipped
toward the ground to pick up airspeed, then swooped up
and headed directly out toward the regiona airport inthe
distance.

Raking windblown hair back into place with his|eft

hand, Sin looked out over the city of Phoenix. From high
atop the Lorica lndustries corporate citadel, he had a clear
view of the black, photovoltaic cell ocean that covered the
city 100 feet above the ground. He saw two Arizona Public
Service crewsworking to repair cells damaged in the
storm two weeks earlier.

Seven man-made idands floated in the black seacaled
Frozen Shade. To the northwest he saw the Build-more
complex and even dlowed himsdlf aproud smile. The
largest of the idands, dead west from the Loricacomplex,
dwarfed dl the others. City Center sat at the hub of the
maglev-devated train linesthat connected dl of the
corporate citadels and very much formed the center of life
for the people living in those towers.

Raised in the Build-more tower, and having lived there
when not in Japan or Europe, Sin found what he surveyed
normal. On his 18th birthday, hisfather had taken him to
the top of the Build-more tower and swept hisarm wide
over thecity. "Sinclair, someday thiswill al beyours™ I'd
have believed him, except | knew he'd said the same thing
to my three older brothers when they turned 18.

"Mr. MacNed?'

Sinlooked over toward the accessway into the tower.
"Yes, Ms. Acres, what isit?

The blond woman nodded once and smiled. "Mr. Loring
asked meto prepare your thingsfor you. I1f you would
follow me”

Sintook onelast look at the city. He drew in alungful

of thedry, desert air and let himsdlf revel in the 110°F hest.
"May be haot, but it'sadry heat," he laughed to himself.
"Unfortunatdly, Tokyoisavery wet heet at thistime of
year."

"Mr. MacNed?'

"Sorry." He shook his head and followed Lilith through
the doorway and down the dark stairwell. Above him, the



door shut automaticaly and, asthey descended, theair
cooled appreciably. "Outsders dways note that Phoenix
has dry heat, asif that makesit bearable. Trying to explain
to them that an oven has dry heat also never seemsto
make the point. Still, the dry heat hereispreferable to
Tokyo during the summer.”

Lilith nodded politely, but Sin definitely had the impres-
son shedid so merdly because it was mannerly, not out
of any interest. The stairwell ended in astout metal door
with aone-foot square of white Lucitein thewal besdethe
jamb. She pressed her hand to it and a neon green bar
passed from top to bottom and back up again, scanning
her pdmprint. Thelight went out, then the door lock
clicked.

She held the door open as Sin paused and pulled a
handkerchief from his back pocket. He wiped the plate
down, then stepped into the foyer of boring's office suite.
Lilith followed him, and an oaken pand did down to hide
the door. Sin smiled at her as he refolded his handkerchief
and returned it to his pocket.

Lilith's green eyes studied him for amoment, then she
rested her hands on her hips. "Excuse me, but why did you
do that?'

"I'm asecurity specidigt, remember? The green light

and the scan rate makes that the Tojicorp knockoff of the
Allard Technologies Argus Security Scanner. The Allard
system has some proprietary software burned into its
chipsthat Tojicorp never cracked, so there are a couple
of tricksthat can be used to defeat the TC system.” Sin
shrugged. "They're not that Smple, and few thieves carry
that sort of equipment around with them, anyway.”

"l see" Lilith pulled back the cuff of her green silk jacket
and activated the wrist-recording device she wore. "Note:
have al security scanners replaced with Allard Technolo-
gies Argus systems." Switching the device off, she di-
rected Sin toward her office. "Thisway, please.”

"Nest toy, that."

"I will have one ordered for you." Lilith nodded at her
red-haired secretary, then ushered Sininto her office.

She closed the door behind them, which gavehim a
moment to survey the blond-ash paneled room. The
warm, golden carpet and open airiness of the room
madeit seem far larger than it really was. Thisimpres-
sion was aided by awindow that took up thewhole

north wall and provided a breathtaking view of Squaw
Peak and Camelback Mountain.

She nodded and pointed him to a straight-backed chair
infront of her blackened-steel and smoky-glass desk. The
desk itself was utterly bare, and he wondered how she got
any work done at dl without acomputer or aphone. As
she walked around behind it and touched the desk at



severa seemingly random spots, he redlized her secret.
The whole desk surface is a touch-sensitive LCD com-
puter screen! "That'sthe Big Blue-Delicious X R-8500,
isn'tit?" Heleaned forward, but the polarized glass over
the desk's surface only let someonelooking at it from her
angle see anything. "I've read about it, but I've never seen
one”

Lilith smiled, and Sin thought it certain she wastaking

joy in having turned the tableson him. "Thisisactudly a
prototype XR-9900." She hit aninvisbleicon on theright
sde. "Daphne, can you bring Mr. MacNed's briefcasein
here, please?’

Behind him the office door opened and Lilith'strim
secretary brought him abrushed duminum attaché case.
Sin looked at the twin locks and saw dl the dials were set
a 0. Hehddit in hislap until Daphne |&ft the room, then
st it down on thefloor. He waited to seeif that surprised
Lilith, but she did not react to hisbehavior.

"Thelocks are keyed to your birthday. In there you will
find your new passport, ID, credit cards, plane tickets and
$5000in cash. I've dso put thefilefor Hal Garrett in there."
Sheglanced at her desktop. "Heisinroom..."

"10542."

"Very good, Mr. MacNedl . | would have not expected
you to remember.”

Snamiled eadly. "l trained mysdf to memorize num-
bers. The case here, for example, is keyed to anumber
that | can remember. It's dso anumber that anyone who
has afile on me can remember. If | want that Stuff to be
secure, | change the combination to something utterly
random and memorize the numbers.”

Sin half expected her to make another note on her wrist-
recorder, but she did not. "Do you want to check the
meateria before you go?'

"No, | trust you." You're efficient. It's your boss | wonder
about "Y oull beintouch when you arrive in Jgpan?'

"If you need me, I'll be available.”

She gave him aquixotic smilethat, if he saw it onthe
face of thewomen hemet in hissocid circle, hewould
have taken to be acome-on. With Lilith Acres, however,
he read it as some sign of inner amusement—asif he had
spinach stuck in histeeth or had ashirt-tail out. To him,
this meant their relationship would never extend beyond
business and that suited him fine. He anticipated hisreturn
to Japan would be odd enough without trying to carry on
any sort of socid life.

Lilith directed him from the office to the devator. "Have
aplessant trip, Mr. MacNed ."

"Thank you, Ms. Acres." He entered the empty cylinder
and punched the button for the level with accessto the
maglev train. The cage dropped away asif the cables had



been cut above him, but it gradually dowed asit neared
the 12th floor. The descent let Sin ook out through the
many levels of the Loricatower and at the crowds of
peoplethere. Level after level of shopsand officesand
gpartments strobed padt, yet, while he saw them all and
catal oged the wesknesses of Loricas security, hismind
wandered to gnaw on amore immediate problem.
Michadl Loring/Coyote and Damon Crowley had clearly
bought the tabloid story about a giant spider attacking
Phoenix. Even though he had dept through the whole
storm, he'd heard enough people talk about it that he
knew it was decidedly odd. HEd even heard rumors about
what the APS crew working at the base of the Loricatower
had found amid the ashes and broken PV cdlls. Even so,
he couldn't buy it.

He knew he had a good imagination—a necessity to
successfully work a corporate security beet. Thinking
ahead of al theimpossible waysto break security wasthe
only way to ensure that it would not be broken. During his
time in Japan, he showed his corporate masterstricks
they had never dreamed of. He'd personadlly played for
hourswith one of the Tojicorp unitsto figure out how to
crack it.

Despite that, however, he found himsdif rigidly skepti-

ca about al the odd things reported about the world. He
fully accepted that yeti might exist in Tibet's mountains,
but he wasn't going to bdlieve it until he and someonelike
Lilith spent an evening lounging on ayeti pet in front of
awarm fire. That went double and triple for tales of
zombies and downed flying saucers and aging Nazi
menaces from the hollow Earth.

Sin admitted to himself that he liked Coyote and

admired him for the cool courage with which the man had
broken into his gpartment the night before the ssorm. He
appreciated Coyote's sense of loyalty to Hal Garrett and
even respected Coyote's chameleonlike ability to dip into
the Michad Loring identity so quickly.

The man'sbelief in the giant spider story, though,
disturbed him. Coyote immediately wanted to send

him to Japan to chase down amurder academy run by
agents of this giant daddy-longlegs. This supposed the
existence of thismythica spider and the actud exist-
ence of the ntraining center. Neither of those
things was assured to be anything beyond Coyote's
persond fantasies.

The mission made no sense, and it made even less

sense for him to accept the job.

The doors whooshed open and let him out across from
the maglev VIPlounge.

Well, at the very least, | can drop thisfile with Garrett
and maybe talk with him. Otherwise, such asit is,



Phoenix is my home and I'm not sure trooping off to
Yakuzaland is such a winner of an idea.

Phoenix's maglev train circuit had been designed by

Nero Loring, the man who had built Loricalndugtriesin
much the same way that Darius MacNed had created
Build-more. Each of the trains on the circuit had been
custom-congtructed in atriangular shape. The upper,
more narrow car was serviced from the VIP lounge and
only admitted those who had the appropriate passes.
Down below, in the broader, lesswell gppointed part of the
cars, lesser executives and unimportant guests waited in
acrowd to be shoved into the packed cars.

Sinfished hiswalet out of hisback pocket and took out
his Build-more identification card. He dipped it into the
dot beside the doors to the lounge and took a step forward.
He bumped straight into the closed doors and rebounded,
abit surprised. Looking down at the dot he saw his card
sticking back out.

A dark-haired young woman in afreshly starched gray
uniform looked at him from her position in the booth
beside the doors. He pulled his 1D back out of the dot and
pressed it againgt the glass. She waved alaser-pen over
the barcode on it, then looked at her computer monitor.
She blinked once, then turned her face to him.

"Can| hdpyou, sir?'

Sinjerked athumb at the doors. ™Y ou can open them.
The mag strip must be gone from the back of my card
agan."

Her face shifted into alook of snobbishly bored indiffer-
ence with the ease of plagtic being injected into amold.
"Sir, thisisthe VIP lounge. | believe you wanted the buses
down on the Street leve."

"What?' Sinlooked at the ID card, then dapped it
againg theglassagan. "Try scanning it now, please.”
Thegirl shook her head. "Sir, you have no authoriza-
tion. Build-more does not show you as an employee.”
You son of a bitch! Sin ground histeeth as he clenched
hisjaw againgt the angry words he wanted to shout. You
bastard! Heturned away from the lounge doors, then
amost whirled and drove the ataché case through the
Plexiglass. Herefrained, but not out of any fear for what
Scorpion Security might do to him—the weight at theend
of hisarm gavehim anidea.

Okay, Coyote, here's your chance to score some cred-
ibility points. He crossed to a cement bench and sat. He
opened the case and pulled out amanilaenvelope.
Undoing the clasp he popped it open and smiled ashe
pulled another ID card from it. Picture's not the greatest,
but it will do. Hetossed hisold card into the case dong
with the envel ope, then snagpped it shut and again ap-
proached the lounge doors.



The attendant had aready started to reach for the

button that summoned security, but her hand frozein
place ashisnew ID card dipped into the dot and the doors
buzzed. Sinclair stepped through them and pulled his card
from thereturn dot. Sipping it into his pocket, he glanced
up at the video display to see when the next car was
leaving, then took a seat well away from apair of men who,
though they were wearing business suits, could have gone
along way toward proving zombiesdid exi<.

The attendant |eft her booth and walked over to him.

"Sir, you shouldn't be here."

Sinrolled hiseyesto heaven. "l haveavdid ID, Miss.
I'min."

She smiled nervoudy and lowered her voice. "No g,
that's not the problem.” She gently took hold of his upper
right aam. Thisisjust the norma lounge. If you'll come
withme"

Curious, Sintook out the ID card he'd used and looked
closgly at it. It resembled the one hisfather's corporation
had issued except in three things: the corporate hologram
in the corner represented L orica, hisjob description was
executive vice presdent for Specid Liaison Affairs, and it
had awhite border around it. HEd never seen the white
border before. This surprised him because, as a security
officer at Build-more, he thought he had seen everything.
Sheled him to adoor near the point where the front of
the train would end up when boarding began. "Y our carte
blanche, please," she whispered as she gently tugged at
hisID card. Helet go and she dipped it into adot beside
the door. The door itself did up into the cailing, admitting
them to adark acove. When the door shut behind them,
another opened in front, and they stepped into what
looked to Sinto be a bar.

The rectangular room had afull bar with two bartenders
behind it across from him. Thefar end had a sound system
and adance floor complete with arevolving mirrored ball
and afloor that changed colors by blocks. Tableswith
candles glowing softly filled the space between the door
and the dance floor. Doorways leading into smdler
alcoves appeared every 10 feet or so dong the walls and
two of them were shut.

Sinfrowned. What in hell?

Lounging at the bar, Spping drinksfrom tall glasses,

Sin saw a half-dozen young men and women al look at
him when he came in. The attendant pressed hisID card
back into hishand and smiled. "1 will beleaving now, Sr.”
Her amile broadened hopefully. "Unless you want meto
Say."

Sin shook hishead to clear it, which killed her smile.

She started to drift from sight, but Sin turned and thanked
her. "And the door over there, at thisend of the bar, that's



where | board thetrain?’

She nodded. "Y our 1D will openit for you."

Sinthanked her again, then drifted to the bar. He

glanced down at the women, then looked up &t the
bartender. "'l never knew thiswas here."

The man gave him achummy wink. "1 had you pegged
asafirg-timer. Yeah, you get acorp to issue you acarte
blanche and anything goes. What do you want?'

"A beer—Henry Weinhard'sif you haveit." Snsaw a
leggy brunette who reminded him too much of an un-
pleasant memory named Christina approaching from
farther down the bar. He held his hand up. "Just a beer,
thanks™"

She stopped and returned to her stool with the sort of
walk that made Sin dmost regret hisdecision. The
bartender set a swesting bottle down in front of him, then
headed back to talk to the loungers, leaving Sin done. Sin
took along pull on the beer, letting it burn itsway down
histhroat. Giant spiders invading Phoenix? Coyote must
have known this place existed and | didn't. Perhaps he
does know what he is talking about

The nurse on the 10th floor of Phoenix Generd kindly
directed Sin to Wing 5 and Room 42. Sin felt he probably
could have found the room on his own, but hisintroduc-
tion to the hyperspeed lane of corporate lifein Phoenix had
disoriented him somewhat. While the carte blanche sec-
tion of the maglev did not offer the wide range of services
supplied by the lounge, it did have asmall gift shop
section, so he grabbed some candy to bring with him.

Sin knocked lightly on the door as he pushed it open.

"Mr. Garrett, I'm Sinclair MacNed. | don't know if youll
remember..." Sin'svoicetrailed off as he saw hewas not
Garett'sonly vigtor.

Garrett himsdlf lay in an extra-long hospital bed with the
back elevated at a 30-degree angle. Two intravenous
feeds—one clear and the other a pinkish color—delivered
liquid through one needlein hisright forearm and the other
on the back of hisright hand. A thin, clear tube ran beneath
his nose and fed him oxygen. Despite Garrett's being
garbed in ahospita gown, Sin could see where the fabric
pulled taut against the bandages on his ssomach and

chest.

Helooked dert, and thetight linesaround his eyes
suggested to Sin that Garrett was not taking full advantage
of pharmaceutica science's advancesin painkiller tech-
nology. The big African-American man raised his|eft

hand wesakly, then dropped it in agesture of resignation,
or invitation to him to enter. "MacNed...met you at fund-
raiser...your father gave $10,000."

L etting the door close behind him, Sin nodded to

Garrett and the other occupant whom he recognized.



Standing in the corner, near the foot of the bed was aman
who, while not astall as Garrett, certainly massed more.
Dark, tight eyeslook out at him from alantern-jawed head
that might aswell have been cast iniron. The man's
muscular build and even theway he hdd hisfists baled
and ready for action made Sin think of him asthe moddl
for every neosocidist hero statue held seenin Tirane.
Looks like he's wearing the same Hell'sBelles T-shirt he
had on the night he came with Coyote to my apartment.
Doesn't look asif he's washed it since then, either.
Seated on the foot of the bed, a petite woman smiled at
Sin. She had a pretty face and obvioudy embodied the
concept of Americaasameting pot. A strip of sky-blue
cloth tied her dark, kinky hair back at the nape of her neck,
but the bow looked a bit incongruous with the leather
jacket, leopard-spot |leotard and flat-bottomed ankle-
boots she wore.

Sin decided the bow's cloth had been torn from the hem

of Garrett'srobe and probably tied in place by the last
person in the room. For a half-second, he thought she
might have been related to Lilith, because they both

shared mid-back length, blond hair and adender, long-
legged form that legions of women labored fruitlesdy for
yearsto obtain. Her dark eyes and the way she clutched
her arms around hersdlf dispelled any connection be-
tween her and Lilith. In fact, because she wore ajeans skirt
that hid her legsin itsthick folds, and awhite blouse
buttoned at collar and cuffs, Sin wondered if shewasn't
actudly anun vigting Garrett without benefit of her habit.
The large man in the corner took a step out toward Sin.

"Y ou have the wrong room, MacNedl."

Garrett again raised hisleft hand and the girl on the bed
grabbed thelarge man'swrigt. "Bat, | know hisfather
commissioned the shooting. It's okay."

Sin saw more pain shoot through Hal Garrett's eyes, but
he knew it was not physical. The same nswho had
put Hal in the hospital bed had killed hiswife and dmost
started gang genocide in the dark world that lurked
beneath Frozen Shade. "I'm sorry, Mr. Garrett. | would
have stopped it." He looked at Bat and added: "And if you
want a piece of my father, you can hold my coat and have
whatever | leave behind."

Hal smiled as Bat retrested to the comer. "Thisis Natch
Ferd and Jytte Ravel. Chwalibog K abat you've met.”

Sin nodded at Natch on the bed and saw that Jytte
refused to make eye contact with him. Bat folded hisarms
across his chest and just stared smoldering holesinto his
head, so Sin did hisbest to ignore him. "Coyote sent me
and asked meto giveyou afile.”

The mention of Coyote served to brighten both Hal's

and Natch'sfaces. Jytte finally looked a him asif



gopraisng him and his abilities. As Sin opened his
briefcase, he noticed that Bat continued to glower at him.
He pulled out the folder and extended it to Natch.

Natch broke the sedl, then reversed the folder and
opened it in Ha'slap. Hal's eyes flicked back and forth as
he scanned the document, then he laid back and closed
his eyesfor asecond. He drew in adeep breath, hesitated
for asecond, forced himsdlf to take in yet alittle bit more
ar, then dowly exhaed. "Jytte, read it." Hisleft index
finger pointed forward. "Tell them."

Jytte took the folder from him and scanned it very

quickly. "Coyote hasleft Phoenix for awhile. Hewantsus
to stay low-profile. If something of importance comes up,
we are to contact him through Mr. MacNed here, in
Tokyo." Her eyesflashed at him. "Why you, MacNed ?'
Why me, indeed?

Before Sin could answer, Hal shifted stiffly in bed.
"Because we need to be here to work on preventing a
gang war, Natch."

"Besdes, | lived in Jgpan for awhile and | know my way
around.”

"Don't be so cocky, MacNeal." Bat cracked his knuck-
les. "There's another reason you're going.”
Sin'seyesnarrowed. "Y es?'

"Y ou're not connected with Coyote.”

"And?”

Bat grinned like acanniba in amorgue. "And that

means you're expendable.”

Wandering through the Nevada badlands at night, she

felt the presence of the snake well before she saw it or
heard the warning buzz of itsrattles. She turned and saw
it in the moonshadow of alargerock. A coiled mass of
muscle, with black circles running down itstan spine, only
itshead and the quickly vibrating sces at the end of its
tail stood out.

The snake's buzzing increased as she reached her hand
out to it. The creature's threat-panic emanated out from

it asif riding the sound waves. She recognized the terror
risng from it and knew instantly that this cresture would
sriketo protect itsalf. Squatting down on her haunches,
she pulled her hand back and stuffed both of them into the
pockets of the leather flight jacket she had stolen from the
base.

Drawing in adeep bresth of cool night air, she banished
her fatigue and concentrated. Envisioning the snake's

fear asripplescircling out from acentra point, she
fashioned her thoughts as a spear and drove them back



through the reptil€s primitive display.

Do not fear me, little brother. You would not find your
venom very effective on me. She amiled asthe buzz
dropped intempo. | amyour ally. | ama small sunto warm
you and shade to cool you. If you will guide me, | shall
protect you.

Though she composed her thoughtsin words, she sent
them as emotions of safety and satisfaction. The Mohave
rattlesnake ceased itsthreat display atogether, then
dowly and languidly uncoiled. Gliding forward effort-
lesdly, the four-foot-long snake did from the rock and
approached her. It stopped two feet away and half coiled
to strike but did not begin rattling again.

She dowly withdrew her left hand from the jacket and
extended it. | am Rajani. | will not harm you.

The creature flickered its tongue over her hand, then
withdrew abit.

Yes, | taste different. Not your prey at all. We will be
allies. She opened her jacket and unbuttoned the fatigue
shirt at thewaist. The snake did forward and entered the
darkness between her flesh and the rough cotton fabric of
the shirt, it went al theway around her waist better than
two times, its scaed hide feding dick and warm againgt
theflesh of her belly.

Rgani stood dowly, waiting for the dap of rattles

againg her flank to warn her if shewasin danger of a
grike. Shefdt confident that the snake's venom would not
hurt her because of her alien congtitution, but she was not
absolutdly certain of that fact. Since she knew she could
process food from Earth, and her parents had told her that
humans and her people could produce hybrids, she
redlized that the basic protein chains that made up her
body were the same as those found in mogt of thethings
the snake ate.

Her two-day trek out of the base designated "Area 51"
had not been an easy one. The actua escape from the
base had been much easier than she expected, but she put
that down to security having been arranged to keep
snoopers out instead of peoplein. The guards directed all
their attention to things happening outside.

Emerging from the depths of the mountain, she had
managed to sted the flight jacket to ward off the cold. She
initially took finding it asagrand stroke of luck: It had been
packed away with other warm clothing in atrunk. The
barracks room was obvioudy used for storage—she
sensed no impressions of anyone having visited the room
within the last three months. She could not understand
why such avauable coat would remain forgotten when it
was so cold.

Shetook it, asmaller pair of boots and aboonie hat into
which she stuffed her hair. Looking in amirror in the room,



sheimagined seeing hersdlf through the eyes of ahuman
and concluded, because of the way the clothes draped her
so completely, shewould easily be mistaken for ajuvenile
wearing an adult's clothing. The benefit of the oversized
clotheswas that they deemphasized the fact that her head
was a bit disproportionately large for her body.

The most difficult part of her escape came as she
attempted to |leave the secure portion of the base. Luckily
for her, two black, bat-wing planes swooped low for
tandem landings on thelong airstrip. Asthey touched
down and raced dong the dry lake bed, the two air police
manning the gate turned to watch.

Shetook that opportunity to telepathicaly add in the
image of a gpaceship, one of the ships on which her
parents had arrived on Earth, to the tableau. While that
addition clearly interested them, they accepted it far more
readily than she had expected. She sensed no surprise
from them, and no anxiety, which iswhat she had largely
recaled aship's presence creating before.

"Lookslike they've got the F-42 out for night maneu-
vers”

The African-American guard pulled off his cap and
scratched his head. "Wonder if that thing can seethe
Sedths?'

His partner laughed aoud. "C'mon, my kid's got aradar
gun that can spot those antiques on the wing. The tech
those onion-heads have can read it molecule by mol-
ecule”

"l guess.

Rajani raced out into the Nevada desert With the term
onion-head had come an undercurrent of fear and hatred.
That immediately sparked a bitter memory of thefights
Dr. Chandra used to have with hisresearch assstant,
Nicholas Hunt. Whenever thelittle man with alopsided
head had looked at her, she had sensed the same fear-
based hatred, and it abated only dightly when hisfocus of
attention shifted from her to Dr. Chandra.

He called it prgudice. On an intellectud level she had
understood how fear of the unknown and uncertainty
about the future can fester into aknot of hatred for
anything different and possibly superior. Because of her
empathic abilities, however, Rgani had experienced the
virulence of the hatred in away that Dr. Chandra never
could, and shewondered if its strength had been what
warped Nicholas features and head, instead of the child-
hood accident he claimed.

The gentletickle of the snake'srattles againgt her sde
brought her back to the present. At first she thought the
snake had been picking up on the emotionstriggered by
the memories, but then the night breeze brought the
sound of the whimpering dog and a sobbing child to her.



Though faint, she knew the sounds came from very close
by. Pointing her face into the wind, then turning her head
left and right in two scans, she located the source of the
sound and headed toward it.

She used a dry wash to make her approach. The banks
only rose up about three feet above the sandy bed.
Tumbleweeds and some smdll prickly-pear cactus grew
up aong the edges, which helped shidd her, but she il
had to crouch. Working forward dowly, her night vison
dlowing her to avoid stepping on anything that might
make a sound, she reached the outskirts of asmall
campsite.

Huddled in the darkness, she studied the Situation using

al her senses. She saw two children clinging to each other,
and amutt of adog with them. The larger one spoke softly
to the smaller, but her words did nothing to dull the terror
radiating from the boy like heat from ablast furnace. Both
worerags, and dust caked them except where it had
smeared acrosstheir cheeks from wiping away tears.
Though the larger one did her best to hide her fedings, she
became the minor star in abinary system of fear.

Likethe mongrel beside them, the children had both

been chained to ameta stake driven into the ground just
beyond asmdl fire. Rgjani sensed a connection—an
aliance—between them and the dog. Beyond them,
amost eclipsed by the strength of the young boy'sterror,
she picked up the random emotiona patterns of two other
individuals. She could not determine age or sex because

of the degree of interference caused by the boy, but the
steady leve of their fedingstold her they were uncon-
scious.

Like ashadow, Rgjani moved into the camp. The sheer
shock of the surprise exploding from the girl when she saw
her nearly made Rgjani cry out. Sheraised ahand in
caution tothegirl, then held it out to the left so the dog
could get anoseful of her. Yes, brother mine, | have come
to strengthen your pack. | will free you and your compan-
ions.

The hair on the dog's spine, which had risen abruptly,
dowly settled back down. The dog licked her hand, which
made the girl less anxious. The boy, who Rgani knew was
her brother, peeked out at her with one eye. Rgani smiled
at him and his sster, then took another step forward and
grasped the metd stake.

The girl waved her hands. "No, no. Go away. Y ou have
to go away!" Her harsh whisper barely carried the six-foot
length of the chain, but the fear backing it dammed into
Rajani like apiledriver. Thelittle boy's anxieties spiked
upon hearing hissster'swords. His hopes for rescue had
been raised then shattered. Panic pulsed from him like
blood from an arterid gash.



His panic was the empathic equivaent of staring at the
sun with atelescope. She tucked her head down and
rased her fiststo her temples. Immediately, the shields
she had once relied upon to keep her sane amid aworld
of emotions dropped into place, shutting everything ouit.
Looking up, she could seethe fear in the children's eyes,
but it no longer assaulted her.

Shetwisted the stake to the | eft, then back to the right,
and yanked it out of the ground. The chainsrattled abit,
but no more than they did when the children moved. She
stood and dipped the ends of the chains off the stake. "Y ou
aefree”

A hand grabbed her right shoulder and spun her

around. A huge man whose belly stretched adirty plaid
shirt to the point where it gapped open between the
buttons looked down at her. "Whadda we got here?' He
tried to bat her hat off, but the chingtrap held, leaving it to
hang at her back.

Theflood of golden hair clearly surprised the man.
"Boxer, check thisout. We got usanight-thrill." He
reached insde her jacket and grasped the |apels of her
fatigue shirt. Pulling left and right, he popped buttons and
exposed her breaststo the night air. "Oh, yeah, fine. She's
minefirg."

Rajani, stunned and surprised by the man's appear-

ance and the mdignancy of hislugt, could think of nothing
as hisbig calloused hands brushed across her breasts and
around to her back. He started to pull her forward, then he
jerked sharply and screamed. Redling backward, arms
flailing, he stared wide-eyed &t the snake hanging from his
right wrist by itsfangs. His hedls caught on arock and sent
him flying back into astand of cholla cactus.

Boxer had awakened when his name had been called,

but the scream brought him to his feet. Wearing only
frayed jeans and holed socks, Boxer charged at Rgjani like
abull. He snatched her up in ahug, but she managed to
rake hisface with her gold claws. Shrieking madly, he
dropped her to the ground and clutched at his ruined face.
She landed hard on the ground and fell back as blood
streamed from between the man'sfingers. Before Rgjani
could move, the dog shot at the man and sunk itsteeth
deeply into hisright leg, bringing him down. Movingin
concert with the dog, the little girl scooted forward on her
butt and looped the length of chain around the man's
throat. Planting her feet on his meaty shoulders, she
yanked back with her hands while straightening her legs.
The man's neck popped with agunshot sound that

made Rajani wince and the boy cry out. Rgani looked
over a the other man, but she sensed nothing in the way
of active emaotions from him. His body twitched abit, but
his bresthing came raggedly and hislack of reaction to the



cactus festooning him told her he was suffering from a
total centra nervous system collgpse. Withitsréttle
playing an accompaniment to the sound of the man's
dying breaths, the snake coiled itsdlf on his chest.

She scanned the area one more time, but felt nothing
beyond the quartet of Earthlings around her. She shut
hersdf off from the anger and hatred pouring from the girl,
unprepared for such harsh emations. Thelittle boy con-
tinued to radiate panic, but it began to drop off asthe dog
trotted over to him and licked hisface.

Squeatting down by thefire, Rgani used the oneremain-
ing button to close her blouse. "Are you unhurt?’
Thefirelayered bright highlightsinto the girl's honey-
blond hair as she nodded. "Boxer knew I'd do him if | got
the chance.”

The edge in the girl's voice shocked Rajani. She looked
more closdly at her and, through the thin fabric of thegirl's
soiled T-shirt, she detected theinitid budding of the girl's
breasts. She can be no more them 12 LMUsin age
physically, but her voice and her anger..."| an Rgani."
Thegirl let the chain go dack and dip through her

fingers. "I'm Dorothy and that's Mickey. The big one, the
one your snake got, that's Uncle Andy. Boxer was his
friend. They brought me up hereto sdl me. | brought
Mickey with me."

"Sdl you?' Rgani looked from Dorothy to thelittle boy,
who remained hidden in thefolds of the thin blanket they
had been given. "But your parents, do they know?"
"Know?" Dorothy pointed at Andy's body. "Check his
pockets. My father gave him abill of sde.”

"What?"

"Well, daddy's not been right snce Mommy died.”
Mickey began to whimper, so Dorothy turned toward him.
"Quiet, quiet. It'snot your fault. Daddy didn't mean it when
hesadit.

The boy fdl silent, but his anxiety began to radiate out
again. Rgani amiled a hisslhouette in an effort to draw
him out, but he hunkered down, trying to make himself
smal and unnoticed. "Y our brother is certainly shy.”

"Yes heis. And I'm giving you the wrong impression of
my father. Heisagood man, redly heis. Honest. He brung
us up proper, too." She waved her brother forward.
"Mickey, say 'thank you' to this nice woman for helping
us”

"Ang ou," he whigpered from the darkness. He dowly
made hisway into thefirdight and watched the dancing
flameswith bright fascination in his eyes. When he looked
up and made eye contact with Rgjani, she saw theflesh on
his cheeksrise up around hiseyesin asmile, but he kept
hisface haf hidden with the blanket.

"How old are you, Mickey?'



Half the blanket dipped back over hisleft shoulder as

his hand came out and displayed dll hisfingers. Rgani
amiled. "Fve?'

The boy nodded emphatically.

Dorothy reached out and stroked hisbrown hair, "It's
okay, Mickey. She'sagood person. If sheweren't, Rex
wouldabitten her."

Rajani smiled reassuringly a Mickey, then glanced
around the camp. "Thetruck has Arizonaplates. You're
not that far from your home, are you?"

Dorothy shook her head. "No, we're from..."

"Phlaya,” Mickey shouted. Ashedid so, he pulled his
right hand away from hisface. Though she did not need

it, thefirdight fully illuminated thetangle of teethin
Mickey's misshapen face. They lined up like warped
bowling pins behind one crooked incisor. His upper lip
rose up and parted asif curtains on astage, unableto hide
his cleft palate or dlow him to close hislipsto spesk.
With Mickey'sreveaion, Rgani immediatdly caught
Dorothy's hawklike scrutiny of her reaction. Over and
above that, she sensed Mickey's courage dropping pre-
cipitoudy toward panic if she rgjected him as had so many
others. She wanted to reach out to him, but she held back
for fear the boy might take any motion toward him as
aggresson.

Shelooked at hissigter. "Y our mother died when

Mickey was born?'

Dorothy nodded. "There was lots of blood. | was seven.
I've taken care of him since then. Dad had a girlfriend who
helped for awhile, but it's pretty much just been Mickey
and me." She patted him on the head. "'If you didn't catch
it, he said 'Haggtaff' in reply to your question.”

Rajani nodded to Mickey. «Thank you, Mickey,» she
sent to him telepathically.

The boy looked at her, then tugged &t hisright ear. His
Sster looked at him with a concerned frown on her face.
"Do you have another earache, Mickey? Because of his
teeth and dl, he had trouble with them. | think he has
trouble hearing because of them, too."

"| think he's okay, Dorothy." Rejani held her hands out

to thefire. "No one has gotten medica help for your
brother?"

"Orfey!" Mickey beamed.

The girl shook her head. "My father Sgned on asa
proxxer for Daizaimoku Corp in Flag when my mom got
pregnant with Mickey. Trying to save her ran up some
bills, which Daisymuck said they'd cover, but a the
expense of carefor Mickey. They said if my mom had lived
and they had her vote, too, they would have taken care of
things. Mickey keeps getting Sick, so that uses up what
little credit my dad has built up with Daisymuck. Andy



talked him into selling meto get the money to fix Mickey,

but I knew that wouldn't happen, so | brought Mickey with
me"

The girl's eyes narrowed. " So, what's your story? Black

skin, gold stripes and some redlly hot eye-mods. Y ou one

of them exotic dancersfrom Vegas or something? Or are
you a gangbanger from Eclipse way out of your turf?'

Rajani was pretty certain Dorothy was speaking En-

glish. She understood the first question and would have

gone with it except that she knew nothing about LasVegas
and Dorothy seemed to fedl the second explanation was
more plausible by the fedings she gave off. "The latter.

Got tricked into visiting V egas, then abandoned.”

Dorothy smiled broadly. "Figured you were from Phoe-

nix. You going back?" Insecurity poured from her as she
continued. "We have to go back to Flag now, so we could
travel together. Safety in numbersand all.”

Fenix? "l go to Pah-he-0-e-nicks."

Dorothy shrugged. "Whatever, gangdang an't my

Jones. Flag's on the way to Phoenix, so you can come

with us, 'kay?' The plea Dorothy managed to keep out of

her voice rang off her emotiondly like pedsfrom abell.

So, Eclipse and Phoenix are synonymous. "Yes, travel-

ing with you would be finewith me." Rgjani reached out

and gave Dorothy abig hug. Clearly, the world has
changed during thetime | spent in stasis. | went in hoping
| could come out to help save the world from Fiddleback
but, if it has changed so radically that fathers can sell their
children, perhapsit istoo late.

Looking at the ancient and beautiful monastery cling-

ing to the mountainside, Coyotefdt asif he had traveled
athousand years back through time on hisjourney to
Tibet. Adjusting his Serengeti Vermillion sunglasses, he
glanced over a Crowley. He wanted to seeif the sight
awed his companion, but instead caught the dark-haired
occultist studying him for hisreaction toit. They both
laughed, then urged their little ponies onward dong the
narrow, winding trail.

From Phoenix they had flown to LA and caught aflight
direct to Tokyo. From there they transferred to aflight to
New Dehi. That led to another flight to Guwahati, then to
Paro, Bhutan and findlly into Gonggar, Tibet. Each leg had
been completed in smdler and smaller planes, including
the last in which they flew in an old People's Liberation
Army plane that had been repainted after Tibet reasserted
itsindependencein 1999.

At Gonggar they took a bus on the 60-miletrip into



Lhasa. Crowley had commented that the capital looked a
lot more festive than the last time he had been there. "In
1985, when the Chinese hosted a celebration of the 20th
anniversary of Tibet's autonomy, you couldn't see any
sgnsthat weren't written in Chinese. Now look &t it;
everythingis Tibetan."

Coyote had probed a bit more about Crowley's pres-
encein Tibet at that time, but his companion seemed
reluctant to expand upon his comments. Coyote knew
there had beenriotsin the late 1980s to protest the
Chinese domination of the region. Restrictions on foreign
travel through the area had been fierce, and had remained
S0 until 1997 when the Second Cultural Revolution had
created SO many problemsfor Beijing that they relaxed
their grip on the outlying regions. Nei Mongol, Manchuria
and Tibet revolted, kicking out the Han settlers through
which the centra government had tried to colonize their
nations. After two years of bloody fighting in Tibet, the
14th Daa Lamareturned on June 6, his birthday, and
proclaimed Tibet free again.

Throughout the journey from Lhasato Shigaste and up

to Namling, Coyote had seen plenty of evidence of the
Tibetan war for independence. Maoist statues had been
toppled, then left to be weathered by the sandblasting
winds of Tibet. As Crowley explained when driving through
Shigagte, "The people have left the Chinese monuments
and buildingsin the same state of repair that the First
Culturd Revolution left Tibetan temples. They have de-
voted themsdvesto restoring their history and have left
the Chinesethingstorot.”

They abandoned their rented Range Rover in Namling
and were met by ayellow-hatted monk with six horses.
Crowley introduced the man as Getsul Khedrup, explain-
ing that hewas not yet afull monk, but well on hisway to
hisfind ordination. Following Khedrup, they rode their
shaggy ponies up and out of thefertile central Yarlung
Valley. For the next two days they continued up and away
from civilization, seeing only nomads tending large herds
of yaks asthey went.

The weather cooled asthey climbed in dtitude, but
Coyote remained surprised at how seasonable the cli-
mate was. He had expected to need cold weather gear, but
they were not assaulting Mount Everest. The thick yak-
hair blankets their guide had brought with them were more
than enough to ward off the chilly night air. During the day,
athin shirt or jacket proved more than sufficient, espe-
cidly sincethe desart plateau on which they traveled got
solittlerain.

Coyote turned to Crowley as they approached the
monagtery. "It isbeautiful. By thelooks of it, it must have
been one of thefirst restoration projects of the new



government.”

Crowley shared a smile with Khedrup, then shook his
head. "No restoration needed. The Chinese never shelled
it like they did Norbulinka, the Jokhang, Sera Monastery
or the Potala."

Thisisarather remote area. | guess getting herewould
have been difficult.”

"Actualy, the Chinese wanted Kanggenpo destroyed
very badly. The Daai Lama stopped here on hisway out
of Tibet in March of 1959." Crowley pointed to some scars
on the landscape. "It's been agood 50 years, but you can
dtill see evidence of the dite mechanized divison they sent
out to get him and hisfamily. Because he had escaped
from Norbulinka disguised as a soldier, Mao Zedong put
acrack unit on him."

Coyote's eyes narrowed. "How could this monastery
avoid damage?' He dropped a hand to the stainless stedl
pistal riding on hisright hip. "1 could hit thewalsfrom here
withmy Wildey."

"Ah, but you can seeit; they could not. Even during the
Firgt Culturd Revolution, Mao wanted this place de-
stroyed, but again his hunters could not find it."

Coyote considered hiswords for amoment. "I take it

this has something to do with my empathic abilities, my
being a sensitive ? When you explained it al to me before,
you likened it to being able to seein the ultraviolet range.

| tekeit thisplaceisrendered in ultraviolet, for al intents
and purposes?

"Closeand logicd, but no." Crowley frowned for a
moment, then pointed back toward the monastery. "What
do you see?'

Coyote looked up, then removed his glasses. Where he
had once seen the tall ochrewalls of the monastery, with
tiled roofs and colorful bannersflying from them, he saw
nothing. "It'sgone.

"To continue your sight analogy, what would you see

in aplace wheretherewasno light a al?"

“Nothing."

"Exactly." Crowley closed his eyes and Kanggenpo
materidized out of thin air and again hung from the sheer
mountainsde. "Kanggenpo is one of anumber of spotson
the Earth in which empathic abilities are muted. Right now
| am sending to you theimage that | am getting from
Khedrup—he can see it because those shielding the
lamasery are permitting him to seeit. If | so desired, | could
change theimage in subtle ways, so you would only see
what | passed on."

"But if this place deadensmy abilities, how will | learn
what you are bringing me hereto leam?”

Crowley smiled easily. "l said muted, not deadened.
Imagine weight training on aworld with greater gravity



than Earth. Y ou will have to work harder to be able to bresk
through. They will show you how. Kanggenpo is probably
the only place on the planet where you can learn what you
must know. And the only way you get hereisto beled by
someone who knowsthe way."

Thetaller man settled his sunglasses over hiseyes

again. "Kanggenpo. You said it means'icetemple.’ If one
hasto be led here, how wasit founded and how did you
findit?"

"I think the khenpo can better explain the history of
Kanggenpo than |." Crowley gloved left hand strayed to
his goatee and stroked it unconscioudy. "l got here
because | helped foil an assassination attempt on the

Daa Lamain the summer of 1989—the Chinese govern-
ment was trying to corner the market on stupid repression
tacticsthat year. Word went out and | was brought to
Kanggenpo much as you are being brought now."

Asthelr ponies struggled up the last steegp section of the
trall, the massve bronze gates in the monastery wall
swung inward. Coming around acurvein thetrail, Coyote
caught hisfirst glimpse of the lamasery's cobbled court-
yard and the twin stone lions stretched down along
gairway to form therailings. Through the narrow viewing
port the gate made, Coyote saw tantalizing bits and pieces
of vast muras painted on theinterior wals.

Red-robed monks and their brown-robed students
traveled in tiny knots throughout the ancient fortress.
While he saw afew individuasthat were not thetypica
black-haired ethnic Tibetans, that surprised Coyote less
than another detail he noticed. "No women?"

Crowley shook hishead. "No women, which isabit odd
gnce Gelukpa Buddhism isatradition built out of the
Vagrayanatradition, which isknown in the West as Tantric
Buddhism. Tantric practicesinclude esoteric sexud ritu-
asand meditations, which outraged many missonaries
and right-thinking folksin the West when they heard of it.
Once monksin the Geluk tradition have mastered dll five
disciplines, tantric studies are open to them. Until that
time, which will take aminimum of 20 years, they are
grictly celibate and abstain from acohol and narcotics.”
"What you've brought me here to study won't take 20
years will it?'

"That anxiousto see your executive assstant again, are
you?"

Coyote chuckled lightly. "Better her than Fiddleback,

but | don't think either one would wait 20 yearsfor meto
complete my coursework here."

"True. No, here you will be schooled in the third and
fourth groups of Geluk studies. Oumah isthe study of the
path between extremes and Sunyata concernsitsef with
nonexistence or voidness." Crowley nodded at Khedrup.



"Hewill be gudying Oumah firg, then Sunyata, because
hisgod isto become one with the universe and attain
enlightenment. Y ou will study them in reverse because
you desireto learn how to flow through the universe.”
Their two ponies clip-clopped through the entryway

and rapjungs labored to close the massive gates behind
them. Ahead, Khedrup had aready dismounted and
another of the novitiatesled hisriding and pack ponies off.
Their guide bowed to the red-robed monk dowly de-
scending the steps, then ran off into the monastery's
interior.

Crowley sprang from his saddle asif hed had more

than a haf-dozen hours of deep in the past 36 and bowed
to themonk. "Toshi dili, Lama Mong."

The wizened monk smiled serendly and returned the
bow. "Pyag dan-po-la, Mi-ma-yin."

Coyote dowly swung down from hissaddle, and his

legs ached asthey accepted hisweight again. He nodded
respectfully to the old monk, then followed it with abow
asaragjung led hisponiesoff. "Nga min Coyoteyjn, "he
offered in the only Tibetan Crowley had taught him.

The monk looked from Coyote to Crowley. "'Coyote?"
The old man scratched at hisbald pate. "Ha ko ma song,
Mi-ma-yin."

"Kyi rkan-jnyis,"Crowley replied with ashrug. "'Coy-
ote' isaword he did not understand. | trandated for him.
The monk nodded. "But does your friend know you
cdledhimacur?'

"No, hedid not." The monk's use of flawlessEnglish
surprised Coyote. "A coyote is a stepping stone between
wolves and dogs."

"Kyi-can, Mi-ma-yin, | think, not kyi rkan-jnyis." He
smiled at Coyote. "Would you not think of it moreasa
jacka thanacur?'

"Given the choice, yes, definitdly.”

Mong nodded solemnly. “Then Kyi-can you shall be."
Coyote thought he heard judgment in Mong's voice, but
no emotions broke the serenity of the monk's expression.
"Thank you, | think."

Crowley let alook of indifference sweep across hisface.
"Mong isthe khenpo of Kanggenpo.”

Again Coyote bowed to the old monk. Mong returned
his bow, then offered him his hand. Coyote took it and
found the smal man had asurprisngly strong grip. His
hands are calloused as well. He seems to be more than just
an ascetic.

"I hope Kanggenpo will suit your needs.”

"Asdol, LamaMong."

Coyote looked around the interior of the lamasery and
immediately noted one detail that surprised him: Around
the main gate, in 27 little alcoves running up the sdesand



across the top, red-robed monks sat in the lotus position,
chanting softly. In the south wall, Coyote noted the same
arrangement, but the gate they surrounded had been
carved of stone and could not be moved. To the north,
hidden among smaller buildings, he saw one or two
monksin place and assumed the rest were there as well.
He aso assumed there was a gate to the east, but both the
north and east wallsfit flush into the mountain.

"If I might inquire, why do you have gatesthat lead
nowhere and people watching them?'

"They are pa-tsab. They serve asthe guardians of
Kanggenpo. They are the reason we remain undiscov-
ered." Mong looked toward the stone gate in the south
wall. "Twenty-seven at each gate adds up to the sacred
number 108. We are warded well no matter which direc-
tion enemies might chooseto come at us."

" e

"Y ou will see even more, Coyote." Crowley clapped

him on the shoulder. "I'll be leaving you herein Mong's
very capable hands. O-na gha-le sku bzugs snan, Lama
Mong."

"O-na gha-le peb, Mi-ma-yin." The old monk bowed to
Crowley and smiled a him.

Crowley walked away from both men, heading south.
Heturned left, asif wanting to mount the sairs, but his
image seemed to go two-dimensiondl. It dipped forward
and vanished asif it had passed beyond some sort of
invisible curtain. Without asound, hislagging foot van-
ished and no evidence remained to suggest he had ever
beenthereat all.

"Mi-maryin has changed in body, but not spirit." Mong
eyed him up and down, his gaze lingering on the massve
slvery pistol on Coyote's hip. "I understand the reverse
has happened with you, Kyi-can."

"l suppose, yes, by way of contrast with Crowley, this
istrue. Doesthis concern you?"

"Should it?' The monk watched him closdly.

"It should concern others, not you." Coyote kept his

face neutra. "Onething | wish to know, if | might: Why do
you cal Crowley 'Mi-maryin'?'

"When hefirst cameto us, he had another identity, one

of which Crowley was only apart. Mi-mayin means 'one
whoisnot human.' It usudly refersto ghosts, but in his
case..." The old monk shrugged, and Coyote understood.
Coyote folded hisarms across his chest. "Then teach

me what you taught him. The creature | hunt isnot human,
ather.”




Sinclair MacNed smiled in spite of himsdlf asthe
AmericaWes flight attendant handed him his glass of

Diet Peps. "Areyou certain you don't want something
stronger, Mr. MacNea ? Y ou look like you've had arough
day, andit'sonly 8am."

"No and yes." He accepted the glass from her, and their
fingers brushed againgt each other. He quickly read the
name embroidered on her gpron. Thank you, Erika. I'm
afraid it'snot anew day for me, just extrainningsfrom
yesterday."

"I'll be back soon to seeif you need anything else.” She
winked at him and continued her service to thefirg-class
cabin of the AmericaWest 787.

Sinlaid his head back againgt the thick leather padding

of the wide seat and sipped hissoda again. Thisisinsanity
for me. I've no reason to go to Japan for a madman. He set
the drink down and started worrying the package of
amonds Erika had placed on histray table. I've also got
no reason to stay in Phoenix.

Hisfather, Darius MacNeal, had made good on his

threet to fire him and evict him from the Build-more
corporate citadd. After histrip to the hospita for Coyote,
Sin had tried to return to his apartment, but he found
himsdlf locked out of theresidentid levels of themain
tower. When he went to complain to security, hewas
handed asmall box of persond items and wastold
everything € se had been paid for by Build-more and,
therefore, would remain in the possession of Build-more.
The guard had even gone so far asto try to strip the
clothes off his back, but Sin decided that would be going
too far. After the paramedics carted the man off, Sin
sormed into hisfather's office and right past his secretary.
She never even made an attempt to stop me. She knew
what was coming.

Insde, hefound hisfather sitting down to drinkswith

two other men. Thefirst wasatal, dender man who could
have benefited from having his hawk-beak nose pared
down to norma size and having the scraps used to give
him achin. Sin recognized him as a Build-more employee
from the Operations divison. A bean counter. His name
is Dodd. Watson Dodd.

Darius and Dodd dwarfed the third man, yet the small

man did not seem to take notice of their Sze differentidl.
When Sin entered the room, his hands tightened down into
figts, then opened again dowly. He snapped hishedls
together, bowed his blond head and grinned wolfishly.
"Guten abend, Herr MacNedl."

"Get bent, you fascist pygmy." Sin waved Dodd and the
smaller man away contemptuoudly. "Y ou both just re-
membered an urgent meeting—Dodd, your wife's ddliv-
ering now and you, Heinrich, your Warriorsjust found



another synagogueto vanddize."

"Wdl, well, hasthe Prodigd Son returned?' Darius left
hand pressed Dodd down into achair. Heinrich sat back
and sipped hisdrink. ™Y ou should not be ordering my
guests about.”

"Guests? Y ou do not want them here, Father.” Sin's

long strides ate up the distance between him and the bar.
"You and | are going to haveit out, right here, right now."
Darius smoothed hiswhite hair into place at the back

of hishead, "It will haveto wait. | need to brief Mr. Dodd
on hisdutiesas my new vice presdent in charge of
security.”

"What!" Sin stared so hard at Dodd that the man's chest
should have caved in. "That'smy job."

"That was your job, traitor." Darius blue eyes burned
with energy. "Y ou werefired after your disgraceful con-
duct two weeks ago. Wereit not for company policy
offering two weeks severanceto al employees, you'd
have been gone that second. Y ou dared presume to order
meto cease my financid relationship with the Warriors of
the Aryan World Alliance.

Heinrich looked shocked at that little revelation. "Y ou
wound me, Sinclair. | thought we were friends."

"I'll wound you worse, you snake. Next time you decide
to nate someone, why don't you pull the trigger
yoursdf?' Helooked at hisfather. "l just left the hospital
where they've got Ha Garrett. HEll recover, but one of the
bulletsimpinged on some nerve. Partid paralyssof his
left leg. That'swhat the money you gave WAWA got you."
Singlared a Dodd. "When your child's born, be sureto
tell him Daddy hires men to gimp good citizensfor aliving.
Make your kid proud.”

Hisfather shook hishead. "Wait, you must forgive my
son. Hewastoo indulged asachild.”

"Oh, you're claming me, now? That's more than you

did when | grew up or thelast timeyou fired me." Sin hit
ahidden release on the bar, letting apand swing out. He
took acut crysta glassfrom there and filled it with ice.

"Y our guests don't rate the good crystal, Dad?"

Darius smoldered. "Y our mother warped you."
Sinlaughed and filled his glasswith Jameson's Irish
Whisky. "Ah, blame it on Mother again because she
named me." Helooked at the other two men. "Y ou've met
my brothers Harpo, Hypo and Dumbo, haven't you?'
"Alexander, Xerxes and Tiberius. Don't you dare dis-
parage them because they are better sons than you could
ever be"

"Invertebrate zombies that worship the cornucopiathat
walkslikeaman." Sintook adug of thewhisky and let it
burnitsway down to hisbdly. "Y ou've hated me snce the
start because | dared stand up to you. You cant walk all



over melike you do them.”

"Because you run away from conflict.”

"Ah, thevictor writesthe history, isthat it?" Sin set his
glassdown on the bar. "I think some minority reports
would disagree with you."

"How canyou belikethis, after dl I've done for you?'
Hisfather's voice took on an offended tone. "If not for

"I might have actudly been happy.”

"Arewe doing to go over Chriginaagain?' Sin'sfather
looked pained. "1 told you she was only after my money."
Sin shook his head, then focused on Watson Dodd. "'
come back from college with my fiancee, Christina. Dad
tells me she's not good enough for me, only agold digger.
He then sends me off to London to dedl with aproblemin
adtethere. I'm gone for amonth, at the end of which
Chrissy bresks off our engagement. And guesswhy?' He
pointed at hisfather. " She wasn't good enough for me, but
shewasfor my father."

"| just proved she was after my money."

"But did you have to keep proving it for three years?'

Sin pounded hisright fist againg histhigh. "Remember
that, Dodd, when my father tellsyou that your wifeisnot
good enough for you."

Dariuslaughed lightly. "Areyou through?'

"Nope, were through, Father. Y ou're abastard, dways
have been abastard and always will be abastard. | was
going to demand my things, but no more. | want nothing
fromyou."

"And nothing you shdl get." Darius pointed imperi-

oudy toward the door. "Y ou no longer have afather.”

"l haven't had one since conception, so nothing's new
there”

"Run, run theway you awaysdo."

"I'm leaving, but not because that's what you com-

mand meto do." Sin tossed down the rest of the whisky.
"I'm going because I'll be beyond your reach. | know, in
thelong run, that will bug you worse than having me be
under your thumb here."

Sin hammered hisfist down into the armrest. How

could I have been so stupid. He orchestrated that confron-
tation. He knew what 1'd do. | shouldn't have given him
the satisfaction.

Erikadid into the open seat besde him. "Mind if acatch
my breath?

Sin shook his head. "I welcome the company. Areyou
based in Phoenix or Tokyo?"

"Phoenix, but | have two weeksin Tokyo after thisrun.”
Shetucked her blond hair behind her |eft ear. "Business
or pleasure in Japan for you, Mr. MacNed ?"

"Sinclair. | don't honestly know. New job, so | hope a bit



of both."

She patted him on the knee. "I hope o, too." She
glanced at her watch, then tapped the flat LCD screen built
into the seat in front of him. "Are you going to watch the
movie? It won anumber of awards."

"I know he's supposed to be the best since Olivier or
Gibson, but | can't see Macaulay Caulkin asHenry V. |
may just get some deep.”

A tone sounded from back in the main cabin. "Wall,

deep tight. I'll wake you before we land. Sweet dreams.”
Erikaawakened Sin asthejet began its descent into
Narita. The pilot brought the planein smooth and levd,
touching down with only the dightest bump when the gear
hit the ground. Sin looked out through the rain-stresked
windows at the gray airport. The vison of afuture
nightmare that had prompted environmentaliststo pro-
test the opening of the airport back in the 1970s had come
true. The cregping concrete plague had spread out from
the airport and stretched asfar as he could see.

Sin completed theimmigration forms Erika passed ot.
He noted he was staying at the New Palace Hotel. He
pedled the barcoded stickers off histicket deeve and
affixed them to the Customs portion of the form. Erika
collected it dong with dl the othersfrom first class, then
led those privileged passengers out through the forward
bulkhead. They filed down ashort corridor to a pleasant,
if antiseptic, waiting room.

Erika handed the formsto abading Japanese manin
ablue and gray uniform, then headed back to the plane.
"It was nice to meet you, Sinclair. Perhaps!'ll seeyouin
Tokyo."

"That would be amost welcome surprise.” He reached
out and took her hand.

Shefolded him into ahug and whispered, "I put your
form on top, so you should get through firs."

He gave her alittle extra squeezeto let her know he
appreciated her effort, then reluctantly let her go. Hefound
himsdlf aseat in thewaiting areaand amogt ingtantly
regretted his choice. A wide-hipped matron with afox-fur
muffler sat down next to him and wedged her doggie-
carryall between them. The Shar-pei/Lhasagpso mix in
the cage looked like amountain of shag carpet with eyes.
The woman crooned at the dog in low tones which could have
been English, except for the -izzie, -uggams and -ookums
auffixes

"Mr. Sinclair MacNed ?" theimmigration man called

out.

Sin stood and crossed to the inspection station. He
presented the ID card Coyote had gotten for him and saw
theimmigration officid take specid notice of it. "Konnichi-
wa."



The man looked unimpressed with Sin's Japanese.

"How areyou today?' he asked amid stamping various
forms.

"Anmari*”

"Jugt okay?Well, itisalong flight, isntit?"

"Hai."

"Mr. MacNeal, you need not speak Japaneseto me. |

am fully conversant in your tongue." The older man's gaze
flickered toward a screen after heran Sin's D through the
reader. He frowned, punched a button, then ran it through
agan.

sDo-shitan-dayo? "

"Nothing iswrong, Mr. MacNed. | thought | had some-
thing here, but it appears not” The man hit Sn'simmigra:
tion form with onefind stamp. ™Y our luggage will be sent
directly to the New Palace Hotdl. Please enjoy your stay
in Jepan.”

"Domo arigato."Sintook hisID back from theimmigra:
tion officer and passed through alittle halway and out a
door to the main international concourse. He glanced at
the overhead signs and started the long trek to the rall
termind to catch atrain into Tokyo.

Coyote is good. Somehow he managed to get the
security alert on my identity reversed or canceled. He has
influence here in Japan, which scores more points for him.
Sin shook his head. When held | eft Japan three years
before he'd done so under his own steam, but only just
barely. In fact, until the jet had gotten out of Stinger missile
range of theidand, he wasn't willing to bet he was going

to makeit. Sincethat time, visitors had mentioned how he
was congidered persona non grata intheland of the Risng
un.

Slipping into the thick line of people heading toward the
train gation, Sin concentrated on letting their voices and
the cadence of their words bring him back to thetime
before heleft. After hisfather had stolen Christina, Sin had
|eft the United States to work in Jgpan. Hired on asa
security consultant, which initialy meant he wasto escort
visitors from the US and keep them out of trouble, he rose
up through the ranks at Raibyoin Corp fairly swiftly. His
no-nonsense attitude about trouble, aswell as his ability

to act tough or use agun, meant alot in Japan.

Out of the corner of hiseye, Sin saw an improbably

large Japanese man in adark blazer move off astool at
anoodle stand. The man wore apair of dark sunglasses
and was clearly attempting to project an air of menace.

Sin found him dmost laughable, but the man moved into
the stream of traffic in an effort to cut him off.

| don't like this at all. Sinfeigned moving deeper away
from the behemoth, then cut for the noodle shop itsdlf. The
large man clawed hisway back through the crowd to get



a Sin, but by that time Sin had already passed beyond the
counter and into the kitchen. The help in the back tarted
shouting at him, but he smiled and repested sumimasen
to each of them, then he headed toward the back door.
Thisistoo easy. They've anticipated me. Sinturned the
knob on the rear door and let the latch dip free. Then,
leaning back, he kicked the door open as hard as he could.
Cutting through the doorway low, he arced aright fist into
the belly of the man on hisleft. The man doubled over, so
Sin graightened him with aknee to the face then back-
handed him down the security hallway that linked the
various airport shops.

Retreating one step, he put his back to the far wal and
watched the door lethargically swing shut again. The man
who had been standing behind it clearly had not expected
it to open so swiftly. The doorknob had caught himin the
groin, and he dowly sagged to thefloor.

Sin gtarted to laugh doud when another man dowly
applauded from farther down the corridor. Sin looked at
him, then nodded. " Konnichi-wa, Takagi Kazuo-san."
"Konnichi-wa, Snklaru-san. It isgood to see you
again, my friend.” The stocky young Japanese man

bowed to Sin, then shook his hand. "It has been three
years, hasit not?'

"Hai." Sin smiled and looked at the man's hands. "'l see
your oyabun gill hasn't got any of your fingersinajar.”
Kazuo shrugged. "Uncle Takeshi seestoo much of
himsdf in me, | think. Now | see you've not lost any of your
old piss'n' vinegar."

Sin shrugged appropriately. "They weren't bad, but |

was looking for, and therefore reacting to, another threat
levd."

"Ah, your friend Nagashita. Y es, well, you will lovethis
After he missed you when you |eft Japan, he was devated
to colond and put in charge of the Internal Defense
Cadrel" Kazuo clapped his hands. "Now that pit bull isat
the emperor's beck and call—and largely out of our hair."
"To pargphrase John Paul Jones, give me another run

at old Y amashiro Nagashita, and | could make him
emperor.” Sin draped hisarm around his Y akuzafriend's
shoulders. "Give mealift to my hotdl, old friend. |
smuggled two bottles of Glenfiddich out of Phoenix. One
can befor your uncle, but the other welll use to toast the
good fortune of the IDC."

"And then you will tell mewhy you have returned?’

That | will, Kazuo, because the only way | will do what
hasto bedoneis




Rajani knew as she stared down at her deeping body,
that she was dreaming.

The snake lay coiled beside Rgjani, using her body as
ashidd between itself and Rex. Mickey had curled himself
up into abal with Rex curving hisbody to fit dong
Mickey's spine. Dorothy lay between Rgjani and Mickey
with her fingerstangled in her brother'sdark hair. At their
feet, abed of coa's glowed from within acircle of stones.
Above them, dark clouds hid the wide, starry bowl of

the sky. Earlier inthe day, when their last ride | eft them of f
outside Ash Fork, the sky had been blue. The thought of
camping out in what had been the Prescott National
Forest seemed like a pleasant adventure. The arriva of
the midsummer monsoon clouds as the day cooled made
Rajani reassess her judgment, but the kids did not seem
tomind.

Even as she studied the wooded landscape around her,

it began to shift. A putrid green light bled into the clouds
and dl the pine trees picked up the maevolent glow. Red
streamers shot through the clouds and the rusty pine
needles began to pulsate asif they were meta and being
heated. Unconscioudy, Rgjani raised her handsto pull in
the heat she knew should have been present, but instead
felt hersalf being drained of warmth and vitdity.

The landscape began to blur into a green-red mael-
strom. The colorsthickened, flooding over her and her
companions. The bloody red ground curved up and the
green sky down to capture her in a sphere. Where the two
bowls met, little eddies swirled the colors together, lock-
ing the bowls together with ablack line.

What isthis? Shereached her hands out, and even
though they did not seem to touch the insde of the sphere,
shefelt resstance at the black line. Shetried to twirl her
fingersin the direction opposite the swirlsthat had locked
things down, but she could not get the line to separate
again. I'mtrapped.

Above her, the green dome began to boil. Asshe

looked up, acrygaline lattice with acurioudy weblike
design worked into it drilled down into the sphere. It
glowed rhythmicaly with power. Needle-nosed and pos-
sessing adender body, it did into the sphere and left a
gaping hole behind it. Rgani began to will hersdlf toward
the opening, but the crystal swerved toward her and diced
acrossthe surface of her right thigh.

She cried out in pain, but quickly recognized the agony
asbeing well beyond physical. She broke through the wall
of pain and for asecond found herself eavesdropping on
the thoughts of Fiddleback. No match! blasted into her
brain, then the crystal had passed on and took the pain
withit.

Rgani fdt hersdf drawn along behind the crysta auger



like aswimmer caught in the wake of aship. Her firgt
impulse wasto resist it, but then it siwooped down toward
Dorothy and her brother. Shelet hersalf be pulled after it
and reached out with her left hand to touch the aft end of
the pulsng gray crysd.

Again the pain hit her, but she steded hersdf againgt

it. «<No match! » She shot into the matrix asit plunged in at
the children. She felt the searching drone check itsalf and
saw atantaizingly brief glimpse of the search target. Not
Jaeger/Coyote! the drone concluded and began to spin
furioudy.

Rgani withdrew her hand, but let hersdf remainin
position to draft off the crystal construct, it whirled
through the sphere and broke out through the other side.
The globe that had been her redlity exploded like a balloon
shot through with abullet and she burst out through into
aream of darkness and twinkling starlight.

Looking out, she saw other lightsdip and dive through
the dark. They shot in at glowing lights like moths
attacking flames, and she redlized these mohile lights
were other searcher drones akin to the one she followed.
They are searching for Jaeger/Coyote. Isit safe to assume
he knows of Fiddleback's defeat?

"' Safe assumption, but a dangerous game you play

here"

Rgani fdt astrong, firm hand on her right arm. She
glanced down as the hand jerked her around and noticed
agold ring of acurious design on thering finger of an
utterly black hand. «Isit you they seek?» She sent, then she
redlized the human silhouette was that of aman. "Who are
you?"

The man jerked her toward him, yanking her free of the
crystline probe. "What were you doing? Are you mad?'
"l don't understand.”

"Look &t yoursdlf!"

She did so and redlized why his voice carried as much
daminitasit did. A golden nimbus surrounded her. The
gold lines running from the backs of her fingers up dong
her arms and shoulders radiated out through the fabric of
the flight jacket she wore. Assuming for amoment that
every light in the sky was another person, they were
candlesin comparison to her sun.

Except him. He radiates nothing.

"The drones are hunting Coyote but, even so, | am not
anxiousto make mysdf atarget.”

Rajani nodded sharply, then concentrated. She brought
her mental defensesinto play, neatly snuffing the glow
surrounding her. "Who are you? What are you?'

Again the man-thing ignored her questions. "Y ou have

to leave here. Y our trick to deflect the hunter away from
the child worked because the crestures monitoring these



devices are dow and stupid. Unfortunately, your display
may have alerted others. Y ou must return and protect the
child"

«Who are you?» She sent such vehemencethat a

tremor shook the man holding her. A golden bolt of
energy seemed to emerge from her forehead and punch
through his chest. His eyes and nodtrilslit with goldfire,
then black again subsumed it. He jerked back, releasing
her, and held hishead in his hands. In that confusing
moment she caught wrath and wraith from him, but
nothing that really answered her question.

"You are very good, but out of control. Look!" He
pointed off into the sky and she saw a dozen of the probes
orienting themsalves on the both of them.

"l am sorry..."

"Saveit. Protect the child; heisin danger." The shadow
man pointed down toward the glowing circle of light below
them, and Rgjani saw asmdller triangle of red lights
moving in toward it. "Y ou dedl with that problem and | will
take care of the probes. Go, now!"

Rajani pointed her toes and raised her arms. She

dipped down through the darkness asiif it were agreased
tunnel and arrived a her destination far more swiftly than
she could have hoped. Above her she saw asilver-blue
light outline the man, then it metamorphosed into a
glowing silver behemoth that smashed two of the probes
together into blazing dust.

Raani felt awrenching sense of chaos as she touched

and reentered her body. Sheforced it awvake, snapping
her eyes open. Sherolled over to her right and touched
Dorothy'sleg. "Wake up, Dorothy, wake up."

"What?' Dorothy brushed blond hair from her face.
"Geez, what happened to you?"

Rgani fet acold stickiness on her right leg. She looked
down and saw adark splotch on the right thigh where the
crystal had touched her. I'm bleeding. She pressed her
hand to the wound and black blood cozed up between her
fingers. "It's nothing, Dorothy. Get Mickey up. We haveto
moveout.”

"Aaha?' Mickey asked as he rubbed deep from his

eyes.

Rex gtretched, then sat and scratched himsalf. Sud-

denly hishead came up and with it camethefur on his
spine. A low growl rumbled from histhroat, then he looked
over at Rgani and stood. From the dog she got a sense of
duty tinged with growing fear as she tossed some sticks
on the coals. Rex looked back out into the shadows
surrounding the campsite and barked once.

The yipped howls of a dozen canine throats answered
him. Mickey reached out to Rex, but the dog moved
beyond his grasp to position himsalf between the boy and



the threat. Likewise, Rgani moved forward while Dorothy
picked up abig stick. Alone, Mickey clutched his blanket
and huddled down to make himsdlf asmdll target.
He'ssmall physically, but hisfear isimmense! Sheer
terror radiated out of the boy, and Rgjani renewed the
defenses she had erected earlier. She structured them to
let low levels of emotion through, but to cut her off in case
of ahuge emotiond outburst. | cannot afford to be blinded.
"Hush, Mickey." Dorothy grasped the knotted pine
branch in both hands. "They're coming, Rgani."

Behind her the kindling caught and thefireflared to life.
Raani saw it reflected in agaaxy of eyesbardly three feet
off the ground. As she watched, however, one set drifted
up and forward. A lupine head skylined itself and, asthe
creature moved in toward the circle of light, Rgjani saw
him complete the transformation from awolf to aruddy-
furred wolfman.

"Grrrreeeeetings,” the creature growled seductively,
infusing the word with insincerity. He eyed Rgani up and
down, then Dorothy. Only on Mickey did his gaze linger,
and Rgani felt pleasure rippling from the wolfman so
strongly that it dmost brought asmileto her face.

Forcing hisemotions aside, Rgani snarled. "Leave

here. Thereis nothing here for you.”

"Perhaps you are not for me, nor she, but heisatender
and tasty littlemorsdl.” The wolfman squatted down and
barked sharply at Mickey, making the boy jump. "Oh,
yed"

Mickey'swave of fear crested over Rgjani, then shefelt
an equaly sharp jolt of pleasure from the wolfman. With
ahitter, coppery taste in her mouth, sheredized the
wolfman hungered for Mickey'sterror, lusted after it as
Andy had lusted after her.

"If you dare touch him...," she began. Beyond him,
backing him, adozen dogs and coyotes dunk forward.
One, ahuge Alsatian, came forward more boldly and
bared hisfangs at Rex. The Alsatian started to growl and
st itsdlf to lunge, but the wolfman turned and snarled a
the Alsatian, forcing it to back off.

Mickey's fear dmost overrode the exchange between
wolfman and Alsdtian. Init, Rgani sensed the Alsatian's
resentment at the wolfman's domination of what hed

been his pack. In return, the wolfman radiated invincibility
and contempt for the Alsatian. The pack shifted uneasily,
asif to deny they ever objected to the wolfman's |eader-
ship, and the Alsatian backed away from the emotiona
fury projected by the wolfman.

The wolfman turned and studied Rgjani. He sniffed the
air, but the dight breeze curled the smoke's fire around her
like acloak. He sneezed once, then nodded. "Y ou are
mogt interesting prey, but it isnot you that | want." He



pointed at Mickey with aclawed finger, then gestured with
it to command the boy forward.

Mickey buried hishead in the blanket, and Rgjani felt
histerror rip through her like achain saw. The wolfman's
eyes glazed over dmost orgasmicaly, and hehowled in
delight. Discipline wavered among his pack, then he
snarled and the various curs backed away. The Alsatian
moved the least and turned to face the wolfman directly.
His control over themis not complete. Dropping to one
knee, she reached back with her right hand and let the
rettler dither forward into it. The wolfman's eyesfollowed
the snake's movement, then he looked up and she made
eye contact. «I will not let you have the boy.»

«l giveyou no choice, alien.»

"Dorothy, scream!”

Though she had put on a brave front, Dorothy let dl her
fear out through her scream. The wolfman oriented on
her, then back to Mickey when his Sister's screams spiked
histerror higher than ever. The wolfman grinned doppily
and opened himsdlf wide to the emotional feast the two
human children provided him.

Mickey's fear hammered Rgani, but she fought against

it. Instead of |etting her shield dide up to protect her, she
let her own fear and anguish pour out. She felt hormones
course through her body, giving her more physical energy
that she trandated into menta power. Reshaping and
guiding Mickey'sfright, she forged into awesgpon.

The wolfman soaked up the emotiona sorm likea

plant basking in sunlight. Rgjani took her share of that
same energy and forced it back into itself. Shetrapped
and concentrated it, like light trapped in alaser tube. She
queezed it tighter and tighter, |etting the pressure build.
Her hands balled into fists, and her teeth ground together.
Findly, when she could hold it no more, she directed the
fear a the wolfman and gave him everything.

Open as he was, the wolfman had no time to muster his
defenses. As had happened with the shadow man, the
golden bolt Rejani projected pierced him. Unlike the
shadow man, however, it did more than show itsdlf inhis
eyesand nodtrils. It jetted like dragonfire from every
orifice of hisbody. It seeped out over his skin like sweat
and poured out of his ears and nose like blood. His mouth
opened, but gold energy, not words, vomited forth.

In a heartbest, the wolfman went from hunger to
satiation, then beyond. Brimming with fear, he could not
metabolizeit dl. It covered him, permeated him and
became him. Panic saized and twisted him, stunning his
mind and crushing his psyche. Locked in the throesof a
psychic meltdown, he made alast-ditch effort to save
himsdf. Relinquishing his grasp on the energy, he vented
asmuch as he could into the area.



The pack instantly sensed histerror and attacked.
Leaping, yipping canine formsclosed on him. A brindle
pit bull sank itsteeth into the wolfman's calf whilea
Doberman pinscher dove at histhroat and aterrier
worried hisleft ankle. Thewolfman tried to bat the
Doberman aside, but arottweller took abite out of hisleft
hamstring, and he went down. Before he could yell, the
snarling canine mass buried him.

The Alsatian had hung back, but started forward when
the wolfman logt hisfooting. But before he could join the
medee, Rex hit him from the flank and locked hiswhite
teeth on the Alsatian's throat They rolled over and over
out into the shadows to be quickly eclipsed by the bloody
and frenzied pack.

"Move, fadt!" Rgjani pointed back away from the yellow
eyes and reddened teeth of the roiling dogfight.

"Eh!" shouted Mickey as he stood.

"Rex will find us, Mickey. Move!" Dorothy grabbed
Mickey's hand and started sprinting on through the thin
woods.

Rajani took one look back at the pack, then followed
the children. Her right leg throbbed with pain, but seemed
to be functional. Tracking the kids more by emotion than
sght or sound, she caught up with them quickly and led
the way down asteep hill. Using her night vison to pick
out deer trails, she got them safdly away from their old
campsite.

Dorothy leaned heavily on atree. "Wait, gotta catch my
breath.” She gulped down air. That was aluper, wasn't
it?'

Raani shook her head. "A luper?!

"A werewolf, aloup-garou.” Dorothy bent over and
breathed in through her nose. "My dad's girlfriend was
Cgun. Shetold us stories."

"Ah oaries”

"Yes, Mickey, bad stories." Dorothy looked up at her.
"That was one, wasn't it?'

"l don't know." Werewolves? There are no such things,
or were none when | went into stasis. Were my parents
wrong? Was Dr. Chandra mistaken? Have things changed
so much in such little time?

Raani turned and peered back dong their backtrail.

She saw movement through the brush, then heard some-
thing. Mickey smiled and pointed. "Ehezel”

"C'mere, Rex!" Dorothy shouted.

Mickey clapped hishands and Rgani smiled. She
watched the dog descend the hill. "Aside from the limp,
Rex looks okay."

Shereached out with her mind to welcome Rex, but she
sensed nothing from him. Asthe canine gpproached
them, the dog's form shifted and bloated, it thickened and



widened, growing taller asit reared up onitshind legs.
Torn and bleeding, dragging itsleft leg behind it, the
cregture they had taken to be Rex transformed itsdlf into
the luper they had |eft behind.

"Almost worked...your trick. | killed them." He clutched
hisright hand to his ssomach, and Rgjani saw at least two
of hisfingers had been gnawed off. "Even your Rex." He
swallowed hard and looked &t her. " Share the boy with
me. Pleas2”

"No. Go away."

Theluper grimaced painfully. "I asked. Now | demand.

| need him. Givehimtome."

"No!" Rgani dowly crouched and pushed Mickey

behind her. «l will not surrender him to you.»

«You cannot stand against me!» Thewolfman'slower
jaw dropped open in alupine grin. «\We should have
dominion over these creatures. If | must destroy you first
togetit, | will.»

«Your bark does not frighten me.»

«Then perhaps my bite will!»

The wolfman looked a her, and again they made eye
contact. Rgani began to push more fear out at him, but
hot, raw, bestial emotions dammed back down the link.
Gore-drenched tableaux raped her mind as she saw the
wolfman lead his pack through massacresin outlying
towns. Transferred to her was the obscene ddlight he took
indaking histhirst with bright, arterid blood. Thevictim's
horror pulsed out stronger and stronger as his heart
weakened and he knew he was dying, but feared he would
not diefast enough.

Raani snapped her head to the left and felt her hair vell
half her face. She brought her defenses up, but they
merely filtered the wolfman's blood-spattered fantasies.
Instead of seeing them in any organized fashion, things
became a blended mixture of corpses bobbing in bloody
pools, with terror rising from them like scarlet steam.
Rgani felt the wolfman probing her mind, looking for

her fears so they could be woven into hissick fantasies,
but she deflected him. Shetried to turn his thoughts back
on him, but his physical weakness only seemed to
strengthen him mentaly. Sensing her resstance, he
poured the power on and a blood-red world congedled
around her. She felt locked in asthe blood dried to adeep
maroon, then became clear so she could watch the
wolfman stak toward Mickey.

«You are done.» Thewolfman, to her eyes, blazed with
anunholy red light. «I am Invincible!»

Then, suddenly, the wolfman jerked up to hisfull

height. Rgani saw something waver in and out of focus as
shefought to see empathicdly. Concentrate. Focus. She
locked her jaw and fed despair into anger and hope. What



is happening?

The scene cleared, and she saw it. Glowing with abright
glver light, one of the search drones burrowed itsway
through the werewolf's back, it drilled itsway in, going
amos dl the way out its chest, then it reversed direction
and withdrew. It shot straight up into the sky, and she
heard laughter echo from everywhere at the sametime.

«l love it when they make themselves into such won-
derful targets.» Rgani fdt therictus holding her fadeasa
shadow hand touched her on the shoulder. «Make the
child safe.»

The world shifted abruptly, and Rgani found herself
garing at the crumpled wolfman. Mickey looked at it, then
her, and then waved his hand.

"Yes, Mickey, it went bye-bye." Dorothy hugged her
little brother, then stared at Rgjani. "What happened? He
stared at you and you stopped moving. Then he clutches
his ssomach and starts bleeding from the mouth and nose.
What happened?’

"Kishd." Mickey pointed at the body. "Kishd."

"Crystd, Mickey?' Dorothy |ooked very confused.
"Whét is he talking about?"

Rajani shook her head. "I don't know. Maybe he saw
something. | think the beast had someinternd injuries
from the fight with his pack. Running after usdid himin.
Hewas dead, but didn't even noticeit." As she saw
Dorothy's face hardening, she added quickly, "I've seen
that sort of thing happen in Eclipse.”

Dorothy shook her head dightly, then relented. "Maybe,
but | don't know."

"It doesn't matter, Dorothy. WEell be safe for the rest of
tonight. Then, tomorrow or the next day, we can bein
Faggaff and reunite you with your father." Then you'll be
safe, and | can go to Phoenix and find this Coyote.

S

Sweat matting the dark hair on his chest, Coyote

finished his hundredth sit-up and smiled asMong ap-
peared in the doorway of his cell. He uncrossed his hands
from his chest and levered himsdlf to hisfeet. Drawing his
heels together, he bowed to the red-robed monk. "Good
morning, LamaMong."

Mong studied him for amoment, and Coyote found the
expression on the elderly man'sface unfathomable. The
monk nodded, then smiled. "1 am pleased to see you have
recovered from travel lethargy. Y ou have dept much and
deeply sinceyou arrived here."

Coyote used a bedsheet to wipe the sweat from his

face. "l must confess, | think it was more than just jet lag.



Thelast month has been rather stressful for me. | did not
redizeit until | lay down to deep that first night, but there
had been a background level of pressure on me through-
out that time. It felt asthough | was on aleash and
congtantly struggling againgt it. Here | fed none of that,
and the exhaustion caught up with me.”

The monk pointed to the black silk robe that matched
the pants Coyote already had pulled on. "Finish dressing,
and | will lead you on atour here. Thereis much for you
tolearn."

Theslk felt cold at firdt, but it warmed quickly ashe
belted it in place with asash. "How long will it take you to
teach mewhat | need to know?'

Mong shrugged as he led the way into adimly lit, narrow
corridor. "I do not know. The Dark Lords do not inform us
of their training techniques or curriculum.”

Coyote nodded hitterly. "And I have no knowledge of

it

"Conscious knowledge, you mean,” Mong mused. "We
shall seewhat skills you possess and what you must
learn.”

Asthe monk guided him through the lamasery, its
antiquity impressed him. Of hislife he knew little beyond
what he had discovered in the past month. While Jytte
Ravel had made available to him the files about his early
life, much of the things he learned from them were rumors
and probably exaggerated beyond redlity anyway. In
contrast, the building had a strength and history thet he
hungered for.

He let hisfingertips brush dong the rough-hewn wall,
reveling in the gritty redlity of the ones. This place will
be a cocoon for me. Remembering how Fiddleback had
cdled him apet and treated him like something subhu-
man stoked his desire to destroy hisformer master. Here
| will complete my chrysalis. | will become my own
master. | will turn what you gave me into what will
destroy you.

The lama paused beside adoorway and waved Coyote
onthroughit. "Thisisour aamory and training center.”
Coyote dowly descended the blocky stone steps.

Three dozen stone pillars supported the roof, and Coyote
guessed the whole training complex sat directly below the
main temple. The pillars broke the room down into small
10 x 10-foot training areas, with longer stripsin the outer
perimeter. Thick mats, darkened by the dirt of thousands
of feet, covered most of the floor and the soot from
hanging butter-fat lamps blackened the ceiling.

Two dozen brown-robed rapjungs worked through a
seriesof katas. They advanced, punched, blocked and
kicked in unison, mirroring their indructor'sdisplay.
Many of the young men wore broad smiles, asif what they



were doing was play, but a sdect few |ooked serene and
peaceful even asthey fought againgt shadows.

Mong descended the long staircase behind Coyote.
"Awareness of sdf and the fragility of the physical body
areimportant in our studies. All too often, the concept of
s f one hasinvolvesthought or aligt of attributes. Only
through a conscious integration of mind and body, to the
point where the union becomes automatic and uncon-
scious, isit possible to begin down the path of enlighten-
Thetall man nodded and pointed to awall upon which
hung afull array of weapons. " And knowledge of these
reinforces knowledge of lifesfragility?*

That, and it confirms more about mankind." Mong
gestured broadly, taking in al the weapons at once.
"Condder, if youwill, that man's earliest tools were rocks
and gticks. Every wegpon, every tool is, in effect, de-
scended from those very humble beginnings. Things
become vastly more complex as man refines histools
over and over again. Man isatoolmaker, and acknowl-
edgment of that fact is crucia to understanding man-
kind."

Coyote pulled a short weapon from the wal with hisleft
hand. The blade ran perpendicular to the haft aswith an
ax, but was more dender as befitting adagger with a
singleinterior edge. From the point where the blade had
been bolted to the shaft, aweighted length of meta chain
hung down. With hisright hand he grasped the chain
about afoot from the weight and whirled it around.
"Kusari-gama, Japanesein origin, favored by ninja

Y adama Shinryukan dispatched many asamural with
one of these before Araki Mataemon tricked him into
fighting in abamboo grove.”

"And what isthe sickle part but a stick, and the weight
but arock?'

Coyote acknowledged the monk's comment with a

nod, then thought for amoment. "Y our point iswell made,
but are you not stretching it to suggest dl tools, dl
meachines, come from sticks and stones? What of radios
and cars?'

The monk smiled. "M odern devices do make defend-
ing my thessmore difficult. Bear in mind that mankind
has dways struggled against nature and the circum-
gtancesthat would kill him. Sticks and stones dlowed him
to trandate superior menta power into superior physica
power. By bashing two sticks together, for example, he
could aert other huntersin his band to potentid prey. In
doing this he would effectively double or triple hisown
srength by augmenting it with others, it may be stretching
thingsto suggest aradio ismerely two sticks that can be
heard over vast distances, but the core of the redlity isthe



same.”

"Thet redity being that man isatoolmaker and through
histools haslearned to survive." Coyote increased the
speed of the spinning weight, then | et the chain play out
through hisfingers. The diamond-shaped sted weight
arced out and struck a spark from one of the pillars, then
Coyote pitched the weight's rotationd plane sharply
upward. The weight reached the peak of the arc, then
looped back down and he caught it in hisright hand.

"I've used thisbefore.”

"Apparently.” The monk pointed to other weapons on
thewall. "What of the others, Kyi-can?"

"All of them?' He hung the kusari-gama back inits
place on thewall. "Spears, assagai, yari, naginata, a
reproduction of a Roman pilum, an Inuit walrus spear and
even aboar spear. The swords. claymore, rapier, daito,
katena, wakizashi, shamsheer, scimitar, broadsword
and obsidian-edged Aztec war club.”

Ashelooked at each weapon, he knew how it would

fed in hishands. He knew itsweight and itslimitations. He
knew what sort of damage it would do, how best to employ
itin attacks and how to defend againgt it. If | was
Fiddleback's pet, then he was training me to be a fighting
pet. Knowledge of these thingsis more than | would need
to know to be an assassin.

"I' know them dl, lama. | know these and very much
more." Coyote shook hishead grimly, "It would appear
that much of your work has aready been done.”
"Perhaps, Kyi-can, perhaps." The monk headed back

up the sairs. "Fiddleback constructed you well."

"You mean trained.”

"l meant constructed.”

"What?' Coyote hurried up the Sairs after the smaller
man. " Constructed me?'

Mong nodded as he headed down acorridor with a
sunlight opening at the end. Throughout the 1970s, '80s
and '90s, women claimed they had been kidnapped and
forced to conceive children. They said their abductors
were diensor satanic cultists who were interested in
breeding hybrids or innocent babies for sacrifice. Skep-
tics pointed out that there was no physica evidence of
these crimes and, in many cases, something assmple as
psychoactively induced hypnotic suggestionswere em-
ployed by their kidnappersto create this belief on the part
of thevictims. In fact, women were often chosen who had
ahigtory of mental problems and genetic defects specifi-
caly because no one would believe diens had been
stupid enough to select them for breeding programs.”
"Why would someone go to dl the trouble of faking

such horrible stories?' Coyote frowned. "And what has
thisto do with me?"



"Camouflage, Kyi-can." Mong stepped out into the
lamasery courtyard to the right of the long Stairway.
"Amid so many people claming truth where there was
clearly falsehood, no one would listen to those who had
been kidnapped. There were women who were taken and
held inthrall to carry achild to term. There were menwho
were targeted, who had sperm samples taken from them,
but were unableto tell their tales to anyone who would
bdievethem.”

"Y ou know who my parents were?"

The monk shook his head as he walked around and
mounted the steps. "1 do not, though you find it obvious
that your parents were excellent physica specimens, with
superior intelects and imaginations. Athletic, both of

them, to be sure. Perhaps one was a chess champion or
awizard at computer programming or destined for a
Nobd in physics. The other, | should think, would have
had a credtive Sde—indulging in painting or poetry.”
Taking the steps two at atime, Coyote caught up with
Mong. The ahletics connectionislogicd. | assumethe
credivity isbecause that isalink into empathy?'

"Very good." Mong pressed his hand along the flank of
the stone lion bal ustrade as he worked hisway up the
gairs."Y our training would have maximized your poten-
tid in physicd actions, and your cregtivity would have
been indulged in other ways. No doubt your master would
have wanted you to learn what we will teach you, but you
would have recelved the training as a gift from him, not
something you earn so that it belongsto you.”

"So | would define mysdlf inrelationshipto him.” Pet

and master.

"Yes." Themonk reached theflat foyer of the temple

and pointed toward the interior beyond two open bronze
doors. Thisisthe Lhakang, theman hal inwhich
Buddhaishoused, it isused for prayer and meditation.

Y ou are being housed in the Dukhang dongwith dl the
other monks. Benegth the Lhakang isthe Gonkhang,
whichisreserved for our guardian, the Yidam. It is sacred
and private, and | trust you will respect that by not
attempting to enter it."

"Asyou wish, lama." Coyote stepped forward and

looked into the Lhakang. Up front he saw an dtar, in front
of which anumber of beaten gold bowls had been arrayed
at the feet of the seated figure of Buddha. At least one
looked to befull of rice and another with flowers. Flanking
the main statue he saw smaler deities represented aong
with bodhisattvas, saints and monks. Ingtructional murals
filled the walls between the pillars supporting the calling.

A number of monks and their novices sat on the sone
floor, their meditative murmursfilling the cavernousroom
with alow hum.



"In bringing me here, Crowley said you would instruct
mein Sunyata and Oumah. He noted my indruction
would bein that order, which isthe reverse in which you
normdly provideingruction." Coyote folded hisarms
across his chest. "Having seen what Crowley can do—for
example, the manner in which heleft here—I know this
ability to dip between worldsis powerful. | would gather,
however, given how you train people here normally,
learning this ability is not the focus of your teaching.”

"It isaway station." Mong turned to face out into the
lamasery courtyard. "The people who come herewish to
become enlightened. They wish to understand how all
redity isone. They are, if youwill, interested in thetree as
awhole. The ability to legp from lesf to leaf isaminor
Sadine”

"Y et onethat you find very useful.”

Mong sared a him. "Useful ?*

"I should have said 'vital." Coyote gave the monk a
tightly controlled smile. Y ou have acommunity here of
over 500 individuas, yet you have no fields under culti-
vation. Onthetrip up here | saw little evidence of the sort
of caravan you would need to keep this place supplied. |
also noticed, when | woke up yesterday to eat what a
rapjung brought to me, that the fruit that looked like an
orange was segmented differently than oranges I've had
before.”

Mong shrugged. "Y ou and Mi-mayin notice the seg-
mentation problem. Most of our monks just noticed they
do not have'Sunkist' stamped on them.”

"S0, you send getsuls and gelongs out to forage
amongdt thevariousredities?"

"Sincedl redity isone, accepting nourishment from
another dimensionisablessng.” Themonk folded his
armsinto the deeves of hisrobe. "I think thereis one more
thing you should see before we begin your formal lessons.
Follow me, please.”

Mong headed off on the long circuit around the outsde

of the Lhakang. Off to hisright, Coyote saw the northern
gatein the lamasery wall. Aside from its having carved
stone doors that could not possibly ever move, it looked
exactly like the western gate through which he had
entered Kanggenpo. The 27 monks seated in the prayer
acoves surrounding it were deep in their meditations.
Coyote came around to the rear of the Lhakang astep
behind Mong. He stopped short as the monk pointed to it.
"Y ou entered through the west and will depart through the
The gate gppeared smilar tothe othersin al its

elements, but they had been rearranged and changed to
make that gate seem threatening. It is almost malignant
and hateful. A stone causeway connected it to the



Lhakang levd of the main temple, placing it 40 feet above
the courtyard level served by the other three gates. As
with the others, 27 monks guarded it, but they were armed
with wegpons and wore armor. Thetwo sets of ninein the
vertical acoveson ether flank carried swords, spears and
bows and arrows, with their armor of traditional Tibetan
design. The monksin the horizonta row capping the gate
had old AKM and G3 assaullt riflesdung over their
shoulders and two had LAW rockets leaning against the
dcovewdls

The gateway they surrounded led directly into the
mountainside, and their alcoves had been carved into the
mountain's hide. Seeing no doors, Coyote thought the
gateway was just the entrance to ahuge, dark cavern.
Then he caught sight of what had to be the doors, but he
was uncertain because they seemed insubstantial and
ethered. Intricately worked with arcane designs, they
dowly solidified into aghostly gray plasm, then beganto
fade again before they reached opacity.

Opposite the gateway, painted tall and menacing on

the rear of the Lhakang, ablack-skinned giant with four
arms snarled at the gateway. Bright white tusks thrust out
and up from hislower jaw, and his eyes|ooked filled with
blood. His upper two hands held lightning bolts, the lower
left asword and the lower right amace. Around his neck
hung a string of skulls, and Coyote noticed that a number
of them were not of terrestrid origin.

Coyote looked from the gateway to the picture and

back. "I have the feding I'm not intended to understand
this"

Mong nodded solemnly. "The painting is of our Yidam.
Heiscaled Vajrabhairava, and he protectsusfrom al
harmful creatures. The monkswarding our gates chant

his name again and again and again to keep us safe.”

He nodded toward the east and the heart of the

mountain. "The gateisthe only way you will leave here.

If you have learned enough that you can trave through it
to the outside world, you will have command of the skills
you have come hereto learn.”

"Andif | dont?'

Mong's expression darkened. "Pray you do. Being

reborn into thisworld isnot something | would wish on
even the most malignant Dark Lord."

Putter resting on his shoulder, Sinclair MacNed waited
for the Proteus green to reshape itsdlf into aclone of the
17th hole at the Tournament of Players Club in Scottsdde.
The machinery benesth the AstroTurf carpet pulled the



left edgein until it achieved a perfect kidney shape.
Pistonsrose and fdll to provide theroalling terrain and the
gentle hump in themiddle of the green. At thefarthest
possible point of the green, adark hole opened up and a
man placed apinand flag init.

Takeshi Takagi tugged a thewrist of hisgolfing glove.

"| sdlected thislast holein honor of your vist, Sndair.”

"l am honored, oyabun.” Sinclair squatted down ashis
‘caddy’ moved hisbdl from the fairway smulator and
spotted it on the green at the end of the kidney farthest
fromthe pin. You old fox, you did this because you know
| blew this hole in the Build-more Pro-Am three months
ago. Had there been no hump through the middle of the
kidney, he would haverolled his putt up and around the
lipand just tried to get it near the cup. Hed par the hole,
but that would leave him one stroke ahead of Takeshi and
Kazuo. Unfortunatdly, he knew from recent and painful
experience, hitting the ball hard enough to get it over the
hump would dso rall it right off the green.

The other two caddies—also0 Y akuza soldierswho
looked uneasy in short-deeved jumpsuits and carrying
huge golf bags—placed the other balls on the green.
Kazuo had not tried to play the hole safe and was
rewarded with afive-foot putt on avery dight down dope.
Takeshi, the dender, white-haired oyabun of the Ya
maguchi-gumi, ended up 15 feet away from the hole, on
Sin'sside of the hump, but al he had to do was putt across
it and run pardld to it right to the hole.

Kazuo grinned like acat lapping up cream. "You are
away, Sn."

Sin closed hiseyesfor ahdf-second. Here, inthe
basement of the Takagi mansion, he was playing golf on
aseries of smulators with the two most powerful menin
the Japanese underworld. The oyabun had selected an
18-hole course made up of some of the most difficult
holes available in the world. They started on the tee
smulator and had a computer anayze their shots. It then
decided where they would be placed on the fairway
smulator and, from that, where they would end up on the
green.

The smulatorsthemselves, aswell asthe whole game
room, were amagterpiece of environmenta duplication.
AdgroTurf fibers grew and shrank to replicate conditions
from roughsto the best of greens. Terrain featuresfilled
themsalvesin and, while no part of the smulatorsflooded
to produce water hazards, a spaghettilike overgrowth of
carpet made for excellent sand traps. Projected video of
the area surrounding theindividua holesand asubtle
soundtrack made it possible for Sinclair to believe he was
actualy playing the holes depicted.

Though it was agame of agame, the pressurefelt as



great to him asit did during the Build-more tournament.
He recognized, however, that in many ways, it should
have seemed far more heavy. These men could kill me,
and no one would ever know. In Phoenix all | did was
disgrace myself in front of a television audience of mil-
lions. Same position, same shot | played it safe then and
lost. Timeto go for broke.

Sin stood and extended his putter to his caddy. " Kusabi."
The man stared at him blankly, then looked at the

oyabun.

"Give him hiswedge, as he has asked.” Takeshi smiled.
"The board would have your membership for usng asand
wedge on agreen.”

"But you are moreforgiving?'

"It depends upon the results of your gamble.”

Doesn't it always? Sin shifted his stance and carefully
gripped the club. Left index finger linked through right

little finger and right hand covered left thumb. Hisbal
stood just off the toe of hisleft shoe. Easy...easy...
concentrate. Smooth swing, gentle touch. He brought the
club back to waist height and swung down through the
ball.

The sand wedge'sflatly pitched head popped the ball

up like an undercut cue ball on abilliardstable. It shot from
point to point on the kidney like a spaceplane going
suborhbital. It reached its gpex above the hump, then fell

to the ground again with a barely audible thump. Rolling
toward the hole, it looked on target, but swung around the
lip of the cup and ended up afoot downhill fromitsgod.
"Well played, Sinclair." The oyabun stepped up to his
own putt and clearly found standing on the side of the
hump abit awkward. He shifted his stance, and his caddy
exchanged one putter for another. Lining up for aleft-
handed puitt, the oyabun kept his club steady, watched

the ball and, with agentle click, sent it a the cup.

"L eft-handed. I'm impressed.”

Thebdl rolled up the hump and looked asif it might

gdl, but the oyabun knew exactly what he was doing. He
gave the ball enough power to makeit over the top, then

it picked up speed rolling down the other side. It hit asmal
bump that popped it back out on to the wider part of the
green, then followed the path Kazuo's bal would have to
useright on into the cup.

Sinclair gpplauded gppreciatively. "With your offhand.

Y ou should be on the tour. This puts you one down for this
hole"

"And makes us even, if you make your puit."

Sinclair nodded silently as Kazuo stepped onto the

green. The Y akuza addressed the ball confidently and hit

it toward the hole. His putt rolled true, but dowed and
stopped right on the edge of the cup. He waited afull 10



seconds for it to drop, then stepped forward and poked it
into thehole. "Par."

Sinwalked over to where his ball waited and accepted
his putter from hiscaddy. Snk this, and | win. Miss, and
the oyabun wins. Sinlooked up and watched the oyabun
watch him. Sin settled himsdlf over the ball, lined up the
shot and took one practice stroke with his putter. One foot.
Easy.

He stroked the ball, and it sank into the cup with ease.
"Well done, Sinclair." The oyabun handed his puitter to

his caddy, then waved his guest toward the spira Stair-
case up and out of the Sim Country Club. Sin rdinquished
his putter to his caddy and kicked his golf shoes off onto
the mat at the base of the sairs. He followed the oyabun's
ascension into the upper room. Thetrangtion from the
TPC's 17th hole in Scottsdale to a traditiona wood and
shoji room felt abit abrupt, but the oyabun had furnished
the room like a country club's clubhouse to help ease the
shift.

Takeshi seated himsdlf on awide, white lesther couch

and directed Sinto asimilar chair acrossalow table with
hisdark eyes."| have not logt in along time. My associates
arenot asillful asyou."

Take away their little fingers, and I'm not surprised.
"Thank you, Takeshi-sama. Unlike your people, my jobis
not so demanding that | cannot get sufficient practice on
my game." Sin sat and immediately fdlt asif hischair was
agiant marshmalow trying to eat him.

Kazuo sank into the chair across from his. "And now,
with your new job, you should have even moretime, eh?"
That depends, my friend, on anumber of things."

Sin accepted aglass of amber liquid from the slver tray
carried by abutler. Thetwo Y akuza likewise took glasses
from the tray, then the oyabun leaned forward on the edge
of the couch. He sipped the drink, then nodded a salute

to Sin. "Thank you for this scotch. It isexcelent.”

"Do itashimashite, Takeshi-sama."”

The oyabun held the crystd glass cupped in his hands

and rested his elbows on hisknees. "My nephew hastold
me that you are no longer with your father'sfirm. Heaso
said you believed that successin your current job de-
pended upon receiving our help. | would have met with
you sooner except for some businessin Hong Kong, but
you should not take my tardinessin seeing you asa
regection of your friendship.”

"| did not, oyabun. | understand very wdl the difficulties
of the tasksthrust upon you." Sin drank some of the
scotch and et himsdlf relax into the chair. ™Y our invitation
to play here, in your home, was avery pleasant surprise.”
"It wastheleast | could do to repay your kindness for



hosting Kazuo on hisvisitsto Phoenix, and to gpplaud
your couragein returning to our idand again." The
oyabun'sdark eyes glittered. Y our new employer must
be very powerful indeed.”
Sin sensed amixture of curiosity and confidencein the
oyabun's comment. Fishing for information, or confirma-
tion of what you already know? "I have only been
working for him over the past week but, yes, he does seem
very well connected. Even o, there are things he does not
know, and assistance he requires. He persondly sent me
here to Japan, fully knowledgeable of my past difficulties
andmy dlies”
Takeshi Takagi leaned back in the couch. "I till recdll
how you accepted blamefor usin that sock manipulation
affair three years ago. | know your exile back to the United
States forced areconciliation with your father on his
terms. | respect you more than you could know for
performing this duty for us. How can | hep you?"
"I need information on an ingtitution that islikely to be
very private or oddly disguised. It will be the sort of thing
that will attract no notice among us, but the burakumin
and minor merchants might find it odd. | need your ears
to listen closely, for the collection of datashould be
passive. If what | am searching for doesexit, | do not want
to dert its people to the fact that | am looking for them.”
Hedrank abit more, then continued. " Somewhere,
here, thereisan inditution or training center. Its resources
would be nearly limitless, yet it would seem very stingy to
those outside. It would seem, on the surface, to be more
normd than anything dseintermsof daily administra:
tion. It would never seek the limdight, but would not draw
attention to itsdlf by trying to hide, elther.”
Kazuo smiled easily. ™Y ou mean, if it were awarehouse,
it would look like one and function like one, but never
become too successful, yet never o security-conscious
that it would become noticed."
"Exactly. It would have loading-dock workers who
moved crates in and out, but never had causeto visit the
executive offices. It might be aschoal that offersbasic and
advanced courses, but apart of the student body never
interacts with those from the generd public. It might
sponsor a Little League basebal |l team and even display
trophiesit had won, but never tour the team through the
wholefadility.”
Takeshi nodded as his eyes narrowed. "It would be
hiding in plain Sght, aswith Poe's purloined letter.”
"Hai!" Sin st hisdrink onthe arm of hischair and pulled
himsdlf forward. "Even so, there will be thingsthat they
cannot hide. For example, they might successfully clean
up a shooting range so no brass could be found and shred
al bullet boxes and targetsinto pulp so fineit could never



be reconstructed. On the other hand, the chances are
excdlent that the laundry women would be able to smell
cordite on the clothes used in the shooting exercise. A
delivery person might never see what isin the packages
he drops off, but he would noticeif the firm only worked
with certain companies or, more sgnificantly, seemed to
change suppliers on an dmost random basis.”

The oyabun ran ahand over hissmooth chin. "You

want information about afirm that isso ordinary that it
seems unremarkable, and you want usto gather thisina
passve manner." He shook his head. ™Y ou want usto find
the firms about which no oneistaking, in essence.”

"You haveit precisgly, whichiswhy | need help." Sin
sghed heavily. "There are some things you can look for.
This place will have anumber of nonnatives aslong-term
clientsor resdents. One of those residents vanished six
weeks or more ago and did not return as anticipated. Guns
of every variety are available here, and thereisa prodi-
gious amount of ammo used. Gun drillswill dso take
place in odd ways, so rumors of an accidenta shooting
are possible. Wegpons and equipment will haveto be
smuggled in and out without notice, so accessto aprivate
arfied or shipping could be afactor. It will requirealot of
power, so independent- or high-power demands are
likely. It will have communications needs that suggest its
own satelitefadility.”

Uncle and nephew exchanged aglance that Sin knew
was significant, but he could not decipher it. "What?"
Kazuo shrugged uneedily, "Thereis one place where dl
the things you mention could be placed, and it would go
unnoticed. Unfortunately, that isalso the oneplacein al
of Tokyo where our influenceisthe weskest: Kimpun-
shima"

"The reservation? | hadn't thought about that." Golddust
Island.. Makes sense for all the wrong reasons. "Thiscould
make my job very easy or absolutely impossible.”

Sin knew that, because of the clash of culturesin the
1980s and 1990s, tension had risen between the Japa-
nese and foreigners. A diet full of nationdistsforced a
number of lawsthat severely restricted the accepted
habitation zones for resdent aliensin Japan. Thelaws
served to protect the contamination and dissolution of the
Japanese culture, aswell asisolating the foreigners so
they could only redlly ded with those the Japanese
wished to have represent them.

Thelargest of the reservations was Kimpunshima. Built
asafloating idand in Tokyo harbor, atyphoon had
devastated it in the mid-"90s. It had been rebuilt and
improved and enlarged until some people began to think
of it asthefifth idand in the Japanese chain. Various parts
of it had been segregated so the streets and neighborhood



distribution amounted to an economic map of theworld,
with the whole of Jgpan right in scadle with Kimpunshima
Sin had enjoyed living there for hisfirst two yearsin
Japan, but mainly because he could leave the American
sector and find himself in France or Italy or Mexico by
taking atram from one tower to another. Soon, however,
he redized that he could not successfully maintain corpo-
rate security in Japan whileliving apart from the Japa:
nese. With the Y amaguchi-gumi's covert help, he ob-
tained one of therare Imperid Invitationsto live wherever
he wanted.

"If you can check to make certain there are no suitable
dtesoutsde Kimpunshima, | will try to cover it."

Takeshi Takagi nodded. "Wewill do this, Sinclair. We
will make our search methodicd and precise” The
oyabun downed the last of his scotch. "And | think, my
friend, that we will need to consult each other at least
weekly, on our investigations. To aid you, | even volunteer
use of my Simcenter for these meetings.”

As Sinclair rode the private elevator up to his suite, he
chuckled again at the way the oyabun had trapped him
into golfing each week. He will beat me, there is no doubt
about it. He will select a course so difficult that both of us
will be forced to play our best. It will be interesting.
The door opened, and he flicked the lights on with the
switch beside the doorway. The huge living room had
been decorated with standard Western furnishings, but
everything had been carved in away or upholstered with
cloth that was in keeping with Japanese mythology. The
suite seemed to him like ahafway house between the
West and the Eagt. He found the combination annoying
because it suggested a contempt for him by his hosts.
That was not redly surprising to him. The samefierce
nationalism that had created the reservationswasthe fire
inthe belly of Japan's economy. While Emperor Akihito
gtill headed up the government, Japan had really reen-
tered the days of the shogunate. In this case, though, the
shogun waged economic power, not military might, and
he sought to dominate the world, not just Japan.

In the 1800s, Japan had tried to rgject the gun and

return to the days of the samurai, complete with total
isolation. That had been amistake and, in some ways,
was blamed for Japan's defeat in World War Two. Having
been rebuilt in aWestern image, traditionalists fought
againg that warping of Japanese society. They sought to
preserve what they had by sucking therest of the world
dry of the things Japan needed to sustain itself.

That creasted a number a paradoxes for those who

would be shogun. They had to maintain the emperor
because he was the soul of Jgpan, yet hisinherent
influence over the people could make him a very danger-



ous person if he spoke out againgt their plans. The
corporators aso had to tolerate the Y akuza, because they
were the staunchest nationdists of al and were more than
capable of doing the things necessary to keep the lower
classesin line. They had to accept contact and trade with
the West while studioudy avoiding its seduction. It wasa
walk across atightrope with both ends burning and
dligatorswaiting below.

Dangerous, yes, but the view from up there is un-
equalled.

Smiling, Sin hit the glowing red button on the hardwood
cabinet to theright of the elevator. From its hidden recess,
the message printer dropped two sheets of paper into a
wire basket. Picking them up, he saw thefirst wasfrom
Erikainviting him to a party over on Kimpunshimain the
American sector. The second was from Lilith Acrestelling
him her departure for Japan would be delayed aweek.
Sindeposited Lilith's message in the shredder dot and
heard the gears grind it down into micro-fine confetti. He
reread Erikas note and smiled. Good timing, Erika. | think
| will accept your invitation. If Kimpunshima istied into
thiswhole thing, going in as your guest is probably a
better cover than even Coyote could arrange.

— - 3 ; =
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During the entire journey from Nevadato Flagstaff,

Rgani had assumed that finding Dorothy and Mickey's
father would be the easiest part of the operation. Inthe
early 1980s, before she had entered stasi's, she had come
to know enough of the world to be able to plot out a course
of action that would result in reuniting the children with
their father. While she had been kept gpart from the
normal world outside Area 51, or a half-dozen other secret
facilities where she was studied and educated, the outside
world had cometo her in rich color and stereo sound.

At first she had been dead set againgt returning the two
children to the man who had sold them, but the love for
him that both kids showed puzzled her. Dorothy appeared
very reluctant to discuss her father, and Rgjani could tell
being sold had hurt her deeply, but more because of the
Separation it caused than of the betrayd of the bond
between them. Dorothy explained it had been ahard time
because it was the anniversary of her mother's death, and
her father's girlfriend was brutally murdered by aco-
worker who had pushed her into a pulping mill.

Redlizing she had no choice but to return them, Rgjani
thought shewould smply direct the children to the police
in Hagstaff. Despite stas's, she remembered seeing

ample evidence—on televis on—that the police would



gladly pack the children into one of their black-and-white
vehicles and take them directly home. When she began

to suggest this strategy, Dorothy nixed it ingantly. "The
date of Arizonaislast in socid spending, Rgani. In
Rumanian orphanages, they tell the kidsto clean their
plates because there are starving children in Arizonawho
would love to have whatever they leave.”

For amoment or two the sharp resentment Rajani

sensed from Dorothy seemed out of place, but she
recaled plenty of cases shedd studied in which the
disadvantaged were suspicious of authorities. So, despite
what she knew of the police from "Cagney and Lacey”
and "Barney Miller," shefdl back to asecond line of
defense. Unfortunately, Magnum, Pl and Jessica F etcher
did not have phone listingsin Arizona, and the local paper
hed no adinit for the Equdizer.

Redlizing she was on her own didn't depress her. She
found her misson oddly revitdizing after thelong trek
south and east. I | cannot find their father, how can |
expect to locate this Coyote or help defeat Fiddleback?
Resolved to finding away into FHagstaff and acknowledg-
ing that even the A-team would find this difficult, she set
about organizing aplan.

Daizaimoku, she quickly discovered, owned the

whole city and controlled the vast mgority of it. To
protect itsinterests, the multinationa corporation had
fortified the city with a series of trenches and wallsthat
reminded Rgjani of pictures sheld seen of Berlin—
except these lacked the gay and happy graffiti that
suggested hope to those on the wrong side of the wall

in Germany. Armed men walked thewalls, and patrols
with davering monster-dogs made acircuit on a

random schedule on the ground outside the tallest

wadl.

"Daisymuck controls the east and south gates. The
Mormon enclave controls the west gate and the Indians
control the north. No way we're getting in either of thelast
two—we're not Indiansand | don't want to be caught by
the Mormons." Dorothy defiantly folded her arms across
her chest. "We came out of the east gate, but that's
because Andy stopped by his placefirst. Welived closer
to the south gate."”

Rajani frowned as she considered and rejected Strate-
gies. Squatting around asmdl fire amid the vast refugee
camp outside Flagstaff, she found concentrating virtualy
impossible. Dirty, scrawny children ran pell-mdll through
the tent-and-cardboard city, screaming in terror or squeal-
ingin play. Roving gangs of men and women cruised
through the camp like schools of sharks looking for prey
to rob. Brain-blasted derdlicts wallowed in their delusions,
mumbling to themselves and jeal oudy guarding collec-



tions of worthlesstrinkets asif they were the keysto the
universe.

"I have seen the guards let some peopleinto Fagstaff,
Dorothy. Why would they do that?'

"Proxxers, likemy dad."

"l don't understand.”

Dorothy sat down beside her and checked both ways
to see no one was watching. She dug deep into her
clothing and pulled out alaminated blue identification
card. It had the Daizaimoku logo in hologram on it and her
name and thumbprint in red. Micro-fine type on the front
and back defined al the rights and privileges she earned
by possessing the card.

Dorothy's voice dropped into a hoarse whisper tinged
with fear. Thisismy Daisymuck ID card. It'sblue
because | can't vote, but | got it because my dad has
signed his vote proxies over to the Corp. For hisvote we
get to eat, have housing and stuff. It aint awholelot but..."
Dorothy's ssomach growled.

"It'ssomething.” Rgani likewise kept her voicelow.
"Can't that get you back into the city?'

She shook her head. "Only in the company of avaid
adult card. Thefolksthat get in have acard from
somewhere else that can be exchanged for one with
Daisymuck. | have Mickey's card, so we could return if
you had awhite card."

Rajani smiled dowly. "If | had acard, | could goinand
they'd give me a Daizaimoku card, right? Then | could go
inand out at will?1 could come out and get you?'
Dorothy nodded dowly. "Y eah, but finding acard to
exchangeistough." She dipped her blue card into her
clothes again as a sharp-eyed gang of adults wandered
past. "Theroversarelooking for cardsthat will get them
in, too."

"Couldntl, ah...," What is the word I'm |ooking for?
"..forgeone?'

Even Mickey giggled at that idea.

Dorothy looked at her closdly for a second, then

shook her head. "For agangbanger from Eclipse, you
sure can be a Snow White. These cards have specia
fibersworked through them to prevent forgery. The
microtypeisvirtualy impossible to duplicate. Not only
that, but if they detected aforgery, they'd take you out
and shoot you."

"For forgery?'

Dorothy nodded solemnly. "Daizaimoku ownsthe

votes of the proxxers. They use them to make the laws.
They could be using them right now to passalaw that says
squetting outside Hagdtaff isacapital crime, and they
could shoot al of us."

"But that would beillegd." Rgani blinked in surprise.



"Thisis ill the United States, isn't it?"

"Sure, s0 10 years from now some court somewhere
says what happened was wrong and someone gets fined.
Big ded. They own Hag, they writethe laws, they
adminigter justice—their justice.” She reached over and
touded her brother's hair.

"Let melook at your card again." Rgjani forced all
distraction away as Dorothy produced the small, blue
card. Rgjani took it from her and studied it closely. She
memorized how it looked and what it said. She catdoged
itsweight and texture and temperature. Sheflipped it over
and back, then looked over the layout on the card again.
Once she had every little detall fixed in her mind, she
dipped the card back to Dorothy.

"What's another corp they would likely have seen here,
but wouldn't find so familiar that they'd be ableto spot a
fakeright off the bat?"

Dorothy shrugged. "Maybe one of the Phoenix corps,
like Sumitomo-Dia or Genentech-Carbide." She looked
around through the litter surrounding their little campsite.
Amidasmdl pile of metal scrapsthat Mickey had
gathered up, she found the bent top of atin of Vienna
sausages. She straightened it out againgt her thigh, then
handed it to Rgjani. "There, Genentech-Carbide All-
Natura Simulated Koktail Weenies. Their logo'sin the
corner.”

Good, even closeto theright size for the card. Rgani
used her right thumbnail to score alinein the piece of
metd, then she tore the duminum dong that line. She
scraped the torn edge adong arock to dull it, then quickly
brandished it. "What do you think?"

Dorothy shivered and pulled Mickey close. "I think you
stand a better chance of finding akinky guard and
working aded with him than getting them to accept that
asanID card."

Rgani glanced up at the night sky. "Another hour or
two, andthen | go." She smiled adevilish grin. "Thiswill
work. Trust me."

Rgani waited until the wee hours of the night to make
her approach. Out of range of Mickey's constant anxiety,
she opened herself up to the thoughts and fedlings of the
three men on duty at the southern gate. The two armed
guards who challenged those who approached both
seemed deepy, though their level of mentd activity
started adow climb as she approached. The third man,
gtting in aglassed-in cagein the center of the 15-foot
thick wall, had aflat-level of brain activity which Rgjani
had come to associate with a drug-induced comaor
watching tlevison.

"Need a card exchange." Rgani flashed her fake ID at
the man approaching her. He hesitated, and she sensed



confusion in him. She pushed her hat back on her head,
and helooked up into her eyes. Locked!

She projected into his brain a composite image made
from Dorothy's 1D card and the logo from the weiner tin.
His confusion spiked into panic, but she sent sensations
of embarrassment at having made a mistake and wel-
comerelief at having recognized that fact. The man
blushed, then shook his head. Right along with her, he
wondered how he could ever have thought this harmless
woman was athrest.

He waved her on through the gate to the interior man.

As she approached him, Ragjani forced her racing heart to
cam. Dr. Chandras experiments had shown her to be
very competent in manipulating and reading living crea-
tures. Unfortunately for her, unlike other aien species,
she showed no aptitude whatsoever for computer crack-
ing or being able to mentdly guide and influence ma-
chines.

A chainisonly asstrong asits weakest link. In this case,
it'sImmigration Officer Grant, here. Rgani smiled sweetly
at themanin the cage and saw the small image of a
televison reflected in hisglasses. As he looked up at her
she sensed resentment at being disturbed, but shelet him
know she'd be no trouble at all. A routine card issue, she
would be hardly moretime than the vertblok cutting into
themovieontheTV.

A small tray did out from thewall. A pand rose up like
an dligator's upper jaw. "Put the card in here, please.” The
microphone and synthesizer made hisvoicetinny and
mechanicd. Rgani immediatdly fdt thefragilelink she
had established with him crumbling.

He needs to look at me again. She held the card out,
then hesitated. The man's anger began to build, but the
televison distracted him. He waited with his hand on the
withdrawal lever for the basket astiny picturesflashed
across hisglasses. "C'mon, put the card in." Along with
his demand came thefirst inkling of suspicion.

Rajani fought down her panic and reed hisfull name
from hisidentification tag. "Bob Grant. Do you have a
cousin named John?"'

Grant's head came up and their gazes met. " John?

Yes"

Suspicion continued to climb, but anger dowly backed
off. Rgani caught fragments of memories from the Immi-
gration officer. "'l thought 0. | can see the family resem-
blance." More images came through and she quickly
sfted them for any solid sort of detail she could latch onto.
"I knew him up in Taosyears ago.”

A moment's confusion washed over the man'sface.
"Taons? But John never..."

"It was avacation. He was off on alark. Y ou know how



hewas." She amiled softly and looked down. "Only a
week, but I'll never forget him." She pulsed sexud
innuendo out with her stlatement, and got more puzzle-
ment back in return. That confused her for amoment,

then she sent Grant arevison of her imagein which she
sharpened her features abit and let the hint of stubble dot
her chin.

Her quick sex change made Grant blush, and shefelt

an urge on hispart to get rid of thisevidence of hiscousin's
unnaturd life-gyle. "Areyou sure you want in here?
Daizaimoku doesn't put up with any strangeness. They're
very consarvative here”

"I know," she admitted as she looked up and softened

her image again. "That was atime before | found out who
| was and had my surgery.” She smiled as she pushed a
wave of confusion over Grant, then followed it with aquick
one-two punch of exhaugtion, and avain hope that the
damned reader wouldn't force him into preparing the card
manually.

Her assaullt succeeded in blasting Grant's rudimentary
menta defensesinto kindling. To him, shewas atrans-
sexua/homosexua who had not settled for just asex
change. She'd gone so far asto tattoo her body black and
gold and have some alterations done to her eyes. Shewas
definitely aweird one, which was just exactly what he
didn't need, especidly during the middle of the Sylvester
Stdlone Comedy Film Festiva. Why my shift?

Rgani took advantage of his vulnerability and pushed

him. "I remember John talking about the time you went
fishing and those dogs came after you. He said hewas
angry that he got bit and you didn't, but when that
farmhand nursed him back to hedth and awakened him,
well, he consdered it ablessing in disguise.”

Guilt gushed from Grant like ail from aruptured

pipdine. Rgani sent amessage back through the waves
of emotion pouring from theman. | don't want this on my
shift, shesent. She'll be trouble if she getsin, and | don't
want that on me. Why couldn't she have come back
during the day?

The spark of an ideabegan in hisbrain and her
assurancesthat he was brilliant fanned it to life. Grant
smiled at her from his cage. "L ook, because you're one of
John'sfriends, I'm going to give you atemp pass. Once
you'reinside, you can get acard at acenter. That way you
can keep your old card just in case you head back to
wherever." Hewinked at her to assure her that hewas
doing her afavor.

"Y ou are even more of a squared-away guy than John
said, Bob." She pamed her fake card asthe metd tray
retracted into thewall. Grant hastily scrawled something
on ashest of paper, then shoved it into the tray and back



out to her. Shetook it, nearly laughed at theillegible
sgnature a the bottom, then winked a him.

"Maybe I'll look you up when | get settled, okay, Bob?'
"Sure. Drinksare on me," he smiled in contrast to the
panic hewas projecting. Rgjani let his panic grow rapidly
and sowed his mind with confusion. So much so, in fact,
that it would be four days before he wondered why, after
he gave her the pass, she wandered back out in the
squatters camp.

Theimmigration officer at the east gate accepted the
temporary pass and issued her an officia passwith the
click of ahaf-dozen computer buttons. "Ledie Grant"
legitimately entered Hlagstaff with her two step-children
intow. Dorothy took charge of the expedition once they
passed through the outer wall. Mickey let Rgjani hold his
hand as they trooped through the Streets after hissster.
Raani sensed Dorothy's disgppointment asthey

reached the destination she'd directed them toward.
"Dammit, they've shifted things again. Thiswas our
contiminimum block, but it's been changed.”

"Don't you mean con-do-min-ium?' Ragjani looked at

the building in front of which Dorothy had stopped. The
exterior had been painted a standard khaki tan and
looked asif it had someflat sort of meta siding on it. Each
gpartment was marked by asingle window in the street
end of the building. Along the Sde, Rgani saw ribbed
gding that added some texture to the building, but no
windows or doors on that side. She saw the start of
balconies and railing on the back side and assumed stairs
there provided accessto each of the four floors.

The building itsalf had no street number, but beneath
each window, in foot-high letters, she saw an eight-digit
number. "What was your address, Dorothy?"

"We lived in #49337629." She pointed at the third floor
and dong to the third gpartment from the far end. "It used
to be there, but now itsgone. And, yes, | did mean
contiminimum. Y ou have to have these down in Phoenix."
Mickey pointed off along the street. "Uane!™

Dorothy followed her brother's line of sight and smiled.
"Yes, acrane. Cmon."

Holding firmly on to Mickey's hand, Rgani followed
Dorothy down the street. Asthey traveled, shesaw a
number of other gpartment complexes that looked asif
they had been built out of the same sort of materids asthe
first onethey'd looked at, but these had a different shape.
One was a pyramid and another had two holesin the
center. While each looked to Rgjani to be different in
overall shape, each could be broken own into small, boxy
gpartment components.

It's like dwellings put together from building blocks.
Rgani saw the cranelifting ameta container and dowly



lowering it into place on anew stack of buildings. They
used to ship things in containerslike this before | went into
stasis. Now they cut a window in them and house people.
Asthe box descended, two workers snapped power and
plumbing connectorsin place, linking the upper apart-
ment with the one below it.

"There, on the bottom row, that's our apartment.”
Dorothy started crossing a side street and heading toward
the building.

Rgani grabbed her arm. "Wait. They're il building
there. Isit safe?’

Dorothy frowned at her. "Of courseit's safe. You ridefor
awhile, then therésabump and it'sbusinessasusud."

"Y ou mean you stay in the thing when it ismoved?'
Dorothy answered her with awithering stare. Y ou've
never had a contiminimum moved on you?'

Rajani shook her head. "No, never. Why would they
moveit?'

Thegirl shrugged. "The Mormon Polysmust have

moved somefolksin to unbaancethisdigrict.” She
pulled her arm free from Rgani's grasp and continued to
the building. The man operating the crane shouted
something at her, but she just flipped him off and walked
up to apartment #49337629. Mickey tugged on Rgjani's
arm and led her acrossthe street.

Thefirg thing that hit her about the gpartment wasthe
scent of stale beer and even more stale swedt. Its sharp
odor made her wince and dmost caused her to vomit. At
first she thought something must have died in there, then
sheredlized that impression came from the stench com-
bined with theleve of menta activity she sensed from
insdethe dark box.

Mickey twisted his hand free of hers and went flying
through the room. He hugged the shin of the dender, pae
man Sitting in arecliner. The light from the huge black-
and-white televison painted the man in cadaverous tones
of white and gray. He clutched abeer can in hisright hand
and stared without blinking at the pictures moving across
the screen. Though hisleft hand rested two inches from
Mickey's head, he seemed not to notice his son, and made
no moveto greet him. The remote control remained in
that hand asfirmly asif it had been grafted on.

Rajani looked up aslight from arefrigerator splashed

out into the room from the middle of the apartment.
Dorothy bent over and stuck her head into the white box,
then straightened up and cursed. "On the Coors diet
again, eh, Dad?' Anger and concern mixed in her voice,
and Rgani knew Dorothy feared the worst for both her
father and her brother.

Rgani choked down thelumpin her throat. "Thisis

your father?" Contempt filled her words and radiated out



from her like sound waves from atuning fork. Mickey's
head snapped up. "Thisisthe reason you wanted to come
home?"

Dorothy closed the refrigerator door, cloaking hersdlf
with darkness. "Heismy father. Wearefamily." Shedidnt
say it, but Rgani knew Dorothy clung desperately to
something that was bad because it was better than having
nothing.

The man in the chair stirred abit. "Dot? Getcher paa
beer?' Hisright hand opened, and the can it held dropped
out of sght. It clattered heavily into an unseen duminum
midden and, from the sound it made, Rgjani knew it had
not been empty.

"Sure, Da" Therefrigerator door opened, and asiivery
can appeared in Dorothy's hand. "Incoming, Da."

Mickey looked up to watch hissister arc the can

through the air toward her father. The can rotated nicely,
making for an easy catch, but the manin the chair did
nothing to grab it. It would have dammed into his
stomach, but Rgjani crossed the three stepsto the chair
and snagged it before it landed.

The cold can sent ashiver up her spine. Rgjani looked
over a Dorothy. "Go clean your brother up. Get him ready
for bed." She set the unopened can down in the man's
right hand. "Y our father and | are going to talk."

"Dot, getcher dad a beer," he mumbled.

Dorothy started to protest, but Rgjani's eyes narrowed
and let her know that nothing could be donetowin a
contest of wills at this point. Mickey looked from Dorothy
to Rgjani and back, then dowly released hisfather'sleg
and headed off down the narrow corridor beside the
kitchen. Reluctantly, Dorothy followed him.

Rgani moved and cut off the man'sview of the

televison. Hisleft thumb punched buttons on the remote
control, but nothing changed. He blinked his eyes once,
then twicein rapid succession. The dack muscles of his
face tightened, giving some shape to his stubbly cheeks.
His mouth closed, then histongue licked dry lips.
"Whaaaa?'

"What am |7 Rgjani drove an axe blade of sheer terror
through the man's mind. She chopped through his stupor
and saw what memories arose in response to the fright she
projected into him. She raced past hisfear of failing his
children, the despair from the death of hisgirlfriend and
the pain of losing hiswife. What she wanted was deeper
and more primd. She diced down in until she blew by his
adolescence and touched the memories he recorded
when hewaslittle older than Mickey. "That'sright, I'm the
Grimmand,” she growled, co-opting the name of the
bogeyman his mother used to frighten him with. "I've
cometo see what sort of man would sdll hischildren



beforel rip him to pieces."”

She grabbed the beer canin her right hand and

punched her golden nails through the front of it. Beer
sprayed out over hisface and torso, then she tossed the
foaming can down into the pile beside hischair. " Greed,
doth, gluttony or the greatest Sn—stupidity. Which was
it?'

The man stared at her wide-eyed with terror. "Not sold,
not sold..."

"Don'tlietome" Rgani yanked free the memory of his
handing Dorothy and Mickey over to hisbrother Andy.
"Get a good price for her, and whatever you can get for
him!" She made those words echo again and again insgde
his head. She used them to shatter hissdf-imageandin
her anger it took her a second or two to redlize how easily
it had collgpsed. Within the shards of a heroic granite
dtatue, she discovered awailing infant and, as she
watched, it regressed in age to the point where it could no
longer survive.

He'sdying. He has no will to live. He's been killing
himself by inches since they left. She projected herself
into hismind and scooped him up into her arms. «No, you
cannot die on me. Your daughter needs you. Your son
needs you. You will live for them.»

Theinfant looked up a her with an ancient weariness
initseyes. Itsmouth opened, but itstiny lungs couldn't
power out ascream. Itslittle fingers gragped at nothing,
dlently sgning itsinability to succeed at anything. «I am
worthless. Let me go!»

Rajani shook her head, and agolden lock curled

through the premature baby's right pam. The fist closed
on it, and the baby clutched at it with dl itsfailing might.
Raani knew he wanted to pull on her hair and hurt her, but
he could not. Still, she used that desireto dowly bring him
back. «You cannot hurt me. You are less than either of
your children, and they could not hurt me. Not yet,
anyway. | am safe from them, and safe from you.»
Thechildin her asams aged rapidly. He plumped quickly
enough that she had to set him down. In the half-second

it took her to do that, the child's legs had become strong
enough to support hisweight. He rapidly progressed from
infant through toddler to hisson's age. The child looked
down at hisbody, then up at her. "What isthe use? The
world was hell when | grew up. It was worse when Dorothy
was born and worse again when Mickey came. | have
faled them. | failed their mother. They are better off
without me."

"No, they are not."

"Otherswill carefor them, do better for them.”

"But your children don't love others. They loveyou."
Rajani aimed a solid stream of thoughts at the child. She



poured into him her memories of thetrip, including the
things his children said about him. She forced their father
to see himsdf through the eyes of his children and to know
how much they loved and depended upon him. His bond
with them was more than as someone who obtained food
for them and maintained their shelter. He was the core of
their redlity, and Rgjani drilled that point home over and
over again.

Asthe memoriesfilled him, the child grew into aman.
Hefought againgt the trandformation, staring at adult
limbsasif they were unwanted growths. He scraped at the
whiskers on hisface and raked hisfingers across hishairy
chest. He dumped down to deny his height and hugged
hisarms around himsdf to make himsdlf ssemsamadller.
"No, | cannot take responsibility for them. | am not strong
enough. Itistoo difficult.”

Rajani reached up and grabbed his upper arms. "Y ou
have the strength. No, you will not change the world, but
your children can. They are strong, and they have done
incredible thingsto return to you. Y ou owethem. You
know thereis only one way to escape what hauntsyou,
and that isto ensure that you and your wife areimmortal
by providing your children the foundation for their suc-
cess”

"Canl?'

"By amply surviving, you will bethat foundation.”

Rajani backed away from him. "With alittle bit of effort on
your part, they will excel beyond your wildest dreams.”
Shewithdrew hersdf from hismind and straightened

up over hisdumped form. He looked up &t her, then his
eyes closed. For ahdf-second she thought he might have
dipped away again, but then aloud buzzing snore sounded
from him, and Rgani smiled.

"He awaysdid sound like achain saw." Dorothy leaned
againg the apartment wall. "Y ou're not from Phoenix, are
you?"

Raani shook her head. "No, but | am heading there."
Dorothy looked right through her. "Are you even
humen?'

Rajani stiffened. "Human enough to know what it isto
lose your parents.” Shelooked down at Dorothy's father.
"HeEll be okay now, | think. He knowswhat he meansto
you and how important heisto you. Helost that some-
where, when your mother died and the pressure got too
great. He'sfound it again.”

"Areyou going to stay? We have room."

Rgani smiled confidently in the face of Dorothy's

fear and hopefulness. "Don't worry, Dorothy. You are
more than strong enough to see to your brother and
father. Y ou don't need me here, neither does your
father." She hugged her asams around hersdlf. "1 would



very much like to stay, but what | have to do necess-
tates my making it to Phoenix. In fact, | should prob-
ably head out tonight.”

Dorothy crossed the room and hugged her tightly.
"Thank you, Rgani."

Raani returned the hug, then broke it and blinked away
tears. "Give Mickey my love."

Dorothy nodded and sniffled. "1 hope you find what
you'relooking for."

Raani winked at her and retreated from the gpartment.
Shelet the sound of the crane's loud engine pound into her
and blank her mind as quickly as possible. Shelength-
ened her strideto get away from there fast, but something
tugged at her. She turned and took onelook back.
"Quah-ah, gni," Mickey yelled to her from the window.
His broken smilelit hisface and conjured asmile on her
face.

Shewaved a him. «Good-bye, Mickey. Be safe.»
«You, too, Rajani. Good-bye!»

She stared a him, then they shared asilent laugh and
Rq ani wandered happily off into the ni ght

Coyote drevv in adeep breath and closed hiseyes. He

let it out dowly and forced himself to ignorethe dull ache
in hisribsfrom wherea getsul had kicked him during the
morning exercises. It hurts, but my counter strike would
have killed him had | not pulled it. He did not expect his
attack to get through and was preparing a counter to my
parry. He thought too far ahead and paid.

Coyote heard the whisper of Mong's bare feet on the
stone floor of hisroom, but he did not open his eyes.
Instead, he concentrated and drank in al the cluesto the
man's presence. He knew enough about Mong to know
that the noise had been intentional, but Coyote wondered
if the monk could control theticklish chill of theair
currents swirling around him, or the faint scent of dried
sweet. He didn't think so, but he discovered held not have
been surprised if the monk had that ability.

"Y ou fought well thismorning, Kyi-can. Y ou combine

the grace of aikido with avery letha form of karate."
"Thank you, LamaMong. Y our acolytes are very

skilled." Coyote forced hisfists open and laid them pam-
upinhislap. "Only ther reticenceto kill preventsthem
from defeating me." Coyote opened his eyes and felt
pleased his head was turned to face Mong exactly.
"Perhaps, Kyi-can, perhaps." The wizened monk's
amond eyes narrowed. "They view the martid artsand
weapons training as a meanstoward an end.”



"Asdol."

"They pursue saf-discovery and awvarenessinstead of
desth. The discipline and exercise fuses body and soul

and spirit into a single union that becomes the core of

each student'sbeing.” Mong's hands described a globe
that he compressed into atight, small ball. "Thisknowl-
edge of sdf isvita because, in its compressed form, it is
stripped of labels and tags and only comprisesthat which
onetruly is"

The monagtery'svidtor frowned. "1 am not certain|

follow this”

Mong smiled benevolently. "The average man—and |
assure you that you are not average—would respond to
being asked, 'Who areyou? in avery predictable way. He
would say his name, then note that he had adegreein
history from, say, the University of Vermont, or that he
had won an industry award for something he did, or that
he was on the board of this corporation or that, and so on.
It ismuch akin to describing the nature of an automobile
by noting the color of its paint and the brand of itstires. It
speaksto the trappings of its nature, but not the truth of
itsnatureitsdf.”

Coyote nodded. The sum and total of his knowledge
about himself came down to facts contained in two very
dimfiles. Thefirst said he was Tycho Caine, an assassin
trained in ahighly secret placein Japan. Heliked fast cars,
gambling and was one of the best assassinsin the world.
Everything else beyond that was a fraud created by
himself, hisformer master or the previous Coyote. The
second file, the onethat detailed hislife asMichad Loring,
he knew to be less than amonth old and put together
through cooperation between Nero Loring and Jytte
Ravd.

Both identitieswould check fully within the technol ogi-

ca world. Caineand Loring had superior credit ratings
and astring of transcripts that made him seem agenius
who blew through schoals like bullets through crépe
paper. Because the information concerning those identi-
ties had been encrypted and duplicated, infused into
magnetic tape strips and matched with laser disksand
barcodes, he existed and was real. Because of that data,
and who it said he was supposed to be, people he had
never met would claim to be his classmates and others
would confessto having known him for along time.

Stll, despite that red-world legitimacy, his core had

been shaped quite differently. As Mong spoke, Coyote
redized he did not have much in the way of the tags and
label s associated with him. Those who trained me stripped
that away and prevented its accretion so | would not have
to work past it later. | was being groomed for what | will
be taught here.



What he could tell about himsalf did make him proud.
Asthe physicd training with the acolytes had shown, he
had aunion of salf and body that made him amost deadly
opponent. He knew, from the adventure that culminated

in frugtrating Fddleback, that histraining had made him
quick of mind and capable of acting ruthlesdy when the
Stuation demanded it. Even so, by hisreluctanceto
engage in wholesale daughter, adaughter of which he
was very cagpable, he knew that he had someinterna
brake on the darker sde of hisbeing.

"SQunyata isthe name we giveto the discipline of

studying nonbeing or thevoid. Thisis necessary because
thelittle tags and |abel s serve as hooks and anchorsto
keep usin our redlity. Aswe define oursalvesin associa
tion with thingsin thisworld, we bind ourselvesto this
world. While Mi-maryin introduced me as the khenpo of
Kanggenpo, | think of myself only asMong. Like ahot-air
baloon wishing to fly up from the ground, anchor lines
must be cut and ballast must be cast off."

Coyote nodded. "As| havelittle baggage in thisregard,

| hopethiswill be possible. | know better than to hope it
will besmple”

"Discovery issmple, but magtery istortureitsalf."

Mong folded hisarms across his chest. "Mi-maryin
learned quickly but, like you, hisanchors werefew. His
mastery likewise came quickly, but that was because he
had aneed that drove him. Have you such aneed?'
Theimages of Fiddleback and the empty skull of an
innocent girl fused inhisbrain. "Yes"

"Excdlent. Then we shdl begin smply.” Thehint of a
smiletugged at the corners of Mong's mouth. "Hereisan
old Zen koan that should help you: What isthe sound of
one hand clapping?'

Asthe monk |eft the room, Coyote's eyes closed. What

is the sound of one hand clapping? Ingantly, hismind
flashed to the sound made when he dapped ahand
agang athigh or when fingers dapped down againg his
pam. Those sound like claps, but the first is not a hand
acting alone, and the second is not really a clap. Those are
wrong.

His mind raced as he gpproached the questionin a

logicd manner. It is possible for a single hand to clap? The
guestion suggestsit is, and that a sound results. Isa hand
arcing through the air toward a phantom partner in a clap
really clapping? He sifted and searched through adozen
different ways he could clap with one hand, but rejected
them dl. Either they involved hitting something dseto
creste asound, or hefdt they were not truly claps.

In his meditation, he swerved off onto another course

of thought. What is the nature of this exercise? It isthe
annihilation of self and the compression of self to free me



of all the things holding mein thisreality. Perhapsthe
Western paradigm of logical and scientific thinking is
merely a construct of thisworld. There were things| saw
in other dimensions that seemed to defy the very physical
laws we use to define our world, so perhapsthat is
holding me back.

With that redlization, he began to think conscioudy in
illogica and abstract ways. As he came up with answers

to the question like the 'color of entropy’ or the 'death of
degath," he found himsdlf thinking in terms he had not

before. Wading through oceans of nonsequiturs, he knew
he was approaching the god that would be the answer to
that question, but he discovered other problems. Thefirst
wasthat his congtruction of nonsequiturs was thought—
not natural or felt Hewas, in short, being logicd inhis
illogic.

He dso discovered that logic was a part of his core

being. As he knew that logic would help him discover the
true nature of any of the other dimensions he would visit,

he knew it could not be what hampered him. Even if |
discover that thereisno rhyme or reason to a place, it will
be my logical mind that will help me make that discouery.
Thisisnot a hindrance, but a survival trait.

Moreover, it struck him that the answer to that question
would have to be broader than the focus of hisinquiry so
far. He had been concentrating on mechanismsfor

cresting the sound so he could follow what the sound
would be. In redlity, he had been asked what that sound
was.

| know of no method by which a hand can clap by itself
or produce a sound. It isimpossible for a hand to clap by
itself. 1t follows then that there is no sound that can be
made by a single hand clapping. So, the sound of one
hand clapping is nothing!

The concept of nothing detonated in hisbrain with the
force of a 10-megaton bomb. The sea of nonsequiturs
dried up, leaving desiccated phrasesin the menta mud

that its head then fused into stone. Pressure built and
pushed his consciousness outside, letting hisworld frag-
ment and fray until it projected his mentd eye out of his
skull and sent it jetting up through the ceiling of the room.
Ashissense of sdf flew above him, the whole monas-

tery became like glass to him. He could see distorted
shapes and shadows through the thick bricks. Only the
dark heart of the templeitself remained opaqueto his

sight, and that disturbed him. That is the Gonkhang

which iswhere the Yidamis supposed to dwell. | cannot
see there, but what | fedl...

Utterly hostile sensations pulsed out from the black
rectangle representing the underground chapd . They

sung him like fragments from a grenade, and his attempt



to evade them almost shocked him back into his body.
Coyote focused hismind on nothingness and the pain
lessened.

Coyote willed himsdf forward and down toward the
blackness, then redlized that in doing so he projected his
own sensations out and into that block. He saw areddish
gphere push out and around himsdlf, then merge with the
darkness. Asit did s0, the sensations he had been fedling
immediately vanished and the rectangle cleared to show
an empty place cast in ghogtly twilight tones.

The sudden and sharp shifting from dangerous and

dien to harmless confused Coyote. In that ingtant, he
snapped his eyes open. He found himsalf, sweat-soaked
and chest-heaving, gill knedling in his chamber. Thethin
diver of daylight that normally dashed through his door-
way had vanished. The swesat on hisflesh conducted the
night's chill straight through him, yet his shiver camefrom
more than the cold.

Night. I've meditated for the better part of the day. His
somach rumbled loudly. Or days.

Heroseto hisfeet and pulled on ablack, deeveless T-
shirt. In bare feet, he padded down the stone hallway. He
let the darkness embrace him and, as he passed before
each darkened doorway of amonk's cell, he sensed the
degping man within. Beyond them, like the omnipresent
crash of waves on the beach, he felt the power radiating
out from the monks at each gate. Y et, despite al he was
sensing, the heart of the temple seemed agresat void to
him and that, he knew, was as unnatural as he once would
have supposed feding anything a al was.

Letting hisright hand brush againg the corridor'swall,

he stalked through the ancient buildings and toward the
temple. He assumed he could gain access to the Gonkhang
through the Dukhang. Even though he had told Mong he
would respect the Gonkhang's sanctity, the urgency he
felt to unravel the mystery there overrode his need to keep
his promise. He had survived in battling Fiddleback by
leaving nothing to chance, and avoid in center of the
lamasery would not do.

Thewhistled hiss of aweapon being swung through the
air echoed up and out of the training area as Coyote swept
past it. He stopped and listened for amoment, but heard
nothing. He concentrated and forced himsdlf to wait
passively for any sensation in the room, but it remained
psychicadly slent. No feelings, no sound, nothing.

He amiled to himsdlf. The sound of one hand clapping.
Silently, he dipped into the shadowed training room

and dowly descended the stairs. He moved so painstak-
ingly dow that tired and tight musclesthrestened to
cramp on him, but he persisted. Step by step he went
down. Helet the cold of the stones bleed up through his



feet, and he visudized his outline vanishing within the
darkness.

After 30 minutes, he had reached the halfway point in

his descent. A dozen steps remained in histrek, and with
each step hisfeding of closing on hisprey increased. He
sensed himsdlf the hunter, yet did dl he could to banish
that feding. He knew for certain, because of its ability to
mask itself, that the thing he sought had skills beyond
those he himsdlf possessed. In an instant, this thing could
turn on me and, doubtlessly, destroy me.

Hiseyestook along timeto adjust, due to the near
absence of light. Coyote looked out into the long, deep
room, searching for any hint of his adversary. As happens
when one stares out into the darknessfor along time, he
saw shapesflit past. He could not be immediately certain
they were not just floatersin his eyes, but when they
resolved themsdlvesinto consigtent, if odd, patterns, he
decided they were not.

Again he heard asound. The light snap seemed, to him,
to be the sound of asilken deeve dgpping itsdf around the
haft of a poleweapon, or otherwise being stressed into
meaking awhip-crack sound. Heimmediatdly turned his
head to lock onto the sound, and he saw the black shape
dart off through the pillars. Then another snap sounded
from thefar |eft, and athird from deep to theright.
Without conscious thought, Coyote knew that three

such sounds after so much silence was not amistake. It
was atragp and, in that, he was meant to orient on thefina
sound. If | am supposed to look there, then...
Helaunched himself from the steps and out into the
darknessto hisleft. He snapped his left foot up through
where he sensed amomentary spark of surprise. Hisfoot
met resistance, then the thick wooden shaft of a naginata
snapped. Hisleap carried him beyond the broken weagpon
and through the echoes of the thunder crack.

Helanded in alow crouch, then pulled his head back

and let hisbody roll into a backward somersault. Ending
on al fours, hedid aright shoulder roll back toward the
gairs. He brought hisleft arm up, forearm perpendicular
to hisupper arm, but paralé to the floor, and swept it up
inan arc to protect his head. It deflected akick wide and
Coyoterolled out from under it.

Hisarm stung. That would easily have fractured my
skull had it landed. Clutching hisleft arm to hischest, he
started aleft shoulder roll back the way he had come.
Sapping hisleft hand flat againgt the stone, he stopped
therall in the middle and pivoted hisbody so both hislegs
scythed through the space parallél to the course of hisrall.
His opponent somehow saw enough of what was

coming that he leaped up above the attack, but did not
clear it entirdly. Coyote caught an ankle, and he felt the



cresture's center of balance shift. He heard hisfoeland on
thefloor, but not heavily enough to causeinjury, then it
rolled away in the whisper of silken robes.

Coyote pushed himsdlf off the floor and legped to his
feet, but hisfatigueleft him feding disoriented inthe
darkness. He hdf-turned to the | eft, seeking any clue that
could help place him in the room, then stars exploded
before his eyes as akick caught him above the left eye.
His head snapped around to the right and his stunned
body tumbled off in that direction.

He hit the ground and bounced once. Regaining mo-
mentary control of himsdf, helet hisbody spin, and then
twisted around so he could | et the momentum bring him
to hisfeet again. Ashedid so, however, heraninto the side
of the stairs and smacked his head againgt the stone.
Huge shimmering bdls of light burst like fireworksin his
vision. He shook his head and closed his eyes, but nothing
would banish them. Hisleft hand snaked back and felt
blood coming from the wound in the back of hishead. |
need help.

Something in the darkness grabbed him by the armpits
and lifted him like a child onto the steps. Coyote opened
hiseyes and stared at the thing, but the lightballs made
seeing anything clearly impossible. "What are you?!
Thething's eyes burned with a scarlet light.

Coyote succumbed to the sudden and overwhelming
desireto deep.

Coyote's eyes opened as Mong prodded him. Lying at
the base of the tairs, Coyote saw three of the monks
standing around him, and he felt the pressure of a
bandage around his head. "Did you see?"

Mong held hishand out. "Quiet. Y ou took anasty fall.

Y ou should have gotten something to est after your
meditation. Y ou were weak and took a misstep.”

"l did?"

Mong nodded dowly. "A getsul heard you cry out as
you fell. We came immediately and stitched you up. |
don't know what you dreamt about while you lay here, but
itistimeto return to your room."

Coyote closed hiseyes. Nice try, Mong, but the dream
remark went too far. There was something here. Some-
thing more substantial than the sound of one hand
clapping.

Despite the throbbing pain in the back of his head,
Coyote forced himsdlf to conjure up the last image he had
seen. Hemelded all the views of it he had seeninto one,
then deleted the distortion caused by the balls. Piece after
piece did into place, and he suddenly redized where he
had seen the black face with white tusks and red eyes
before.

| fought the Yidam down here. He opened hiseyesand



saw histhought confirmed by Mong's unguarded glance

a him. Fine, Mong. You play your game, and I'll play
mine. Do what you will, but | guaranteethis: In the end,
I'll know why a Buddhist demon exists in the heart of this
monastery and why you keep this such a deep, dark

Sinlay back in bed as Erika sat up and reached for a
cigarette and her lighter. He stroked her back with hisright
hand. She smiled at him, thelit her cigarette, drew deeply
on it and sent aplume of smoke up toward the celling.
She offered him the cigarette, but he shook his head.
"Never developed the habit, I'm afraid.”

She amiled, the cherry on the end of the cigarette

putting arosy glow on her face. "I quit along time ago, but
acigarette ftill tastes great after sex.” Sheraked the
fingernails of her left hand through the damp hair on his
chest. "With you around, though, | could become aregular
chain-smoker."

Sin picked her left hand up and kissed her pam. "Ah,

but smoking isbad for you. You'll have to get plenty of
exercise to counteract those evil effects.”

Erikasmiled a him and laughed lightly. "That could
become adelirioudy wonderful cycle, you know." She
yawned.

"My thoughts exactly.” Sin suppressed his own yawn.

"I don't know about you, but I'm exhausted.”
Erikanodded and stubbed her cigarette out in the

ashtray on the nightstand. "Tired but very, very happy.”
She did down beside him and pulled the sheet up to her
waist. Doubling the pillow over, shelay on her left side and
gmiled at him. "An hour or two of shut-eye, then see what
we can do to raise the price of Phillip Morris stock, shall
we?'

Sin reached down and pulled the sheet up to her
shoulder. He kissed her on thetip of her pert nose, then
dowly dipped out of bed. "I'm going to hit the shower for
asecond here, to cool off. Be back before you know it."
Ashestood up she sad, "Wait."

"What?"

She held her right hand out, thumb erect, asif shewere
an artist trying to judge relative Sizes of objectsina
painting. "Just wanted to memorize you so | get you right
inthisdream I'm planning.”

"Oh?"

"It will be wonderful." She yawned and stretched.

"Wake me when you get back, and I'll show you al about
it." She closed her eyes and feigned deep, then winked at



him and snuggled beneath the sheet.

Weaving dightly unsteedily for hisfirg step, Sin sumbled
to the bathroom and shut the door before he flicked the
light on. Its brightness stung his eyes, but he shielded them
with hisleft hand, then leaned heavily againgt the sink.
Lowering his hand, helooked up at hisreflection and
shook his head.

I'm sure Coyoteis going to love your spending this
much time cloistered with Erika. He smiled as he remem-
bered what she looked like in the eectric blue dress
currently decorating hisliving roomfloor. If he saw her in
that dress, he 'd understand. He might not like it, but he'd
under stand.

He opened the shower stal's smoky-glass door and
stepped in. He set the water on medium and pointed the
nozzle toward the wall. Asthe door snapped shut behind
him, he yanked up on the water control handle and started
agtinging spray from the shower head. Helet it warm up
and swung the nozzlein line with his heed.

Washing down over him, the water felt aswonderful as
histime at the Kimpunshima party did. With Erikaon his
arm, no one paid too much attention to him. Thisgave him
the freedom to listen alot, and he redized that Kimpunshima
had not changed too much since he had lived in Japan.

It was till the bastion of ethnocentric foolswho gloried in
the high sdariestheir companies paid themtolivein
Japan, without redlizing that, contrary to their salf-im-
ages, they were not at the top of the food chain.

What had surprised him was the number, and relaive
importance, of the Japanese at the party. Most had been
identified to him as middle- to upper-level employeeswith
different Japanese corporations. It struck him that the
majority of them were American- or European-born or
raised and had been selected for ease of interface with the
Kimpunshimaresidents. Still, Sin had been told one
person, a handsome young man, was Ryuhito, the
emperor's grandson, which would have been a great
departure from the sort of interaction he had seen inthe
past.

The other odd thing he noticed was arecurring topic of
conversation. He had been used to fads of dl types
traveling like diseases through the Kimpunshima popula
tion when he had lived in Jgpan. At one point, for amonth
he preferred to forget entirely, it seemed like every
European had aHula Hoop grafted to hismiddle. Pdeo-
retro parties built on the 1950s theme predominated the
socia schedule et the time. He remembered one costume
party in which people were required to come astheir
favorite old television character—and they had to dressin
shades of black and white with gray make-up to keep the
look genuine. Herecalled anasty fight when Ethel Mertz



found Fred with Rowdy Y ates and Dae Evans, but in
generd, it had been harmless.

The difference he found at the party was that people
amost seemed to be proselytizing about Arrigo and
Michelle El-Lechter and the Galbro training center they
had. At first he thought they ran some sort of business-skill
improvement center, but the sense he got from folks was
that it was something more. They kept hinting at hidden
knowledge, which means they're being conned. One of
the things old Horatio might not have dreant of is that
there are folks who are out to separate anyone and
everyone fromtheir money.

Sin heard the bathroom door open and close. "Decide
tojoinme?'

The shower gtal door sivung open. Sin found himsdlf
gtaring down the bore of his own Beretta 9mm pistol. The
small, dark-haired Japanese man holding the gun eased
the hammer back, then leaned againgt the wash stand. "It
isillegd to possessone of thesein Japan, Mr. MacNed ."
"Then I'd hide it while you have the chance, Nagashita."
Sin shut the water off. "l won't tdll."

The Internal Defense Cadre colond shook his head. "l
could shoot you now, you know. | could tell my superiors
that you jumped me and that | had to defend mysdif.”
"They'd never believe you. They know you'd kill me

with your bare handsjust for the pleasure of it." Sin
glanced at the towd on therack near the shower. "May |?"
Nagashita nodded and dropped the gun's aiming point
tohislegs "l dowant you dive, but walking is optiond.”
Easy, Sn. Thisis no time to fool around. He reached for
the towel dowly as helooked at the IDC officer. Theman
wore clothing associated by countless movieswith ninja
warriors. While his uniform |ooked traditiona, Sin could
tell from the tightness of the fabric across Nagashitas
chest that he wore body armor benesath it. His bracers and
greaves gppeared to be formed from Kevlar, and Sin did
not doubt that the shuriken on the wegpon harness were
ceramic ingtead of metd. A mini-Uzi filled the holster on
Nagashitasright thigh, while the moretraditiona katana
had been dung on hisback with itshilt protruding just
above hisleft shoulder.

"Towhat do | owe the pleasure of thisvigt?' Sinfinished
drying himsdlf off, then wrapped the towd around his
waist. "You cant il be angry about missing methree
years ago, can you? | thought you amuch better loser than
thet."

Nagashitas dark eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

He gently let the hammer on the Berettafdl, then dangled
the gun from hisindex finger and extended it to Sin. "That
has not been forgotten, but | am merely an instrument of
my master'swill. My own satisfaction means nothing in



the face of hiswishes"

Sintook the gun and popped the clip out. Pulling the

dide back, he popped the single-chambered round out
and caught it beforeit hit the floor. Hereplaced it in the clip,
but did not return the clip to the gun. "What do you want,
Nagashita?'

The IDC man opened the bathroom door. "Y our living
room, now."

Sin walked out of the bathroom and in thelight of the
bedside lamp saw that wet, rumpled sheets and cigarette
ash were the only evidence that Erika had ever been there.
He tossed the gun and clip on the bed, then reached for the
pants he had draped over achair.

Nagashita shoved him from behind. "He just asked me

to ddliver you, nendo. He said nothing about having you
dress”

Snarling soundlessy, Sin walked to the bedroom door-
way and saw sx IDC ninja stationed around the room. Two
stood at the doorway through which he passed and
another two stood beside the main door. Thelast two
bracketed the chair that had been pulled into the middle

of theliving room floor.

The only light came from the bedroom and filtered out

and around Sin's shadow. Moving forward and to the Side
let atantaizingly brief flash of light wash over the old man
gtting in the chair, then Nagashitas black outline covered
him. No, it's not possible.

The voice coming from the chair sounded to Sinto be

far too strong for thefrail body he had seen. "Forgive me,
Mr. MacNed, but the logistics of having you vist me are
more fraught with danger than the reverse. Also, please
excuse thefact that you will never see Ms. Conklin again
in Japan. Her vigtation and work permits have been
revoked. It isfor her safety.”

Sin shook his head, scattering droplets of water around
the room. "I don't understand.”

Thelittle man's silhouette held up itsright hand and

rubbed thumb againgt forefingers until adroplet of water
evaporated. This evening you attended a party that
included among its number my grandson. Y our presence
was brought to Colond Nagashitas atention, and he
immediately requested the honor of killing you. You
caused him much embarrassment three years ago and, a
that time, he requested leave of meto kill himsdlf."

Sin glanced back over his shoulder at Nagashita. "He
dwayswasatraditiondig.”

"Asam |, Mr. MacNed, yet | am apragmatist aswell.
Colonel Nagashitawastoo vauableto methentolet him
die, and you aretoo vauable to me now to let him kill you."
His hand returned to hislap. "I need your services."

"l am flattered, but | dready have an employer.”



"I know. | believe he would find my misson and
whatever he has charged you with coincide in most
important aress. After al, Michadl Loring appeared to
head up Lorica Industries after the former CEO, Nerys
Loring, died amid a strange atmospheric disturbance. |
know you are here in connection with that, and | know that
storm has been linked with the appearance of amon-
grous cregture in Phoenix itself.”

The American laughed. "1 am afraid | find it eesier to
believe Godzillawill rampage through Tokyo tonight than
| do to believe amonster threastened Phoenix."

"But if you thought Godzillaor something likeit did
threaten Phoenix or Tokyo or your family, you would do
what you could to prevent it, would you not?

Sin dowly nodded. "'l would."

"And thus| am doing." The old man's head came up.

"Y ou have heard of Arrigo and Michelle El-Leichter?'
Sin nodded again. "Yes. They livein Kimpunshimaand
appear to have some sort of training ingtitute set up there.”
"I believe they exercise an undue influence on my
grandson.”

"Exilethem, just likeyou did Erika" Sin'sresponse

came abit hot, and Nagashita hissed behind him. "For-
give my rudeness, but it seemslike aviable solution.”

The old man remained silent for amoment, then spoke
aganinalower voice. "l cannot. They have powerful
friendswho protect them. Exiling my grandson will do no
good. He must be shown that they are frauds and stupid
so that he can make up his own mind to abandon them.
Todo that | need someone insde their organization who
can reach him and sow doubt in hismind. You arean
American, and Colone Nagashitals disgust withyou is
well known. | could not manufacture a better agent to be
inserted into their school.”

"| understand your reasoning, but why do you need

your grandson turned away from them? Can't you just
explainthingsto him?'

"Therearetwo facts of lifein Japan for the Imperid
family, Mr. Mac Nedl. Thefirg isthat an industria shogunate
hasimposed itself and has, redigticdly, stripped away the
last of the power the emperor ever had. Thisisespecidly
frudtrating for avirile young man who wantsto shapethe
future of his nation. Because of his blood, he cannot enter
industry and exercise power, yet because of hisblood, he
isthe best choiceto lead hisnation.”

The little man's voice picked up new power ashe
continued. The second fact, and it isa fact, isone of
history. My father renounced his divinity aspart of the
settlement of the Great Pacific War. He paid that priceto
preserve his nation and itsidentity. Christians note their
Jesus gave hislifefor his people. In the same way, my



father made a supreme sacrifice. However, hisrenuncia-
tion of divinity does not change the fact that blood of gods
runsin our veins

"Y ou might think that curious, Mr. MacNed, ardic of a
past time, amyth. Itisnot. It isfact and, at once, both
wonderful and terrible. The power that blood conferson
the Imperid family isincaculable and, wereit misused,
could be disastrous.”

An uneasy shiver ran down Sin'sspine. Blood of the
gods? Thisis as crazy as giant spiders invading Phoenix,
yet | find myself believing him. "Youthink Arrigo El-
Leichter istrying to use your grandson and hisdivine
blood in someway that will hurt Japan?’

"Not just Japan, but the world." The man's hands came
together into ablack knot. "The El-Leichtersare based in
your Phoenix and operated out of Hawaii until indicted in
anillega phone credit-card scheme. They have many
followerswho areinfluentia throughout the world. They
claim connection with a brotherhood of space travelers,
and we have no way of knowing how much of what they
say istrue”

Something told Sin that no matter how bizarre this
sounded, the El-L eichters were just as dangerous asthe
people Coyote had sent him to Japan to find. He dis-
trusted any conclusion based on next to no information,
but hed dso learned to trust his hunches. "All right, you
want meto infiltrate the El-Leichter ingtitution and dis-
suade your grandson from following them. I'll do it, but on
two conditions.”

"You will not find me ungrateful if you succeed, Mr.
MacNed."

"l believeyou. First, | want Nagashita kept away from
me and my friends. | need running room, and | don't need
ashadow right now. If | need him, I'll call him."

The man in shadows nodded. "Done."

"Second, when thisisover, I'll need help finishing off the
job my boss gave meto do. | would like your help in that.”
"Thisyou will have, if you save my grandson.”

"I'll do my best." Sin nodded solemnly. "What if that

isn't good enough?"

Thelittle man remained immobile for asecond, then his
head nodded forward. " Colonel Nagashitainformed me
you have agun. | assume you know how to useit.”

"Y ou want meto kill your grandson?'

"| do not desire his death, but it would be better to mourn
at hisfunerd then to preside over the destruction of the




Lost in hisown little world, Mickey pushed a ssamped

tin car dong the sidewak in front of the box in which his
family lived. The rear whedl supports scrgped adong the
ground and left wavy white lines on the concrete. The
whedls haslong ago vanished, but Mickey didn't mind. In
that vehicle, he saw himsdf and his sster and father and
Rgani dl driving off to a place where they could be happy.
He did not hear the man walk up, but that came less
because of his hearing loss from repeated ear infections
than it did from the man's sedthy nature. Instead, Mickey
felt his presence and looked up. The man's bald head
eclipsad the sun, giving him animbus halo. Despite
having to look up at the man and hishaving such a
dartling silhouette, Mickey saw hewas smal. Having met
Rgani, though, he did not mistake atiny physiquefor
powerlessness.

"Yii."

"Yes, hello to you, too." The man's voice came softly,
barely awhisper, yet Mickey heard it clearly abovethe
roar of the crane piling more apartments onto the building.
«How are you today, Mickey?»

«You can brain-talk!» Mickey smiled openly, for ahalf-
second forgetting how such things had spawned revulsion
and ridicule by others.

«l can indeed.» The man squatted down, and the sun
briefly blinded Mickey. Reaching out, the man took
Mickey'slower jaw in hishand. Mickey pulled away, but
the man caught him again. «I will not harm, you, Mickey.
| have come to help you.»

Thelittle boy blinked with surprise. "Hela?'

"Help, yes." The man'sdark eyes seemed to glow with
alight blue outline for amoment, and Mickey felt theflesh
of hisface and lipstingle. That ticklish sensation traced
along the crack in his upper palate and on back through
hissinuses. It contracted and shot off out both ears. "How
could they havelet you go for thislong? This should have
been repaired before you were out of digpers.”

Mickey stared a him with innocent eyes. "Hela?"
Thelittle man nodded solemnly and stood. "Yes, | will
help you. I will make you whole." He extended his hand to
Mickey. "Comewith me."

Mickey shot aglance back over his shoulder at the door
of hishouse. "Orfey."

"Giveyour sster not another thought, my child. You
know she would do anything she could to see you made
well." The man'svoice surrounded him like one of his
sger'shugs. «Thisisyour chance to become what she
wants you to be, and you're giving her back her life.»
«But, | should say good-bye.»

"When you return you can say hello,” theman saidin
avoice S0 compassonate that Mickey missed theliein his



words. "Comewith me."

Mickey stood and took the man's hand. The fact that his

flesh felt cool but dry did not strike Mickey asunusud.

Smiling his broken smile, he walked off with the smal man

and after 10 pacesthey had |eft Flagstaff worlds behind.
S e o L

e

pickup truck that dowed and pulled off the road in adust
cloud. Most of the vehicles sheld seenin asmilar condi-
tion had been burned-out hulks left beside 1-17, and some
of those had more parts than the truck stopping for her.
Big and boxy, it was missing the right front whed-well
panel, and the rusty front bumper hung lopsided like a
madman's grin. The grill might once have been achromed
grid, but enough pieces of it had vanished over the years
to makeit look like acrossword puzzle template.
Thelight of the sngleworking heedlight pinned her in
place, and she contemplated darting back into the brush
at the edge of the road. She reached out with her mind and
sensed no hodtility from the two occupants of the vehicle
and, in fact, caught areverent joy from the one on the
passenger Sde.

The passenger door opened dowly. The old man

climbed out, apparently stiff and sore. He turned back and
looked at the younger man behind thewhed and said
something to him in atongue Rgjani could not decipher.
Holding on to the open door so hewould not dip inthe
gravel beside the road, he came around and smiled at her.
"Wecome. If you wish aride, wewill giveyou one."

The opposite door opened, and Rgjani instantly got a
twin blast of concern and fear from the younger man
getting out. She noticed that both of them wore their
graight hair long, with the youth's jet black and the old
man's sedy gray. "Grandfather, stay away from her. She
might be one of them." The young man reached into the
truck to pull ashotgun from therifle rack over the rear
window.

The old man frowned. "The young ones, they know
nothing. Comewith us, little sster.” The old man looked
back at hisgrandson. "Will, thisisagreat day. Do nothing
to spail it. Leavethe gun there.”

Will shook his head but did not free the gun from the
rack. "Picking up ahitchhiking gangbanger on alondy
road. | can't imagine what you would have doneif I'd let
you makethistrip alone, Grandfather.”

Despite the younger man's reticence, the warmth and
happiness being radiated by the older man drew Rgjani
forward. Shedid not flinch at the gentle touch of the older



man's hand on her back as he guided her around the door
and into the middle of the bench seat. She amiled as
sweetly as she could a Will, and hisfrown lightened abit,
but he remained sullen as he pulled his door shut. His
grandfather climbed into the cab, and Rgani found herself
dightly uncomfortable on the crowded sest.

Carefully avoiding her left knee, Will jammed the truck
into gear and started them off. "We're heading to the
reservation east of Phoenix. Okay if we drop you there?"
Before she could reply, the old man patted her right

hand. "We will take you wherever you need to go, little
sger. | an HeWhose Antics Are The Light in The Eye of
the Raven."

"Raven's eyes are both glowing tonight,"Will grumbled.

"Y ou may cal me George, and thisismy grandson,

WIlL"

The purejoy in the older Native American radiated out
and dilled the gpprehendon given off by hisgrandson. "I
anRgani."

"S0, Rgani, what's your story?* Will jammed the truck
into ahigher gear. "Have to run from adrug bust in Flag?'
Shetried to think of aplausible story to offer them, but
she knew that what had fooled children would not pass
muster with these two. She glanced over at the older man,
and once shelooked in his eyes she knew she could safely
tell him the truth. "My parents were born on another world,
but | was born here. | was named Rgjani after aHindu
goddess in honor of Dr. Chandra, my parents best friend.
| have been in astasis shell for the past two decadesin a
secret research facility maintained by the government,

and | am traveling to Phoenix to sop someone from faling
into atrap being set by amonster from outside this
dimengon."

The truck swerved abit as Will hit the break and started
to steer onto the shoulder. "Y ou expect meto believe
thet?'

"Keep driving, Will. Wewill not leave here" George
smiled sagdly. "Wewill do everything we can to help you,
litlesger.”

"Grandfather, she'snutd"

The older man's voice took on an edge. "Will, only
weeks ago you were told that what | have to teach you has
vaue. You yourself saw the storm and the cregture
forming above Phoenix. Y ou know that happened, and
after that you Started your studies.”

"I know what | saw, Grandfather, but that's worlds awvay
from ablond bimbo from Betelgeuse." Will's face flushed.
"I'm sorry, miss, but | can't buy your story."

Rajani sensed in Will aconflict that pitted himself and

his sdf-image againg his heritage and dl thethings his
grandfather had tried to teach him over the years. Will



wanted to be a man of the 21t century. He wanted to
leave superdtition and nonsense behind, but he kept
experiencing things that suggested to him that his
grandfather's ancient ways were till valid. A huge part of
him wanted to be worthy of his grandfather'slegacy, but
the modern man laughed at his desire to magter rituas
and traditions that had been stripped of meaning by the
red world.

"Will, reach out with your heart." The older man

reached around Rgjani's shoulders and touched hisleft
hand to Will'sforehead. " See her with my eyes. L ook
beyond her surface, and seeinside her.”

George gave Rgani's hand a squeeze and whispered
conspiratoridly to her. "Open yoursdf to him. Let himin."
Rajani nodded and purposely pulled her defenses

down. She sensed his probing. It came feebly, yet with
enough substance that she knew he would be strong if he
learned how to control his ahilities. She sent confidence
and praise back through the link they had established,
which made Will smile for a second before he blanched
and sared intently out the window.

"Hewill learn, little sster. Hewill learn.” Georgelet a
wheezy laugh spring melodicdly from histhroat. "This
person you are to warn, who ishe?"

Rgani shrugged. "1 am uncertain, but...." Sherecdled
the search drones and their check-pattern for people. "l
think 1 want to find Coyote."

Will stiffened and even George seemed to be momen-
tarily sobered by her suggestion. Will's foot pressed down
on the gasabit further. "Coyote, did you say?"

Rgani nodded. "Do you know him? He'sin grave
danger.”

George shook his head. "We know of him. Heisa
legend. Some say heis dead, and others say he has come
back after he killed himsdlf. Hewasingrumentd in
defesting the mongter in Phoenix.”

"Fddleback."

"The Recluse." George smiled, and his eyes focused
digtantly. "An gppropriate name for one who manipulates
fromea.”

"So you can get meto Coyote?"

The old man shook his head. "We do not know where
heis"

Raani dumped down into the shell of her leather jacket.
"Oh"

George winked at her. "We do, however, know of
someone who, rumor hasit, knowshim."

Will looked over. "We do?'

"Drive, Will. We are making adight detour.” The old
man interlaced hisfingers and bridged them outward,
cracking hisknuckles. "We may not be much in compari-



son to Fiddleback, but if | can be apebblein hisshoe, | will
be very happy.”

Rajani could not shake her fedling of unease assheand
George walked down the dimly lit corridor on the 10th
floor of Phoenix Generd. Will had parked at the base of the
tower and let them out, but his grandfather refused to let
him accompany them. "What | haveto do is best done with
only two."

Sheld not known what the old man meant, but asthey
approached the tower she sensed hisaura changing. It
dulled, then expanded and enfolded her when he took her
hand. George smiled and marched boldly on toward the
hospital. He hesitated until two EMTSs caused the auto-
matic doorsto open, then he pushed on through into the
crowded emergency-room |obby.

Rajani watched in stunned silence asthe Native Ameri-
can walked through the lines of bleeding and moaning
patients without notice. He dipped around behind the
admitting desk and quietly typed aname into the com-
puter. Information came up over the screen, and he
smiled. Asthe admitting clerk turned back toward her
termindl, he picked up apencil and dropped it, distracting
her while he blanked the screen and retreated.

Without saying aword, he led her over to abank of
elevators. Aswith the doors, he waited until the elevator
opened to |et passengers out, then he and Rgjani entered
the box. He hit the button marked 10, then let her hand go.
The doors closed, and they began their ascent.

"How did you do that? Did you make usinvisible?'
George shook his head and wheezed. "No, | made us
improbable.”

Rajani frowned. "Improbable?’

"All of them, guards, nurses, clerks and patients saw us.
What | dlowed them to seewas an old Indian man walking
hand-in-hand through the hospital well after vigiting hours
with an extraterrestria fugitive being hunted by the gov-
ernment." He smiled as she blinked in shock. "Of course,
such athing is utterly improbable, and | increased their
confidence in that conclusion. Because they knew they
could not have, in fact, seen such athing, and because a
2 am., themind beginsto play tricks on them. They
refused to believeit.”

The devator's bell dinged, and the doors dlid open.
George started down the halway, then took aturn around
the nurses station and headed off toward the northern
wing. With her following closgly and quietly, they walked
down to Room 42 and, ignoring the 'No Admittance sign,
George opened the door. Glancing at the cardboard
nameplate in the door bracket, Rgjani trailed after him.
An undercurrent of physical pain ran beneath the

troubled sensation Rgjani got from the large African-



American lying inthe bed. Twin IV bottles dripped liquids
into him, and another tube gppeared to be sucking fluid
from hisleft lung. In the darkness, hisblack skin became
an ebon sheet pulled tight across hisface. An oxygen tube
ran below his nose, but the ragged sound of his breathing
sent ashiver down Rgani's pine.

George'sface focused down into afrown. Heheld his
hands out as he approached the |eft Side of the bed. They
moved fluidly over the man's body, hovering aninch or so
above him except where they dipped toward his chest.
The Native American grunted, then shook hishead. "He
should be mending, but hiswill to liveisebbing.”

The man's eyes fluttered open. "Who?' he croaked
hoarsdly.

Rajani sent out waves of reassurance as she ap-

proached the right sde of his bed. "We have come along
way. | amntold you know Coyote."

The big man nodded weakly. "Coyote." He snorted out
abreath, and Rgani caught aflash of mental anguish.
Images of abeautiful woman crystalized in her brain, then
dissolved in blood.

Rgani stared a him, confused. "Coyote had your wife
killed?'

"No, no." The man swallowed hard. "He couldn't

prevent it. They only told me two days ago. Didn't know."
"I need Coyoteshelp, Mr. Garret!." Rgani gently
grasped the fingers of hismassveright hand. "Coyoteis
in grave danger from Fiddleback.”

Something sparked in Garrett's dark eyes. "Fiddleback?
Coyoteisnot here."

"I need to find him. Can you tel me where?"

Garrett shook hishead. "There are people you need to
meet, but | can't take you."

Rgani frowned. "Why not?"

"Little Sgter, hiswounds aretoo grave." George lifted

up the edge of the sheet and Rgjani saw darknesstinging
the outline of the tube in the man's chest, "It will be months
before he goes anywhere."

"We don't have months," Ragjani shot back.

"Y ou don't have minutes,” snarled ayoung, blond punk
pushing the door open. He and a confederate did through
the narrow opening and alowed the door to close behind
them. Each wore dark boots and gray jodhpurs with
suspenders. The leader carried a submachinegun of a
particularly compact and ugly look, while the woman
behind him held up ablocky automatic pistol with athick
cylinder grafted on to the muzzle.

She purred like acat. "Lookslike athree-for-one, Karl."
"Warriors," Ha whispered and dumped down in his

bed. Rgjani sensed hisdesireto fight, but hopel essness
overwhelmed him.



"That's right, Garrett. We're here to finish the job.

Waited abit for the heet to come off."

Raani smiled at Karl as she caught theimage of a
hulking man swim through hismind. "And for Mr. Garrett
to beleft helplessand done.™

"Saveit, bitch. Defiance won't even makeit into your
epitaph.” The gunman stepped back from the foot of the
bed and waved his femae companion forward. "Heidi, the
honor isyours."

The blond woman made agreat show of mechanicaly
pulling the dide on the pistol back, then letting it pop
forward. The sound made Rgjani shudder and she sensed
abit of pleasure from the woman at her reaction. Rgani
glanced over at Georgeto seeif he had picked up the
same sensation, but his eyes had glazed over, and Rgani
fdt nothing a dl from him.

"Ha Garrett, you have been sentenced to desth by the
Warriors of the Aryan World Alliance." She extended her
right arm and dowly let her forearm drop down so the gun
pointed at Hal's head. "Y ou are guilty of crimes againgt the
Aryan nation, and you will pay for your treason. Y our co-
conspiratorswill diewith you."

AsRgani saw theimage of abullet congeding inthe
woman's mind, she lunged toward the foot of the bed. The
fingertips of her right hand dapped the silencer upward as
the girl tugged on thetrigger. Feethersflew asthe bullet
popped through the pillow.

Heidi snarled and tried to bring the gun to bear on

Raani, but shed moved insde the larger woman's Strik-
ing range. Rgjani drew her right hand back, then shot it
forward and hammered the woman's sternum. Coughing
out agasp, Hedi reded back as Karl tried to bring hisgun
up.

Suddenly, ahuge hole exploded in the door. Metal and
gplintersformed acloud that blasted into the two white
supremigts. A yellowish tongue of flame stabbed through
the hole, and the strobe light froze Karl in place asthe
shotgun pellets opened his chest. Heidi, who had caught
most of thefirst load, smashed into thefar wall and did to
the floor asif her bones had become asfluid asthe blood
leaking from her. Karl fell over her, and hisgun clattered
to thefloor.

The shotgun held to cover the two racists, Will kicked

the door open. " Saw them enter and pay off aguard. |
followed." He looked at hisgrandfather. "l saw them with
your eyes, Grandfather. Thank God the rest of you were
Clear.”

Garrett grabbed Raani's deeve with renewed strength.
"Go to The Pit. Speak with Bat. Hell help you. Go!™
"Let'sgo. They had backup downstairs." Will kicked

the pistol out of Heidi's hand. "At least two more.”



Rajani shook her head. "We can't leave you here. They
will come and find you and kill you."

"I don't have much choice." Garrett's body started to
tremble from the exertion. "Take the guns and get out of
here"

"No!"

Rajani's shout startled al three men. She plucked the

IV needlesfrom Garrett's arm and hand, then pointed at
thetubein hischest. "Pull it."

Will shook hishead. "You are nutd"

Shelooked up at George. "Y ou trust me. Pull it."

The old man nodded solemnly. " She knowswhat she
isdoing."

Rajani turned and pulled both her deeves up. She took
Garrett's head in her hands and pressed both thumbs
gently into the hollow of bone where his brows met. Her
fingers splayed out aong the sides of hishead, and her
pams pressed against his cheeks. Garrett stared up at her
from the space between her thumbs and forefingers.
"Trust me, Hal Garrett. Work with me."

The man nodded, then winced as George eased the

tube out of hischest.

"Clear."

Raani stared into Hal's eyes and projected hersalf

down through them. She moved into hismind and

sought what she had found in Mickey's father's mind.

She worked in toward where his self-conception ex-

isted and found a scarecrow-thin doll with three gaping
holesinit. Itslimbs—save the pardyzed left leg—hung
limply and flapped in an unfdt breeze. Thefingers of

his right hand swung back and forth barely above a

shiny black coffin.

«You know better than that, Hal Garrett. You did not kill
your wife. There was nothing you could do.»

The scarecrow's burlap face remained dack. «I could
have done something.. | could have gone away and made
her safe.»

In the background Rgjani saw the images of two small
children. »You will not fail them, Hal Garrett. You are
strong, and you fight for their future. Surrender now, and
those who hunt you will be free to hunt your children.
Capitulate now, and that which hunts Coyote will hunt
usall.»

The scarecrow's arms dowed. «Not enough time to

heal .»

«Nork with me. Trust me. | will heal you.»

The scarecrow nodded, and Rgjani shifted the focus of
her vison. The mental images of his mind faded, and she
replaced them with visonsthat Dr. Chandra had long ago
worked her through. She saw Ha Garrett for what he truly
was. acommunity of multicellular structures. Each de-



pended upon the other, and al had come from common
stock. They fought together to maintain life, but Rgani
began to work on them so they would actively pursuelife.
She reached down into the neurons that made up Hal
Garrett's brain and sent atrickle of electrical energy into
certain cdls. They dutifully passed the stimulation on
down theline, spurring glands to produce hormones.
Those hormones flooded through the body, triggering
other cellsto react. Dormant genes snapped on for a
second or two, and cells began manufacturing proteins.
These coded messages then drifted € sewhere in the body
to prompt other actions.

In an ingant, the community of cellsthat wasHal

Garrett went to battle stations. Cells at the Stesof his
wounds went into near-cancerous rates of divison, mul-
tiplying wildly to sedl the two holesin hislungsand the one
in his ssomach. Bone marrow pumped out new cdllsto

hel p oxygenate the blood, while leukocytes and mac-
rophages began hunting in packsfor lingering bits of
infection. His body began to metabolize what little fat he
had |eft and fed the mitochondria everything they needed
tofill himwith energy.

Rgani pulled hersdf back into her own skull and

released Garrett's head. 1t did not fall back on the pillow
the way she would have expected. Instead, his eyes
tightened and the musclesin his neck bulged to hold it up
in defiance of gravity.

"Thank you." Hal threw the sheet back from the bed.
Swinging hislegs over the edge of the bed toward George,
he clutched & therailing to steady himsdlf. He massaged
hisleft leg for amoment, then pointed toward the chest of
drawers beside the door. "My clothes should be in there."
Will shivered. "Y ou can't leave the hospitd "

Hal sucked at the droplet of blood on the back of his
hand. "Son, lots of people comeinto hospitalsto die. I've
just decided I'm not one of them. Now, unlessyou'reredly
looking forward to afirefight with the other Warriors" Hal
sad dipping an arm over George's shoulder, "get me
some clothes so my butt isn't hanging out, and we can
blow this pop stand.”

Rgani amiled up at the big man. "And find Coyoteto
wanhim."

Hal winked &t her. "And find Coyote to warn him."

Coyote caught Mong's puzzled ook out of the corner of
hiseye. Ignoring it, he cinched the Kevlar vest tight to his
chest and pulled adark T-shirt over it. He dipped hisleft
arm through the loop on the Bianchi shoulder holster, then



inserted hisright arm through the other sde and settled
the Wildey Wolf in place on hisleft flank. He readjusted his
web belt and the holstered Colt Kraits at each hip, then
flexed hislegs and decided the boots were laced tight
enough.

Mong shook his head. "For thisfirst excurson into
dimension walking, | want you to be comfortable."
Coyote half-grinned. "Without this hardware, | would be
most uncomfortable. | know thereis danger out there, and
| want to be prepared. More importantly, though, I'm likely
to dimension walk wearing this much or more gear, 0|
might aswell learn how to do it with this uff on asnot.”
"Thisisagood point, Kyi-can, and one | will concede

to you." The monk pointed to awooden bench at the foot
of Coyote's bed. "Please, be seated. Begin your breathing
exercises. Begin to clear your mind."

Coyote did as he was bidden. Sitting, he ignored the
clack of spare clipsin the thigh pockets of hisfatiguesand
concentrated on maintaining agood posture. He forced
his mind to forget the itching sensation at the back of his
head where Mong had stitched his scalp. Breathing
regularly and dowly to an internd metronome, he closed
his eyes and began to calm and control his body.

"Your firgt venture out, Kyi-can, will capitalize on what
you have seen and experienced in your meditations on the
void. Your previous masters crafted you in amanner that
has made you most adept at learning these kills. Mi-ma-
yin had rgected hisidentities, but you never redly had
one. Y ou were without |abels and tags so you could
assume them as you needed them. Even your lack of
knowledge about your predecessor asKyi-canisin
keeping with this."

Coyote nodded dowly as Mong's voice grew distant. |
am. With that thought, he crystallized his core and cast off
al but thelast of hislinkswith the redity that he had been
born into. "Proceed.”

"Thefirg place you will goisaproto-dimension. Itisnot
far from here, so we are able to protect it the way we
protect Kanggenpo." Coyote heard a swish of robes that
suggested to him that Mong had seated himsdlf on the
floor. Thisisadimension that we use to enter and exit the
monadtery. If it is necessary, the proto-dimension can be
isolated and even contracted until nothing can existinit.”
The dimensiond equivadent of an airlock?' Coyote
smiled, then went back to breething regularly.

"Quite s0. Now clear your mind and fill it with an image
of aplacethat is neither light nor dark, warm nor cold, it
isnot sharp, nor isit entirely soft. It is safe and welcoming.
When you find it, define it and move toward it."

Sounds like the description of a womb. Coyoteredized
this characterization was not entirely ingppropriate, so he



latched onto it and wove it into the place he wasimagin-
ing. Asthe concept completed itself in hismind, hefdt a
substanceto it that he had not experienced before. He
forced himself to stand and drift toward that substance,
imbuing it with agravity that pulled him in as he moved
toward it.

Something in hismind told him that his next step would
carry himinto the stonewall but, as his hand reached out
to brace him, it encountered nothing. He opened his eyes
and found himsdf sanding in asmoky-gray world with
dry air that smelled of long dead flowers. He moved his
right hand up and around in afigure eight that set the mist
swirling, but the spiras he created vanished by thetime
they got six feet away from him.

"Y ou have done very well, Kyi-can." Mong materidized
out of themist, hisred robes the brightest color in the
small, spherica dimension. "Y ou reached this place
quickly and without difficulty.”

Thetall man accepted the praise with anod, then
frowned. "1 know one must crawl before he can walk, but
this place has |ess definition and substance than the
proto-dimension | first encountered outside Sedonain
Arizona Therewe had color and distance. Thisfedslike
being swaddled in gray cotton.”

"Y ou must understand, Kyi-can, how proto-dimen-
sonswork. Imagine, if youwill, that al the various
dimensons are books shelved in aninfinitelibrary. A
proto-dimension isaworm's burrowing through severa
volumes. This proto-dimension, for example, givesus
accessto severd of the dimensions from which we
harvest the staples that sustain Kanggenpo."

AsMong spoke, Coyote saw several red-robed monks
move through the swirling mist and vanish. "Then to Say
with your library andogy, | could travel to adimension
directly if | knew whereit wasindexed in the library?’
"Precisdy.” The monk gave him apleased amile. "The
index consists of anumber of factors, many of them tactile
and sensud more than quantifiable. Still, there are some
creaturesthat have been able to define dimensionswith
acoordinate system that makes them accessible to their
mechinery.”

"I know. Crowley possesses adevice that was ableto
send usto adimension he called Plutonia. It was popu-
lated with creatures that reminded me of Fiddleback.”
The monk held hisleft hand up and circled it quickly.
"Please, be careful. Here we are not aswell warded aswe
arein Kanggenpo itsdlf. It is possible for your thoughtsto
dip out and dert enemies.”

"l don't understand.”

"In the same way that thinking about a place enables
youtofind it and movetoit, it is possble that something



could track back adong that link."

"The mountain coming to Mohammed.”

"Precisdy.”

Coyote nodded. "1t would be possible, though, to travel

to any dimension provided | could defineit.”

"Thejourney could be difficult, but, yes, itispossible”
Mong's head came up and he looked a bit distracted. "Did
you have aparticular destination in mind?"

Coyote dropped his hand to the Colt Krait on hisright

hip. "Last time we fought on my hometurf. | think taking
the war to Fiddleback would be agood thing."

Thereis nothing good about going there!™ Mong spun
and caught a bleeding monk as the man reded into the
proto-dimension. Mong's eyes blazed scarlet, sending a
red pulse of power straight down into the center of the
ground. The mist immediately started to spiral down into
itswake like water draining from atub. " Go, quickly, run!™
Coyote saw Mong toss the monk down into the widen-
ing hole and knew he should follow. At the sametimethe
elder monk dashed to hisleft and disappeared through a
dark gash in the dimensiona wall. Without a second
thought, Coyote legped over the growing hole in the floor
and dove through the shrinking black dit.

He completed a shoulder roll and came up with aKrait

in hisright hand. His thumb snapped the selector lever off
safe asaspark of red from Mong's eyes blossomed into
afireflower on the roaring cresture to Coyote'sright. The
firgslight turned the creature's dun fur coppery and filled
the night with bitter, cloying smoke. The creature screamed
and broke off its charging attack, but asit turned away,
Coyote saw thefire burn al the way through to its spine,
and the mongter collgpsed in aheap of limbs.

"What wasthat?' Coyote crouched down in the brush

and watched the thing burn. At least 12 feet in length, from
bandy lower legsto the top of its head, the mongter's
generd sze and pdt reminded him of the mythica

Bigfoot. At the sametime, this cresture had eight limbs
and only oneeye. An auxiliary set of legs posted down
from the upper part of the double pelvis. A powerful set of
arms hung down from broad shoulders, then another pair
of weaker arms sprouted from anarrower set of shoulders.
While clearly not as strong asthe lower arms, they were
et closer to the face and more suited to tasks that required
finesseingtead of strength.

"It is probably the source of yeti legends." Mong

dropped to one knee next to the broken body of amonk.
He pressed his fingers to the man's neck, then shook his
head. "Heisdead."

"What about the other one? There were three of them.”
Mong shook his head again. " The gorfash are mesat-
egters, and there are more of them out there." Mong



looked up at the starry sky and apparently made order out
of stellar chaos. "Normdly, their bands do not wander in
thisareauntil well after the harvesting season.”

Coyote looked down and saw that the brush camein

nest rows. Huge gourds hung from lush vinesand,
breathing in, he recognized the faint scent of whatever had
been akey component of his meals over the last week.
"Cant say | liketheideaof dying to defend squash. Shall
we go after your other monk?"

Mong hesitated a moment, then shook his head. "No,

your gunswould be usdess againg them.”

The tall man holstered the Krait and stood. He drew the
brushed sted pistol from his shoulder holster and took it
off safe. "The Kraitsare only 10mm, but thisisa .457
Wildey Magnum. The bullets go fast and make big holes.
Whichway?'

"No, Kyi-can, we need to get Trinle here back to
Kanggenpo." Mong pulled at the dead man'sarm, then
recoiled when it came off in his hands.

Before Coyote could ask the monk why he wastrying

to hold him back, a scream pierced the night. He turned

to face the sound and sprinted off toward it. Dry saw-blade
grassesrustled asthey tore at his clothes. Coyote raised
hisleft hand to protect his eyes, then dropped down ashe
scrambled up atall, steep hillsde. The grasses diced the
skin on hisarms and shoulders, but he crested the hill
without noticing the pain.

Beow him, in avaley drenched by thelight of ablood-
red moon, he saw a dozen of the gorfash whooping and
dancing around in acircle. The hapless monk trapped in
their midst darted back and forth, trying to escape. Casua
cuffs spun him to the ground, then monstersleaned in and
bellowed at him. They flashed enormous fangs and raked
his clothes away with their claws. Naked and bleeding, he
huddled in afetal position on the grassy ground.

Coyote's eyes narrowed. Twenty-five meters, a dozen
targets. Two are juvenile and, judging from the breasts
and swollen bellies, four are female. Sx are males massing
400 pounds at the least. One bullet, maybe two. He
reached down into hiseft thigh pocket and pulled out two
spare clipsfor the Wildey. How fast can one of these cross
this distance?

He pointed the gun at the gyrating circle of creatures

and squeezed the trigger. Fighting the recail, he followed
the one creature staggering out of line and pumped a
second round into it. Thefirst, he saw, had hit it wide of the
midline, while the second produced a through and through
hit on the abdomen. The gorfash went down, and Coyote
smiled at his estimate of two bullets per creature.

Then the wounded gorfash got up and charged at him.

It raised itsfour arms and rushed him, making itsdlf a



perfect target. Thethird bullet caught it right &t the bridge
of the nose, snapping its head back. The monster sumbled
forward, dead beforeit hit the ground, with its brains
sprayed back behind it. Coyote kept thegun oniit for a
second in caseit rose again, then brought it around asthe
rest of the troop roared in a him.

Thisisnot good. | started with 21 bullets. If each one
takes methree, I'll be dessert. Hetriggered off two more
shots and succeeded in knocking one back into the
gorfash behind it. Thetrailing gorfash's chest smashed

into the lead one's back, then he sailed up and over his
wounded fellow. He brought his smdler armsinto cover
hisbullet head, then hislarger aamsflailed through the air
before they hit the ground and broke hisfall.

Two shots kept him down, then Coyote dropped the

clip and dammed anew one home. Helet the dide snap
shut, then he rapid-fired the Wolf. Starting low, helet the
recoil track hisaimpoint up. He knew what he was doing
would have been foolish under norma circumstances, but
with the thick knot of gorfash bodiesracing at him, there
was no way he could miss.

Ancther new clip went into the gun, and he screwed one
eye shut. Theloss of depth perception made the gorfash
seem even closer asthey ran up the dight inclineto where
he stood. It's over unless | think of something. He dropped
into acrouch and popped the bullets off asfast as he could.
I'min too deep.

Suddenly it hit him. They're cyclopses!

Asthe rushing gorfash wall descended on him, he

tucked himsdlf into aball and rolled back off the hill. He
dropped through the air, then hit on his shoulders and
continued to roll down the hill. Heimmediatdly splayed his
arms out and grabbed on to whatever he could find to stop
histumble. Razor-edge grassfilled hisleft hand and
somehow held strongly enough to dew him around to the
left and aresting place

Above him, the gorfash's momentum carried them out

into theair. Their battle roars shifted tenor to screams of
terror asthey spun out of control through the air. Two of
them collided in mid-air, then whirled apart. Crashes,
crunches and whimpered shrieksfilled the night asthe
creatures hit the ground.

Only one of the gorfash seemed unpanicked by the
aurprise, and he flew through the darkness like a creature
borntoit. He held hisarms and legswide, both to cut his
speed and prepare for landing. He let hisbody begin to
rotate forward, and Coyote saw him orient himself to
absorb the shock of the landing on his strong arms and
smaller set of muscular legs.

The gorfash hit solidly off to Coyotesright and alittle
below his position on the hill. He heard scrambling



through the brush, then saw the four-armed silhouette rise
up at the edge of the grassy circle where hed landed. The
gorfash bellowed out a challenge and Coyote chuckled as
he raised the Wildey.

The gorfash charged at the sameingtant Coyote saw

the Wildey's dide was locked back in the open position.
Empty! He pulled hisfeet up and rolled away from theline
of the creature's attack, but he knew it was too late.
Turning back around to face the mongter, hisleft hand
clawing for the Kraft holstered on that hip, Coyote steded
himsdf for degth.

Something intervened. Two hands grasped him around

the ribs from behind and tossed him to the right. Flying
through the darkness, Coyote heard the dry whisper of
something moving very fast through the air, then athick,
wet, hollow thunk. The gorfash'sbellowing diedina
gurgle, then Coyote heard aheavy crunch asthe monster
hit the ground.

Coyote tucked himsdlf into abal to rall off the energy

of hisfdl. He set himsdlf into a crouch and returned the
Wildey to its holgter. Pulling one Krait, hetrained it on the
dark outline of the gorfash that had most killed him, then
dowly closed with it. The musky scent mixed with the
sweet odor of blood turned his stomach, but he kept
movingin doser.

He stepped over the lower end of its body and saw it was
lying face down. Halfway up onitsright Side, benegth the
lower armpit, aragged wound ran from spine to flank.
Dropping to one knee beside the dead cregature, Coyote
shifted the Krait to hisleft hand and probed the wound with
hisright. That's clean through. Cut the spine and splin-
tered some ribs. Got lung and probably heart—this thing
had to have a huge heart, maybe more than one.
Heran hisfingersthrough the thick pelt. With this fur to
absorb some of the impact and the size of the creature, it
would take something like a poleax to do this much
damage. Coyote's eyes narrowed. A poleax or a naginata
Who—or what—was out here?

Coyote's pistol came up as Mong broke through the
brush. "Kyi-can, are you hurt?'

"Marei. | escapedinjury. You?'

"l an fine. Come, we must go." Mong waved him

forward urgently. "There arethings that may track usfrom
this place. Much power was used here tonight.”

Coyote dimly recdled Crowley having madeasimilar
Satement after another dimensiona encounter. "Too

much power or too much violence?"

"Both. And there are things that are attracted by both.
Come." Mong reached out and grabbed hisleft wrist. A
searing ydlow line split the landscape like atear inamovie
screen. Mong yanked him through it, and Coyote caught



abrief glimpse of the gray proto-dimension asecond
before both of them dropped to their feet on the floor of his
monastery chamber.

Mong released him. "For what you did today, | thank

you. Two monkswill live"

Coyote nodded his head. "There was no real option for
me"

"Y estherewas." Mong'sface tightened. "Y ou could

have, should have, obeyed me. Y ou are good at traveling
through dimensions and could be, in fact, good enough to
mount an assault on Fiddleback's home, but not yet. Here
you know the rules, so your impulses are often correct and
even meritorious. Away from here, though, they can get
youkilled."

Coyote waited five minutes after Mong | eft, then headed
draight for the training room. He found it empty, but this
did not surprise him at dl. Employing the pocket flashlight
that he had brought with him to Tibet, he descended the
dairs, then swept it along the wegpons walls. As he got

to the pole wegpons section he smiled when he saw a
naginata with anew haft.

Aboveit hung an older wegpon of asmilar design. He
pulled it down and ingpected the long, sharp blade.
Despiteits obvious antiquity, it had no nicksinit. It looked
clean, and he wished he had accessto the equipment in

the secret room of hishome in Phoenix. "A little chemica
gpray and ablacklight and we'd seeif you've been
blooded.”

He played the light over the blade again, then paid

gpecia attention to the guard on it. There, deep in where
the blade had been joined to the haft, he saw apiece of a
thick fiber. Again he wished for equipment he didn't have
with him, but thistime he wanted it just to confirm what he
aready knew.

That's from the gorfash' s hide. He returned the naginata
toits place on thewall and turned out hislight. The Yidam
| fought in heretried to kill me and it used a naginata
Something, using a naginata, saved me tonight in
gorfashland. Why the sudden reversal? Coyote shrugged

Straightening histie, Sinclair MacNed approached the
secretary. He tugged at the left deeve of hisjacket to make
aureit hid thewrist recorder Lilith had findly gottento him.
Smiling, he stopped in front of the desk. "Sinclair MacNed
to see Ken Martin.”

The brown-haired secretary looked up and pursed his

lips. "Do you have an appointment?'



"No. Just tdl Mr. Martin I'm here. Thiswill only take a
minute."

The dender man shook his head. "No gppointment, no
vigt. Sorry. That's policy.”

Sndgghed. "Mr. Martinwill vary hispolicy for me. Trust
me"

"l have scarsfrom the last time | trusted someone, Mr.
MacNed." The secretary glanced down at his appoint-
ment book. "Besides, the policy is Dutch Allied Chemi-
cas palicy, not Mr. Martin's. | can get you in aweek from
Tueday."

Great | have a mission for the emperor and will save the
world and some secretary is going to keep me from step
one. Sinreinforced the smile on hisface. "L ook, tell Mr.
Martin..."

"Isthis going to be some sort of pseudo-spy code word
thing?' The secretary covered hisfeigned yavn with a
long-fingered hand. "I'm afraid we don't do James Bond
here

Sin'snogtrilsflared. ™Y ou know, the last time Kip and |
went deep-sea fishing, we used aguy just like you for bait.
He was shorter, so we only got mako sharks. With you, |
figureagreat white."

The secretary blanched quickly. With apencil, he
scratched aline through anamein the book. "L ookslike
the 8:15 just canceled.” He hit an intercom button. "A Mr.
Sinclar MacNed to seeyou, Sr.”

"Sinclar MacNed ?' blasted back atinny voice. "Well,

I'll be. Send himin."

Sin opened the door to the office beyond the secretary's
gtation and smiled as Kip Martin sood behind hiswalnut
desk. The stocky man rolled the deeves down on hiswhite
shirt, then came around the edge of the desk and offered
Sin hishand. "Good to see you, Sin." The man smiled and
shook hishead. "Never figured it would be this side of the
Hawaiian lake, but you're looking good.”

Sin pumped the man's hand. " So are you, Kip. Nice
office”

Kip amiled proudly and opened hisarmsto tekeit dl in.
"Long way from where| started with you."

Walnut panding covered three of thewallsand, in turn,
was covered by severd lithographs of salling shipsand a
huge mounted sailfish directly across from the desk.
Beneath the fish Sin saw anumber of framed photographs
that showed Kip with celebrities and fish they'd harvested
from the ocean. Sin couldn't recognize a couple of the
types of fish, but he knew Kip would tdl him al about them
if he got the chance.

Thefourth wall, which stood behind the desk, had a
panoramic view of Tokyo from Kimpunshima The city
looked largdly like aland of gray stalagmites and smoky



haze, but there was some variation there. From between
severd buildings, Sin saw hints of the green preserve
surrounding the emperor's palace. Likewise, some blue
ocean peeked up from the bay and the cloudy haze
occasiondly parted to et other glimpses of blue through.
"Hey, buddy, you studied hard to get ahead. When we
brought you on as a security accountant, | knew you were
destined for better things." Sin broke their grip and
dropped himself into the chair in front of Kip'sdesk. "They
working you hard?'

Kip shrugged somewhat wesarily. "Usud 7to 7 drag.”
"They have you working Japanese hours?

"Sort of. | get an hour for lunch, and | don't have to come
inon Saturday.” Kip smiled. "Other guys head out to the
links, | take afishing charter out.”

Sin frowned. "I'd athought you'd own your own boat

"Y ou know what they say: A boat isaholein the water
into which you throw money." Kip's mood downshifted
from jovia to neutrd. "Had onefor awhile, actudly, it was
aded, but | logtit."

"What happened?’

The man's eyes focused on where hishandsrested in
hislap. "1 don't know. | was out and hooked something. It
was big, redly big." He looked up but didn't focus hiseyes
on Sin. "'l guessit was aso pissed. | woke up about aweek
later when they whedled me out of an intensive-care unit.
Dont' fish outside the harbor much now."

"That's bad news. How's Susan?"'

Kip'sfacefdl abit further. "Sheran off with theintern
who treated me."

"That'sbad." Resting hiselbows on hisknees, Sin

leaned forward. ™Y ou should have let me know, bud.”
"What could you have done about it, Sn? Besides, it
wasn't her fault. When she married me, | wasa10to 2
American accountant making decent bucks. The move
here dlowed her to see alot of the world, but not much of
me. We grew apart”

| never guessed his life was such a mess. "I don't think
I'm going to ask anything more because I've got one last
grike before I'm out.”

Kip's amilereturned and his mood lightened. "Hey, no
blood, no foul, my friend. | met my present wife, Miko,
through an executive matching service here. She'sna
tive-born and grew up in atraditiond family. Shelovesmy
ass and doesn't mind the long hours | put in. Every night
it'sagood medl, hot tub, massage and lights out.” He
patted hisbelly. "The living don't get much better than
this"

"Great, man, redly great." Sinleaned back with a
genuine smile on hisface. "Nobody deserves better than



you."

"Thanks." Kip leaned forward congpiratoridly. " So,

what are you doing in Japan? | heard arumor that you
were seen at aparty in Kimpunshimaaweek ago. | tried
to check up onyou to seeif it wastrue, but the lead on the
flight attendant they said you were with fell through. It's
like she dropped off the edge of the Earth. Same with you."
"I'm here, Kip, in theflesh. I'm working for Lorica
Industries. They hired me on asaconsultant in dl sorts of
things. Right now, the new CEO—everyone cdlshim
Mikie'cept to hisface—isthinking of buying achunk of
Kimpunshima. He's sent me over to figure out the lay of
theland. He wants to know how much it's changed since

| was here. He wants me to get current with everything our
peoplewill runinto here."

"Tdl order.”

"True enough, but I've got an expense account that will

let mereach to the very top." Sin winked a hisfriend. "I've
got to cover everything from the hottest and most chic
restaurantsto, | don't know, this Galbro stuff that was
being talked about at the party. | figured | could use
another opinion, and | value yours.”

Kip leaned back and brought his hands together in a
gesture Sin recognized from the past. Something is
bothering him. "Spill it, Kip."

"I'll be happy to snarf down as much food as you want

to point in my direction, my friend, and Loricawill find thet
| know sometruly exotic placesto while awvay your time
and their money."

"But?"

Kip frowned. "1'd leave the Galbro Ingtitute alone.
They'reweird people, and they'reinto very strange stuff.”
"What are you talking about?"

Kip pointed off toward the closed door and the secretary
beyond it. "Before Mr. Congenidlity out there, | had aredl
secretary. Janny Pigot was her name. Redlly efficient and
had a smashing persondity. Wasn't quite the looker she
wanted to be—still had scars from childhood acne—but
shewas great. | would have dated her after Susan left, but
DAC doesn't dlow that and, quite frankly, | valued her
more as my Secretary.

"Anyway, she accepts an invitation to one of the Galbro
weekend retreatsin their center here. Shewasdl excited
about it and on Monday she returned a bit exhausted, but
just brimming full of suff. Sheand | normally chatted over
coffeein the morning, and that day | couldn't get her to
shut up. It was al sorts of crazy stuff, and | knew it was
troubleright away."

Sin frowned. "What kind of crazy stuff?"

"Red crazy suff, Sn." Kip opened hishandsinasgn

of disbdlief. "I can't remember dl of it, but in the middle she



dropped abombshell: My boat had been destroyed
because I'd hooked agray starship on acovert mission to
the center at the bottom of the ocean. She told me that
good diens had rescued me and placed me on the shore
amid the wreckage of my boat."

Sin laughed. "And you don't believe her?"

Kip swung hisright leg up onto hisdesk and pulled up
the pant leg. "'l dunno. If you ever see an dien that can do
this, let me know." Y anking down his black sock, Kip
exposed a puckered circular wound on hisleg.

"Sucker mark. Lookslike asquid tried to hitch aride.
"Big squid. My boat was a 30-footer and my hip was
didocated.” He pulled his sock back up, lowered his pant
leg and pulled hisfoot off the desk. "Those facts didn't
dissuade Janny. She went back for more, and back and
back. Then weird things Started happening, likefilesgoing
missing for aday or two and copier counts not matching
the numbers of copies ordered. Little stuff, pilfering, you
know."

Sin nodded. "Y ou think she was turning information

over to these people?’

"No, but | think she wasworking on collecting evidence
to convince me they wereright. She started wandering
around in her own dream world. She began to act
paranoid, like refusing to answer the phoneif it rang at
seven minutes after the hour." He shrugged. "'l had to let
her go. Galbro hired her. | understand she's Arrigo El-
Leichter's persona secretary now.”

Sin shook hishead. "That's bizarre"

"You'd dowell totakeapassonit.”

"| agree, but | don't know that | can." Sin smiled weakly.
"A man | knew once, Joe Y barra, said, 'Always do the
hardest part of the job first." If I check out one of these
seminar things| can giveit abig black sar, then move on
to the easy stuff. Y ou understand, right?”’

Kip nodded. "Right. | can pitch you in the direction of a
recruiter for them. Y ou can bein thisweekend, if you
want."

"Thanks. What are you doing for dinner? Can | take you
and Miko out?"

"Not tonight, Sin." Kip fingered apile of envelopeson
his desk. "She'sin Osakavisiting her mother. |, onthe
other hand, havetickets for the Daizaimoku Ospreys
versus the Honchin Dragons. Want to go?

"Corporate Basketbad?' Sin chuckled lightly. "I haven't
seenagamesince| washerelast.”

"Ogpreys are the hometeam, and they're being coached
by Kevin Johnson. Y ou might remember him; hewasa
Phoenix Sun.”

"Yeah, | think | saw him play when | was 10. Sounds
good. When?'



Kip glanced at hiswatch and then his schedule book.
"Meet me hereat 6. I'm skipping lunch today so | can go
tothegame.”

Sin stood and headed toward the door. "Six, got it. I'll

be exploring Kimpunshimauntil then."

"Hey, Sin," Kip caled to him.

"y e

"If you see any diensduring your wanderings" he
laughed, "ask them who their insurance agentsare o |
can makeaclam for my boat."

Rajani deci ded that Hal Garrett had |mpreesed her.
Despite till needing time'to hedl up even after what she
had done, he had pushed himsdlf to ensure no one
followed them from the hospital. On the drive away, he
had Will pull up to a"drive-by" pay phone. Hiscal had
been short and curt, with codewords being exchanged for
lessthan ahdf minute. When he hung up, he gave Will
some directions, then lay back down in the bed of the
truck.

Rgani lost completetrack of where they were within the
dark world of Eclipse. The ceiling of photovoltaic cells 100
feet above her head transformed the whole undercity into
adirty, forbidding world of perpetua night. Looking up,
she could see man-sized nests clinging to the undersides
of pands and jury-rigged wa kways between buildings.
Bonfires dotted the landscape despite the choking heat
and, while she welcomed the warmth, she could seeit
made Ha very uncomfortable.

Neon signs provided more light than the few unbroken
streetlights scattered around the city. A secondary set of
roads almogt hafway up to the ceiling looked largely
untraveled and, when she did see acar up there, it looked
deeker and newer than anything in the thick traffic stream
surrounding the pickup truck. Traveling amid the squaor
and noise of Eclipse, shewondered if, in fact, Fiddleback
had not aready won the battle for Phoenix.

Will let them out of the truck at adark intersection. He
offered Garrett the shotgun, but Hal shook his head and
leaned heavily againgt alamp post. "Not necessary.
Thank you for your help. Now, get out of here."

Rgani gave George abig hug. "Thank you for believing
me and helping.”

The old man winked at her and climbed back into the
truck. "Believein yoursdlf, little sster. Fiddleback doesn't
know it, but his days are numbered and closing fast on
sngledigits”

Asthetruck lurched away, anumber of individuas



seeped out of the shadows and dowly started ambling
toward the two of them. Rgani's night vison let her see
that these young men were African-Americanslike Ha,
but they had been dtered in subtle ways. She noticed it
first in how their hands swung fredy and heavily at their
sdes. They have added weight to their handsto aid in
hitting. And their faces, cheeks and browridges are en-
larged to protect their eyes.

One of the young men moved away from the pack and
toward Hal. He raised a clenched fist, and Rgani dmost
moved to shield Ha before the young man could blud-
geon him, but the waves of amusement coming from
Garrett sopped her. "What it is, homey," the younger man
sad.

"What it will be, bro," Hal replied. Heraised hisown right
fist, and their hands met in agentle, even friendly collison.
"l need acrib to stash her. Look, don't touch, Jala."
"Hey, I'll be cool, and so will the rest of the posse.” The
younger African-American winked at Rgjani. " Skin that
color, shesasder.”

Rgani found she was missing more of the conversation
than she was catching, so she relied more on what her
fedingsweretelling her than anything ese. She sensed an
incredible amount of pride anong the young men and a
fierce loyaty among them to their leader and Hal. Wesk-
ened though he was, Garrett seemed to have the stature
of adivinity to them. What Hal requested, Jala saw as
duty, and what Jala saw as duty the Blood Cripstreated
asalaw of nature.

Jdd led them off through the streets and into an
abandoned building. Rgjani saw power cables going up to
leech power from the cells above, though the hallways
had no lights and most of the origina paint had been
covered in severd layers of graffiti. Most of the gpartments
had no doors on them and had been torn to pieces on the
ingde

Jdla rapped twice, waited, then rapped three times on
the metal door at the end of the corridor. A smal dit
opened up, words were exchanged, then the door opened
only wide enough for everyoneto dip insde. Jad directed
Hal and her into aside room with two chairs, atable and
two cots. Before he closed the door, she did seeavast
collection of weaponsin the outer room, and it struck her
that the Blood Crips were better armed than the soldiers
at the base from which she had escaped.

Hal sat heavily in one of the chairs. Pain passed over his
face, but he forced it away with abrave smile. "Okay, |
don't know what you did to me in the hospital, but I'm
mending very fast. Who are you, and why do you need to
get Coyote awarning?'

Rajani dipped her leather jacked off and rolled up the



deeve on her fatigue shirt. She turned her left forearm so
Hd could see the gold lines running from her gold
fingernails up her arm. ™'Y ou won't believe me, but whét |
will tell you isthetruth. | was born on your planet in the year
1969. In 1984, | was placed in stasisto combat a specific
evil. Itisthething you call Fiddlieback.”

The mention of the name caused Hal's smileto disap-
pear. "1 wasin the hospital when they dealt with Fiddleback,
but they've told me about it." Hisdark eyesglittered. " So,
| guess| do bdieveyou, in part anyway. Now, give me
details so | can check you out. If you're not some sort of
trap, then well get you in touch with Coyote.”

Whatever Hal did to run her story down took two days.
During that time, she remained with the Blood Crips.
Whilethey did not let her out of the gpartment, various
members of the gang took turns entertaining her with
everything from the vast sdlection of showson their
pirated cable feed to timing her in stripping down and
reassembling automatic weapons.

Despite having trouble understanding dl their dang,

Rgani enjoyed spending time with the gangbangers. She
sensed from them the same depth of curiogity about her
that Chandra and the other researchers had, yet none of
them hated her the way Chandras aide Nicholas had.
While teaching her how to break down and put back
together wegpons had reminded her of the various experi-
ments Dr. Chandra had performed, neither he nor his

ass stants had reacted with the gangbangers unbridled
enthusiasm when she succeeded. Had Jalal not vetoed
the ides, acouple of the Blood Crips had intended to let
her "make her meat" with an AKM in adrive-by onthe
Warriorsof the Aryan World Alliance.

After thetwo-day wait, Hal Garrett returned and brought
three other people with him. Jald escorted dl of theminto
the little room, then shut the door and stood with his back
againg it. "We've been taking good care of her, Hal."
"Thanks." Hd, looking much better, introduced his
associates. "Rgani, these are Natch, Bat and Jytte. If you
pass muster here, we will help you get to Coyote."

Natch stood amost astdl as Rgani and held herself in
tightly. Hidden inside aleather jacket, the woman had
tucked most of her hair up into ared beret. Rgani fet like
aprisoner before ajudge as Natch looked her up and
down, then the small woman grinned just abit and Rgjani
felt her opening up some. "Not from around here, are you,
Rgani?'

"No, I'm not." Rgani returned her grin, then looked up

at thetall, hard man standing behind Natch. If Natch had
been ajudge, then Bat was the executioner. She sensed
him evauating her on an animd-threst level. The surface
thoughts she picked up read like tactical battle reports on



how best to crack atank. She redlized, as she sifted
through hisidess, that the plans were accepted or rgjected
not on the basis of efficiency or efficacy, but on how much
fun hewould have in employing each technique.

Shivering, she shifted her focusto Jytte. Physicdly she
found the tall, dender, blond woman appeding and non-
threatening. She noticed something gtiff about Jytte, but
she brushed passed it as she sought to probe the woman's
mind.

Jytte shook her head. "Please, do not do that.”

Rgani blinked. "What?'

"Pleaserefrain from trying to get indde me." Jytte

hugged her arms around hersdlf. "l am avery private
person. Please.”

Rgani nodded. "Forgiveme, dl of you. Reading thoughts
and emotionsis, to me, akin to hearing. It isasixth sense
that | havelearned to live by. | did not mean to intrude.”
She brought her interna defenses up to shield the others
from her probes, but still caught a sense of relief from
Natch and Jytte both.

Bat's hogtility almost punched through her menta

wards. "Y ou don't look like an extraterrestrial. They're
small and gray and havelight-bulb heads. Y ou're differ-
ent. Areyou lying to us?'

Rajani sat on the edge of the cot. "No, no | am not. | can
explanthat, if youwish."

Natch reached back and took Bat's hand. "Please do."
"The race you have described are known to me and my
people as the Cythera, and the phenotype is the one they
assumein al but one phase of their life-cycle. They are
very intelligent and devel oped space travel ages ago.
Then they discovered other inhabited planetsin their solar
system and, on one of them, they met and dlied with my
people, the Jesda. It wasthe Cythera who devised the
plan and built the shipsthat came here to explore your
Solar sysem”

Rgani frowned, trying to remember exactly how her
mother had explained dl thisto her while till trying to
work in the explanation Dr. Chandra had devised for some
of the thingsthat she could do. "We, the Jes'da, trave with
the Cythera and coexist with them. Often, the crews are
mixed equally despite the Cythera vadtly out-numbering
us. Thereare many Jesda who have grown up only inthe
company of the Cythera, and they have begun to re-
semble them because of that association.”

Jytte's face remained impassive as she shook her

head. " Contact Lamarckism? The ideathat environmen-
tal influences create changes that are passed on to
offspring has been regjected for decades asfdlacious.” She
looked at Natch. "Bat's children, for example, won't
inherit hisscars.”



"No, no, that'snot it at al.” Rgjani closed her eyesand
concentrated. " Dr. Chandra said we were psychomimetic
and, with training, psychomorphic. Ininfancy and on up
through the age of five or six of your years, roughly one of
our life-measurement units, we imprint on our surround-
ings and adapt so asto best survive. Protective coloration,
if youwill, that makes ustake the form of those around us.
"Y ou see, | was bom on thisworld, though my parents
were from a Jesda colony world. | wasraisedinalab
setting where | interacted with humans and my parents. |
retain their skin color, but physiologicaly | became more
like a human than my parents—and they both looked very
much like the Cythera with whom they had grown up.”
Musclestwitched at the corners of Bat's jaw. "Nice
sripes. Have atiger for apet?’

Rajani blushed. "These 'stripes are not naturd." She
tossed off her jacket, then unbuttoned her shirt and
dipped out of it. She held her arms out so they could see
the stripes running the length of her arms, then turned so
they could see where they fused into the solid gold line
running from the waistband of her trousers on up to
beneath her golden hair. She reached down and undid the
button at the waist of her pants. "The stripes run up from
my toes, aswdl."

Hal held hishand up. "WEell bdieve you on that; you

don't need to show us. Put your shirt back on and finish
your explanation.”

She sat again and pulled the shirt on, but did not button

it. "The stripes are from the tattooing done during aritua
that you would take to be abaptism, | think. My parents
were both practitioners, or adepts, in a philosophica
tradition of my people. It iscalled...wel, with my voca
apparatus closer to yours than that of my parents, | can't
even say theword, but it's almost pronounced c'dithrta.
It teaches usto be always flexible and adaptable, to
changethe way the universeis changing.”

Shefound hersdf trembling, and she struggled to stop.
Natch sat beside her and hugged her gently. That helped
abit, but the waves of adamant disbdlief rolling off Bat
began to burrow through her. Hatred and prejudice | can
deal with, but at least those things confirm | exist. He
refusesto believe anything | say. He denieswhat | am. He
will grind meinto nothing.

Deep down inside, defiance sparked in her. Her head
came up, and she met Bat's dark stare bravely. "Our
psychomimetic nature ends at one LMU, but those of us
who practice c'dithrta are able, through exercises and
meditation, to make changesin oursalves. It isnot easy,
but given time and the solitude necessary, it ispossible.
One of Dr. Chandra's aides, aman named Nicholas, was
fascinated with this psychomorphic ability and studied it



and c'dithrta. He may have even written about it."

Bat's expression did not change, but the negativity

sopped flowing so fredly. "Why stass?'

" Stasi s tubes mute outside influences. | went into Stasis

to meditate on the nature of Fiddleback with the specific
god of my becoming attuned to him. My father wanted me
to become able to spy on him without being detected. |
worked on the shielding first and, so far, I've not been
detected, or I've been able to deflect Fiddleback’s probes.
My stay in the stasis tube was interrupted by Fiddleback's
proximity, and | left without being ableto fully understand
him.

"The reason for stas's, though, was to protect me. While
we arein our meditations, we are very susceptible to
outsdeinfluences." Sheamiled at Bat. "Were | to meditate
inyour proximity, for example, and had | proper nutrition,
| would become that creature you want most to smash
down and destroy."

Bat's eyes narrowed dmost imperceptibly asahogtile
wave pulsed out from him. Rgani recoiled fromiit, then
was almost sucked in by the undertow of respect pouring
off him. Shefdt very confused, but Bat drifted away until
he rested his back againgt the wall and folded his hands
across his chest.

Hal looked at him, then back at her. "This meditation

you were doing? You sad it was interrupted when
Fiddleback showed up in Phoenix?'

Raani nodded. "1 had a hard time making sense of
Fiddleback's thoughts because they came through on an
emotiond level that was akin to dedling with avolcano.
Hisfrudtration and anger nearly overwhemed me, and
they would haveif 1'd not been in the stasistube. After that,
| sensed his confidence because his tormentor was walk-
ing into atrap. Later | found things he had sent out,
searcher drones, that were looking for Coyote. Will and
George made the connection with you and o I'm here.”
The big African-American looked over at Jytte. "Com-
ments?'

"The Native Americans check out. They were the ones
who helped Nero Loring when his daughter was after him.
They do not work for Fiddleback." Jytte stood rock still as
she spoke, reminding Rgani of amachine spitting out
reams of facts. "Area51isdill ahighly classfied basein
Nevada. Dr. Parit Chandraworked for the Department of
Defense as a consultant until he was diagnosed as having
brain cancer in 1986. His body, and that of an unidentified
femae, werefound in the ashes of acabin near Big Bear
Lake, Cdifornia She had been shot Six times—it was
ruled amurder/suicide. Nicholas Hunt was cited as aco-
author of aresearch paper Chandrahad published in
1981, but dl traces of him arelostin 1984."



Jala smiled. "Chandra probably splashed Hunt to keep
Rg here asecret.”

"No! Dr. Chandrawould never do that." Rgjani hesi-
tated. "He would never have donethat. Y ou're sure Dr.
Chandrais dead?"

The pleato the contrary in her voice brought Jytte back
from wherever she had been. The blond woman blinked
at her, then glanced down at the floor. "1 am afraid there
islittle doubt of that. | am...sorry."

Takeit easy, Rgani." Natch gave her shouldersa
sgueeze. "He knew you were safe, so he had to have died
Rgani brushed away atear, then laughed lightly.

"Tears. We don't have these. | guessthe pod didn't filter
everything out.”

"Anything dse, Jytte?' Hal sat back inthe chair he'd
taken.

"Incidentas check, both what she told you before and
other things she has said here. | think sheislegitimate.”

"l agree." Hal looked at Bat and Natch and got nods
from both. "Good. Reaching Coyote won't be that easy
because our only contact with himisin Tokyo. Lookslike
well have to head there, so pack up for atrip.”

Natch frowned. "Can you get usin?'

Hal smiled confidently. "I have some old Sunsteam-
mates working the corporate leagues over there. My 'staff'
and | have ganding invitationsto put on aclinic, and | fed
in the mood to do someteaching.”

Rgani fdt the risng confidence in the room and found

her spirits being buoyed right dong with them. Still,
something tugged at the back of her mind. She concen-
trated, then looked up at Bat. "Y ou didn't believe me, but
not because | said | was an extraterrestrial. You didn't
believe me because | wasn't theright kind of ET. How did
you know about the Cythera? "

"One of them once bet that his champion could tear a
man limb from limb in under aminute" Lethd crudty did

Twigting away from the spear thrust, Coyotelet his
momentum spin him around. Hisright hand cameupin
afist that arced through where the getsul's head had been
asecond before, then he pulled his own head down asthe
spear shaft swung over it. Still tucked into a crouch,
Coyote rolled backward and ignored the monk's antici pa-
tory cry of victory.

Reaching out with his mind, Coyote yanked himsdlf
through to another dimension. Uncurling himsdlf, he



stood and waited asthetip of the spear probed the dit in
redlity that had swallowed him. Grabbing it right behind
the head, he tugged it forward, then shifted it back to the
right and shoved. Hefdt the butt end of it hit solidly, then
he pulled hard on it, and the spear came free and into the
new dimenson.

Turning to theright, he opened another hole and

stepped through it. He turned his steps back on them-
selves and opened another hole through which he threw
the spear, then he backed away and crouched down. That
should be enough to delay him, if he comes after me. If not,
that's three down and two more to go.

Only three weeksinto histraining, Coyote had met and
exceeded the demands made on him by Mong. The monk
labored long and hard to test the limits of Coyote's
abilities. He chalenged him with anumber of different
tasks, binding them dl together to place Coyote under
incredible stress. Coyote wondered if Mong wastruly
training him or just trying to crush his spirit.

For the current set of exercises, Mong led Coyoteto
what he described asa"clutch" dimengion. "Kyi-can, it is
aproto-dimension akin to multiple bubbles al joined
together within alarger bubble. An adept can use hisskills
to move through the dimensond wallswithout venturing
very far, and this particular clutch islargely benign and
eadly included within our wards."

"Largdy benign?'

Coyote remembered the old monk smiling when he
replied to that question. "Whét little naturd lifethereis
there tends to be harmless and timid. There will, however,
befive getsuls doing their best to kill you. Y ou areto ude
or diminate them, preferably without fatdity to them.”
"Orme"

"Indeed." Mong smiled quixaticaly. "I do not fear for
your lifein thisexercise, but | do fear for it if you do not
maester thisexercise.”

So far, so good. Coyote closed his eyes and reached out
with hismind. He expanded his consciousness until he
reached thelogica limits of the dim, dusty-red dimension
inwhich he had taken refuge. He waited like atrap-door
spider and sought any sign that anyone was moving
through the dimengons nestled next to hisin the clutch.
Nothing. He had identified the various clutch dimen-
sonswith termsthat made focusing on them easier. The
dimension in which he currently stood he had designated
asRust. Moderatdly warm and fairly dry, he scraped his
tongue across histeeth torid it of the metallic tastein the
air. The desolate Marscape struck him as the most normal
of the proto-dimensionsin the clutch. In euding the
getsul, hed made abrief sde-trip into Muck and tossed
the spear into Night.



Angleislikely where they want to engage me. Muck,
Night and Crush are my three choices out of here, and the
spear should lure someone into Night. | was just in Muck,
so it looks like Crush isit. Having madethat decision, he
took two stepsto the left, focused his mind on splitting the
wall between dimensions and moved.

Crush's atmosphere closed in on him like a hot and

humid summer day ingde aniron box. The dimenson's
gravity ran about 30% greater than that of Earth, as nearly
as Coyote could tell, except for the occasiona "upspout”
inwhich gravity geysered up or out or counter to normal.
The landscape gently rolled through aseries of gray hills,
with adeep, dark blue sky that appeared to be in perpetua
twilight. The only sign of life he saw were broad, squat
plants and ribbonlike kel p that thrived in the upspouts.
Coyote crouched, not wholly by hisown choice, and let
his mind stream out to probe the other nearby dimen-
sons. Rust remained clear, but he detected something in
Slide. Side has an advantage for the defender. AsI'm
supposed to be the one being hunted, and he's searching
the logical place for me to be hiding, perhaps| can surprise
him.

Coyote concentrated and cleared his mind as much as

he possibly could. He stopped probing Slide and, instead,
left himself open and passive. Helet al theimpressonshe
could from Slide pour into him, then insde his head he
filtered out everything but the getsul's probes. Like a
Stedth aircraft, he deadened his own image, giving the
getsul nothing upon which to track. In return, however, he
picked up on the man's probes and used them to pinpoint
him.

Soft shift. Instead of popping a hard-and-fast shift
imageinto hisbrain, whichiswhat alowed himto do rip-
shiftsto elude pursuit, Coyote assembled an image of
Slidefrom bitsand pieces. Heimagined the lighter gravity
and cooler, drier atmosphere. The air tasted cool and
dick. Hefilled theflat, glassy landscape with therivers of
neon colorsthat flowed through it. Whirling Frisbee clouds
filled the sky like blue polka-dots on a pink background.
Building Side up image by image, he willed himsdlf
forward. Without taking astep, he dissolved himself
through the wa |l between Crush and Slide. As he opened
his eyes he saw the tableau before him matched that

which he had imagined in al but one aspect. A getsul
crouched adozen feet in front of him, utterly unaware that
hisfoes had just materidized behind him.

"You lose, sport.”

At the sound of hisvoice, the getsul spun around and
made a serious mistake. Slide, as Coyote had discovered
inhisfirg run through the clutch's dimensions, could

easly have been designated Teflon or Grease. Everything



had thefrictional equivalence of ice on wet glass. Asthe
getsul completed histurn, his pivot foot dipped back, and
his other foot skipped forward. He went down in an abrupt
and painful split, then fell forward and bashed hisfaceinto
the ground.

Coyote winced as the man hit. Dropping to one knee,

he bent forward, then pulled his head up, imparting just
enough forward momentum to his body to start him
diding toward the unconscious man. He bumped up
againg the getsul and that bled off hismomentum. He
pressed fingers to the man'sthroat and found astrong,
steady pulse.

Only one left, | think. Kneeling there, Coyote checked
Crush and Muck but found no one. | don't want to stay
here. Maybe Muck to Angle to Sorm, and | can hide there.
Concentrating again, Coyote made arip-cut in thewall

of Side and pulled himsdf through to Muck. He sank
about six inchesinto the red-gray ooze covering the
ground. He recognized the gel atinous substance as some-
thing Fiddleback had transplanted to atower in Phoenix.
Because the dime, which Coyote thought must have been
someform of life, concentrated gravity in itsdlf, it crested
abond between whatever it touched. If not for the fact that
it probably, eventually, eats the stuff it touches, it could
make wonderful Super Glue.

He stood, and the dime dripped off hislegs. Taking

great sucking steps forward, he cameto a sheer hillsde
covered with the dime. Climbing up, he twisted around
and planted his back flat against the rock face. Hanging
up above norma human eye level, he focused hismind
and probed both Rust and Angle.

Initially, he caught only afaint impresson of a getsul in
Angle, but that trace evaporated beneath the harsh glare
of afar stronger sensation. Someone or something en-
tered the clutch and itstrace filled the whol e series of
pocket dimensions. At firgt, Coyote thought someone had
made abad migtake in not shielding himself, but then he
caught the edges on theimpression and heredized it had
been curbed so it would not extend beyond the clutch.
Thisis deliberate, then. A lureand a trap. As Coyote
sorted through the sensations being broadcast by this new
hunter, he decided it was not Mong, nor wasit any of the
other monks with whom he had trained. He aso discov-
ered the hunter was mae, but he couldn't bring himself to
see the hunter asaman. The second he drew that
conclusion, he knew who was out there.

The Yidam.

Twisting hisway around to face the cliff, Coyote clawed
hisway up toward the top. The impressions of the Yidam
pounded into him like hoofbeats. The Yidam staked
openly through the clutch, confidently and contemptu-



oudy advertising its presence. The hammering sensa
tions came faster and harder asthe Yidam approached,
but they so overwhelmed Coyote that he could not
pinpoint adirection, and helooked about in vain for any
sgn of the creature as he reached the top of the cliff.
Suddenly, there above him, the Y idam appeared through
adashinthe sky. Cloaked in black, the Yidam stepped
through to the cliff edge and stared down at him. His
scarlet eyesflashed with gold, and his gaze seemed to
bore right through Coyote. White tusks stood out in sharp
contrast with hisjet-black skin, and the cloak opened
enough to let Coyote see the necklace of skulls hanging
from around his neck.

Gold glinting from histaons, the Yidam'sright foot

swept free of the mucusoid carpet creature and caught
Coyote over hisleft ear. Stars exploded before Coyote's
eyes, and he sensed himsdlf garting to fal. At the same
time, something stabbed deep into hismind, using his
disorientation to make him vulnerable. He snapped his
head around to try to break that contact, but only suc-
ceeded in garting hisbody rolling through the air.

«Get out of my mind!» Coyote focused long enough to
snap hismind shut, then immediately assessed hisStu-
ation. He knew he had little control over hisbody asit till
fought off the shock of the blow. One chance.

Coyote ripped through to Angle and braced himself for
impact. He landed with his|eft shoulder on one of the huge
hexagond plates that made up the world of Angle. The
plate gave a bit, preventing his shoulder from being
crushed, then pushed back and returned amost al of his
energy to him. Bouncing up at the complementary angle
from that at which he'd hit, Coyote spun up and off to the
right.

Are you as cocky as you advertise? Coyote craned his
neck back to watch the gash from Muck and tried to will
himsdlf back toward it. As he spun around, he lost sight of
it, then, asit came back into view, he saw the Yidam'sfeet
break through. Bingo!

Spinning uncontrollably, Coyote passed closeto the
opening into Muck. Hisfeet flailed through theair and
caught the Yidam in mid-chest, crushing two of the skulls.
The blow immediatdy killed Coyote's spin, but sent the
Yidam whirling backward and down toward the ground.
The Yidam hit hard with his head, but the soft ground
prevented him from breaking his neck. His body contin-
ued to spin down, damming his buttocks into the ground
aswell, then he bounced up and started forward somer-
saultsthrough the air. He made some motions to control
hisflight, but he headed away from Coyote and could do
nothing until he hit the ground again.

Angles gentle gravity pulled Coyote down to ahexago-



na plain. Hislegs managed to support hisweight by the
time helanded, but he let himself drop into acrouch,
anyway. Reaching down, he jabbed his handsinto the
Earth and tore a new opening into another proto-dimen-
gon. Taking onelast look at the flying Yidam, Coyote
broke through to Storm.

A driving barrage of hailstones blasted Coyoteto the
snowy ground. Pushing off the ground, he tried to stand,
but athunder strike's concussive explosion knocked him
down again. Lightning strobed slver into the dark world,
then the hissing sting of wind-sped sand blinded him.

Not necessarily my best choice. He blinked away the
sand and set himself as he sensed the Yidam's approach.
Heturned dowly, resgning himsdf to dways befacing
into thewind, and raised hisleft hand to shidd hiseyes.
A forked lightning bolt split the sky, Slhouetting the Yidam
off to hisright, then an arctic wind separated them with a
sheet of snow.

Cutting to hisright, Coyote snapped akick through
where he had last seen the Yidam. To hissurprise, he
connected solidly and heard agrunt. Expecting ariposte
of some sort, Coyote threw himself on hisface, then rolled
twiceto the right and roseinto alow crouch. A curtain of
rain cleansed the air between them, drenching the Yidam
and wrapping him up in his heavily sodden cloak.

With ahalf-step forward, Coyote drove hisright hedl

into the mongter's spine. Raising hisleft am, he blocked
the ebow flying back at him, then hammered hisright fist
into the same spot he had kicked. He felt thick muscles
protect the spine from the full force of the blow, but he hit
again, then leaped back asthe Yidam fell forward and
scythed his legs back through where Coyote had stood.
As helanded, something in the back of his mind painted
aschematic over the outline of the Yidam. Hismind tried
to fit the mongter into afoe identification template and
rgjected it when the height and robustness of thefigure
falled to drop into standard variations from the norm.
Before the template faded, Coyote saw it contained
detailed information on the weskness of the creature it
had described, including the locations of nerve ganglia
and pointswhere asingle strike could maim or kill.
Where did that come from?

The Yidam looked back over his shoulder. «From your
master, Dark Minion!» The Yidam pushed off the ground
and set himsdlf in along-legged fighting stance. Still
hidden benegath the cloak, his elbows broadened his
outline, and his gold-clawed hands appeared through the
dit a its center.«l know why you have been sent, and it
ends now.»

Coyote pulled back to the right asthe Yidam closed and
posted akick that would have pulverized hisleft shoulder



had it landed. Back-peddling asfast as he could, Coyote
ducked and dodged away from the kicks and punches the
Yidam threw a him. The creature's sheer ferocity and
power madeit terrifying, but Coyote's discipline and
control made himinvincible.

TheYidam came up and around with hisleftlegina
roundhouse kick that Coyote avoided easily. Too easily.
Ashe made that redlization, he saw the Yidam lean
forward and use hisflying leg to counter-baance his
upper body. Reaching out with hisright hand, the Yidam
caught Coyote's right ankle and tossed him back up into
theair.

Coyote landed hard on arock ridge. Thefal stunned

him. He looked up asthe Yidam loomed over him and
raised afoot meant to crush hisskull in one fina somp.
Coyotetried in vain to bring hisarms up to protect his
head, but hislimbswould not respond. Sorry, Crowley,
Fiddleback isall yours now.

Thefoot never fell. Egg-Szed hailstones caught the
Yidam in the back like ashotgun blagt, cartwhedling him
over Coyote and down into alittle hollow. A white, wet
blanket of snow unfurled itself over them, then anicy gust
of wind crystalized it into a sheet of ice. Water soaked him,
then another sand storm gnawed on what little of hisflesh
it could expose benegath theice.

Pumping hislegs, Coyote kicked free of theice. Rolling
over onto hisside, he did down the hillsde to where the
Yidam lay buried on his somach. He smashed theice over
the creature's head and saw by the vapor cloud he il
breathed. When the Yidam's eydids fluttered for amo-
ment, Coyote raised hisright fist for aknock-out blow, but
dropped it when the creatures eyes did not open.

Been here too long. Reaching out, Coyote cored ahole
between Storm and Might, then knelt in the warm, dry
darkness of absolute night. When he had first run across
Night, the idea of being utterly blind had frightened him,
but he redlized the total lack of visua stimulation made
concentration easier. The tenebrous atmosphere felt heavy,
asif filled with humidity, and flowed around him likea
sream.

Caming hisracing heart, he gently probed Rust to see

if thelast getsul had taken up apostion there. He found
nothing, so he pushed his probing beyond Rust to Muck
and Crush. Those dimensions remained clear. Beyond
them he added Slide and Angleto his sweep of the clutch.
Nothing. He quickly checked Storm but he got nothing
fromit ether. Is hein Night?

Coyote focused his mind on the dark dimension, but
sensed nothing. Maybe he was moving fast, remaining
one step in front of my probes. Maybe he homed in on me
as| did the getsul in Side. Coyote ingtantly moved to the



left, remained low, and raised his hands toward off unseen
srikes.

If heishere, at least we're even—we're both blind.
«Wrong, Kyi-can,»Coyote heard the Yidam's voicein
hismind, «| seein the ultraviolet range.»
Fingerstangled themsalvesin hishair, jerking his

head back, and an invisiblefist pounded him into
UNCONSCIOUSNESS,

Uncomfortably wet and stiff, Coyote awakened staring

up at the night sky over Tibet. Back between hisfeet he
saw the heavily guarded East Gate, but none of the monks
at thefar end of the causeway paid him any attention.
They stared out beyond him, chanting asdways.

Pain centered itsdlf in hisnose, and heimmediatdy

knew it had been broken. Licking hislips, he tasted blood.
He pulled himself up into asitting position, resting his back
againg the Dukhang wall, and waited until the wave of
dizziness passed. Resting his ebows on hisknees, he
cradled hishead in hishands.

It makes no sense. He assumed the creature he had
fought in the training room was the same one who used
the naginata to destroy the gorfash. Thefirg time he met
it, the Yidam tried to kill him, but the second timeit saved
hislife. Thethird timeit sought him and tried to kill him,
but then didn't do the job when it had the chancein Night.
No sense at all.

Coyote dowly stood and turned to lean on thewall.
Looking up, he saw the Yidam'simage staring down at
him.

Coyote shook his head. "Y ou mock me because you're

in control, but you should not take refuge in that idea.
Things change, and | change. Fiddleback thought he
controlled me, and you, like him, will learn how dangerous

Given Kip's gpprehension about the Galactic Brother-
hood Ingtitute, Sin had not been sure what to expect when
he accepted arecruiter'sinvitation to attend a Friday night
seminar offered by Arrigo El-Leichter. Over the phone,
the woman had made it sound asinnocent asalecture
about atrip to some exotic locae, but the tak'stitle, "The
Secret Masters of Your Life," came across asfar more
gniger.

Things were dated to start at 7:30 p.m., so Sin arrived

15 minutes early on the off chance he would get a chance
to take alook around the ingtitute. According to the map
he had of Kimpunshima, the Galbro Complex occupied as
much space asasmdl multinational corporation could be



expected to use, though its percentage of residentia to
operationd facilities approached those of a service orga-
nization. Galbro did have access to the docks on the
underside of the artificid idand and maintained a hangar
a the Leve Two airport on the idand's south end.

Early arrivasfor lectures were expected and greeted by
two smiling, uniformed women. Both struck Sin asabit
vacuous and even incongruous because, while hewas
used to being greeted at the door in Japan, the greeters
were seldom Aryan types like these two. They directed
him acrossalarge, inlaid marble foyer to abuilt-in booth
where another Nordic type was checking alist and
handing out nametegs.

"Welcometo GBI. How may | helpyou?' Standingina
booth filled with books, videos, CDs, cassettes and post-
ers, the blond man look as wholesome and clean cut as
an ad for virtue.

Sin gave him aninnocent amile. "'l regigtered for this
evening'slecture. | am Sinclar MacNed."

The blue-eyed young man studied the printout on his
clipboard, then smiled and checked aname off thelist. He
looked over at several rows of name tags, then plucked
one from the center of aline. "Sinclair K. MacNed, here
you are." He pointed off to hisleft and toward a set of
double-doors. "Go in and take a seat. Try to get near the
front so you can see Mr. El-Le chter better.”

"Thank you." Sintook the tag and pinned it to his

jacket's breast pocket. Following the man's directions, he
walked into a huge auditorium and headed directly for the
tiny phalanx of folding chairs arranged &t the far end near
apodium. Theroom itsdf had thelook of agymnasium,
but Sin saw no court lines painted on the parquet floor, nor
any basketball backboards hanging on the walls. Instead,
numerous tapestries, quilts and huge paintings decorated
the room, with al of them sharing a"Vigtorsfrom the
Sars' matif.

Sin thought most of them laughably amateur in

execution. This surprised him, because he areedy

knew GBI was highly sophisticated, as evidenced by

his name tag. He had arranged with Lilith to have hisfile
modified to change hismiddleinitiad every three hours.
Thelr providing him with nametag that used a"K" as
hismiddleinitid meant they had accessed hisfile 33

to 36 hours after their recruiter made contact. Given
theleve of security consciousness Loricalndustries

had shown, it meant GBI had excellent computer
crackersor aplant insde Lorica Japan.

The only reason to have these things up hereisto put
us at ease and to use as contrast later. Looking at these
things, | would hardly think aliens the sort of folks who
would destroy Kip's boat or be running secret missions.



This should be interesting, if nothing el se.

Sin found himself aseat in thethird row, over onthe

right edge. Up behind the podium he saw a huge banner

of awhite, polar-coordinate grid on alight blue back-
ground — about the same shade of blue asthe United
Nationsflag, it seemed to him. Superimposed on the white
web he saw sarsarrayed in the familiar Big Dipper
congelation, with the North Star hanging there above the
whole circle. Benegth thewhole design, in al capita
letters, heread "THE GALACTIC BROTHERHOOD WEL -
COMESYOU."

Below the painting stood two sets of doors, one on

ether Sde of the podium. The one nearest him, to theright
of center, looked like utterly unremarkable fire doors,
complete with aglowing red exit sgn over them. The other
door, on the left, had atouch-sengitive scanning plate next
toit. It looked to Sin very much like the one in the top of
the Lorica Tower in Phoenix. He devoted a certain amount
of his attention to that door and resolved, at some point,

to get past it and into whatever GBI had gone to such pains
to protect.

Theroom quickly filled, and Sin found himsalf doomed

to spend the lecture next to arather dapper man who had
saturated himself with cologne. That man, inturn, let
everyone e'se around him know that he was attending this
lecture for thefifth time and that "you will learn things here
that you never even dreamt could be possible.” He smiled
at Sin and added, "Weall have our little secrets here, don't
we?'

"Sure" Sinlaughed. "I'm an agent in the employ of
Japanese government who's cometo infiltrate thiswhole
operation.”

The perfume man did not take the joke well, but the
others around him laughed, and that silenced him. Over-
head air conditioning units hummed to life, and the breeze
they created succeeded in blowing the cologne stench
away for the most part. Things are looking up. Thelights
dowly dimmed. It's showtime.

Wall-mounted loudspeakers crackled. "Ladies and
gentlebaings, it isthe Galactic Brotherhood Indtitute's
distinct pleasure to present to you tonight's featured
gpesker: Arrigo El-Lechter.”

Everything faded to blackness for asecond, then a
platinum spotlight encircled the security door behind the
podium dais. The door itself clicked, then opened dowly
with awhite vapor leaking out around its edges. Asthe
smoke drained away, it revedled afigure of aman.

Tdl and dender, hisface had asharp, angular bone
structure and astraight, dender nose. Histhick blond hair
had been combed back to emphasize his broad forehead
and widow's pesk, yet was piled high to show off its natural



wave and thickness. Despite not having amassive,
muscular body, when he moved forward, Sin had no
doubt the charismatic man was physicaly powerful and
mentdly sharp. His piercing blue gaze swept acrossthe
audience, reflecting the light of the spot back on them.

He wore a custom tailored suit of white that bridged the
gap between amilitary uniform and something that might
be afashion rage in the near future. The jacket, which was
cut to hiswai g, featured a double-breast with lapelsflared
on ether sdelooking dmost likewings. Thedight flareto
the legs of hisdacks alowed him to wear white boots
without having to tuck the pantsinto them.

Arrigo El-Lechter strode to the dais and mounted it in
one easy step. As hetook his place behind the podium,
the spotlight dimmed and the house lights came up abit.
Track lights on the celling illuminated the Gaactic Broth-
erhood banner, and avent somewhere shunted enough

ar a it tomakeit wave dightly.

Arrigo raised hisright fist to thump his|eft breadt, then
extended it upward and out in asaute mimicked by some
members of the audience. "'l bring you greetings and best
wishes from the Galactic Brotherhood Institute. Those of
you who are with usfor thefirst time might not know it, but
we were formed three decades ago to help al mankind
redlizethe unity of their creation and to help them attain
ther rightful placeinthe gdaxy."

Sinfdt theroom'stenson build asuninitiated folkslike
him began to wonder what they were doing there, but
Arrigo drained it off with asmile. "Y ou have probably
heard many things about us and our work here—many
wild and wondrous and even crazy stories about what we
do and who we are." He laughed lightly, and the audience
joinedin. "Well, | will leaveit to you to judge, after this
evening, if any of thosethingsaretrue. All | ask of you,
right here and now, isto open your minds, and try to put
aside your preconceptions. Don't ask yoursdlf if what 1 will
sharewith you istrue or false, but ask yoursdlf if it could
be true, then judge from there what action you should
take."

Sin smiled. The man's request sounded reasonable on

the surface of it, but Sin saw thelogical trap. He knew that
if he were to accept as possible what the man sad, then
act on that possibility, he could be talked into anything.
Arrigo was asking him to disable his decison-making
faculties, then suggesting he could make a decision based
on whatever he had |ft.

"The story | am going to tdll you isgoing to sound

strange and perhaps even digointed. Itis, in fact, far more
complex than | am ableto present here, and researching
every facet of it isthe main work of our organization. Rest
assured that | would not offer any of these factsto you had



not extensve and exhaustive studies been done of them.”
The Galbro leader leaned heavily on the edges of the

oak podium. "Over 60 years ago, on July 2, 1947, a
gpacecraft of extraterrestria origin crashed during a
thunderstorm on afarm outside Corona, New Mexico, in
the United States. This has popularly been referred to as
the'Roswell Incident, though it took place nearly 80 miles
from that city. From the crash were recovered four
EBEs—extraterrestria biologicd entities—three of which
died in the crash. Thefourth remained dive and even
recovered from hisinjuries. Hisname was Krlll.

"Krlll served as aliaison between the United States
government and his people, a spacefaring race we know
asthe'Grays.' The Grayswere, at thetime of the crash,
involved in a program of human kidnapping and animd
mutilation. They managed to hide evidence of thisfrom
the United States government and, in returnfor aid in
developing high-technology deviceslike antigravity space-
ships, entered into an dliance with the United States and
her dlies. They later concluded asimilar agreement with
the Soviets and, by the time Presdent Kennedy cha-
lenged Americato put aman on the moon, the Grays, in
conjunction with the CIA and KGB, aready had an
operational moonbase caled Lunain place.”

Sin frowned. Man's race to the moon had taken place
wdll before hishirth, but hed studied it avidly as he grew
up. He'd also read enough about UFOs to recognize the
reference to the Corona crash, but al of that had been
explained away as adowned wegther balloon. Thisis nuts.
Arrigo went on, keeping hisvoice low and sncere. "The
Grays, to this day, continue their predation on mankind.
They stedl our people and use them for genetics experi-
ments. Under terms of their agreement with the govern-
ments of the world, they built anumber of underground
bases, and the Grays use them to clone themselves and
make hybrid Gray humans. Y ou have heard of them from
the few that have escaped. In some placesin the United
States, these forlorn individua s have become bogeymen,
known varioudy as Gray devils or Gray-man or Grim-
mands.

"Through the dliance and agreements made init, the
Grays have succeeded in implanting onein 40 humans
with tiny devicesthat, at an appointed time, will react to
asignd and turn the afflicted into an army of zombiesthat
will destroy the world aswe know it. Those of you who
have awakened with blood on your pillow from what you
thought was a nocturna nosebleed could well have been
plucked from the safety of your bed and unwittingly turned
into an implantee againg your will!"

Various members of the audience apparently recog-
nized themsalvesin Arrigo's description. Severa rubbed



at their noses, and one man in the back honked loudly as
he blew his nose into awhite handkerchief. Sin found
himsdf wrinkling his nose unconscioudy, then he frowned
and exerted conscious control to banish theitching.

"I would beirresponsible, my dear friends, if | wereto
drop this bombshell on you without having some sort of
solution to the problem the Grays pose. Asyou can
imagine, they are not the only ET racein the universe. In
fact, within ayear of the Roswell Incident, a representetive
of another intergalactic race, the Noorn, arrived on our
world and offered awarning about the Grays. He was
ignored and ridiculed, mainly because he claimed to have
come from Venus, when heredly came from much
farther. Hisnamewas Vdiant Thor, and for years he
worked to try to keep us safe from the Grays."

Arrigo looked down and seemed dmost profoundly
embarrassed for amoment. "Vaiant Thor, while working
with Dr. Frank E. Stranges, met and married my mother.

| am hisson, and hismission, after his murder at the hands
of the Grays, hasfallen to me. We have here, at the
Gadactic Brotherhood Indtitute, the equipment necessary
to rid you of the Gray influence. We havetraining that will
make you ableto resist them and thwart their plans.” He
paused and smiled gently. "And it has been reported to
me that one sSde effect of our training is an gpparent
increase in the materid well-being of our sudents.”
Arrigo stood up straight and clasped his hands before
him humbly. "I know thisis an incredible amount of
information for you to digest. If you will turnto your left,
one of my associateswill start avideo presentation we
have that will show you much of the proof we have brought
to light from benegth the shroud of a government cover-
up. After that, | will gladly answer questions, then we can
adjourn to amoreinforma setting where wewill offer you
refreshments”

The lights again went down, and a projection screen
descended from the ceiling. Sin turned hischair toward it,
and sat back to watch the presentation. It consisted of
grainy photograph after grainy photograph of UFOswith
completelistings of when and where they were sighted.
Pictures of faceson Marsand dlipsfrom classic filmslike
ET and Close Encounters of the Third Kind wereincluded,
the narrator noting their presentation as "fiction” was part
of the Gray disinformation campaign designed to make
peoplethink of EBES as harmless.

The barrage of pictures and short "eye witness' seg-
ments appeared to Sin to be long on circumstantia
evidence and twisted logic. He saw some of the thor-
oughly discredited Billy Meier photographs being touted
as genuine, and heard once again the accusation that

UFO debunker Philip J. Klasswas a CIA agent. Claims of



duplicity were made about people long dead, and the
narrator asked questions designed to implant doubt in the
minds of the views, usng formulationslike"Isntit curious
that...?" or "Could it possibly be coincidence that...?"

Sin found everything woven together in anice package

that connected utterly disparate e ementsinto aweb
designed to gather everyonein. The shotgun approach to
describing phenomena meant that lmost everyonein the
room would find one "fact” that rang true to them.

Because that part of it checked in their mind, they
serioudy considered the other "facts' and weighed them
accordingly.

The result was aconspiracy matrix that explained
everything from naturd disasterslike the hole in the ozone
layer tothe nation of President John Kennedy—
alegedly at the hands of one of his own bodyguards.
Taken asawhole, the conspiracy could be lifted out, and
eventswould have till functioned the way they did, but

the conspiracy made larger, Sinister sense out of isolated
incidents, it fed into the nascent sense of paranoiatrig-
gered in everyone when asked, "What if thisistrue, but the
government doesn't want you to know it?"

Unconvinced, but impressed at Arrigo El-Leichter's

ability to manipulate an audience, Sin watched the man
return to the podium as the lights came back up, and the
screen retracted into the celling. He's very good. He offers
hope and a promise of power, because he's manufactured
the threat precisely so he can prescribe and provide the
cure. No wonder Ryuhito would find this seductive, and
why his grandfather isworried.

Arrigo smiled at the crowd. "Thank you for letting us

show you that very important information. Now, if you
wish, | will entertain questions.”

Sin concentrated on the man's face as awhole series of
people asked him questions. Whether they were banal or
probing, Arrigo never logt his smile and never seemed
exagperated. He fielded every inquiry with the skill of third
baseman playing pepper and managed to persondize

each reply, yet added a bit of amessage that included the
whole audience.

| can't stand this. Sin raised his hand. Arrigo nodded to
him, so Sin stood. "Sinclair MacNed, Mr. El-Leichter. I've
heard you say that the Grays control the world's govern-
mentsin fact and through thingslike the Trilaterd Com-
misson—I beieve, actudly, that you said the Trilaterd
Commission took their name from the Gray coat of arms.
What | would like to know isthat if these people are so
powerful and have labored so hard to keep their secret,
how are you dlowed to continue to exist?

The edgein Sin'svoice and thelogic of hisquestion
immediately prompted nods from other members of the



audience. Arrigo took thisin stride and broadened his
smileahit. "Mr. MacNedl, that is an excdlent question.
What has protected meisthefact that | have gone public.
If they wereto hit me now, al of you would know that what
| have said isthe truth. So, instead of doing that, they alow
me to speak and they labor to neutraize the people | have
trained and those who would help usin our researches.”
"Neutralize, Sr?' Sin shook hishead. "I'm afraid | don't
follow that."

"For various reasons, we don't include thisinformation

in our video presentation, but the United States govern-
ment maintains prison campsin Arizonato sequester

those who know too much.”

Sin made agreat show of being surprised. "Mr. El-
Leichter, | comefrom Arizona. There are no prison camps
there”

The smile on Arrigo's face shifted from one of amuse-
ment to amask of beneficence. "Don't exist, Mr. MacNedl,
or you have never seen them? Y ou would agreethereisa
difference?’

The jaws of the trap snapped shut on Sin. He bowed his
head. "Y oureright, thereisadifference. And, no, | have
never seen them.”

"The Grays are very crafty, Mr. MacNedl. They do not
take chances." Arrigo scratched at hisright ear. "In fact,
during your last stay in Japan, it isentirdy possible that
your father's corporation actualy worked to construct

one of the underground breeding camps south of Casa
Grande."

Sn sat dowly and immediately knew hisfather was

more than capable of making a pact with the devil if it
meant shareholder dividendsin the next quarter. There
are plenty of jobsthat | don't know about. Build-more
could have easily...wait a minute.

Sin smiled and nodded his head. El-Leichter had
succeeded in finding the "fact” Sin would latch onto. Very
smooth. Probably has an ear piece linked to someone at a
computer console. That's good, because my placement
has got to make me a ripe candidate for recruitment.
"Well, then, if that isan end to the questions, pleasejoin
usfor refreshmentsin thelobby.” Again Arrigo gavethe
audience asdf-effacing amile. "My gaff congantly re-
minds me that we do have certain costs, so some of my
books and tapes are available outsde, if you wish to learn
more. We a0 have some GBI staffersthereto help you
with inquiries about our classes. Thank you for coming
thisevening."

Mild applause broke out, then the audience began to

drift out toward the lobby. Sin purposefully hung back, yet
provided the perfume man no opening to engage himin
conversation. Sin assumed that he, aswell asanumber



of other peoplein the crowd, were shills pimping for
Gdbro.

Arrigo El-Leichter strode over to where Sin sat. "' want
to thank you for your question, Mr. MacNedl."
Sinlaughed lightly. "Thank me?1 hardly towed the

party line here, Mr. El-Leichter. | would imagineyou find
doubting Thomases an annoyance.”

"Ari, please, and may | cdl you Sinclair? Thank you."
El-Leichter composed hisfacein aserious expression. "A
question like yours shows you have actudly been think-
ing about what you've heard. | could have hundreds of
thousands of these people believing mein asecond,

many because they want to believe in anything. Now
those people have as much right to our help as anyone,
but they are not the sort of people who can help us."

"I'm not sure | follow you, Ari."

"Simply put, Sinclair, the Galactic Brotherhood can use
everyone and welcomes everyone, but we need people
who can think and who can lead." He glanced down at his
hands, then back up into Sin'seyes. "'l know thisisa
difficult timefor you, and | applaud the senseyou had in
coming to Japan to get away from your divorce with
Chrigtina. It means you are capable of change and
recognizing and making the difficult choicesinlife. I'd like
to offer you achance to maximize your potentia.”
Sinfolded hisarms across his chest. "Y ou seem to know
agreat deal about me." Including the divorce factoid that
went into my file only two days ago. "Y our researchers
arevery good."

"Coming from aman with your background, | take that

as asupreme compliment. Also, with your background,
you'd know meto be an utter fool if | did not screen people
to learn if they are Gray agentsor not."

"Touché Ari." Sngavehim agenuineamile. "What is
thisoffer?"

Arrigo snapped hisfingers, and one of his maroon-
jacketed staff members dowly drifted over. "Mr. Handy
herewill drive you back to your hotdl. We have aweek-
long workshop gtarting a midnight. | think you will find it
very enlightening and rewarding. If you are indeed the sort
of man your file makes you out to be, you will avall
yoursdlf of this opportunity.”

Sin good. "How much?'

"Good, very good.” Arrigo smiled as hetook a step

back and gave Sin someroom. "Alwaysthinking. This
workshop isfree. Y our accommodations and meals will
be provided. All you need to do is pick up ashaving kit and
achange of clothes. We will provide uniformsfor most of
the time you are here—we do that to promote solidarity in
our cohorts, as| am certain you understand.”

"All right, I'll doit." Sin started to offer the man his hand,



but Arrigo had aready moved beyond that range.
"Excdlent." El-Lechter glanced at the security door
through which he had entered the auditorium. "I will go
make arrangements. Y ou will find thisvery rewarding.” He
placed his hand over the scanner plate. The neon-green
light outlined the bonesin gangrenous hues, then the door
clicked open and El-L eichter waved.

Sin returned the wave, then looked at hisguide. "Shdl
we go, Mr. Handy?"

"Yes, gr." The man smiled and pointed toward the door.
"Y ouwont regret this, Sr. Youll find thisthe most
interesting week of your life.”

Sin dapped him on the back. " Somehow I'm confident

you arevery, very right.”
I

Raani kept her finger on the devator's"Door Open”
button as Natch had ingtructed her. She quickly glanced
out at the empty lobby one level below the New Pdace
Hotel's penthouse auites. "All clear, isthat right?”

Natch popped some chewing gum. "Word up. WEell

have you being a proper spotter in no time." Natch raked
the lockpick in her right hand down while pressing up with
the pick in her left. Thelock next to the " Penthouse" button
shifted dightly to theright, and Natch cursed. "Damn
Corbin lock!"

"What does 'Corbin’ mean?" After flying to Japan

seated next to Natch and spending her first day there with
her, she'd gotten alot of the woman's street argot down,
but Corbin was anew term.

Natch smiled gently. "Corbin isabrand name, kid."

Natch used the pick in her |eft hand to probe thelock, "It
has mushroom tumblersin 3and 5."

"Does this mean you cannot 'pop' it?"

"Child, thereisno lock I can't pop, Corbin or otherwise.”
Natch frowned and went back to work on the lock. "Jes
haveto be redly delicate with this one. Need the touch.”
Thetip of Natch'stongue appeared at the corner of her
mouth as she concentrated. Rgjani marveled at how
Natch was able to focus on her task. Her hands moving
with the skill of asurgeon, Natch played the pick down
through the middle of the cylinder, then used the tension
bar in her left hand to press up. Shejiggled the tension bar,
then raked the pick through the lock. Rgjani heard aclick,
saw the cylinder twigt to the left, and Natch laughed
triumphantly.

"L et the door go." Natch hit the"Penthouse" button.
"Were on our way."



Raani did as she had been told, but frowned. "If thisMr.
MacNedl isyour contact in Tokyo, why are we breaking
into hishotel suite?!

"Ha caled him as soon aswe got in on Friday night and
left numerous messages for him on Saturday. Either
MacNed isducking us, or something happened to him.”
The elevator door to Sinclair's suite opened, and the

two women stepped out into the foyer. Rgjani smiled as
she looked out into the opulence of Sin's accommoda-
tions. "Thisisnot a dl likethe Hyatt, isit?'

Natch shook her head in response to the question, and
Raani immediately picked up aspikein the low-grade
hostility she's been getting from Natch throughout their
morning's adventure. Rgani set her Y akult Swallows
baseball cap back on her head. "Why don't you like him?"
Natch shrugged silently and punched the glowing red
message button on the side of the cabinet in the foyer.
"Jesdont, that'sdl." The printer dutifully spit sheets of
paper into thetray on ashdf. She sorted through them and
then tossed them back into the basket. " Four from Hal,
onefrom Lilith, one from aguy named Kip Martin and one
from an Erika. 'Cept for Hal's, dl of them cameinon
Saturday, and Martin wants to know why MacNea stood
himup."

Raani opened hersdf up to theimpressionsin theroom
and smiled unconscioudy. She had found her room at the
Hyatt hopelessy sterile. Even the beds had nothing by

way of unique Impressions. Everything there struck her as
washed-out and gray.

The suite, by contragt, felt like ariot of bright colors.
Unfortunately, the strongest of them was a glossy black
radiating out from Natch like adamp fog that threstened
to swalow everything else. "Please, Natch, don't resent
him so."

Sharp red lancesjabbed out of the black fog. "Why not?
It'shisfault Hal was shot and Hal'swife Candy isdead. He
hired the Warriorsfor Build-more, and hisfather gavethe
orders.

Rajani shook her head. "No, that's not possible.” She
opened her hands and raked them through the air. "The
man who was here could never have condoned amurder
likethat. No, | can't bdieveit."

Natch's dark, amond-shaped eyes narrowed. "What

do you know of him?Y ou've never met him."

"People leave impressions, Natch. They leavethem on
things." Rgjani looked around the room. "Living here for
the past two weeks has meant Sinclair hasleft hismark
onthisplace." Oddly, shefound she could not imperson-
dize him by cdling him MacNed theway Natch had. "So
have others."



Natch dowly amiled. "And | thought Hal had you dong
with mejust so | could baby-sgit you." She laughed and
jammed her handsin her pockets. "Tell me about the
others.

Rgani freed her mind of conscious thoughts and
immediatdly found hersdlf attracted to abig chair inthe
living room. She drifted toward it and ran her hands over
the embroidered fabric. "There was someone here of
incredible power and presence. Theimpression hereis
stronger than any other in the whole place, but it isfocused
right here”" Outside of my brush with Fiddleback, | have
never felt anything this strong.

"What do you make of this?' Natch tossed her adark

bl that unfurled itsdlf into the stk stocking sheld pulled
from behind a couch cushion. "Either MacNed dresses
funny, or he did the do with some b-squeeze.”

Raani caught the stocking and relished the softness as

it curled over the back of her hand, "It belongs to awoman,
but itisnew, sothat'sdl | cantell.” Shefrowned. "What
does'did the do' mean?"

"Y ou know, got down, got physical, did the lambeda™
Natch planted her fistson her hips. ™Y ou know."

She followed Natch's gaze toward the suite's bedroom,
then saw the other woman blush. "Oh, they engaged in
procregtive activities. Like you and Bat."

Natch's nogtril'sflared. ™Y ou some kind of psy-spy?"

"No, no, believeme." Rgani swallowed quickly. "As

Jytte requested, | have remained very careful not to
intrude. The only things| do pick up are those fedings that
are S0 srong that you cannot contain them. They arethe
same ones that you humanstend to trandate into physical
action, likeacaressor akiss. | mean, literdly, that isasign
that you cannot contain the emotion, and | pick it up like
hearing a snake's rattle seconds before feding the bite.”
She saw Natch was not convinced. "Is not my assump-
tion about you and Bat alogical one? Y ou share the same
room at the Hyatt. Y ou spend agreat deal of time together.
Y ou clearly carefor him. Arethese not thesignsof a
bonded relationship among humans?"

"My relationship with Bat is specid, Rgani.” Natch's
eyesfocused digtantly. "He helped meout in avery
dangerous stuation. He wasn't doing it for me—he wanted
to take me away from the broker to whom I'd been sold

to hurt that man. It was one of thefirst timesheand
Coyote—the origina Coyote—worked together."

Natch's head came up and her gaze met Rgjani's

openly. "l wasin bad shape—they'd tethered meto ahype
so | wouldn't run. I needed someone, and Bat got elected
because of proximity. He didn't want the job, but | think no
one ever needed him before. It surprised him, asdid | when
| didn't break when he touched me."



"Y ou're an anchor for him."

"No. I'd love to be an anchor for him." Natch shook her
head and pulled her blue Dragons baseball cap down to
shield her eyes. "At best, I'm abrake on him, dowing him
abit, but he's bound for where he's bound, and there's no
gopping him."

Rajani sensed Natch's reluctance to continue, so she
quickly shifted the subject. "I do not think, based on this
stocking and thethings | fed about Sinclair, that there was
any bonding here. If not for this, | do not think | would have
known shewas here.”

Natch shrugged. "Anything that will tell uswhere heis?'
Rajani moved past Natch and headed into the bed-
room. Shefdt stronger impressions coming from the bed,
aswell asahint of the woman's presence, so she stayed
away fromit. Instead, she stepped into the bathroom and
discovered a surprise. "Natch, come here."

"What?"

Rajani pointed to the clear counter space on either sde
of the bathroom sink. "When | was alowed to watch
televison, | used to watch detective programs. They
aways get thingslike hair samplesfrom brushes or can
tell how much money someone makes by their choice of
cologne."

"Word up. Thisroom is chilled to stuff like that, though.”
"Exactly, | think." Rgani turned to her and smiled. "In
Hal's room, during the meeting we had thismorning, |
used the bathroom. Hal's shaving kit was dl laid out nice
and neat on the counter. He even had alittle case there
with places for everything, and it had the logo of the hop
team he used to play for onit."

"That's'hoop, Rejani."

"Hoop, okay. The point isthat Sinclair's shaving kit isn't
here. If hed been taken by someone, | don't think they
would take his stuff with them, do you?"

Natch darted back out of the bathroom, and Rgjani
heard the sound of the closet door diding open. "Most of
the hangers arefull, and the valet services plasticwrap is
gtill on histuxedo. Looks like maybe one business suit is
gone. Maybe the stocking woman has our boy out playing
when he should be working."

"Maybe." Rgani walked from the bathroom to the
dresser and fondled one of apair of cufflinks Sitting on top
of it. "Could Jytte check to seeif he'srented acar or
bought train tickets or charged a gift or something?'
Natch nodded and pointed at the phone on the bedside
table. "Call her and ask her to sart.”

"No, | can't."

"What?"

"Jytte acts very sKkittish around me." Rgjani cupped the
cufflink in her hands and shook it around. " She doesn't



trust me. She keeps pushing me away.”

Natch laughed. " She does that to everyone, including
hersdf. Ever notice how she dways Stsin the darkest part
of aroom and keeps out of linewith amirror?"

Rajani shook her head.

"Then you've not been around her much. She got

worked over by aguy caled Pygmdion. | don't know
much about him, except that he's supposed to do with
flesh what Michelangelo did with marble. | heard Jytte
used to be afrumpy little mouse of awoman.”

"Isthat possible? She's so beautiful now.”

The petite woman shrugged. "Don't know, but that's
what Jytte says. She aso says she doesn't remember
anything about the Pyg-man, but | think that's because
sheisnt trying hard enough to remember. | think part of
her secretly lovesthe way she looks now, which fuels her
hatred for Pygmalion and herse f—him asthe man who
raped her body and her for letting hersdf beavictim. She
doesn't want to face any of it, S0 she never letsanyonein
and keepsto her machines.

"Y ou, you're athreat because you can muck around in
her mind.” Natch winked &t her. "1 know, and so does she,
that you're not doing that. | also think she had it bad for the
real Coyote, and when he went theway of all flesh, she
threw hersdf into making sure the new Coyote would
become everything his predecessor wanted him to be.
With him being off and out of touch, and you arriving with
awarning, wel..."

"It'smessing with her wet-ware?'

"Y ou're hooked tight." Natch looked at the closet again,
then back a Rgjani. "Y ou don't think MacNedl is out
scrappin’ with the stocking lady?"

Rgani's hands flattened around the cufflink. "No. | think
he went to aparty in histuxedo and was wearing these
cufflinks a the time. He was confident and happy and in
his eement. Hewas doing dl he could to make an
impression, and | think he succeeded.”

"Onedlk legskin: Exhibit A"

"True. | can't see him gtarting out so formaly then
backdiding. He would make the next outing even more
spectacular.” She glanced over her shoulder at the chair
intheliving room. "No, | think he subsequently had a
vigtor who asked him to do something for him."

"Ishein danger, do you think?'

"l don't know." She added the other cufflink to its mate.
"Thesetdl menaothing.”

Natch frowned, then dapped her forehead with her

open right palm. "If my head weren't bolted on."

"What?"

Natch marched back out into the main room with

Raani following behind. "MacNed is supposed to be abig



Security expert, isnt he?!

"l guess™"

The American woman knelt down and ran her hand
beneath the dust curtain around the base of the couch.
"He was bound to have a gun somewhere. Needed easy
access, but had to be located in a place where it was not
likely to be discovered by the s&ff, sncegunsareillegd
in Jgpan.”

Raani marveled as Natch moved through the room and
searched it thoroughly. "Y ou've done this before?"
"Girlfriend, I've made atidy living off finding thingsfolks
don't want found."

"What can | do?'

Natch shrugged again, then pointed at the metal

briefcase bes de the message unit in the foyer. "It's
possible he kept it there. Check. If it'slocked, sing out."
The Jesda female picked up the briefcase and crouched
dightly to balanceit on her thighs. Gold-nailed thumbs
pulled back on the buttons, and the latches snapped open.
Rgani lifted thelid expectantly, then shut the case again.
"Empty except for astack of computer paper. What
next?'

Natch straightened up. "Computer paper?' She shook

her head. "And you cal yoursdlf a security expert,
MacNed?'

Crossing the room, Natch opened the door above the
message center, exposing the printer. It sat on aPlexiglass
stand that had nestled in it a stack of computer paper.
Twisgting the stand and printer around, Natch pulled on the
bottom half of the paper stack, and it came out in one
solid, doughnut-shaped piece.

"| don't understand.”

"It'seasy, Rg. Folks got to thinking that thieves are

redly stupid. We would take a printer or acomputer, but
leave the paper behind because it was heavy and had no
vaueto afence. They wereright. Asaresult, though, they
pulled aswitch on the old hollow book hiding-placetrick
and took to making little hideawaysin atwo- or three-inch
stack of paper.”

"S0, aslong asthe printer didn't run out of paper..."

"Or some clumsy thief didn't accidently knock apile of
paper onto thefloor..."

"The vauableswould remain hidden." Rgjani looked at
the paper in Natch's hands. "No gun.”

"Right, no gun." She set the paper back in the cabinet

and closed it up. "That means, asyou figured, MacNed
went of hisown accord and had time to take his gun with
him."

Rgani's|eft fist closed on the cufflinks. "And that

means he knows helswaking into trouble."



Using ahammered-silver mirror, Coyote placed anew
strip of white adhesive tape over hisnose. After he had
stumbled to his chamber upon hisreturn from the clutch
dimensions, he had dept for the better part of aday.
Sometime during that day, he discovered when he woke
up, he had been bathed and bandaged. Already the
swelling in hisface had gone down, and the outer edges
of the bruising benesth his eyes had begunto turn a
jaundiced yellow.

"You hed quickly, Kyi-can."

Coyote turned dowly. "So it appears, LamaMong.
Whendo | resumemy training?"

"Whenever you fed physcdly able, Kyi-can." The
monk watched him serendly. "Theway you mend, it
should only be acouple of days."

"I'm physically able now, Mong. Y ou know aswdll asl
dothat | could go out into your main courtyard and take
on everything you care to throw at me."

"Redlly?' Mong's face hardened. "Y our bruiseswould
seem to suggest something to the contrary.”

The tall man leaned back againgt the stonewall and let
the cold, rough stone leech heat from his body. "Phys-
caly, I'mready, but | need answersto some questions
before | decide to continue. First and foremost, why the
charade?'

"Charade?' Mong folded his handsinto the deeves of
hisred robe. "What charadeisthis?

"Thisshel game about training meto walk through
dimensons" Coyote held hisright hand up and started
ticking things off on hisfingers. "I have learned in weeks—
| have mastered in weeks—skillsit takes your monksa
minimum of five yearsto learn—longer in most cases.
Those monks adhere to strict rules of conduct to cleanse
themsdlves spiritudly. They can be expdled from the
monastery for lying, stedling, fornicating and murdering,
yet | have done all of these things, and the reason | killed
was for money. In four hours of contemplation, | manage
to attain aknowledge and understanding of the universe
many would envy after alifetime of meditations.”

"l have often praised your prowess, Kyi-can, and | have
told you that, as an outsider, there are things about you
that are unimportant.”

"That's bullshit, pure and smple, Mong, and you know
it." Coyotesright hand closed into afigt. "The fact isthat
you've not taught me anything here, redly. All youve
doneisreacquaint me with skills | already possessed. And
you've done this while kegping me under amicroscope.



Y ou've been watching me and testing me. Why?*

The old man's voice took on an angry edge Coyote had
never heard before. ™Y ou are the one spinning this fantasy.
Why do you think | would agree to open Kanggenpo to
you, then participate in thistesting?'

Thetal man pushed off thewall and paced through his
smal cdl. "Y ou trained Crowley and, through him, learned
of me. From him, you learned | had been one of Fiddle-
back's pets. He told you what | had done to defeat
Fiddleback and, from the last journey heand | took
together, heredlized that my training had gone even
further than the original Coyote had dared guess.”

He looked over a the monk. "Y ou were afraid | was il
one of Fiddleback's minions. If | was, you would stop me,
isthet it?"

"You are every hit asquick asMi-mayin told me."
"Why?"

Mong seemed to shrink as he sighed. "1n 1989, | was
sent as an envoy from Tibet to Beljing to plead with the
government to stop the dilution of our population. | had
hoped, with the reforms sweeping the world, that the spirit
of freedom had truly come to my homeland. In Beijing, |
saw many things, wondrous things, from which | had been
isolated in Kanggenpo. | became swept up in the fervor
and intoxicated by the prospects of liberty.

"I wasin Tiananmen Square on the 3rd and 4th of June.
Yes, | had seen death before, but never like this. | watched
as freedom-drunk students stepped bravely before tanks,
knowing inther heartsthat their countrymen could never
run them over. | watched others march singing into the
face of machinegun fire. And | was dragooned to help burn
the bodies and hide the evidence of what happened, then

| returned home to anew wave of repression.”

Mong worethe pain of years on hisface as he looked

a Coyote. There, in Tiananmen Square, | felt thefirst
touch of the Dark Lords. | do not know if that was
Fiddleback or another of his misbegotten brethren, but it
showed me that malign forces did inhabit the universe.
When Mi-maryin said you had been forged by one of
them, | felt no choice but to bring you here so | could see
for mysdf what you were. If, as Mi-mayin felt certain, you
had been broken away from the Dark Lord's control, you
could serve as ahideoudy powerful wegpon to use
againg any and dl of them."

Coyote clasped his hands behind his back. "What do

you think? Do | still belong to Fiddieback?

"If | thought that, you would not have recovered from
your injuries” Themonk smiled grimly. "l am nat,
however, the court of fina arbitration.”

"The Yidam." Coyote rubbed his chin with hisleft hand.
"This beginsto make sense. The night we fought in the



training area, he sought evidence of any specid ability
Fiddleback might have given. He thought, because of the
advantage he had over me, | would useit. Then he had to
save me from the gorfash because he had not made his
decision about meyet. But why was he..." Coyote's head
came up. "Thered pulse that you shot back into Kang-
genpo, that aerted the Yidam to the getsul's distress.
That'swhy you tried to stall me and keep me back."

"He hasfought gorfash before.”

"I see. Then, two days ago, in the clutch, he cameto
provoke me and get me to betray mysdlf. He threatened
tokill me, but did not." Coyote gingerly brushed the
fingertips of hisright hand over the tape on hisnose. "Why
not7'

The monk shook hishead. That isaquestion | cannot
answer. Only he can answer it."

Coyote pressed hislipstogether into aflat line. "And |
know where heis, so the only question | have now is how
do | get there?'

Mong smiled. ™Y ou knew much before you came here,
but the exercises | forced upon you honed your skills. You
know what you are; that isyour strength. Asthe Yidam has
sad, if you are worthy of the answer to your question, you
will find theway to obtainit.”

The setting sun cast the Dokhang's long shadow over
Coyote like ashroud. He stood there with his back to the
east gate, concentrating on the Yidam's portrait. Clad in
boots, fatigue pants and adeeveless black T-shirt, he
tugged on black leather gloves and flexed hishands. A
breeze touded hisdark hair, then died abruptly.

You know what you are; that is your strength. In
Mong's words, Coyote found the key that unlocked a huge
portion of the mystery he till wasto himself. He had
known, both through what the origind Coyote had told
him and through evidence of hisskills, that Fiddleback

had been behind histraining as an assassin. His predeces-
sor as Coyote noted that he was one of the top 10
assassinsin theworld and especidly effective against
targets that had to be hunted down. | am not merely an
assassin. Fiddleback made me into a hunter who could
move through the dimensions with a singleness of pur-
pose: killing his enemies.

That redlization brought other thingsinto perspective.
When he shifted into Side, he had appeared behind the
getsul not by chance, but by unconscious design. He had
used the man's probes to track back on him, and he
gppeared in Slide a a point where he could have killed the
man with ease. Coyote a so redlized that the stronger and
more able the foe, the easier the time he would have
tracking him.

Other things confirmed for him the narrow purposeto



which he had been directed. He had seen Crowley move
things by the force of hismind, or cause thingsto burst into
flame with athought. He dso knew Crowley could use
psychometry to gain impressions about people from
things they had worn or owned or touched. Crowley could
aso lift thoughts from the brains of others, yet another skill
denied him. Coyote knew he could do none of these
things, and he suspected that Fiddleback, when thetime
came, would have provided him with the empathic equiva
lent of bloodhoundsto let him begin the chase on atarget.
Coyote closed his eyes and summoned into hismind

the image of the Yidam standing over him. Locking that
firmly in place, he opened his eyes and began to modify
the mental picture until it merged with the one on thewall
of the Dukhong. Helayered in the solid feding held had
in hitting the creature in Storm. He added the sound of its
mental contact with him and the ferocity of its attacks.
Ladtly, heoverlad thetecticd diagram hed imagined in
the clutch and changed it to fit and enfold the Yidam.

The daylight and wind world dowly dissolved around
Coyote. Darkness seeped in at the edges and, even
though he remained motionless, he sensed himsdf mov-
ing forward and down into the black void he had seenin
thetemple. Thisis the Gonkhang—the lair of the Yidam.
Though he had not given any thought to wherea

cregture like that might live, the place in which hefound
himself surprised him. The basic architecture proved this
place to have been part of the temple since its construc-
tion. Thick stone pillars supported the celling, and hang-
ing oil lamps provided dim bals of illumination within the
cavernous room. The dry, dusty air made the Gonkhang
fee more like a crypt than place of worship, yet Coyote
dtill felt the place once deserved reverence and respect.
Throughout the room, Coyote saw hundreds upon
hundreds of tiny tableaux arranged on shelves and tables.
Some of the tables were little more than rectangular boxes
filled with sand and rocks that had been molded into
rolling landscapes. On these Coyote saw vast armies of
tiny figuresarrayed in battle lines, asif frozenin some
tangible holograph on the eve of battle.

Moving through the room in silence, Coyote recognized
some of the armies that had been painstakingly rendered
inminiature. Blue and gray forcesvied for supremacy in
abattle he guessed had taken place during the American
Civil War. Brightly colored troops from a Napoleonic
conflict dominated another shrunken battlefield. What
could have been the bold Spartans bedeviling the Persians
at Thermopolae appeared at hisleft and scale mode of
Stdingrad's tractor factory appeared on hisright.

Walking deeper and deeper into the Gonkhang, he saw
many more battles and discovered he recognized few of



them. Troops had been painted with strange colors, and
their shapes had been modified so they no longer re-
sembled any cresture he could recognize. While part of
him wanted to dismiss these new displays as fantasy
encounters, the adherence to detail in the creation of the
armies and the care with which they had been laid out told
him that they were every bit asred asthe conflicts he
recognized.

As he moved past huge conflagrations featuring giant
robots and skirmishes between hordes of dinosaurian
combatants, ashiver ran down his spine. These fights
must have taken place in other dimensions. The scale of
destruction is unimaginable.

A yellow corona surrounded the Yidam's cloaked

figure. Coyote found himsdf approaching the creature
from behind, but somehow he knew the Yidam was aware
of his presence. Still, the monster kept his head down and
continued to work on something Stting on the table before
him. Getting closer, Coyote saw severd lines of shiny
meta figures waiting to be painted and redized what the
Yidam was doing.

Coyote stopped. "What are you?"

The Yidam haf-turned in his chair and raised the wire-
rimmed glasses up onto hisforehead. ™Y ou really mean to
ask what was |, for thiswork isnot that which aYidam
could accomplish. | was amilitary officer, atactician and
ahigorian.”

Coyote nodded dowly. "I can seethat. | recognize some
of these battles, but not others. | know you can travel
through the dimensions. These otherstook place there?'
"Other places, other times." The Yidam removed the
glasses and et them on thetable. "'l found in mysdlf a
fascination with conflict, and | became well known among
my peersasabrilliant theoretician. | studied everything |
could about war and, eventualy, | cameto develop a
comprehensive theory of war that turned previous admi-
ration into scorn.”

Coyote took a step backward asthe Yidam stood. "Y ou
saw acommon element in wars, or those things that
triggered them?'Y ou saw something that you could not
explan.”

Theoil lamps light gained the Yidam'stusks adull
ydlow. "Two thingsredly, but they wererelated. Thefirst
was aspark of insanity that started conflicts. It takes one
of two forms: an unreasoning confidence in the assurance
of total victory or the unwavering conviction that unseen
enemieswill destroy you if you do not strike out first. The
second thing proved more disturbing to me, and that was
the transformation of perfectly norma and sane individu-
asinto savages bent on creating as much pain and horror
and suffering aspossible”



"And, like Mong, in thisyou saw aDark Lord?' Coyote
redized he/d unconscioudy balled hisfists, so heforced
them open. "Y et when you tried to explain what you had
seen, you had no evidence, and no one would believe your
unsubstantiated conspiracy theory."

The Yidam nodded. "When | learned of amission to
another sar—your star—my wife and | volunteered. | had
to learn if there were other racesin other star systems, and
if they were suffering the depredations of Dark Lords as
well, or if they werefree of such evil influences.

"It turnsout | was correct in suspecting that aDark Lord
was working here." Hisred eyes narrowed to bloody
crescents. "'l was migtaken in bringing my family into
danger.”

Coyote tugged at the hem of hisleft glove. "You sad |
meant to ask what you had been. Now | ask my original
question again: What are you?'

TheYidam smiled most grimly and his voice lowered.

" am now Kanggenpo's Yidam." Histaloned feet spread
out as he sank into afighting stance. "And if you are ill
acreature of Fiddleback, | will be your death."

Sinclair MacNed raised his hand and smiled semi-
benignly at theingtructor standing in hislittle study group.
"Ms. Markgraf, I'm not doubting whet you'retelling us
about how the United States government shot down and
recovered a Gray UFO off Long Idand in 1989, but |
question thelogic of believing in it having happened. I
you'l follow me, you'vetold us that James Forrestd,
secretary of Defense for the US, was one of the first
abductees and that he was later killed by the CIA before
he could go public with the information about the Grays.
That means, especidly with the increasing number of
abductions going on in the 1980s, that the government
knew they were powerlessto stop the Grays, right?”
The matronly Aryan woman rested her hands on her
hips. "So, what isyour point, Mr. MacNea ?'

"Well, maam, if | knew someone could kidnap me or
my family or my friends and redly messthem up, and that
| would be powerless to prevent the kidnapping and
unableto help them out later, and | am going to pissthat
someone off?' Sin glanced acrossthecircle at the
thoughtful Japanese youth stting there. "I mean, | under-
stand aruler's desire to keep his people safe, but thereis
no logic in shooting an dien craft when retribution islikely
to come quickly and be nasty.”

Ms. Markgraf smiled confidently. " Perhaps the pres-



dent at the time had aready been kidnapped and im-
planted. Perhaps he was acting under the orders of the
Grays."

"Excuse me, Ms. Markgraf," Ryuhito began ashe

leaned forward, "but thereis no logic to the Grays ordering
humans to shoot down aGray ship. Evenif aGray leader
wanted the commander of that craft dead, thewisdomin
showing humanity it possessed the technology necessary
to shoot down one of their craft must be questioned.”
"But, Highness, you and Mr. MacNed continue to make
the error of viewing the Grayswhile usng human logic.
They think in an utterly dien pattern, one that makeslittle
sensetous.”

Ryuhito nodded sharply. "Thisis apparent, Ms. Markgraf,
because your explanation of their motivesis utterly
without logic. At the sametime you claim we shot down
apeople possessing crafts capable of spanning the gulf
between gtars, humans were beginning the successful use
of genetic therapy to combat congenital defects. Y ou
clam the Grays came here to stedl our genetic materid

to replenish their own deteriorating DNA, but the chances
of such an exchange working are miniscule. Moreover,
thelevd of technology needed for them to travel hereand
determine that our DNA was harvestable and useful to
them iswell beyond that level needed to solvethe
problems for which they were going to sted from us."

Sin nodded and leaped into the fray. "Another thing,

Ms. Markgraf, you've said we had high-tech weapons
being devel oped to take out that alien craft. | think you said
one was a sound-based weapon developed under the
codename JOSHUA. Y ou said it was used to shoot down
the Long Idand UFO, yet thereis no record of that same
weapon being used in the Gulf War with Irag, or in any
conflict, for that matter."

Looking flustered, the large woman fingered thewhistle
hanging around her neck on ayellow cord, "It only works
on Grays."

"Bah, nonsense.” Ryuhito imperioudy waved away her
explanation. "JOSHUA was aweapon that concentrated
sound waves. That technology has been used for the past
25 yearsfor ultrasound scans and to pulverize kidney
stones. High and sharp sounds have been employed in
various formsfor crowd control. Repetitious playing of
smplerock 'n' roll records were enough to drive Manudl
Noriegafrom the Papal Nuncio during the American
invasion of Panama. What works on kidney stoneswould
work on bunkers, and Saddam Hussein was not that
different from Noriega. If the United States had possessed
such power in 1989, they would have used it in 1991."
"Wdl, wdl..." Ms. Markgraf wiped her forehead on the
short deeve of her gray T-shirt. "I think these are good



guestions, and you should pose them to Mr. El-Leichter.
Itistimefor you to break anyway and dressfor dinner, so
let usleavethingsthat way until later.”

Sin followed her gaze as shelooked up at the figure
gtanding in the picture window overlooking thelarge
training arena. Arrigo El-Leichter waved benevolently at
her and the sudy circle sitting in the middle of the
AgroTurf field. He nodded at her, then gestured asif to
urge her to continue.

Ms. Markgraf swallowed audibly, then licked sweat

from her upper lip. "As| said, you will be dismissed." She
raised the whistle toward her lips and gave them ashort
blast that lacked the sadistic intendity of earlier in the day.
"Give mefour laps, then go to your rooms. | will seeyou
thisevening, and you will have answersthen.”

Singlanced up again at El-Leichter and, despite the
distance, saw a sdlf-satisfied smile on the man'sface.
Either Markgraf did something very wrong, and earned
our group as the punishment, or we are being set up to
feel superior. Perhaps both. He increased his speed a
bit to catch up dowly with Ryuhito. At least they're not
impressing the emperor's grandson, yet. And a bit part
of me hopes I'm not there to see what they will do to
impress him.

Arrigo El-Leichter turned from the window and walked
over to his XR-8500 desk. Hisleft index finger stabbed
the curtain icon on the LCD screen, and the curtains

did closed. He brought his hand down to another icon
and hitit.

"Yes, Sr?" asked the dissmbodied voice of his secre-
tary.

"Janny, dear, | will leave from heredirectly for the

dinner tonight. Y ou can finish up now, then go off home.
Please st the phones up so | won't be disturbed.”

"Yes, dr." An dectronic hum filled the air as the woman
hesitated. "Doesthat include your wife's private line?"
Arrigo's nogtrilsflared for amoment, then he regained
contral. "Yes, Janny, it does. Cal Raoul and tell him | don't
think it is necessary for my wifeto attend me tonight. And,
Janny, prepare yoursalf because you will join mefor
dinner tonight.”

"Yes, 9r! Thank you, Mr. El-Leichter.

"Ari from now on, Janny."

"Yes Ari."

Thetal man punched the lockout button on his desk-

top. Locks on the doors and windows snapped shut, then
the surface of the desk changed. A darkness swallowed
the norma iconson it and replaced them with strange
sgilsand images that appeared to be the stuff of night-
mares. His hand drifted above dl of them, then he touched
aspot on the screen that had no visibleicononit at al.



The glass-panel doors on the centermost, floor-to-
celling bookcase opposite his desk closed and locked
tight. The top of it tipped toward the floor and, like a
Murphy bed, the whole case rotated toward the ground.
Numerous dark cables snaked from a hidden area behind
it and might have appeared, had Arrigo ever dlowed a
casua observer into the room, to be eectrical lines. He
knew thiswas because, in their current dormant state,
they looked black, exactly like most power cords.

As the bookcase touched down and locked into posi-
tion on the floor, the substance clinging to the back of it
quivered. Arrigo recaled thinking of it asblack Jell-O
when hefirgt saw it, but that opinion had been modified by
years of contact with it. At its heart he saw agreen glow
that began to pulse duggishly. Ghostly green lights shot
off through it, backlighting fibrous structuresin the dowly
swelling matrix. The cablesthickened and, asthey did,
began to glow with jade energy.

Asthe green light began to pump faster, the glossy goo
shifted shape. Sharply pointed things began to poke up
like keletd fingers. They never managed to piercethe
gangrenous gelatin. Instead, it spread out between them
like fleshy webbing, and that webbing, asit thinned to
trand ucency, reveaed the connective tissues binding the
tall spirestogether into abizarre, dime-laden skeleta
hand.

Arrigo licked hisdry lipsand tried to tell himsdlf he had
nothing to fear, thistime. Removing hisclothes, he
assured himself he had done well. He had done his
measter's bidding and even exceeded it. His master would
be proud. He knew it, and he knew he would be rewarded.
He stepped forward and lowered hisright foot into the
ameboid mass. He fought the shiver that thefirst cold
touch dways brought with it, but he failed. Degp down
insde he knew he was reacting to more than the tempera-
ture. Despite the way the goop pulled heat away from him,
he began to perspire.

Turning around dowly to face his desk, he lowered his
body onto the giant palm and pressed his spine againgt
the elongated middle finger. Helet his head drift back until
he felt the ooze's cold kiss through his hair. He shifted once
to more comfortably accommodate his shrinking scro-
tum, then he raised his hands and crossed his arms across
his chest. Capping each shoulder with the opposite hand,
he closed his eyes and forced himself to breath normaly.
The throbbing began at the base of the chair, but

quickly started up through the middle finger. Inch by inch
it vibrated itsway up his spine, and he found himself
shivering asit reached the middle of his shoulders. His
scalp began to itch asthe vibration rattled histeeth. At that
point he clamped hisjaw shut tight and concentrated on



breathing in and out of hisnose. Like ahorse snorting after
agdlop, Arrigo El-Lechter braced himsdlf.

Greenish dudge dripped languidly down over him from
above. A thick, choking mask poured over hisface and
thefetid scent of decay filled his nose. He wanted to
scream, but he managed to keep his mouth shut. Tasting
that stuff, he knew, was the only thing worse than smelling
it. It filled his ears, then drenched his shoulders and clung
like honey to his chest. It coursed down hisbody to his
loins, then cascaded down over hislegs.

Onceit had coated him completely, it became even
moreturgid. Hiswife, having once discovered himin
communion with his master, had told her doctors he
looked trapped within a diseased placenta. Theimage

had not much pleased him, nor had the complication of
having to deal with her because of her discovery, but he
did acknowledge the accuracy of it. Through this| have
been born again into power.

The membrane surrounding him pal pated his body.

Two tubular tendrils shot up his nose and snaked their way
down hiswindpipeto hislungs. He swalowed reflexively
againg the sensation, but he much preferred it to the
burning in hislungsthat they dleviated. The membrane
tightened dightly around his chest, and hislungs no

longer pumped.

«What have you for me, my pet?» Thetdepathicdly
communicated question came not in words as much as
colors and scents and fedings blasted straight into his
brain. «Have you the godling you promized?»

Arrigo tried to nod, but he did not possess the strength
needed to make the dastic membrane move. «l have him,
master, as| told you | would. | have himin an Alpha group,
and he believes himself superior. He isimpatient, and his
frustration will make himleap at what you offer.»
«Exzellent, my pet» It fdt asif something wonderful had
exploded in hisbrain. Intdlectudly, Arrigo knew his
master had just caused his pleasure centersto fire, but the
rest of him craved more and more. «What €l ze have you,
pet? | senze zomething elze.»

Arrigo felt barely ableto contain himsdlf. «That Alpha
group has another who is as strong as Ryuhito. He comes
from America and has many corporateties. Heisa
Security expert.»

«Thiz one checkz complete? He iz not the one we ozt ?»
The human frowned. «No, this one is not Jaeger. Heis
too short, if nothing else. | knew Jaeger well; thisis not
him.»

«You did not know Jaeger well enough. Who iz thiz
new toy?»

«Heis Snclair MacNeal. His father owns Build-morein
Phoenix. Heis here working for your Lorica Industries. He



left after a bad divorce and is vulnerable.»

The distant laughter started gently and communicated

itsdlf to Arrigo asagentle vibration running through the
membrane. Asit shifted in intendity and tenor, it grew to

an uncomfortabletingle, asif he had grabbed an eectrica
cord. Then the membrane began to twitch and writhe,
jabbing him with sharp edges and drumming directly

againg hisskull.

«Have mercy, master!«

«My merzy you have, cretin. Lorica waz mine until the
Witch lost it Jaeger isusing it! Clearly, thisMacNeal is
Jaeger'z agent. Jaeger haz hidden himzelf from me and,
thereby, thinkz himzelf immune to my influenze. He will
learn the folly of that azzumption, and the man he has
plazed into my cuztody will zerve az the bait that will lure
him out of hiding.»

«Master, | will devise a program of torture to wrack the
most out of him, and that will attract Jaeger.» Arrigo
smiled a hisown cleverness. «Ms. Markgraf will be most
appreciative of a chance to avenge herself upon him.»
The membrane at the top of hishead rose up, then

twacked sharply down on his skull «Have you learned
nothing? If Jaeger choze him, he will be dangerouz. Kill
him and dizpoze of the body. Jaeger will know where he
waz, and he will come to zettle the zcore.»

Arrigo shuddered as he remembered Jaeger and the

man's kill and area of expertise. «Master, Jaeger was very
good at killing. I do not relish being the focus of his anger.»
«You dizappoint me, pet | reward loyalty. Yez, Jaeger
will come for you, but | will protect you. | will let you put
on a dizplay of power that will bring Jaeger back to me or
deztroy him. That demonstration will win me the godling
az well, and with him belonging to me, there iz nothing
than can ever ztop me.»

Sin and Ryuhito shared polite laughter over avery

poor joke made by another member of their study

circle. While dl wearing the maroon and gray uniforms
provided by Galbro, everyone had seemed to Sin to be

on arough par. Gathered for dinner, on the other hand,

and wearing their own clothes, qudity and sense made

itself reedily apparent.

Sin, dressing moreto hisrole as a corporator than he

might otherwise, had chosen apair of dackswith sus-
penders and a conservative shirt. At the last minute, he
added the wrist recorder that Lilith had given him because
he noticed Ryuhito aso wore one of the devices. Whilethe
imperid prince had been cordia during the study group
sessions, Sin had not really had a chance to spesk
informally with him. He hoped that showing aninterest in

the latest technologica toys would make the prince open
upand seehimasandly.



The two of them stood on the white crushed grave that
paved the walkways and centrd area of the Khmer
Courtyard. Standing behind them, its stony smile un-
changing, acopy of the Lokeshvara from Ankor Wat
formed the centerpiece of the whole courtyard. Sin saw a
circular line worked around theflat base on which he
stood, asif the head were placed on an elevator for raising
and lowering.

"I wonder if they moveit for volleybal games.”

Ryuhito looked over a him and amiled. "Possibly,

though | think it more likely they shipped it in and loaded

it herefrom below." Heindicated the thick treesin the
courtyard. "Bringing it in, even by helicopter, would have
been difficult."

"Good point." Sin ran his hand over the smooth stone.
"Nice copy."

"It would be, Sinclair, but it isan origind. Good evening.”
Arrigo El-Leichter, wearing amore formd verson of his
paramilitary uniform from Friday night, executed adight
bow. He turned to the stunningly beautiful brunette beside
him and smiled. "May | present my executive secretary,
Janet Pigot.”

Sin had to restrain himself from doing adouble-take.
Thetal, obvioudy sdf-assured woman with El-Leichter
bore no resemblance to the mental image he'd con-
structed from Kip's description of her. Her smooth cheeks
bore no trace of childhood acne scars. As wonderful as
Miko might be for old Kip, there's no way he would have
seen this woman more valuable as a secretary than as a
bedmate.

Sintook her proffered hand and shook it. "I'm very
pleased to meet you. | know Kip Martin, and he asked to
be remembered to you if | saw you."

Janet's smile broadened ever so dightly. "Y ou are most
kind in relaying that, Mr. MacNed. | will haveto cal Mr.
Martin and see how heisdoing."

El-Leichter continued introductions around the circle,

and Sin noticed Ryuhito watching the Galbro leader. Sin
couldn't read the prince's face, but he suspected Ryuhito
was trying to assess how much truth there was behind
everything they had been taught in the two days of
seminars. If what his grandfather fearsistrue, Ryuhito
cares less about the source of any true power El-Leichter
possesses than Arrigo's ability to share it with the prince.
Before he could move around toward where Ryuhito

and El-L eichter were beginning to talk, Mr. Handy tapped
him on the shoulder. "Excuse me, Mr. MacNedl, but there
isan urgent cal for you fromaMs. Acres. It camethrough
on one of our trunk lines, so | had it transferred to one of
the dassrooms. If you will follow me."

Sin nodded. What could Lilith want? Has something



happened to Coyote? Helooked up as Handy turned right
when he should have goneleft. "'l thought dl the class-
roomswere over intheeast wing."

"The basic onesare, ar." Handy paused next to a

security door with akeypad besideit. "These arethe
advanced classsooms and are closer. It will be faster, sir.”

Sin nodded and tugged at his shirt deeve, surrepti-

tioudy activating the recorder on hiswrist. Decode the
tones, and can figure out the combination. Hesmiled and
waved Handy on. The man punched the combinationin

on the keypad, and the little red LCD on Sin's recorder
flickered with each noteit caught.

"Thisway, sr." Handy waked down anarrow corridor
and into the first doorway on theright. Sin followed him a
half-step behind and entered the room looking expect-
antly for aphone. What he found instead was Handy
pulling what looked alot like his Beretta M 92S from a desk
andjammingit into hisribs

"Wefound this when doing a security sweep just now,

Mr. MacNed. Hiding it in theair conditioning vent was
good, but not good enough.” Handy motioned with the
gun for him to get hishands up. "Mr. El-Leichter says
you're aGray agent and that you haveto die.”

Sin took the extra half-second the Beretta's double-

action required on thefirst trigger-pull to act. Hemade a
grab for the pistol as Handy'sfinger tightened on the
trigger. Hisright hand clamped down on top of the gun and
jammed the dide back toward the hammer. Theshdl in
the chamber gected up and into Handy's face, startling

the Galbro man.

Pushing the gun down and out of linewith hisbody, Sin
kicked up with hisleft leg and caught Handy solidly inthe
groin. The man groaned and sagged as Sin ripped the
pistol out of hishand. He used it to club the man down to
the ground, then held the gun on him and waited for him

to get back up.

Handy lay till, and blood leaked from his scap where

Sin had pigtol-whipped him. Looksred. | guess he's
human. Sin knelt beside him and flipped him over. A
quick search proved fruitless—Handy had no keys, no
money and no identification.

"Okay, let methink for amoment.” Sin picked up the

live bullet on thefloor, dipped the clip and replaced it. He
knew his cover had been blown, but he didn't think having
entertained the emperor would be a shooting offense. I've
been straight up about everything el se—the only decep-
tions have come concerning a wife and my middle initial.
No one could know I'm working for Coyote, and that
wouldn't concern Galbro anyway.

Suddenly, as he crossed to the doorway, it hit him.



"Haly shit! Gabro is the place Coyote sent meto find. That
meansthisisafinishing school for assassins, anong other
things, and that means..." That means| wish | had more
than 14 bullets.

Sinlooked out into the hallway and saw it was dl clear.
He stepped out into it and casualy walked toward the far
end. He dapped the clip home, then, holding hisarms
across his chest, he haf-hid the Beretta. Moving down the
corridor, hetried to remember the generd layout of the
Gdbro Indtitute. This direction should get me close to the
front. With any luck.

At the far end of the secured corridor, he entered a
secretarid office full of deskswith covered typewriters and
retro-styled blocky, black phones. Except for amanin
overdls spreading tools dl over the desk, the room was
empty. The man looked up as Sin came through the
security door, but Sin just nodded at him and continued
on hisway.

"Wait aminute, buddy, what are you doing here?’

"I'm on an errand for Mr. El-Leichter,” Sngavehima
amile. "Bitch, isnt it? Me doing errands and you wrestling
with that Migoyan typer while he's out dining with the
cusomers”

"Y ou got that right. These things never quite work right
when they're switched from Cyrillic—Ileast they could
have done was buy Estonian, you know?"' The man

wiped hisforehead on hisdeeve. "Don't mind El-Leichter
chatting up the folks that pay our wages, but spending a
bit to get some Smith-Coronas or Sonysin here would
makemy lifeesser.”

Getting out of here alive would do the same to my life.
Sinjust shrugged and kept on straight down the center
aidetoward the glass double doors at the room'sfar end.
"That'strue, but then they'd just find something elsefor
you to do, en?"

"Y ou got that right, dammit.” The man smiled. "Have
agood day. Don't let the Grays get you."

Too late! Two uniformed security officerslaughed as
they pushed their way through the doors. One had a
rubberized black body bag dung over his shoulder and
held his AKM by the pistol-grip. The other had his
automatic rifle dangling from his shoulder by theding.
Both stopped dead in their tracks as they redized the man
they'd cometo carry off was more ambulatory than he
had any right to be.

Sin brought the Beretta around and clicked the safety
down with histhumb. He jerked the trigger through the first
double-action around, not caring for finesse because he
knew, at the short range, he couldn't miss. Thefirst round
hit the man with the body bag in the shoulder and the
second punched through his chest right below theribs.



Before the shell casing hed hit the floor, Sin shifted his

gun to cover the second man. The Galbro guard dove
behind a secretary's desk, and Sin heard the sound of the
AKM's charging lever being pulled back. Having neither
thetime or inclination for a shoot-out with an automatic
weapon at point-blank range, he dropped to one knee and
triggered athree-shot volley that punched through the
desk'slower edge. The second bullet started a scream
that the third one ended, and Sin sprinted from the office.
The second he hit the hdlway he wanted to kick himself
for not grabbing at least one of the AKMs. He hesitated for
amoment and debated going back, but hearing shouts
from both ends of the corridor prompted a different course
of action. Turning to hisleft, he planted akick abovethe
lock of an office door.

The door jamb splintered as hiskick drove the deadbolt
back through it, and he found himsdlf in asmall room with
aconference table and four chairs. Heingtantly knew the
Formica-topped table wouldn't offer him any cover, but
that mattered not at dl. Above the four-foot high, exterior
cinderblock wall, tall windows offered him an easy ouit.
One of the chairs went sailing through glass, then he
leaped up on the table and out through the hole.

Nuts, thiswas a mistake! Sn landed in acrouch on the
crushed stone paving a garden patio. Forty feet across at
thewidest point, it had a 12-foot-tall cinderblock wall
between him and freedom. Little jungle oases and gur-
gling streams combined with patio furniture to make the
place seem relaxing, but it did nothing for Sin. Aside from
abig brick barbequeto hisright, the place offered little by
way of cover.

A commanding shout from the conference room held

just left sent himinto along, diving roll to the barbeque.
AKM bullets nibbled away at the whitewashed and soot-
gained congtruction, snging metalicaly asthey rico-
cheted off the cagt-iron grill. He heard other bulletswhiz
past and saw them chip bits and pieces off the Galbro wall
backstopping him.

Putting hisback againgt the bricks, he pulled his knees

up and licked the swest off hisupper lip. You've done it
now. You've got 20 feet to a wall that, if you're lucky, you
can grab the top of with a running start. Arrayed against
you, you have a handful of men with automatic weapons.
They probably have radios and are even now calling in
fire support

Twigting around to lieflat on hisbdly, Snworked his

way around to the far edge of the barbeque. The guards
continued to concentrate their fire four feet to hisleft,
directing it at the corner around which he had disap-
peared. A quick glance confirmed the shooterswere
taking turns keeping their heads down, and they were



getting doppy whiledoing it.
Popping up to hisknees, he snapped off two shots at the
man framed in thewindow. Thefirst bullet hit the window
sl and sprayed lead fragments into the room. The other
hit the standing guard in the neck. It ripped a hole through
his carotid artery, alowing blood to geyser out asthe man
pitched backward and out of sight.
Sin tossed himsalf forward onto his ssomach and
started working backward. As he did so, he glanced back
behind himsdlf, then forward again. He brought his gaze
up to sweep the edge of thewadll just as another of the
Galbro guards gained the top of it, crouched and pointed
her AKM at him.
Their fingerstightened on triggers a the same moment.
Sin'sfirgt shot hit the wall about afoot below her, but the
second blew through her right thigh. Thethird hit the
magazine on her AKM and skipped down to punch
through her ssomach. She toppled back off thewall, her
gun'sflaming muzzle making an arc through the evening
Ky.
Her am had likewise started low, but the automatic
riflesrecoil waked the line of fireright across hislegs.
Only one bullet hit, and Sin screamed asit shattered his
shinbone. Minor wound, you can surviveit! hetold
himsdlf in between the waves of pain rippling up hisspine
and into hisbrain. In their trough, he found hiswhole lower
body had gone numb.
Shit. Oh, shit. He grit histeeth againg the pain and
watched the dark stain spreading across his pant leg. Five
bullets |eft, an infinite number of guards, a holein my leg
and a wall that might as well be a mile high. He swalowed
hard and tasted fear in his suddenly dry mouth. It can't get
Worse.
From the Gabro building he heard Mr. Handy shouting
orders. "Get that bunkerbuster over here and use a high-
explosive round. He's hunkered down behind that
barbeque That's where he's chosen to d| e, 0 roast him."
—

The echo& of distant malevolent Iaughter shook Rgjani
awake. Ingtantly, one of Hal's half-jest warnings about
earthquakes sprang to mind, and sherolled off her bed

and stumbled to adoorway. Bracing hersdlf hdfway in

and out of the bathroom's door frame, she felt asharp pain
inthe pam of her left hand. Sumping to theright, she
opened her hand saw blue-black blood welling up around
apairr of gold cufflinks.

She did down the door jamb to the floor and shifted the
pieces of jewelry to her right hand. She sucked at the blood



from thewound, then looked at it again. Little cut. She
concentrated, and the hole sealed itself over. She smiled
and stood again, tugging the fabric of her one-piece
bathing-suit back down to cover the sides of her buttocks.
Hal had asked her to stay behind in the hotdl, ostensibly
to answer the phoneif Sinclair MacNeal decided to return
any of thecdlsfor him. Hal himself went out to help the
Daizaimoku Ospreysin aworkout—firming up their
cover—while Bat took Natch with him to prowl the Tokyo
underworld. Jytte had locked hersdlf away in her room
with al sorts of eectronic equipment, and Rgjani had been
given drict orders not to disturb her.

Tired of staring at the phone for hours, she arranged for
her callsto be transferred down to the hotel's poal. Asit
was early on Sunday evening, she had the poal al to
hersdlf and swam |gpsto burn off the frustration she felt.
She had |€ft her stasis tube to warn Coyote of the danger
from Fiddleback, but she found hersdf unable to get that
message to him. While she knew she was unsuited to any
of the jobs the other members of Coyote's cadre had
undertaken, the fact that she was | eft behind angered her.
Feding exhausted, she returned to her room and fell
adeep with Sindlar's cufflinksin her hand. Sitting down
again on the edge of the bed, she closed her hands on
them and opened her mind. «Please, Snclair, call me.»
Shelooked at the phone expectantly, but she knew that
without asolid clue asto where he was, the chances of her
message getting anywhere closeto him wasnil. She
concentrated and listened for the echoes of her message,
then et her mind drift out and, in imitation of the crystaline
seeker drones, shetried to match the sensationsin the
cufflinks with those of a person in Tokyo's concrete heart.
Shedid not find Sinclair, but another message blasted
through her brain for agonizing seconds before she swung
her defensesinto place. She recognized the thought
patternsinstantly and knew it had been his laughter that

so rudely woke her up. Fiddleback is here! Worseyet, the
frggment of message she got from him wastinged with
Sinclair'saura "Kill him, and dispose of the body."

She closed her eyesand ingtantly willed hersdlf to look

at things from an empathic point of view. Thewalls
surrounding her exploded outward, and her viewpoint
rose like arocket through the roof of the hotel. Tokyo
became reduced into a neon vector-graphic maze with
millionsand millions of glowing lightsto mark every living
cregtureinit.

From above and behind her she saw bolt after bolt of
green energy lancing down into aglowing maachite
spherein the heart of theidand in Tokyo Bay. Shelooked
back up to the energy's source and saw a shiny black
pearl with afiery green coronasurrounding it. A hot green



gpot whirled through the middle of it, flashing out the
beams that shot down into the city.

Looking at it, she saw a companion sphere halfway
across the sky fromit, then another above it and another
below it. Barely visble againgt the black sky, she caught
the faint outline of an ova, and she suddenly redlized the
spheres were eyes and the oval ahead.

A wesk green sgnal from below rose up to theimage

of Fiddleback, then the mongter'sicon vanished. Looking
back toward theidand, she saw the green sphere begin to
dull. Asits color faded, she saw alight that matched the
cufflinks. Snclair is there, and they are going to kill him.
Fighting the wrenching sensation of nausea, she forced
herself back into her body. She tugged apair of jeanson,
stepped into some sneakers and darted out of her room
without giving thought to calling the others or even taking
the new leather jacket Natch had talked her into buying.
She hit the button summoning the elevator, but after
waiting impatiently for 15 seconds, she took the airsand
raced down five floorsto the street level.

Dashing through the [obby, she turned sdeways and
squeezed through the dowly opening automatic glass
doors. A liveried doorman stared at her with surprise on
his face, then composed himsdlf. He turned and pointed
to ataxi, then summoned it when Rgjani nodded.

Thetaxi pulled up beside her, and the doors did open

on acushion of air. Thelittle green light on the dashboard
turned red as she climbed in. From the back seat she
pointed out toward the bay. That way, theidand, go!"
The old driver look at her, then off where shewas
pointing. " Kimpunshima, hai? "

"Go, go!" Shereached into her pocket and pulled out a
handful of crumpled yen-notes and dolmarks and threw
them down into hislap. "Go!"

She barely noticed the wave of happiness pouring off

the man asthetaxi lurched forward. She didn't hear the
squedl of rubber as he took off, nor did she fed the beaded
seatcovers as the G-forces pressed her back into the sest.
The garish neon lights strobing past made no impression
on her because she had retreated deep inside and had
deadened her external sensesto concentrate on the
cufflinks and their connection to Sinclair MacNed.
Holding themin her hands, and pressing her handstight
between her knees, she focused her consciousness down
and pushed it through the cufflinks and out again. Asshe
did s0, she visuaized an ethered thread winding amlesdy
through the city. Shooting energy into it, she brightened

it and forced it to become more subgtantid. Like an empty
hose with water being pumped through it, the thread
plumped and straightened out.

Filling it full, she made contact.



At once shefdt eated and frustrated. The link worked

to let her know where he was and what he was fedling, but
she could not communicate directly with him. Shere-
membered one time when Dr. Chandra had showed her
how to build a telephone with two paper cups, two buttons
and string. While the makeshift device did transmit sound,
it was not sturdy enough for serious communication.

At least he's safe right now! Shetook heart in that and
anchored her end of the link in the back of her mind.
Opening her eyes, shelooked out and, between shoreline
warehouses, saw the brooding idand that dominated the
harbor. "Therel"

"Hai, Kimpunshima, hai." The driver steered his hack

to the right, cutting off alane of traffic and popped down
asde dreet. Turning to the left, he raced through rows of
warehouses. He deftly dodged wesathered crates and
trashpiles. All the while he laughed doud and kept up a
running commentary of which Rgani caught littleand
understood even less.

A feding of doubt, of hesitant confusion, shot down the
link. Too little information came through for her to deci-
pher it, but she did pick out the image of atelephone. Yes,
call. Thenit struck her that even if he did call, therewould
be no one there to answer it.

She pounded her fist on the top of the front seet. " Faster,
faster."

The cab took aright on two whedls and merged viathe
shoulder lane onto the Kimpunshimabridge. Tal sodium
lamps sank the whole bridge into a pinkish-gray. The
cabbie shouted curses at other drivers and swerved wildly
inand out of traffic. Finally, he broke clear of the pack and
punched the accelerator. Reaching the far end of the
bridge, he hit his brakes enough to bring his speed back
into the low hundreds of kilometers per hour and steered
into the heart of Kimpunshima

To Rgani, the only difference between theidand and

the city of Tokyo itself wastheintensty of fedings she had
coming through thelink. Danger! She dapped the passen-
ger-sdewindow. "Thisway! Were close now. Hurry!"
Thedriver dutifully took the next right and cameto a
screeching halt as the dozen members of a bosozoku
biker gang ran their big American motorcyclesaround in
acirclein themiddle of the street. Clad in black |egsther and
chromed chains, they called derisively to pedestrians and
brandished chainsto threaten the cars they had stopped.
The sensation of fear Szzling down thelink nearly
overwhelmed Rgjani. Shetore at the door handle and
opened the cab's rear door just in time to flatten one of the
bikers. Stepping on the stunned man's chest, she vaulted
from the cab and ran down the street. She heard people
ydling at her and the sound of motorcycle enginesbeing



gunned, but they meant nothing as fear and surprise
invaded her through thelink.

Running asfast as she could, Rgani cut through aleys
and vaulted fences. She chose her path unconscioudly,
letting the growing strength of thelink redl her in. Through
it she gained a sense of water, so she cut toward the
shordline. As she came out of an dley and into the grassy
wedge of apark, she saw ajeeplike security vehicle pull
up beside acinderblock wall.

A woman got out of the vehiclewith ariflein hand and
climbed up onto the hood. From there she stepped onto
the roof, then jumped over to the top of thewall. Rgani
heard gunshots, then saw the woman crouch and bring
what the Blood Crips had shown her to be an AKM up to
her shoulder.

"Sinclair!" she screamed asfoot-long flames shot from

the automatic riflés muzzle. Rgani saw a secondary
spark, then the woman flew back off the wall. Shelanded
hard on the car's roof, then bounced off and lay dead in the
street. He got her!

The moment of triumph Rgani fdt in that died as shock
and pain crashed in on her through the link. It pounded at
her. It would have driven her to her knees, but she caught
hersalf on the security vehicle open doorway. Despair and
resignation flowed through thelink like blood through a
diced artery inthe pain'swake. «No, | won't let you die!»
Rajani scooped up the AKM and cleared the damaged
clip. She picked another one up from the ground where
they had spilled from the woman's ammo pouch and
jammed it home. Cranking the charging lever back and
letting it snap forward, she leaped up onto the hood,
clambered onto the roof, then made the short legp to the
cinderblock wall.

Gunsmoke filled the courtyard below her. Off to her l€ft,
she saw ablocky mass of bricks and Sinclair MacNedl.
Opposing him, nestled in an office building, she saw four
men. One, radiating confidence like heat pouring from a
bonfire, sighted down the thick tube he had resting on the
windowsll.

"Clear!" heydled. "I'm going to smoke the bastard!"
Clutching the gun at waist level the way the Blood Crips
had done when talking about their combats, Rgjani
yanked back on thetrigger. Still selected for fully auto-
matic fire, the AKM kicked out al 30 of the bullets|oaded
inthe dip. Impressve muzzle flasheslit the patio asthe
hail of bullets raked their way through the unbroken panes
in the conference room window.

All thefield stripping and dry firing sheld done with the
Blood Crips hadn't prepared her for recoil. The AKM's
muzzle tracked up through the sky and twisted her around
theright, flinging her off thewall. Crashing onto her back



on the vehiclesroof, she somersaulted over her head and
landed hard on the ground. Her head smacked the
sdewalk and the smoking AKM bounced off toward the
rear of thevehicle

Starsburst in front of her eyes, then asecondary
explosion ripped through her, complete with thunder and
smoke. A red firebal shot into the air and transformed
itself into agreasy black cloud, then chunks of debris
started pelting her and the jeep. The windscreen cracked
as hdf acinderblock punched through it. Smaller pieces
of concrete pinged and clinked off the vehicle, thena
hissing sand-rain condensed out of the smoke and splashed
gritty sheetsover her.

Rajani shook her head and rolled over onto her scom-

ach. Pushing off the ground, she stood and leaned heavily
againgt the jeep. Two more gunshots prompted her to
duck, then she saw thefigure of aman limping and firing
back through the hole. She started to run toward him, then
stopped instantly as he shifted the gun to cover her.

"Who the hell areyou?"

"l am Rgani." Shedug in her pocket and held her |eft
hand out to him. "'l have your cufflinks”

"Hell of avalet servicethe hotd has" He snarled ashe
hopped toward the jeep and leaned on the hood. "Can you
drive? No, wait, | saw you shoot." He hopped around to the
driver sdeand did into the driver's seet, then bashed out
the rest of the windscreen. "Well? Cmon."

Rajani ran to the passenger side and tossed the
cinderblock clear of her seat. She barely settled into it
when Sinclair, letting hisleft leg hang out of the driver-sde
opening, shifted into drive and ssomped down on the
accelerator. "Don't know who you are, but thank you. Y ou
saved my life back there."

"I am herewith Ha Garrett." Rgani braced hersdf as

Sin swerved around a couple of bicycles. "We were
worried about you when you were not at your hotdl.”

Sin winced and pressed his head back onto the head-

rest. "So, you black-bagged my room and kept my
cufflinks for aprize?' His breath hissed out through
clenched teeth, and Ragjani felt white-hot pain stab through
thelink. "How'd you find me?1 left no cluesto where | was
goingtobe"

Rgani could sense, through Sin's pain, that hewasin

no shape to understand any explanation shewould give
him. She also knew that he might black out at any second
and, given the speed they were traveling, that would be
dangerous. "Thisaley. Turn right and stop the car..”
"Areyou nuts?"

"| found you, and | sopped them from killing you. Trust
me. Stop the car.”

Reluctance pulsing through thelink, he did as she



asked. "Now, Stay there," she commanded. Swinging out
of the jeep, sheran around through the twin headlight
cones and squatted down near his bloody shin. Thismay
hurt."

"Y ou mean it might hurt worse?"

With the gold nail on her right index finger she diced
down through the fabric of histrousers, then pedled the
cloth back. The dark, mesty wound brimmed with half-
coagulated blood. She saw flecks of whiteinit, and she
thought most of them werelittle chips of stones.

She started to reach around behind hisleg, but Sin

shook his head. "Therés an exit wound, it's through and
through, it fedslike alightning storm knotted up down
there”

Rajani looked up and made eye contact with him. She
caught his shock as hefinaly saw her ditted gold pupils.
Her eyes—they're not natural!

«As natural asyoursare, Snclair.» Rgani reinforced the
old link with him and pushed on through the stronger link.
As she had with Hal Garrett, she sent amessageto
portions of hisbrain, spurring them into action to help him
hedl. She dso triggered the production of endorphic
painkillersto dull the throbbing from hisleg. A wave of
contentment passed over him, causing her to smileasshe
withdrew from hismind.

Singared at her and blinked his eyes. "Lady, have you
any ideawhat you did?" He blushed and shook his head.
"Chrigt, you're better than morphine.”

"Isthat good?"

"Inthiscase, that'sgreat.” Sin did himsdlf forward and
out of thejeep. "C'mon, they'll be tracking thisthing. Wed
better abandon it.”

Rgani frowned. "How do you know that?"

"I don't." Sinwinked at her. "But that'swhat I'd be doing
if I were running their operation. And the two of usare
going to be damned conspicuous on the street.” He
limped over to astorm-drain grating. "Y ou've got a suit on.
Doyou svim?!

"They have an Olympic-sized pool at the hotdl." She
hooked a thumb through her suit's shoulder strap. "I used
it today."

"Widll, let'sgo down into the hole then." He pulled the
grate up and waved her toward the dark opening. "Y ou
won't get any gold for swimming down here, but chances

Coyote stared at the Yidam asthe creature reached up
and unfastened the gold cloak clasp at itsthroat. The



heavy, dark garment fell to thefloor, for thefirst time
affording Coyote an unobstructed view of his opponent.
"My God, what are you?'

The reason for the Yidam's extraordinary height was

the second shoulder girdle and pair of armslocated afoot
beneath thefirst pair. Set dightly back, the long, dender
arms ended in long-fingered hands capped with gold
talons, but they were not identical to the upper pair. They
did not have its bulging musculature, nor did they possess
the dender gold linestracing from the talons up dong the
arms and over the shoulders. Coyote aso noticed smilar
piping running from the gold claws on the creature's feet
up itslegsto the yak-hide loincloth and around to its back.
Moving more swiftly than he could imagine anything

that size moving, the Yidam closed. Its upper hands
grabbed hiswrists and pulled hisarms out straight from
hissides. Lower jaw agape, itslower arms came up and
took hold of either sde of hishead. "Y ou did not day me
when you had the chancein Storm. Now | will seeif you
arewhat you believe yoursdf to be."

Their eyes met, and Coyote recoiled asthe Yidam's
icepick consciousness pierced hisbrain. Coyotefelt like
alock with acrude pick jammed into it. Hetried to fight
him, but found himsdlf unableto grapplewith the dien
mind. Though powerless, Coyotetried to pull away from
the contact, but succeeded only in encysting part of his
conscious mind.

The Yidam used no finesse to sort through his mind—
he just pounded on in. He sorted through memorieslike
adetective pulling al the clothesfrom adresser drawer
and tossing them over his shoulder. Coyote watched as
the two months he could remember of hislifewere
examined and then discarded casually. It seemed to
Coyote that all he had done as Tycho Caine to thwart
Fiddleback in Phoenix only heightened the Yidam'sdis-
trug.

Asthe claustrophobic memory of waking up in abody
bag enfolded Coyote, hefdt thefirst dowing of the
Yidam's probe. The creature hesitated asit came up
againgt awall. Coyote knew this was the drug-induced
amnesia his predecessor had subjected him to. You even
anticipated something like this, hethought to himsdf ina
mental salute to the man who had made him into Coyote.
«You expect a biochemical barrier to stop me? The
Y idam's contemptuous laughter echoed through Coyote's
skull, making hisbrain fed like the clapper inagiant bell.
«Behold, your body betrays you.»

Coyote suddenly saw his own mind asacomplex,
three-dimensional network of interconnected neurons
and synapses. The blocked areas comprised an egg-
shaped area outlined in red. Each nexus point into that



areahad asmall, hard, red dot glowing on it. They pulsed
angrily like hot coals beneeth the kiss of abdlows.

Other areas of that neura net began to glow under the
Yidam'sdirect influence. In turn, Coyote felt other parts of
his body respond and flood his bloodstream with hor-
mones and chemicas. Asthey coursed up into hisbrain,
he watched the embers dull, then thefirst of them winked
out.

Coyote screamed asthe Yidam burst through that first
roadblock. Suddenly, instead of being trapped in the
small world comprised of two memory months, Coyote
emerged like asnake from an egg. Hefound himsdlf ina
dark world that dowly expanded as the chemicasthe
Yidam had gtarted his body manufacturing dissolved the
barriers. The Yidam, preceding him and drawing him
adonginhiswake, glesfully threw memoriesat him.

Like a spectator watching someone el se, Coyote saw
who he had been in random snippets of hislife. He saw
himsdlf asachild studying detailed anatomica textsand
working with cadavers. He caught glimpses of martia arts
exercises in which human bones were subgtituted for the
wooden boards others would have been instructed to
break. He relived hours and hours spent in dim chemistry
labs preparing poisons and explosives.

As each nexus opened up, Coyote rebuilt his cognitive
network. Cohesive bits of information linked up to form
new connections both within the previoudy sedled area
and out again to his more conscious memory. He did not
fed reincorporated with what and who he had beenin the
past, and he took effortsto maintain that distance as more
bizarre and curious events sizzled through hismind.

He watched himsdlf study avictim through the tele-

scopic Sght of acustom-built, .50-caiber sniper rifle. At
the same moment he redized he had built the weapon
himsdlf and had hand-crafted the dug, hefelt hisright
index finger twitch. The woman's head exploded likea
balloon filled with red oatmedl. In the emotions that
flickered past, he sought remorse or regret and he found
it, but only that he'd clearly wasted three grains of powder
inthe shl that killed her.

Coyote went cold as heredlized hehad to bea
sociopathic personality. Y et the second he made that
judgment he rejected it because of the things he had done
since he became Coyote. A sociopath has no conscience
and thinks only of himself. An amnesiac, while possess-
ing no memory of his padt, still operates within the bound
of hisnormal personality. It follows that | have something
of a conscience, a loyalty to something, that guides me
and that | was able to transfer over to Coyote and his
mission.

The Yidam continued his ruthless sorting through



Coyoteslifetime. «Thereis, Coyote, thereis. | will find it,
and then you will see what you really are.» The Yidam
increased his pace, probing memoriesfor bare millisec-
onds before discarding them.

Astheworld of Coyote's past swelled, he began to
visudize detalsin the darkness. Little stars began to glow
inthe night sky, but adim haze madeit difficult to see dl

of them. Below him, the world began to take shape. Off in
the distance he saw the great curve of China's coast
outlined in gold. Beyond it, Korea's daggerlike peninsula
stabbed down into the black ocean and toward theidands
of Japan.

Coyote began to fed vibrations from the haze. He

redized it must have been the monks chanting about the
sametime he saw he had centered himself abovethe
lamasery. He aso knew, as helooked east again, that he
had spent most of hislifein Japan. He quickly chided
himsalf because he had known that fact from thefile his
predecessor had prepared on him, but now he knew it
and, somehow, thet felt far more significant.

Then, asthe Yidam cried out triumphantly, Coyote saw
agreen-ringed pulsar risng where the sun should have
been. Asitsburning pupil swept around, abolt of light
impaled Japan. The pupil passed twice more, its pace
increasing, then it spun up to the point where it became
agreen band encircling the sphere's oasis.

Suddenly, aglowing green plane of light shot out and
diced cleanly through the haze. Coyote felt rather than
heard faint screams, then the light hit him and collgpsed
into asingle, sustained needle. It pinned him in spacelike
aninsect in acollection, leaving him powerless. «My pet,
my pet, you have been returned to me.» A chittering hum
filled hismind, and he fdlt the muscles of hisface contract
into asmile. «And you brought me a prezent!»

The Yidam struggled against the energy being pro-

jected into Coyote like agamefish fighting afishing line.
He had searched for a connection to Fiddleback and
found it, then redlized too late that the Dark Lord had
anticipated thistype of foray into Coyoteés mind. Asthe
Yidam fought, hisfrustration bled into the link, and Coyote
felt Fiddleback's delight in the Yidam's hel plessness.
Coyote redlized that Fiddleback had intended the trap

to catch another Dark Lord and that it should have
swallowed the Yidam whole. «Iz that you, Vikram?Did | not
deztroy you when | had your wife? After all thiztime, can
it be you?»

«Living proof you do not always win.»

«l am entropy, Vikram. | always win. Mozt of your
comradez welcomed me when | pozzezzed them. Your
wife mozt azzuredly among them. Come to me.»
TheYidam continued hisfight. «I am not for you, beast.



Were you as strong as you imagine yourself, you would
have destroyed me by now.»

Coyote sensed the Yidam's bluff and desperation in the
link, and he bled it off into ared star that arced acrossthe
sky. Therest of the message passed unadulterated
through the link like agold spark and struck the black orb
initsheart. A bar of black cycled through the band, then
another gold spark raced back down the link.

«Father ?»

«Rajani ?»

The Yidam's return message blasted back too strong

for Coyoteto control or affect in any way. It passed back
through thelink asaragged gold circlet. It struck the
gphere and filled the coronawith gold highlights, then that
color drained away leaving ablue after-image in itswake.
Another black line and another appeared in the pulsar's
band as the cycling dowed.

The power in thelink wavered for asecond, giving
Coyote a chance to do more than act as an unwitting
conduit. He fused hisrevulsion with the past the Yidam
had shown him into an dloy with his conscious hatred of
Fiddleback. Heinfusad it with hisfury a having hismind
raped by the Yidam and his body being possessed by
Fiddleback and forged it al into ascarlet axe blade. He
chopped down into the link and felt asearing jolt of pain
blow the top off hishead.

Hefound himsdf sumbling back within the Yidam's
chamber. He landed on his butt, then caught the Yidam
before he could hit the floor. Shaking hishead to cleer it,
Coyoteflipped the Yidam over to his back, then folded the
cloak up into apillow and placed it beneath the mongter's
head.

The Yidam'sred eyes opened. "Thank you," hewhis-
pered hoarsdly.

"That was Fiddleback. | know that much. What hap-
pened? Whois Vikram?"

The Yidam brushed aside his question and tried to get

up, but Coyote pinned him to the ground with ahand in the
middle of hischest. "No, damn you. Y ou rip through my
mind without SO much asa'by your leave and thenignore
me. Do you think | am Fiddleback's minion?’

The Yidam sank back and shook hishead. "No. Were
you, the link never could have been severed. You are
powerful, which is doubtlesdy why he chose you.”

"Good. Then you know that | can be a powerful weapon
used againg him. Answer my questions.”
"Thereisnotime”

"Give methe short form." Coyote looked up as Mong
appeared in the Gukhong. "Arewe hidden again?'

"Four men died, and 10 are being cared for in our
infirmary. They will not diein pain." Mong knelt by the



Yidam. "We are reestablishing the wards and should be
difficult tofind."

"Answers, | want them now." Hisfists baled, Coyote
stood over both men.

The Yidam reached up and grasped Mong's shoulder
affectionately. "My wife sudied rdigionstheway | sudied
war. Through the Dalai Lama, she wasintroduced to
Mong and he, in turn, ingructed her in hisfaith. Though
she was barred from visiting this monastery because of
her sex, | was extended an invitation to take aretreat here.
| happened to be here when Fiddleback managed to
subvert the crew of the ship that had brought me here.”
Coyote nodded. "Including your wife?'

The Yidam closed his eyesfor amoment, then nodded.
"Including her. Ther subversion suddenly gavehima
beachhead on Earth, and that precipitated another Dark
Lord making agtrike at him. During thetime hewas
preoccupied, | returned to the United States and made
arrangementswith Dr. Chandrafor the care of my daugh-
ter.”

"Y ou avoided possession by being here, | assume. How
did your daughter—Rgjani is her name, isn't it—escape
Fiddleback?"

"I do not know for certain, but | assume Fiddleback was
looking for aspecific mentd pattern. The Cythera he got
ingtantly. My wife took more time, and my daughter, she
thinks enough like a human to be difficult to spot or
control." The Yidam smiled weakly. "Did you know you
humans have a very disorderly mind structure?!

"Vadt fortunes are made by peoplewho try to help us
ded with that problem.” Coyote returned the amile.

"We haveto find my daughter. She can read Fiddleback."
"Reed him?'

"My meditations here hel ped me defend mysdlf against
Fiddleback. Sheis better shielded against himthan | am,
and if sheisfree of the stasistube, she will be ableto
eavesdrop on histhoughts. That'swhy shewas ableto
piggyback amessage to methrough thelink.” The
Yidam'slower arms pushed him up into a Sitting position.
"In stasis, she was able to meditate without outside
influences

"When | first came here, | was not that much different
than you or Mong." His spare arms hugged his kneesto
his chest. "Because | meditated here, the wishes, dreams
and bdliefs of the monks over the past 25 years changed
meinto the Yidam that was meant to guard them from evil
influences.”

Coyote shivered and stood. "That's some change.”

"It is, but asthe price to eude Fiddleback and his
influence, it ischegp." Accepting Mong's and Coyote's
help, the Yidam pulled himsdlf upright. "We must hurry



andfind Rgani.”

"Do you know where sheis?'
The Yidam nodded to Coyote. "In Jgpan and in dan-
Coyote winced. "Japan will take two days, maybe less

if 1 can get ahelicopter in here”

"No, thereisanother way." The Yidam looked at Mong
and the monk nodded. " Go, Coyote, and prepare yourself.
Y ou have the skills you need to leave this place, and now

| will show you the way home."

Sin tugged the storm grate back into place in the Street
above, then gingerly lowered himself down the sted-rung
ladder in the manhole wall. With his pistol tucked into the
waistband of his pants at the small of his back, he grabbed
the wet, greasy rungs with both hands. Standing only on
hisright leg, he hopped down one rung, then shifted his

grip. Eachjolting hop sent pain up through his|eft leg, but

he found the pain much less intense and decreasing
noticegbly.

Helanded with asplashin the cylindrica tunnel.

"Rgani, right?"

The woman nodded, her gold hair reduced to adim

gray inthedarkness. "Yes, Sinclair?'

"Cal me Sin." He squinted and looked both up and

back dong thetunnd. "I figure they'll expect usto head
toward where these tunnels dump into the ocean. We

need to find acrosscut tunnel that will take us degper into
Kimpunshima"

She pointed off in the direction shewasfacing. "Y ou

mean like that one down there?"

Sin saw nothing but blackness. "Y ou can seeinthe

dark, too?'

Rgani held ahand out to him, then looped hisright arm

over her shoulder. Sinimmediately felt the physica

warmth she radiated. "The plantsin here are biolumines-
cent in the ultraviolet range. Comeon, I'll hdp you."

"Okay." Isthere anything she can't do? Not only does
she stare me in the eyes and start my leg feeling better, but
she popped a button in my brain that left me feeling better
than Erika ever did. And now she can seein thedark. Sn
glanced over a her. And didn't | think | heard her voicein
my mind?

He heard a chittering and immediatdy filled hisleft

hand with the Beretta. "Did you hear that?'

She nodded. "Rats. Let me concentrate, and | can make
certain they will leave usaone." Sin would have made a
comment, but hisright foot dipped inthedime at the



bottom of the cylinder. Rgani caught him and held him
upright. "Areyou okay?| can clear the pain again.”

"No, no, don't do that." Sin coughed lightly. "It does
deaden the pain, but, ah, you shouldn't be doing that to
folks"

"What do you mean? | know it pleased you."

"Yeah, wel, | need aclear head here, you know.” Sin
frowned because he got the distinct impresson she didn't
know. "Y ou're rather unique, you know that?"

She nodded solemnly. "I believel antheonly Jesda
ever born on your world."

Born on your world? Sin swallowed hard. He knew she
looked weird, and he wondered what kind of insanity it
took to do the body mods and tattoos she'd had done.
Especially the eyes. Now he knew: schizophrenia. " So,
you're not from Earth?'

"l just said | was." She stopped. "We're at the tunnel.
Away from the ocean, yes?'

"Y es, away from the ocean.” Sin tested his|eft leg, and
the pain had subsided to adull, tired ache. He started to
pull hisarm from her shoulder, but she shivered. "Areyou
cold?’

"Yes, but thisis something ese." She fatered ahalf-

gep, then leaned heavily on him. "He's il there”

He homed the pistol and held her up. "Who?"
"Fiddleback." Her head came up. "He's here.”

He heard the bubbling rush of water and felt ashiver run
through Rajani. He turned toward the sound and faced the
black tunnel behind him, but then the echoes shifted. He
tried to place hisbody between the sound and Rgjani, but
couldn't be sure what was out there and where it was.
"Help me, Rgani."

She mumbled something, but he missed it asthe water
boiled around hislegs. He heard it churning to afilthy froth
and felt thewarm fluid flick up on hisface and neck. Then
something tugged at hisleft pant leg. He felt ahunk of the
bloody cloth tear free, and something hard rasped against
his bare flesh. New pain started from where Rgjani had
dulled the old pain, and Sin knew something had re-
opened the bullet wound.

"Rgani! What isit?'

She shook her head weakly, her hair brushing against
hisneck. "Move. Go."

"I hopeit doesn't track by scent, because I'm bleeding.”
Great. Bleeding in ariver of sewage that's home to
something dlithery! | should've let the rocket kill me.
«No, Sinclair. That would have been bad.»
"Rgani?Did you just say something?'

«It comes again.» Sheleaned heavily againg him, vainly
attempting to get him to turn around. Hisleft hand
grabbed the waistband of her jeansto hold her up, and he



moved in the direction she wanted, but he could still see
nothing. In the back of hismind, likethe clicking of a
Geiger counter gpproaching an atomic pile, agaticky
sound built.

Something in the miasmic river made the gentle
thrupping sound of afish striking at the surface. Sin
recognized it asadmost being normd, but it seemed louder
than it should have. The sound aso ripped through the
tunnd like aserrated knife sawing through bone.

Snlet Rgani seady hersdf againg the tunnel wall,
freeing hisleft hand. "C'mon, thing. You and me." He
grinned toward where he knew Rgani stood, "It livesina
cesspit. How tough can it be?’

"Very," shewhispered, "It isnot from here.”

"What?"

«Fiddleback wants us dead.»

Suddenly, asegmented serpentine form reared up
through the dudgy water. Mandibles clicked once, then
Sin cried out as something dashed across his chedt. It
diced through his shirt, sugpenders and flesh, then with-
drew. With it went the mentd dtatic.

Sin hissed and pressed hisleft hand over the cut.

"Proper toolsto do aproper job." Sin swallowed hard.
"Whereisit, Rgani?If | canfindit, | cankill it."

She said nothing, but hefet her hand on his shoulder

as hereached around and pulled the Berettawith hisright
hand. Hisvison swam for a second, then he saw himsalf
drawing hisgun. I'm seeing through her eyes! Inaningant
the gtatic pounded back into his brain and he fdlt fetid
water splash up and over him.

What he saw disturbed him more than how he saw it.
The creature had risen up and pulled back like a cobra
preparing to strike. One of the two larger mandibles
dripped blood. Other smaller onesringed the creature's
mouth and clenched reflexively asif torip grest hunks of
flesh out of him. The composite eyes sat nestled deepin
aspiny, chitinous skull and glowed adull green.

Sin saw theviewpoint in his eyes crash toward his head
as Rgani integrated their views. He blinked, and Sin saw
through her eyeswhat his eyeswere seeing asthe
creature's head drove forward. Asit did so, the creature's
mouth flared open, itsjaws bending it out into a hexagona
shape.

He stabbed hisright hand straight at it, and the cresture
engulfed hiswhole hand, gun and dl. Sinfdt the sting as
auxiliary mandibles chomped down on hiswrigt, but he
didn't pull back or fight it. The creature's eyes pulsed with
green fire, and the spiny antennae twiddled back and forth
as something insde the head bit down with a chank!
Sin'sfinger tightened on the trigger. The bullet blew out
the back of its head and covered the wall behind it with



glistening bits of chitin. The hot gasses from the muzzle
plumped the jaws and pulled the pincers from Sin'swrist
asecond before the head shot back. It smacked the wall,
gpattering it with more dark fluids, then the whole creature
did benesth the duggishriver of effluent.

"Bit off more than you could chew, eh?' Rgani'ssight
faded from hiseyes, so Sin didn't get agood look at the
deep scars on either sde of the pistol's dide. He turned
back toward her, saying, "Hey, the joke wasn't that bad,”
when he saw her sag againgt the sewer wall. He caught her
and held her up out of thedime. "Hang in, kid. Rgani!"
«Father?» he heard resound in his head.

She went limp, and the world went black again.
Sinlooped hisleft arm around her dender wais, then
tucked his gun away. Scooping her up in hisarms, hewas
surprised a how little she weighed given her ability to hold
him up when he needed help. Even with her added weight,
hisleft leg felt pretty good, and hisright wrist barely pained
him.

The sheer insanity of his Situation clamped down on

him like the creatures jaws had on hishand. He saw
himself as another might. There he stood, a beautiful and
exotic woman in hisarms. Knee-deep in sewage, not a
bullet to his name, and the blood of some creature that
could have only come from atabloid news story running
down thewall of atunnel, he saw himself like the hero of
American Ninja I X: Recomb Revenge.

What wasworse, to him, wasthat his particular menta
image of the moment almost made sense, becauseit only
took into consideration the cosmetic conditions. What
made it more bizarre was how Rgjani had hedled hisleg
and spoken through hismind and let him use her eyes.
Part of him hoped the whole adventure was a nightmare
from which he could awaken, yet another part feared it
was some hdlucination Galbro wasforcing into hisbrain.
Unfortunately, he decided, those two minority opinions
safely bracketed the truth. Coyote had invoked the name
Fiddleback to explain curious things that had happened

in Phoenix. Now, here, in the darkness beneath an artificia
idand, another person had used the same name. And this
time Sin had ample proof that something very strange
wastruly happening.

As suddenly asthe creature had attacked him, Sin's
worldview shifted. Instead of seeing everything he knew
asfull and red, it dl becamelike building facadeson a
movie set. Where he had assumed incompetence or petty
jedlousies as explanations for things going wrong, now he
entertained the possibility that a Fiddleback might have
been orchedtrating disaster.

In an instant he saw that further down that path lay
paranocia. He resisted, dowing his progress toward it, but



he did not whally withdraw from it. Just because you're
paranoid doesn't mean there aren't folks out to get you.
Hesmiled to himsdf. And | know there are folks out to get
us, so I'd best get us out of here.

Think, Sin, think. From a corporate security review

he'd done three years before, he knew Kimpunshima had
one manhole every 50 meters. He also remembered that

at its center there was an open, fetival-like area that was
generdly found packed with tourists at night. Splashing

on into the darkness, he headed away from the ocean.
Forty manholesin, and | should be in that area. May have
to go a hit north, as well.

Raani's eyes came open and glowed gold. She stared

at him for asecond, then she blinked and the glow faded.
"Sn?'

"Easy, kid, I'vegot you. Youreokay." He smiled at her
even though he couldn't see her. "'l don't know what that
was, but it's gone now."

Her voice came in aweary whisper lacking even

enough strength to echo from thewalls. "It was from
Fiddleback...one of hispets. He sent it to finish what they
tried to do with you earlier.”

"Will he send ancther?"

Her hair brushed againgt hisleft hand as she shook her
head. "He has been distracted.” She grabbed his|eft
shoulder. "Here...we have to go up here."

"What? There shouldn't be anything here. It'snot far
enough.”

"Up here." She pointed up, and Sin saw afaint check-
erboard pattern above them. "I have friends up there."
"Canyou sand?"

"l think 0."

He gently lowered her legs, but kept hisleft arm across
her back. She looped her arms around his neck and hung
on until she had her legsfirmly benegth her. Sin smiled

and gave her ahug. "Good. Now for the hard part.”

"y e’

"l can't see abloody thing. Put my hands on the ladder.”
Shedirected his handsto the meta ladder on the tunnel
wall. Unlike the other one, it was not constructed of metal
rebar rungs sunk into the concrete. Thisoneféet to Sinlike
the lower end of afire escape that had been removed from
itsoriginal location and placed in the sawer. 1t shook a bit
as he mounted it, and, as he neared the grating above, he
saw it was made of wood. That confirmed to him that the
opening was not an officia one.

He pushed open the grate and dipped up into the dark
basement. He felt so good about being out of the sewers
that he never paused to consider what sort of place would
want an open access point to the sewersinit. She says she
has friends here. He pulled Rgjani up out of the hole, then



lowered the grate back into place.

Letting her cling to hisarm, he guided her up the narrow
wooden staircase. As he got near the top, he heard
raucous American music blaring through the door and
found the thick smoke of cigarettes killed the sewer stink
clinging to both of them. Good, a public place. "Almog
home, kid."

He pushed open the door and found himsdlf inadimly

lit, cracked-tile corridor. It led past two bathroomsto the
back of asmoke-choked bar. Sin swung hisarm around
Rajani's shoulder and threw her awink. "Let'slook casud,
find your friendsand go, okay?"

She nodded and dipped her left arm around hiswaist.
"Okay."

From the amount of noise he heard in the corridor, Sin
had assumed the place would be packed wall to wall with
people. Stepping into the main room, he saw he'd equated
the bone-cracking volume of the sound system with a
need to compete with a crowd that didn't exist. He knew
the folks who had been there were there recently because
their cigarettes still burned in ashtrays and the heads on
various beerswere till going down.

"Welcometo Café Marie Celeste, " he murmured.
Asdefrom acouple of bardly visble people spesking

in dark acoves along thefar wal, thelast of the bar's patrons
were streaming out between two lines of jeering bosozoku
gang members. Heimmediately steered Rgjani toward
the door, willing to endure taunts and jibesto get out, but
the gap closed down as they approached.

"These are your friends?"

Rajani shook her head.

A smdlish man with agash on his shaved head

dropped his Lennon glasses down to the end of hisnose
as he blocked their path. "Baka-da!"

"What are you talking about?" Sin's eyes narrowed.

"I've never seen you before, so how could | have done
something Supid?'

Therat-faced man snarled at him. "Not you, yanki! The
mesu did." His dark-eyed gaze shifted back and forth
between them. "Give her to me, and you won't have
trouble”

"Namenna-yo!" Sin bdled hisfigs "Thisisn't worth the
painyoull fed." Thelittle man, with hisgang fanning out
behind him, looked more confident than Sin wanted to
See.

Rajani moved away from him, then looked back toward
the bathroom. "Sin, ook out!"

Sinwhirled and only caught part of the meety punch
coming in a his head. It clipped him hard, striking sparks
into hisvison. Hefdt hiskneesturn to water, and blood
began to drip from his nose. He braced himself to kissthe



floor, but he never hit it, and he couldn't figure out why.
Then he fdt the pressure on his back and saw thearm
connected to the hand that had a massive amount of his
shirt initsgrasp. Hefollowed the leather-swathed arm as
it swelled on up into abody that looked big enough to be
two sumo wrestlers grafted together. The head on it had
flat, gray eyesand looked like it had grown up in abucket
mold, with the short neck it sat on being wider than the any
part of the head.

"Bukkoroshite yaru!" The man holding him smiled with
amouth full of brown, picket-fence teeth. He raised hisleft
figt. "l punch you until you die!"

Thefig started down but never connected. Halfway to

its target another arm reached over the biker's shoulder,
and ahand closed around the fist. Muscles bunched on
thisnew arm, and bones cracked in thefist. The interlop-
ing hand then shoved down and mashed the broken hand
into atabletop.

With atwist of thearm, Bat spun the fat biker around

and smashed him in the mouth with an ebow, forcing him
to let Sindrop to the floor. Releasing the shattered fist, Bat
grabbed the big man around the back of hisbull neck and
brought his head down to meet Bat'srising knee. The
biker collapsed to the floor, moaning. Bat somped down
on his outstretched right arm, snapping its bones cleanly,
then planted ahard kick in the man'sribs.

Smiling demonically Bat beckoned the other bikers
forward. "The man told you not to messwith him. Now you
know why. C'mon, girls, I'm dmaost done with your friend,
and | ain't even broke asweset yet."

Natch stepped from one of the dcoves with aBeretta
automeatic pointing toward the bikers. "Don't worry, you
won't suffer...much.”

Bat took a step forward, and the bosozoku gang broke
running.

Sin sat up and dabbed at the blood from his nose with
hisleft deeve asthey crowded out the door. "Never
thought I'd be happy to see you, Mr. Kabat."

"If I'd known you worked so well as bait, MacNedl, I'd
have worn the boots with stedl toes." Bat grabbed the
unconscious biker and bashed his head into tables and
chairs on the way to the door, then he tossed him out into
the street. He looked out for a second, then smiled. "They
got courage on the other side of the street.”

Rgani frowned as she helped Sinto hisfeet. "Do you
think they will try to jJump us?'

"Hope s0," Bat nodded grimly.

Jesus Christ! Sin used a napkin from the bar to wipethe
blood off hisface. "At therisk of spoiling your fun, 1'd just
as soon get out of here." He looked at the little bartender
trembling in the corner. "Denwa, arimas’ka?"



The man brought him the phone, and Sin punched a
number in. The man at the other end answered it after one
ring. "Yes, Kazuo, thisis Sinclair. | am with friends, and |
need aride. | don't know where, but someone here does.
Thanks." Sin held the receiver out to the bartender.

The little man took it and Started speaking very fast as

Sin turned to the others. "Kazuo will get us out of here, and
then we have to meet with Hal and some others as quickly
aspossble”

Natch tucked her pistol away. "Why the rush?"

"Because, Natch, the place | just |€eft is the place Coyote
send meto locate” Sintasted blood on hislips. "Between
Raani and me, I've learned enough to know that it'sa
breeding ground for this Fiddleback and alegion of
loonies.”

"Fine, but why the urgency?'

"Because one of those budding looniesisthe emperor's
grandson." He rubbed the puncture marks on hisright
wrigt." From what I've been told, letting Fiddleback get his
hands on him isroughly equivaent to looping anew

ammo belt into aminigun. As none of us—hell, none of the
world—is on that team, I'd like to do everything | canto
frustrate Fiddl eback onemoretime.”

Acquwe imprint, kill! Mickey stood in darknesswith his
feet shoulder-width apart, knees bent and weight forward
onthebdlsof hisfeet. Acquire, imprint, kill! Hisarms
hung down & hissdeswith hisfingersstiffenedinto a
spearhead. Acquire, imprint, kill!

Thelightsdowly came up in the room, and Mickey

found himsdf facing ahost of misshapen, hunched
figures. They bulged with musclesand carried clubs

and swordsin the massive hands that lurked at the end

of improbably long arms. Oversized jaws and out-
thrusted muzzles contrasted with mismatched eyes

and haphazardly set earsto make the pointy heads
bottom-heavy.

«Magilla Gorilla, but bad.»

«That's it exactly, Mickey. They have been bad.» The
little man's voice soothed away the concerns sparked by
the cartoon connection Mickey had made. «They were
bad, and you must punish them.»

"They have no hats." Mickey smiled as he spoke, his
new face and jaw making it possible for him to pronounce
wordsthat had previoudy proved impossible for him.
«Hats?»

Mickey nodded carefully. "MagillaGorillahas ahat.
Why don't they have hats?"



»Hats. They lost them, Mickey. Thisiswhy they were
bad.»

"Bad. Punish."

«Precisely, Mickey.» A tone sounded and the dozen
screaming Koman charged at him in afrenzied knot.
«Mickey, ignore.»

The bestia Koman surrounded him and smashed the
clubs down on his head and shoulders. Mickey felt the
impacts and heard them, but remained detached. He
knew the knife thrust to his abdomen had split skin and
had to hurt, but he channdled the pain away, as he had
been ingtructed. The loud crack of aclub againgt hisright
kneecap numbed hiswholeright leg, but he pushed the
panic avay.

«Now, Mickey, you may defend yourself. Sequence
normally. Sart with Claw! Go!»

Acquire. Mickey turned his head and scanned the
group. He assessed them in terms of threat potential
based on their weapons, size, kill, disposition, apparent
intelligence, range and state of health. Asone part of his
brain sorted through the candidates and assigned them
threat-assessment levels, another part searched through
known-enemy templates and searched for the one that fit
the Koman. Having fought them before, he came up with
the origind template he had memorized and visudized it
as modified by supplementary data.

The Koman with abloodied knife to his right won the
designation as primary target. Mickey merged hisimage
with the template. Red dots covered the Koman at
forehead, throat and the center of its chest, showing areas
of vulnerability. Imprint. Mickey's right hand contracted,
fingers hooking hafway in, pam pulling perpendicular to
the forearm.

Kill.

Mickey's hand struck with blinding speed. Hisfingers
penetrated the Koman's flesh before the creature had a
chanceto realize Mickey had even begun to move.
Leaning in toward the Koman, Mickey pushed his hand
through the beast's sternum, snapping off the ends of a
half-dozen ribs. Asthe bone fragments shredded the
Koman'slungs and started them hissing, Mickey mashed
its heart againgt its pine. His hand contracted as he
encountered bone, and his arm retracted, taking four
vertebrae with it.

The first Koman collgpsed with the upper haf of his
torso folding backward and blood spraying out of the hole
in hischest. Mickey turned back away from him, tiffening
hisleft hand into a spearhead. Acquire. Moving to the left,
he spotted a Koman with arapier. His menta template
fused with the Koman. Imprint.

Kill!



With the skill of achampionship fencer, Mickey arched
his back to avoid athrust, then stabbed hisleft hand at the
Koman's eyes. Hisfingers pushed past them, shattering
the bones behind the orbits. If the bone shards being
driven through the Koman's brain had not been enough to
kill him, Mickey's spearhand thrust going dl theway to
touch the back of the skull would have accomplished the
job eadly.

Mickey pulled his hand free with asucking thwok, then
spun. He acquired atarget as he pivoted on hisleft leg and
knotted hisright hand into ahammerfist. Heimprinted his
target asit missed an overhead stroke with a baseball bat.
He brought his right hand through and killed the Koman
by blagting its |eft ear beyond the midline of its skull and
driving its body into another Koman.

Acquire, imprint, kill. Mickey worked hisway through
the axe and awl shapes, then moved to the more complex
double-gtrike formsthat required both hands, like ham-
mer and anvil, nut and bolt and turnabout. Two ebow
srikes, akick and aram's-head strike finished the rest of
the Koman, then Mickey resumed hisorigina stance.
Theblood dripping from his hands ran down hislegsto
the growing puddle a hisfeet.

The small man came out of the darkness surrounding

the combat arena and wore a pleased smile on hisface.
He snapped hisfingers, and alarge green orb on aleathery
green stalk dropped down and hovered five feet above the
ground. The scaled flesh surrounding it peeled back, and
atranducent membrane did diagondly away. It reveded
adtar-pupiled eyebd| with ared circleiris. Theeye
tracked right, then down and |eft, then down and right,
repeating the process until it had scanned him from heed
to toe.

Thelittle man nodded gppreciativey. "You did an
excdlent job, Mickey. Y our formswere al correct. You
have studied well." He squatted down and watched the
bruisng on Mickey's knee disappear. "Y our recovery rate
isfantagtic. Y ou are perfect.”

Mickey smiled broadly. "Now | go home? Now | see
Dorothy?'

Thelittle man rested hisright ebow in thisleft hand and
tapped his teeth with afinger. " Soon, Mickey, very soon.
There are only a couple more things you have to do, then

| shdl return you home." He smiled, and Mickey's disap-
pointment vanished. "And, believe me, everyone will
remember your homecoming for along, long time."

The mad strom of emotions swirling through the room



made Rgani fed dizzy. "Please, Sopit, dl of you.”

Sin and Colond Nagashita both looked up from the

map over which they had been arguing. Behind them,
Kazuo and Bat both looked surprised at her outburst. Only
Hal, sanding near the street map with a Silvarolling map
scaler, appeared to understand what had made her angry.
Natch looked up from cleaning her pistal, and Jytte
remained at the computer termina in the corner of the
room.

Sinfrowned and wiped his sweaty brow with his
shirtdeeve. "What's the matter, Rgjani?"

She got afeding of genuine concern and care from him,
which made it easier for her to speek. "You are dl working
at cross purposes.” She pointed at Nagashita. ™Y ou resent
Sin's planning because you bdieve thisis a problem your
command should have been given to handle from the
dart. You aso don't like Mr. Takagi and his people being
brought in on this. Y ou are purposefully ignoring the
gravity of the gtuation.”

Sin nodded, then froze as she glared a him. "And you,
Sin, you arejust asguilty. Y ou are angry because of
having been shot. Y ou a so resent Colond Nagashita
because you think he'strying to take over this operation.
Y ou areignoring the fact that he and his people have had
vast amounts of training in thissort of thing, especidly
after theincident in the Olympicstwo yearsago. You are
pushing the use of the Y akuza as adiversonary forcefor
the mogt part because it will work, but alittle because their
presence needles Colond Nagashita."

Rgani let her own anxiety filter into her words. "Y ou, Mr.
Takagi, want to help because of your sense of duty to the
imperid family. Y ou are o thinking that this could give
your people an entré into Kimpunshima and perhaps
even achance to destroy the bosozoku group that has
been annoying your uncle.”

Shejust looked at Bat and shivered.

Sin looked down at his shoesin embarrassment.
"You'reright, Rgani." Hishead came up again ashe
looked at the IDC leader. "Colondl, let's table our prob-
lems until we have Ryuhito out and safe.”

"Hai." Thesmal, sharp-eyed man nodded curtly and
unfolded hisarms. Kazuo Takagi nodded in agreement,
and Hal smiled. Only Bat remained untouched by her
appedl.

Then, if thismeetswith your gpprovd, thisiswhat |
propose.” Sin pointed on the map of the Galactic Broth-
erhood Indtitute at the patio from which he had | eft the
grounds. "We have awall breach here, which they're
going to haveto devote alot of attention to. Kazuo, your
people need to arrive here and put on abig show of force.
Be aware they're armed with some heavy wespons,



including rocket-propelled grenades, LAW rockets and
even some SAWSs. | don't know where they got them, but
I've not got a hard time imagining anetwork of true
believerswithin al sorts of corporations around the world.
Be careful, and, if/when the shooting starts, you head in
here"

Kazuo nodded. "Wakarimas. Colond, isthat accept-
abletoyou?'

Nagashita nodded. "Having you atract their attention
isgood. Y our people, when they comein, will wear blue
armbands so my people will not shoot them, yes?'

"Ha."

"Good." Sin shifted to thefront of the GBI building. "This
isthe weakest spot in the GBI defenses. The public [obby
haslots of glass, and the auditoriumis clear, so evenif an
alarm is sounded and help arrives, the defenderswon't
have any placeto hide. Aside from the book kiosks, there
isno cover. Wewill getin quietly.

"Now thisdoor here," he said as he tapped the map,
"leads straight into their secure area. Thisisther spine,
and it gives us instant access to the rest of the complex.

| can get us through the door, then we have teams locate
Ryuhito, secure him and get him out."

Colonel Nagashitas eyes nearly closed as he frowned.

"l do not like the fact that our strike into the complex is
predicated on your being able to breach this secure door.
You sad it hasaTojicorp Hogosha security door and
pamprint reader. | think it wewill haveto blow it."

Sin shook his head. "Rajani, toss me that room service
menu, please.”

Shetook the laminated menu from the table and

brought it over to him. Sin flipped it open to the room
service section and smiled. "Kobe'sfinest. Werein, trust
me"

Jytte hit akey on her console. "By retrotracing through
the Loricasystem, | have penetrated the GBI computer
gystem at the most basic levels. They arein the midst of
notifying the people who were scheduled to show up for
ameeting tonight that it has been postponed.”

"Good." Sinlooked over at Colonel Nagashita. "This
plan will work, trust me."

"l am afraid any trust | might have had for you vanished
three years ago, Mr. MacNed." Nagashita pulled himsaif
up to hisfull height and gave Sin agtare harsh enough for
Raani tofed it. "However, | serve onewho trustsyou. Y our
plan has merit, and we will employ it."

"We're cooking with microwaves now. Jytte, can you
access any higher computer functionsfrom here?'

She shook her head in response, giving off waves of
frugtration. Thisleve dlowsfor some adminidrative
functions, presumably so field representatives can make



appointments and add people to schedules from remote
locations. | havetried to gain upper-leve access, but they
may have a cut-out system in place to prevent tamper-
ing."

Rgani frowned. "Cut-out?'

Jytte gave Rgani aquick, mechanicd smile. "Data
transfers from this basic system to the higher-level system
may require an operator to physically move astorage
medium, likeaWORM disk from one network to another.
For orders going down from higher to lower, the higher
system can dways call the lower on the same sort of
accesslineaswe areusing.”

The blond woman closed her eyes and concentrated

hard enough that Rgjani caught no impressions or emo-
tionsfrom her a al. Jytte'sfingers drifted to the keypad,
then began hitting keysin short, sharp bursts. Her whole
body stiffened for five seconds, and no onein the room so
much as breathed. Then she typed another, longer se-
guence into the machine and sat back.

The key to WORM disksisthat they hold far more
informeation than even the most busy system could ever
handle. WORM means ‘write once, read many' and this
disk in the drive currently has been in use for the past
month. To make their system ultrasecure, they should
destroy the disk after each transfer, but financid andysts
do not see that as economical. | will read al the dataand
seeif thereisamention of upper-level access."

"Good hunting." Sin looked over at Hal. "Y ou and Jytte
will be our logistics coordinators. Y ou'll comeinwith the
second waves of Colonel Nagashitals men and take up a
position in the GBI executive offices. Y oull have the job of
keeping usdl pointed in theright direction. You'll dso be
the oneto get Ryuhito out when wefind him."

Ha nodded, and Rgjani sensed in him welcomerdief at
not being asked to actively engage in the assault. Thisdid
not surprise her, given his recent brush with desth and the
loss of hiswife, but Rgjani knew his abhorrence of violence
ran deeper than that. Hal clearly believed violence was
one of theroot causes of the world's problems and, while
he might have acknowledged that some people fervently
needed killing, the collatera damage done by violence
wasfar too high apriceto be paid easlly.

Singlanced at Bat, got astony starein return, then
looked at Nagashitaagain. "Y ou can have your peoplein
place and pick us up herein an hour and ahaf?'

"Hai."

"Isthat workable for you, Kazuo?'

"Hai."

Rajani turned away and did the door open onto the

hotel bacony as Sin escorted the two Japanese men to his
elevator. She stepped out into the night and shivered, but



shut the door behind her instead of returning for acoat.
The new pair of jeans and thin, white cotton blouse with
short deeves did nothing to stop the humid air from
chilling her, but shedidn't care. It felt right to her to fed
cold.

Shetried to sort through everything she had experi-
enced and learned over the last four hours. The shock of
having sensed her father nearly overpowered everything.
She had aways hoped he had survived the years, but
when shewas put into stas's she had been told that the
chances of that were dim at best. Her father had im-
pressed upon her the absolute necessity of what she was
doing and told her how proud he was of her for accepting
that burden.

Leaning againg the ba cony railing, feding the cold

sted againgt her belly, she stared out at the imperia
palace and the forested oasis surrounding it. Her father, in
that brief contact, reminded her much of that building. He
seemed as remote as ever, but aso changed. He was not
the same asamedievd palace in amodern world, but he
struck her as more guarded and primal. He had changed
as much as she had.

She dso redlized she was continuing to change, but not

in the focused manner in which she had during stasisor
before. Dr. Chandra and his aides, even theloathsome
Nicholas, had been strong persondities, but they faded to
inggnificance in comparison to Natch and Bat and Sin.
Moreover, her entire life had been one of learning and
experimenting instead of actudly living. She redized that,
asnice as Dr. Chandraand his people had been to her, as
much asthey accommodated her, shewasredly just a
largelab rat to them.

Asmuch asit had embarrassed her to havethe AKM's
recoil knock her off thewall, she had reveled iniit. Dr.
Chandraand his people had taught her about the concept
of equal and opposite reactions, but that was a practical
demondtration of the principle. That was alesson she
would never forget, but it was delivered in amanner that
no one would have ever alowed in the old days.

More importantly to her, though, she had actudly done
something. Deep down she knew that making thetrip
from Area 51 to Flagstaff with Dorothy and Mickey was an
accomplishment in and of itself, but there she had help
because the kids knew where their home was. In going out
to rescue Sin, she had operated on her own. She knew that
her action had been impulsive and even foolish, but she
had no choice, and her inaction would have meant that Sin
died.

She found that was the last thing she wanted.

Asmuch as sheliked the surprise Bat had shown when
Sin explained about how her shooting had caused the



man with the antitank missile to shift hisaimpoint to the
wall, the gratitude coming from Sin made her fed even
better. Sheliked hislaughter and even didn't mind when
he joked that he would have had her drive the getaway
jeep, but he feared her marksmanship with acar would
have been even worse than that with agun.

The people she had known in the lab were much like

Bat in that they had asingle focus that dominated their
lives. Sinclar MacNed struck her as apersondity with
multiple facets. His mind dways raced on, looking for a
use for something or an angle onit or arelationship of it
to something else he knew about. He a so cared about
people, not just as resources, but as people. When he
tipped the concierge for bringing her anew set of clothing
from the hotel store, he did it with genuine thanksin mind
instead of a desire to impress the other people in the room.
"Hey, kid, you going to be up to thistonight?"

She spun around and brushed strands of gold hair back
from her face. "Sin! | didn't hear you."

He nodded. "Y ou seemed pretty far away." He held out
abluewindbresgker. "l thought you might need this.
Thinking about your father?'

Rajani nodded, then turned back toward the palace.
"Him, and alot of things. And, to answer your question,
yes, I'm up to going into GBI. Why do you ask?"

"Y ou're going to be our early-warning system.” Sin
joined her a therailing and leaned on it with hiselbows.
"If Fiddleback was able to summon up that devil-worm
just to nail us, imaginewhat hell do to hang on to Ryuhito.
Well need to know what and whereto react to it."

He turned toward her, and she read the concern from
hisface even before shefdt it. "1 know you can find the
fighting tough to take—proving once again you're an
intelligent person.”

Rajani shook her head. "Not the violence, but the
emotionsit engenders. There are some emotions no one
should ever have."

"Y eah, | imagine being around Bat in the bosozoku fight
was like being forced to read that old piece of trash,
American Psycho. I'm having ahard time here because I'll
be keeping an eye out for El-Leichter, Nagashitaand Bat
to see which one shoots mefirg.”

"Sin, you don't have to worry about Bat."

Sin raised an eyebrow. "Oh? He hates me as much as
most of Tokyo hatesthis heat wave."

"That may be so, but he dso respectsyou.” Rgjani half-
smiled, "It started when you told him about how you got
away from Mr. Handy, then it stayed alive when you talked
about the devil-worm. What guaranteed it was how you
formulated a plan and were able to work around the
objections advanced by Hal, Kazuo and Nagashita. | think



Bat finds you borderline dangerous now, which isquite an
accomplishment.”

"Forgive meif that doesn't make me deep any easier
tonight—if | deep at dl.” He amiled at her. " So, can your
psychic powers et you seeinto the future?!

"No, but they could let me seeinto you." She shrugged.

"I don't think 1 need to, though, because | watched you in
there. Y ou know your plan isgood, and you've done
everything you can to make sure it works. Fiddleback is
your only random element, and you even have him
partialy covered. It will be dangerous, butitisalso
necessary."

"The only way we can guarantee failure tonight isto not
do anything." Sinturned around and leaned his back into
theralling. "Everything dseisatoss of the cosmic dice.”
She nodded and hugged the windbreaker tight around

her body. "If only we knew the odds."

Hewinked at her. "Naw, if we knew the odds, we'd be
smart enough not to go." He looped hisleft arm around her
shoulders and steered her back toward the suite. "Come
on back ingde, Rgjani. | haveto call room serviceand | can
add some hot tea to take care of that shiver, it'swarm
ingde"

"No, Sin, | think I'll stay out herefor abit.”

"Rgjani, stay out here and you'll catch your death." He
gave her abrief hug. "And that is not something | want to

An unseasonably cold wind cut at Coyote as he met
Mong and the Yidam at the heart of a crowd of monks. He
was glad he'd chosen to wear ablack turtleneck swester
over hisKevlar vest instead of the T-shirt held used during
training. HisWildey Wolf rodein the Bianchi shoulder
holster, and the two Colt Kraits occupied positions on his
hips.

in addition to the smal arms, he carried ashort carbine
that, at first glance, looked almost identicdl to the carbine
verson of the M16 automatic rifle. What differentiated the
Armaite AR-12 Stormcloud from the generation of weap-
onsthat spawned it was the boxier magazine and larger
bore. The combat shotgun fed shellsin from a 12-round
box, and Coyote had specificaly loaded hiswith sets of
three buckshot shells and one Dragonfire incendiary
round. He had three clips and, while he had picked the
weapon up out of professional curiosity after aconversa
tion with Crowley, thelark struck him as being afortunate
bit of luck.

Hisblack combat fatigue pants and combat boots,



aong with the turtleneck, amost looked like street clothes.
He assumed he might have to passfor norma when he
reached Japan, which iswhy he also had anylon satchel
folded into atight little package and stuffed in his back
pocket. The gunsand spare clips could gointo it when
they arrived.

The Yidam, Coyote redlized, would present aproblem
evenin theweirder digtricts of Japan. Four Vietnam-
vintage flak jackets had been cut apart and sewn together
to provide the four-armed aien with body protection. He
wore yak-skin boots that had been specialy crafted to fit
his clawed feet, and the tal ons poked through the ends of
them like decorations. Hisarms, legs and head remained
bare, but their dark color would help conceal him.
Concedling thelong rifle the Yidam carried on his upper
right am—asif he were a country squire ready for aday
of quail hunting—would be something else entirdly. |

could break that down with a hacksaw, and I'd still not
be able to conceal it. Tdler than Coyote by aclean foat, it
had a bore he could have plugged with histhumb. From
the shells digtributed in the bandolier dung acrossthe
Yidam's torso, Coyote knew the weapon wasn't a shot-
gun, despite the large barrel diameter.

"L oaded for bear, aren't we?"

The Yidam smiled, and Mong patted the gun the alien
carried affectionatdly. "Thisis an old surplus wegpon we
thought to use againgt tanksif they ever worked through
our shidding.”

Coyote took another ook at the weapon, then nodded.

" 14.5mm Protivotankovoe Ruzh'yo obr 1941 g PTRS. The
Soviets manufactured those to stop German tanks. Shoots
a14.5mm tungsten-cored, armor-piercing incendiary
round that it gets from afive-round clip. Semiautomatic
fire, hdlish recoil." He pointed to a polished wooden grip
halfway up the barrel. "Y ou're supposed to have a bipod
there, but | guessyou don't need it.”

The Yidam shook hishead. "No, | don't."

Coyote chuckled lightly, then frowned. "The 14.5mm
round was good in its day, but any armor werelikely to
run into has benefited from 60 years of technological
development.”

"I am not concerned about armor, just whatever sort of
cresture your former master can dredge up.”

"Besides," added Mong, "these shellsare new. They

have even been modified to work better.” When Coyote
gave himaquizzica look, he offered oneword. "Teflon."
That moment of levity faded as Coyote looked along

the torchlit causeway leading to the east gate. He could
seepeoplein al of theacovesasusud, but fluid sains
rendered in black by the torchlight caught his attention.
Mong said he'd lost people and would lose more. Staring



at the dlent evidence of the evil Fiddleback could do with
adray thought, Coyote set himself.

"Mong, thank you for what you have given meinthe

way of wisdom and training.”

"Kyi-can, we who know of the Dark Ones have a
respongbility to fulfill. Y ou repay me by fighting for the
future”

Coyote reached out and squeezed the monk's shoul-

der. "My predecessor asked those he helped to 'pay
forward,’ not back. We will pay forward, with interest.”
The Yidam brandished histank-killing rifle, "It istimeto
return to the Dark Onesthat which they have sown.”
Mong nodded. "Our prayers are with you."

The Yidam led Coyote off dong the causeway. "When

| probed your mind, | saw that Crowley had shown you one
of the transportationa devices availablefor travel be-
tween the dimensions. We will walk to a place where one
of theseislocated and move from there, because the
3500-mile hike to Japan would still take awhile, even with
shortcuts through other dimensions. Thisparticular Steis
little used becauseit islocated in apastord dimension
with little or no vaueto the Dark Lords.”

" trust your judgment.”

The two of them came to the massve stone gate and
stopped before it. Coyote closed his eyesfor amoment
and exhaed a deep breath to the count of five. Heforced
his heart to dow and he cleared hismind. Around him, he
heard the pitch and tenor of the chanting shift, then felt an
unseen pressure on his back.

He stepped forward and reached out with hismind. He
sensed the Yidam's passage and dipped in behind him to
gpeed histrangt to their target destination. Things went
smoothly for adozen steps, then the ground seemed to
lurch upward, driving his kneestoward his chest. Coyote
found himsdlf racing forward with the exaggerated steps
of someone running on atrampoline, then theterrain
stiffened beneath hisfeet and he fell to the ground.

Hefelt grasses and opened hiseyesto abizarre
nightscape. He fet hands on his shoulderslifting him up
and thought it was the Yidam, but he cameinto view off
to Coyote'sright. Coyote turned his head and saw Crowley's
slhouette, then nodded to hisfriend and was released.
"What are you doing here?' he whispered.

Crowley crouched between him and the Yidam. "I
assumed, after the display an hour ago, that you would be
coming out.”

"Digplay?' Coyote likewise crouched and let thelong
summer grassesin the meadow hide him.

"The net Fiddleback used to locate you shocked me out
of one of the more pleasant socia Stuations|'ve beenin
recently. There| was, reading Janine Fonda's palm and



suddenly I'm hit with a piece of Fiddleback's brainblast. |
gtarted babbling uncontrollably for the time it took for him
to shred Kanggenpo's defenses, then | stopped when he
focused on you." Crowley laughed wryly, the sound
seeming odd coming from ashadow. "Turned out for the
best, though, because Ms. Fondarecognized the drive |
started spouting about Grays and how they've taken over
the planet. Speaking of which, who is Gunga Din and what
isthat peashooter he's carrying?”

"Meet Kanggenpo's Yidam. He'son our side.”

The Yidam offered Crowley hislower right hand, and

the man took it. "I am the Yidam. | aso used to crew with
the so-cdlled Grays."

"Lovely." Crowley shook his heed. "Janine asked if |

was adisciple of Arrigo El-Leichter, too, and mentioned
she'd gone to some seminars he gave a the Galactic
Brotherhood Ingtitute in Kimpunshima. | did aquick
check and redlized that Arrigo must be another of Fiddle-
back's pets, and he runsatraining facility. It aso seems
he has aworking dimensiond transport devicein his
fecility there. Assuming you'd come out here, | arrived
ahead of you, and that'swhen | found that."

Coyote looked off toward the south. Cutting acrossthe
meadow, he saw an S-shaped track of golden light that
reminded him of atimed-exposure picture of car taillights
a night. It stood almost twicethe Yidam's consderable
height, and he thought he could see humanoid silhouettes
moving within it. Most moved through in the ground,
heading from west to east, but afew moved in the opposite
direction in the upper area. He had no way of telling how
wideit was, but it extended from the middle of one hillsde
to hafway up the next and apparently ended in the same
placeit began: nowhere.

"Whdt isit?"

Crowley shrugged. "I don't redlly know. Could bea
tunnd through dimensions, | suppose. I've never seen its
like before.”

TheYidam dtared at it, then folded hislower arms. "I've
not seen such athing either, but | have heard tales. | think
this may be a conduit between dimensions. | suspect
having it track through hereisto let it avoid detection.
Chances are excellent, Coyote, that the turbulence we felt
aswewalked here was our cutting acrossits path.”
Coyote frowned. "Isit Fiddleback's?"

"No. Too eegant." Crowley shook his head. " Another
Dark Lord'swork, I'd guess. Maybe the Empress of
Diamonds or Midas Longclaws."

"We don't have timefor this. Whereisthe dimensiona
transporter?"

Crowley flattened some grass back behind himsdlf, and
Coyote saw alow ring of stone. "You'rein the middle of it.



That stream over there powersit. Rearrange the stonesin
the poal in theright way, and it works." The occultist
stepped over the stonering and in the direction of the
stream Coyote heard gurgling in the darkness. "I've got it
targeted for aclear area about 20 meters south of El-
Leichter'sdevice”

"Areyou coming with us?'

Crowley nodded toward the lightwall. "I think I'd best
check that out. I'll report back asfast as| can. Good luck.”
Coyote threw Crowley awave, then charged the
Stormcloud and took it off safe. The Yidam likewise
worked ashdl into the PTRS's breech, then held it ready.
"We check. Go, Damon."

Coyote heard the swish of water, then the world lurched
sdeways. Thenight sky and lightwall vanished into a cool,
black ocean. But before he or the Yidam could get used

to that, thunder cracked the darkness, and they reap-
peared in aworld of fire.

Sin reached over and opened the Japan Gray Line tour
bus front and back doors. "Thisisthe Galactic Brother-
hood Indtitute. Everybody out!"

Hal and Jytte led a coterie of Japanese men and

women wearing oversized, garish Hawaiian shirtsand
dressesfrom the bus. They milled around, chattering
away pleasantly, each carrying atour bag and with
cameras |ooped around their necks like talismansto ward
off evil. Nagashitadighted last and tugged his gray blazer
into place. Shouting at the touriststo line up, he marched
to the front door, and they followed in lockstep.

The two GBI employees on duty looked at each other,
then both came to the doorway. Sin recogni zed neither
the man or woman from hisfirst vigit or from the classes
he had subsequently taken. They paused at the door and
shouted muffled questions at Nagashita. The colond, in
turn, just bowed politely, smiled and pointed at the lock
before bowing again.

The man opened the glassdoor. "'l am afraid we are not
expecting you."

"So sorry," said Nagashita. He reached inside his coat
and came out with a Slenced Beretta automatic. His hand
bucked twice, and both GBI employees died with abullet
through the brain. Nagashita yanked the door wide open
and waved his people through.

The callousness with which Nagashita had killed the

two GBI peonsirked Sin. He had agreed that the Internal
Defense Cadre would secure the lobby, but hed somehow
imagined Nagashitawould take any employees prisoner.



Then again, hereminded himsdlf, he'streating thislike a
hostage rescue in which he's freeing the emperor's grand-
son. There's bound to be retribution in the mix.

Sin keyed the radio hewore. "Team 1isin. Cmon.
Natch, have your folks hold."

A black van roared up and came to a quick stop behind
the bus. The side pand did open, and four black-clad
ninjas poured out. Each carried a silenced and sup-
pressed HK MP-7 submachinegun and wore atraditional
katana across his back. Two carried between them
another satchel that they hustled into the lobby, then
dropped in the midst of their compatriots. Thefirst team's
ninjas had peded off their colorful clothing beneath which
they wore the dark togs of their profession.

Sin grabbed his own tour bag and tore hisgray Gray
Line shirt open. He walked straight past the two ninjas
stationed at the door and met Nagashita. Sin pulled his
own Berettafrom hisbag and screwed asilencer onit as
Nagashita pried one of the doors to the auditorium open.
"Clear."

"Let'sdoit." Sin dipped through the door and crouched
low to theright. He swept his gun across the dark room,
ready to shoot anything he saw. Nagashita entered the
room right behind him and likewisefound it clear. Sin
looked over a him and caught his nod, then the two of
them ran across the room to the security door while the
rest of the IDC ninjas entered the auditorium and fanned
out.

"Thisisthe door you can defeat?' Nagashita pressed

his back againgt the wal beside the light panel.

Sin nodded and tucked hispigtal in hiswaistband. "This
Tojicorp door lacks a bit. When someone presses his palm
agang it, heleaves ahandprint. The Allard Technologies
verson of the device mapsthe print both for comparison
for identification and to screen out in the future. The
number of mapsit keeps varies, but Tojicorp dumpsthe
map information fast, saving on storage and making its
unit cheaper.”

He reached into his bag and brought out a huge Kobe
stesk encased in clear plastic-wrap. Using hisright hand,
he pressed it to the panel, and the green scanning light
activated. It passed down, then up again.

Nagashita grabbed his shoulder. "Why isit not open?'
"Give meaminute. The meat providesthe correct
backdrop to make the old palmprint stand out. It's
probably just sorting through al the marks|left on the
glass" Sin hdd hisbreath asthe light repested the cycle,
then letit out in alow "yes' asthe door clicked open.
Nagashitagave him alook that could have pierced his
Kevlar vest. Tossng the steak aside, he pulled the door
open, and four ninjas poured in to secure the hallway.



They reported it clear, and Sin followed them. Asthey
moved up the hdlway, Sin looked into the offices they
cleared, then waved Jytte and Hal into the second one on
theright.

He pointed at a computer console and the bank of
mainframes behind it. " Jytte, can you take security down
from here?'

The computer empath concentrated for amoment,

then nodded. "I think so. | found some codes for the Taos
center they just opened. | should be able to use them and
getin.

"Good. Gotoit" Sin helped Ha unfold the blueprint of
the place and pointed out their current location. "Well
keep reporting where we are. Coordinate us with the

Y akuza, if we haveto bring the Dogsin." Ha gavehima
sdelong glance, and Sin amended his statement. "Bat's
with them, so when they comein, direct them to areas
where we won't come up against each other."

"I'm supposed to be here, right?”

Sinturned as Rgani entered the room and killed a

laugh. Swathed in Kevlar, shelooked like the child of an
overprotective mother who has been amply insulated for
the first snow of winter. Her bright eyes il glittered, but
she looked decidedly uncomfortable. "Y es, here. Warn us
if Fiddleback brings us any surprises. Y ou okay?"
Shenodded. "Firgt time I'vefdt warm in awhile.

Sin laughed and winked at her, then dashed out the

door and down the hallway. The ninjas of Falcon Team—
his team—had reached the far end of the security corridor.
"Jytte, we're at the end of the hallway."

Sin got no reply over the radio, but the door latch

buzzed. He twisted the knab, killing the sound in seconds
and stepped out into the corridor. To theright it looked
clear, but aguard emerged from the men'sroom at the far
end of the corridor. Left hand pressed againgt his sagging
stomach to hold it back, he tugged a hisfly with hisright.
Helooked up with that surprised, fearful expresson worn
by anyone who had been caught with hisfly undonein
public, then started to take a half-step backward when he
saw Sin'sgun.

Sin snapped off hisfirg shot hurriedly, creasing the

man's ssomach. The gun made amost no sound because
of the slencer, but the metallic thwang of the bullet
ricocheting off the bathroom door jamb sounded incred-
ibly loud to hisears. The guard gave ayelp, then
scrambled into the lavatory on al fours.

Sin and two IDC ninjas chased after him. They paused

at the door, and one ninjatossed a concussion grenade
into the room. By way of return, they got two shotsfired
back at them. The bullets blew through the tilewall and out
through the plasterboard wall in the halway, but aside



from stinging plaster shrgpnel, the blind shots did no

harm.

The concuss on grenade went off with aloud bang.
Smoke poured from the narrow, tiled corridor leading into
the washroom. The lead ninja swept the room with criss-
crossing patterns of fire, tracing an X onthewadl of the
galls. Thetoilet bowls shattered, and a body splashed
down back in the corner. Water mixed with blood ran out
and into the central drain.

"Falconiscompromised. Let the Dogsgo.” Sin heard
acknowledgments through hisradio, then met the rest of
his team back out in the corridor. They pressed on,
heading toward the areain which the students had been
housed. "Hdl, does Jytte have aroom number for Ryuhito
yer?”

"Negative, Facon. Shesworking onit.”

He heard Nagashitas voice on theradio link. "Eagleis
moving into theidands”

"Roger that, Eagle." Hd's voice paused for a second.
"Facon, Eagle, we have a changein the schedules.
Ryuhito should be in the Sun Court right now. Go!"

The Sun Court, Sin recalled from the orientation tour,
wasthe largest of theidand courtyards that ran through
the center of the complex. Located north of the Khmer and
Y dlowstone courtyards, it had a huge circular fountain full
of solar imagery donein aMesoamerican sylereminis-
cent of the Aztecs. Their guide had described it asaplace
used for initiation ceremonies and celebrations like mar-
riages. She had said the fountain could double as baptis-
mal font, if needed, and waslit at night.

Sin sprinted down the corridor and took hisfirst left

down another corridor. The second corridor linked the two
halves of the complex, so hefired twice at the big plate-
glass window, then stepped through the hole as soon as
the glass stopped fdling. That brought him out into the
junglelike Khmer courtyard. He ran to the nearest palm
tree and dapped his back againgt it.

"Faconisin K-land. Wereinbound for Helios."

"Eagle has Y -land. Converging on Helios."

"Fa con, be advised Rgjani has bolted.”

"What? Why?'

"Don't know. Sheran out of herefast.”

Shit! Sin nodded at two of his ninjas and sent them
running forward to the next position. The white, serpentine
paths of crushed stone al converged on the open areaiin
the center where he had been enjoying drinkswith Ryuhito
before things had fallen gpart. In their advance, Falcon
team avoided the pathways and headed on an oblique
angletoward the middle.

Peering out from behind the bole of another pam tree,

Sin saw the giant stonehead had vanished. He thought he



saw something el sethere, but couldn't be certain, so he
waved two people to the edge of cover to check it out. As
they moved up, he saw the head's replacement move,

and he dovefor cover screaming "Down!™ into hisradio.
The RamTech Roboguard 1V had been painted over in
the orange and black striping of atiger, but itsresem-
blance to any living thing ended there. It squatted in the
middle of the courtyard like asireamlined mechanical
toad, only risng up to itsfull three meters of height when

it flicked onitsrunning lights. The clawed feet dug into the
gravel with acrunch asthe stubby, L-shaped right arm
mounted on the side of its clamlike body raked back and
forth across the courtyard. The 9mm bullets from the
built-in submachinegun diced through the undergrowth

at ameter above the ground.

The projectiles shredded vegetation and cut one of
Sin'stwo scoutsin half. His companion had started to dive
for cover and caught aline of dugsin abar Snister across
her chest. She went down hard, and Sin could hear air
bubbling up out of her lungsin the darkness.

Below the Roboguard's body, the heavy barrel of a
25mm cannon waggled obscendly a Falcon team. Hav-
ing seen the specs on the RamTech mongtrosity, Sin knew
that cannon could tear gpart armored vehicles. Likewise,
the heavier M2 machinegun located right below the SMG
inthe right arm could punch through anything histeam
had, but in keeping with the RamTech programming, the
Roboguard had only used as much firepower asit needed
to get the job done.

Which is a lot more than we can bring to bear to take
that armored beast apart.

Suddenly, Sin heard gravel being crushed under run-

ning feet. He glanced to theright and saw Rgjani sprint
past along the path, heading right for the Roboguard. "No,
Rgani, no!" She's not even got a gun!

The Roboguard's |eft arm rotated outward and tracked
her. Sin heard an explosive hiss of compressed air, then
saw Rgani sumbleand fdl. It only darted her. She could
still be alive. The hope that thought inspired died quickly
asthe Roboguard sidled over like abig bird approaching
an egg and crouched above her recumbent body.

"Hal, welve got a RamTech Roboguard 1V here holding
K-land and Rgani.” Sinlicked hislips. "If Jytte's been
saving a security-cracking miracle, now isthetimeto use
it." He ducked his head as another 9mm burst swept
through the undergrowth. "If not, the only way were

gettl ng to Ryuhl toisin another mcarnatl on."




Rajani felt her heart skip abeat as Sin ran out of the
command center. She sarted to send him amessage
telepathicaly, but stopped when she realized he had more
than enough to think about without her distracting him.
And you have more than enough to think about without
letting him distract you,

She appropriated a high-backed chair and sat init,
snking deep into the cushions. She focused hersdlf and
purposdly tuned out the algorithms and equations bleed-
ing off Jyttelike radio gatic. She found it more difficult to
push past Hal's underlying hatred of violence, but she
worked around it and let her mind float. She sensed both
the Eagle and Fa con teams as they moved purposefully

to their jobs, then went out beyond the buildings.

In her mind she visuaized them as being akin to the
blueprints Hal had spread out on the desk, but she
reversed the colors so the walls and doors became aneon
bluein anavy blue background. Sailing up over thewadls,
she started spotting and fixing in her mind where people
were. For asecond, aydlow lifdight burned down the
hallway near Falcon team, then it winked out. Then, way
out, she saw anumber of lights blazing away, including the
double-sized one she knew to be Bat.

In the vast courtyards she saw no one. "Hal, Khmer and

Y dlowstone look clear. Dogs are closing on the guards out
a that end.”

"Are you sure about the courtyards?'

Rajani nodded and checked them again. "Clear. No life
sgns”

"What about the Sun Court?"

"Clear. Wait." She frowned and shifted uncomfortably
inthe chair. To her mind, that large centrd circle looked
clear, but she had ahard time concentrating on it.
"Something isnot right.”

"Ha, Ryuhito should be in the Sun Court, according to
this schedule I've found.”

"Checking." Rgjani let her anger power her, and she
again focused on the Sun Court. Asif her anger werea
hammer, the black shroud shielding that area crumpled.
Golden lightsfilled it, but at the center she saw abrilliant
whitelight burning like magnesum and atainted green-
gray light besdeit. "Ryuhito istherein the Sun Court. I'm
sureof it."

She heard Hal's voice squawk over the radio, but the
earpiece pulled free of her ear as she jerked her head to
the right. The blacknesstried to shut her out again, but she
fought it and forced it to remain down. She saw Falcon and
Eagle teams moving toward the Sun Court, and confi-
dence strengthened her.

Suddenly, amalignant green beam shot down through

the sky and impaled the gray-green glow. For amoment,



she saw the black silhouette of a centauroid spider
creature devour the green-gray speck, then that speck
returned with black marbling running through it, shifting
from moment to moment.

The green light shot out through the holesin the

marbling and dammed into dl the gold sparks surround-
ing it. She saw the green energy surround the bright light
and mask its brilliance. Then ajade circle expanded and
eclipsed the origind ball, but Rgani redized too late that
it meant one of the green beamswas coming for her.
Shefdt it dam into her forehead, and shejerked back
inthe char. «I am here for you,» it communicated to her.
«Come to me, come to me all.»

At once she knew this sending had come from

Fiddleback through his agent in the Sun Court. Asshe
listened, the human edge of emotion on the message
began to fail. Through it she began to hear more of
Fiddleback's shilant tones, and she fed that back aong
thelink lineto creste a disruptive echo.

Proximity will help! Rgani vaulted hersdf out of the
chair and started running down the halway. Digtantly
behind her, she heard Hal calling out to her, but she
continued running. She sensed Fiddleback's growing
satisfaction as, one by one, the gold lights shifted to green.
«Cometo me; | am here for you!» crooned the green energy.
Assheran on, Rgani suddenly understood something
about Fiddleback, and it spurred her on to greater speed.
He collected things—people and creatures—and fused
them together. If he were forced to bresk them down firgt,
he could still use them, but they were not nearly as strong
or capable asthey would beif they cameto him fredly.
Given that dl the golden lightsin the Sun Court could not,
even werethey al combined, even begin to match
Ryuhito's energy, she knew she had to prevent his
seduction.

Gravd crunched beneath her feet. She heard gunfirein
the distance, but she pushed on as her goal stood lessthan
40 meters north. Wait. Was that Sn? Do | smell blood?
She heard Sin cdll out to her as she rushed past cover
and into the central circle of stones. She started to turn
back toward him when the Roboguard's dart, having
missed her carotid artery, hit her right below her larynx.
The dart stung, and she brought her hands to her throat,
throwing hersdlf utterly off baance. Shefdl heavily and
rolled onto her back.

Lying there sprawled out, shefelt arain of spent
cartridges pour over her body. Looking up, she saw the
Roboguard station itself above her. She wanted to scream,
but could not because the drug in the dart paralyzed her
vocal chords—a human would have been out, but with her
xenobiological chemigtry, alocalized effect was the best



it could produce.

| am dead!

«No, daughter, you are not!»

Off to theright, ahuge figure stood and raised arifle of
immense proportions. The Roboguard started to pivot
right. The machingsright arm began tracking, then the
underdung ball turret moved, then the arm again. By the
timeits decision tree determined the target did not fit any
known attack profile, and it tried to bring dl its weapons
to bear, the giant'sfinger pulled the trigger.

The PTRSSs projectile weighed over two and a quarter
total ounces. By the time the four-foot-long muzzle flame
chased it from the gun'sbarrdl, it had accel erated to 3320
feet per second. At that speed, the bullet traveled the 20
meters from the muzzle to the Roboguard roughly three
timesfaster than the sound of it being fired.

The teflon-coated tungsten projectile hit the Roboguard
right beneath the spot where a GBI employee had lovingly
painted one of thetiger's eyes. At the moment of impact,
the Roboguard's armor began to bend and heat with the
transfer of kinetic energy from the shell. Theinterior of the
armor plating spalled off, spraying metal fragmentsthrough
the CPU and severing fiber-optic connections to one of the
two gyroscopesthat kept it upright. That alone would
have been enough to take the machine out of action.

The teflon coating reduced friction between the

bullet and the armor so its speed had only bled down

to Mach 2.5 when the tungsten rod fully penetrated the
Roboguard's armor. At that point, the shell's outer

sheath began to telescope down, injecting the incendi-
ary chargeinto theinterior of the Roboguard's body.
Those chemicals, which had ignited on impact, blos-
somed into afireball asthey got enough oxygento
combust. In the blink of an eye, the sophisticated
sensors, custom ROMs and dectrical relaysthat gave
the Roboguard theillusion of life and sentience van-
ished into greasy smoke and molten dudge.

The tungsten rod continued itsflight and pierced the
other side of the Roboguard's armor. Jets of fire shot out
both the entry and exit wound like flames snorted by a
dragon. They illuminated the whole Khmer courtyard,
then vanished into dark after-images. The Roboguard
frozeinitslast position and, unbaanced, toppled over on
itsright Sde.

Rgani rolled to the left and away from the shower of
stones the claws tossed into the air when the machine
went down. She clutched at her throat, but could not find
the dart. More importantly to her, though, she didn't find
agaping wound where her throat should have been, and
she checked twice because she could not believe how
little blood she had on her hands.



Sin skidded to a halt beside her and pulled her into the
shadow of the Roboguard. "Areyou dl right?"

She nodded, then looked up beyond him as two other
figures came running over. One she did not recognize at
all, but the other...«Father ?»

«Yes, Rajani. Itisme»

Her head craned back as she dowly stood. The creature
answering her question towered above her. She recog-
nized his color and histattooing, yet he had changed
incredibly since she had last seen him: thetusks and the
extrapair of ams. Even hismind felt different as he spoke
to her. Even o, there at the core she found someone
familiar.

Smiling, shethrew her amsaround him. «Father!» She
lay her head againgt his chest and nestled hersdf inthe
security of hisfour-armed hug.

Another mental voice pushed through the areaand
intruded on her happiness. From the surprised ook on
Sin'sface, Rgani knew he heard it, too. «QOllie, Olliein free!
Come to the Zun Court, my friendzl Come one, come all!»
Underlying the message, Rgani heard the human voice
she had heard before, but the bulk came straight from
Fiddleback. That made her fight to resist it, but she could
find no hodtility inthe call. It might have been arrogant and
patronizing, but not overtly threstening.

Her father looked at his companion, and both of them
nodded. "Thisisour only play," her father'sfriend said. "If
you get ashot at Fiddleback, takeit.”

“Iwill."

As sheleft her father's strong embrace, she sensed

from both him and his companion reluctance and resig-
nation. They knew the Sun Court would be atrap, but it
would aso be their best chance to rescue Ryuhito. They
knew that fighting aDark Lord straight up was foolish, but
her father's companion aso believed Fiddleback's ego
and confidence would give them an opening to defeat

him.

Sin waked alittle ahead of her on theway to the Sun
Court, but looked back and smiled confidently. "Well win
thisone. Trust me."

Rgani returned hissmile. "You, | trust. Fiddleback, |
dont."

All four followed the Falcon team ninjasinto the Sun
Court and pushed on through to the front of the ninja
ranks. Off to her |eft, she saw Eagle team with Colonel
Nagashitaat its head. Hal and Jytte appeared between her
and Eagle team, and the Y akuza appeared with Natch,
Bat and Kazuo on theright. Between her and the fountain,
Rajani saw al sorts of folks dressed for the party Sin had
quit earlier in the evening, and arrayed out beyond the
circle of the fountain she spotted two dozen GBI security



guards.
What attracted her attention most was Arrigo El-

Leichter. Hisfists balled, his cruciform body floated 10 feet
abovetheilluminated base of the fountain. Below him,
suspended between heaven and Earth, Ryuhito stood on
ahovering green disk. Verdant energy crackled froma
halo around Arrigo's head, and she saw it reflected in the
eyes of noncombatants ringing the fountain.

Arrigo's head came up, and hisface locked into a
demonic grin. "Ah, my pet haz returned to hiz zpawning
plaze. Zplendid that the prodiga zon be prezent for thiz."
He shifted his gaze and looked at everyone. "Y ou are here
to birth in anew order on thiz world."

Raani fdt hisstare asif it were alecherous caress, and
sheimmediately wanted to bathe. She retreated astep to
theright, and Sin dipped hisleft arm over her shoulder.
She shuddered, and he hugged her.

"Ryuhito haz azked for apracticd demonztration of the
power | haveto offer him. Y ou know of thiz, your Interna
Defenze Cadre?!

Hands clasped at the smdl of his back, Ryuhito nodded
curtly. "1 also seethat Mr.MacNea has returned, when you
said he had been dedlt with."

"That waz not me, but the vezzel | now occupy.” Arrigo's
body brought its arms together so hisfists touched above
his head. "Y ou wizh to zee power? Y ou wizh to zee that
which | will giveto you?' Hisarms shook, and his hands
disappeared in long gouts of green fire. The flames swept
over the crowd without burning anyone, then evaporated.
"Thiziz power."

"It'snothing,” Sin laughed. "It'sgone."

Raani shuddered again. "It'snot gone, Sin. Look at

their eyes. Look at hisdisciples eyes.”

Coyote did not need Rgani'swarning to tell him
something was very wrong. Right in front of him he saw
arather plain woman's head and body jerk down asif she
werein great pain. Her head curled on through her
stomach, and her upper body followed, emerging on the
other side of her spine. Asthe ripple effect continued to
turn the woman insde out, swalowing her amsand legs
asit went, sherebirthed hersalf as a 20-foot-long snake
with awoman's head and a serpent's fangs glistening with
venom. She coiled herself sensuoudy and flicked aforked
tongue a him.

All around her, throughout the crowd that had willingly
accepted Fiddleback's invitation to join him in power,
other people started to change. One obese man's flesh



disappeared back into himsdf asif hisboneswere
sponges soaking it dl up. Helooked down at his skeletd
body, then threw his head back in an attitude that should
have been accompanied by wild laughter, but without
lungs and voca chords, the only sound he made came
from the raspy dlick of hismandiblesgrindingin their
sockets.

As Coyote saw otherstransform into bizarre creatures,
none exactly like another, he figured out the one thing
linking them all. The plain woman became a serpentine
Seductress. Thefat man becamethin. A dight, balding

man bulked out and had athick, black pelt covering him—
with Coyote certain the man would have become a
gorfash if he had known to modd himsdlf on one. Each of
these people is becoming a caricature of what they most
desireto be. Fiddleback's gift is like a wish granted by an
evil djinn. A child never again wishing to be hungry
would find himself alone on an island with an unending
supply of moldy bread and rancid buitter.

«Thiz iz becauze they are pawnz, Jaeger/Coyote. They
are what they have made themzelvez to be. You are what
| have wrought. You are a leader, and they are deztined to
be your minionz.»

Fiddleback invaded Coyote's mind through the open-

ing the Yidam had created in his probing. Unbidden and
undesired, Coyote saw Fiddleback's warped vision of the
future blossom fully. Coyote watched himself become
engulfed in the green fire that Fiddleback had used to
baptize the crowd.

Something deep down inside of him combusted. He felt
incredible joy as unparalded power pulsed through him.

It raised him to heights he had never even dreamed
existed. Legions upon legions of possbilities assaulted
him, and he knew, with the power he had been given, he
could do anything. He could make anyoneswish into
redlity, atering and adapting it as he saw fit.

Suddenly, he heard the voices of al those surrounding

him. The snake woman shouted out her exhilaration and
unbridled pleasure at the transformation Fiddleback had
wrought. The skeleton man luxuriated in his new-found
denderness, and yet othersreveled in their transmog-
rifications. From them, Coyote felt asense of right and
judtice.

He saw hisarms go out to embrace them al, then join
with them physicaly. He absorbed them and their power.
He grew larger and stronger, hisraw energy grossly
outstripping that which his gigantic form aone should

have given him. As he grew, with people flowing into him
like droplets of oil combining on atill-water pond, he saw
Bat and the Yidam shrink. They were nothing to him
because they did not possess the sort of power that



sugtained him. Unworthy as morsdls, he saw them as
threatsin that they had the ability to destroy the creatures
upon which hisvast hunger fed.

«l will give you thiz power, my pet! You will know your
full potential. You will deztroy our enemiez, and we zhall
become invincible!»

The exultant tone in Fiddleback's voice sent aripple of
contempt through Coyote's mind. In the one second of
clarity he had in itswake, he picked up a counterpoint to
thejoy and happiness still coming from those cregtures he
had alowed to become one with him. It resonated in low
tones, but pulsed with dark energy. He dove down,
clawing through al the pogitive affirmations and undying
statements of gratitude. There, where his soul narrowed
down into its blackest corner, he found the source of the
undercurrent, and it greedily pulled him inward.

Like black pearlsthat had been pitted and scarred by
acid, he saw the fears and terrors of those Fiddleback had
changed. Clinging to themsalves, naked, cold and mal-
nourished, the core identities of the people decayed. Flesh
doughed off in dry ashes. The trembling horror and anger
shot out from them like dark raysthat twisted and warped
into the green energy empowering their new saves. They
had been changed, but only through the torture of who
and what they had been.

«Now you know the zource. Now it izall revealed to
you. Come to me, my pet. Take up your rightful place at
my right hand. What you azk will be yourz, if you will be
mine!»

"No!" Coyote leveled the Stormcloud at the snake
woman as she reared back to strike. Hisfirst burst hit her
two feet below her head, stopping her lunge more effec-
tively than astonewall. The second cloud of pellets
obliterated her face. Her body went limp for asecond as
her head arced down to the ground, then uncoiled with a
gpasmodic jerk, causing the skeleton man to jump back.

A huge winged shape that looked like the improbable
marriage of pterodactyl wingsto a shark’s body soared
into the air. It looped once to build up airspeed, then came
in on an attack vector with its razor-studded jaws agape.
It hit one of ninjasand lifted her up into the air, then
dropped her screaming body asit gobbled down her |eft
am.

Sin turned and snapped two silent rounds off at the

flying shark. Holes appeared in the taut, fleshy membrane
of onewing. The shark dipped that wing and arced down
into aturn that set it up for arun a Sin.

Coyote tracked it with the Stormcloud and hit the

trigger twice. The buckshot chewed a crescent bite out of
the shark's dorsal fin, but did not even dow it down. The
Dragonfire round, by contrast, did. The 25-foot-long



flamejet hit the shark over itsleft-sde gill dits. Thefire
stream continued virtualy unabated out the other side,
then the creature vomited flames. Its eyes went dead, and
it crashed into the ground, rolling over and over, likea
child'sbroken glider.

Men and monsters dlike scattered as amoittled red and
blue triceratops stampeded through the courtyard. Tracer
rounds from submachineguns glanced off its bony shield
and salled like fireworksinto the night sky. Blood glistened
black from its horns, and ablue satin Y akuza jacket
flapped like a pennant from the left-most one.

Coyote turned to bring the Stormcloud to bear on the
charging beast, but the Yidam's secondary arms pushed
him aside. Thedien giant camly raised hisPTRSto his
shoulder and sighted down it like awhite bwana hunting
rhinoceri. The dinosaur, its eyes glowing with human
knowledge of itsinvulnerability, raced Sraight at the
Yidam.

The gun roared once, and the recoil dewed the Yidam

al theway around so that he faced away from histarget.
The bullet hit the charging triceratops cleanly between the
eyes, punching through the skull asif it were made of sun-
baked clay. The tungsten core blew back through the hole
in the skull that allowed for the entry of the spine and spun
itsway through the creature's body. The incendiary
charge exploded in thetiny brain case, blowing the eyes
back out on fiery pillars, then splitting the skull likea
dropped melon.

Thetriceratops nose dipped, digging into the ground
like an anchor. Its body piled up behind the broad shield,
stopping the creature barely seven meters from the
Yidam. Itsbody settled back, leaving itslegs splayed
forward, then lolled over onitsleft Sde.

The skeleton man vaulted the triceratops corpselike

an X-ray of Bruce Lee. The bony fingers of hisleft hand
dashed the face of one Y akuzato ribbons. The skeleton
man hooked his right hand up undernesth the rib cage of
asecond Y akuza and carelessly tossed him back over his
shoulder. The Y akuzaflaled hisarmsand legs as heflew,
but could do nothing to prevent himsdlf from being
impaled on the triceratops horns when he landed.

A look of pure, unadulterated joy lit Bat'sface ashe
yanked two Y akuza back by the scruff of their necksto get
at the skeleton man. The monster dashed a him with
bloody claws, but Bat stepped back and contemptuousy
dapped the blows aside. The skeleton man's head came
up in surprise, and Coyote knew he had redlized that as
frightening and dangerous as he might be, atrained fighter
he was not.

Bat'sright fist hammered that point home asit ex-

ploded on the skeleton man'sjaw. Bone shattered, litter-



ing the ground with teeth and bits of mandible. Bat'sleft
fist came up in amurderous hook that snapped ribs. His
right foot came down, crushing foot bonesinto ivory
splinters, then another right first fractured the skeleton
man's|eft collarbone.

The skeleton man turned to run away, but even before

he could bump into the dinosaur's corpse, Bat grabbed his
gpinein hisleft hand. Pleasure melting Bat'sfaceinto a
nightmare mask, he reached down and took afirm hold

of the skeleton man'sright femur. Twidting it left and then
right again, Bat ripped it free. Asthe bones below the knee
dropped away in an inanimate pile, Bat spun the femur
around and crashed it down through the skeleton man's
skull.

Colond Nagashitaquickly crossed the open area
between him and the hirsute behemoth created out of the
small, balding man. The creature took one swipea him
with afist the Sze of Nagashitashead. The IDC ninja
leader ducked benegth the blow, then darted forward.
Coyote saw aflash of light as Nagashitadrew his katana
and heard the creature utter asoft oof as the blade passed
through its chest. Its upper hdf started to pivot toward the
ninja, but when itslower half failed to gart the same
maneuver, the creature fell over backward, dead beforeit
hit the ground.

«Rezizt, my pet! You know how | love to dizplay my
power! You help me make my point to Ryuhito! Now,
mor e playthingz for you to deal with, | think.»

From beyond the fountain, GBI's transformed guards
entered the battle. Walking tall like men, they had become
sable-coated wolves with glowing green eyes. A snap-
ping, howling pack, they fell ontheY akuzaand ninjasas
they streamed in toward Coyote and his people. Coyote
turned and nailed one with a close-range blast that tore
one of itsarms clean off, but the wolfman kept coming.

To hisright, Sin dropped one with asingle shot that went
in right aboveits snarling muzzle and exploded out the
back of its head. Beyond him, another died as Bat used the
skeleton man's femur to caveits skull in. Natch popped
athree-shot burst from her MP-7 through one's spine,
taking it out of thefight, and Nagashitakilled another by
decepitating it.

"Brain or spine!™ Coyote shouted as he opened one up
with a shotgun blast. Despite his best effort, it took another
shot to kill it, and, despite hiswarning, the wolfmen
pressed forward. Fiddleback's foul power, channeled out
through El-L eichter's eyes, rebuilt new wolfmen from the
scattered parts of the old ones.

Coyote tapped Sin on the shoulder and signaled him

back a step while he used the Stormcloud to knock
another wolfman down. "Where can we go? Werelosing!"



Sin snapped off two shotsthat blew fist-sized chunks
from awolfman's head. "The main building. Room-to-
room fighting, but they'll know it better than us."

Dammit! | have to do something! The press of wolfmen
had dready split the IDC ninjas off from his group, though
they seemed to be holding their own againgt the former
guards. We are losing!

«Join me, Coyote. | will then let you win!»

The hopefulnessin Fiddleback’s tel epathic message
reminded Coyote of the earlier sendings. He wants me to
come willingly. That way he gets more power. If | am
broken, I am of no use to him. Together, we can be
invincible, which means he is vulnerable now!

«You are magnificent, my pet! But as| amvulnerable,
so are your friends!»

The 'Y akuza started to break and run as Bat went down
with ahowling wolfman on him. The howl shifted to ayelp
of pain as Bat regained hisfeet and held the creature doft
by its head. With hisleft hand clamping its muzzle shut and
hisright hand capping its skull, Bat wrenched hishands
hard to the right. The cresture's body twisted along with
its head, preventing him from bresking its neck, but the
gpasmodic jerking of its body showed he'd clearly hurt it.
Not content with that, Bat shifted his right hand down to
the front of itsthroat and grabbed a handful of ssomach
muscleswith hisleft. He dammed the wolfman down on
the edge of the triceratops shield, snapping its spine like
acandy cane.

Though Bat's victory heartened Coyote, he knew they
could not stand. A dozen of the wolfmen broke off to chase
thefleeing Y akuza, but the rest poured around the open
right flank and threstened to sweep around to cut off their
retreat. Coyote could barely see the encysted ninjas off on
theleft for al the wolfmen attacking them. Asthe
Stormcloud's breech snapped open and he unconscioudy
reached for a nonexistent spare clip, he knew the end had
come.

«Thizizyour lazt chance, Coyote! Come to me. Now!»
The sheer desperation in Fiddleback's sending made
defying him easy, but till he hesitated. Cut and bleeding,
his friends pulled back, fighting againgt forces that would
engulf and devour them. Coyote knew, deegp down, that

if he accepted Fiddleback's power, he could keep his
friends safe. Then he also redlized that when he accepted
Fiddleback's power, he would have no desire to keep
them safe.

With abutt stroke from the Stormcloud he shattered a
wolfman's skull and forced himsdlf to ignore the stinging
furrows left in hischest fromits claw. "Never, Fiddleback,
never."

«Nol» Fiddleback's frustrated screech diced through



hisbrain like arazor, but Coyote redlized it was not
directed at him. He sensed another power entering the
Sun Court. He saw nothing at first, but noticed instantly
that both El-L e chter and the wolfmen turned their atten-
tion back to their own rear area. He heard choked-off yips
of pain, then saw alimp canine body flip end over end
through the air.

Through gaps in the humanoid pack, he saw adender,
dark-haired, clean-limbed youth rendered in shades of
reflected green and black. His hands and feet moved with
blurring speed, and black blood covered hisarms from the
elbow down. Over hisbody, worked lovingly in bold swirls
that helped define his musculature, black lines both thick
and thin decorated him.

Where he struck, abody fell and, if it moved after that,
only gravity or an involuntary muscular twitch wasthe
cause.

"How dare you!" Arrigo spun intheair and scattered his
soldierswith the wave of ahand.

The youth stopped in the oasis strewn with the torn
bodies of hisenemies, and blood streamed off his body.
Beyond him, back whereit could have been agatein a
wall, agolden circle glowed, and thetiny slhouette of a
man dowly grew within it. Coyote thought, because of the
image's size, that the man wasfar away, but when the
dlhouette assumed itsfull three dimensions, he saw the
figurewasindeed smdll.

"| dare. | dare many things, Fiddleback.”

"You? Y ou were nothing, and | gaveyou dl you are. |
now revoke my giftz to you." Arrigo El-Lechter's body
pulsed out power. "Diel"

Thelittle man, till hidden in the shadow of hiswarrior,
waved thethreat away. "Kill him."

Before the youthful n could move, Colond
Nagashitaran forward, vaulted off amound of wolfman
corpses and leaped into the air. He drove his katana
through El-Leichter's abdomen. The look of betrayed
surprise on El-Leichter's face metamorphed into atrium-
phant leer as he caught Nagashita up in both hands and
started to compress his chest.

"Kill them both, then,” the little man ordered his

n.

He had no chance. As El-Leichter dug hisfingersinto
Nagashita'sribs, the ninjaleader twisted his own hands
and rotated the katana blade 180 degreesin the wound.
Ribs popped, and Nagashitajerked, but heretained his
grip on the sword. He tugged up, then sawed the blade
back and forth. Blood and entrails streamed from El-
Lechter'swound, dripping down into the fountain's sha-
low basin, and the blood pouring from Nagashita's mouth
soon mixed with them.



With onefind effort, Nagashitatwisted the blade

around and brought it across, severing El-Leichter's

spine. The green nimbus surrounding him died and,

locked with Nagashitain deeth, he fell to the pool. The
water flashed red, then green, then erupted in an explo-
son of green steam.

When it cleared, Coyote saw no onein the fountain. So
that is the dimensional gate here! Helooked up to seeif
the Japanese man who had been hovering with him had
fdlen outsde the fountain, or had been taken along with
the two corpses. He did not see him at first, but then looked
up and saw the man floating in agolden throne.

The little man stepped forward into the backlight of the
throne. "So, Ryuhito, do you want the power Fiddleback
offersyou, or would you likewhat | can offer you?' A smug
expression of superiority accompanied the smileon the
little man'sface. "He provides you the power to transform
yoursdlf. | can give you the power to transform others. |
offer my herdd asasmple example of my art.”

Jytte dropped to her knees. "Pygmalion!™

Ragani stared & him. "Nicholag!"

Thelittle man smiled a Jytte, raising hisright hand as

if to caress her face. Y ou were one of my finest creations,
Jytte. And you, Rgjani, were ways an annoyance.
Mickey, kill her."

"Mickey?' Rgani cried out asthe assassin Sarted

toward her.

He hesitated for a half-second, which gave Bat al the
time he needed. Streaking across the battleline, he
tackled Mickey and brought him down. Both of Bat'sarms
dipped up through Mickey's armpits and around the back
of hisneck. Locking hislegs around Mickey'swaist, Bat
rolled up into agitting postion. The musclesin hisarms
and back bunched as he began to pull back on Mickey's
arms and press his head forward.

"No, Bat, no!" Rgjani screamed at him. "He'sonly a
child!"

Pygmédlion looked over at his charge and seemed about

to issue an order when the golden gate behind him
collapsad into nothingness. This gppeared to disturb him
for asecond, then he turned back and frowned. "Ryuhito,
if you enthral yoursdf to Fiddleback, you will be hisdave.
| know, for | was until | made Lucifer's choice. Asyou can
see, | do with one what Fiddleback could not oppose with
many. Comewith me, and | will give you thisworld to do
with asyouwish."

Ryuhito nodded. The golden throneflared in intensity

and became a sphere. It contracted down to the size of a
walnut, then floated over and landed in Pygmaion's open
right pam.

Pygmalion smiled like aman who had just found an



object for which he had searched hisentirelife. "Though

| regretit, it seems| must leaveyou dl dive here” He
studied his surroundings for amoment, then | et his gaze
linger upon the gold spherein hishand. "I bid you adieu.”
"I go!" Mickey'svoice squeded anxioudy.

Pygmalion regarded him coldly. "I hardly think so.”

"l go? See Dorothy?'Y ou promised?’

"Youfaled me, Mickey." Thelittle man held the gold
sphere up like ajewd and smiled at itsglow. "1 do not need
thosewho fall, Mickey."

"Y ou promised!" Mickey's voice grew hoarse with the
shout, and he struggled againgt Bat. ™Y ou promised!”
"And that promiseisbroken, just asisthe promisel
thought | saw inyou. Y ou falled Mickey." Pygmaion spit
ontheground. "Y ou are nothing."

Coyote saw the boy try to twist free from Bat's hold,

then he went limp and began to sob. Bat, still holding the
boy tightly, seemed at alossto ded with him. Mickey
hung like a scarecrow in Bat's arms, tears streaming down
his face and washing the blood from his convulsing chest.
Pygmalion smiled, then looked up at the others. " Con-
Sder him apresent—and awarning. | have an army of
warriors modeled after him. They will ensure that my work
with Ryuhito will be uninterrupted. Thisyou will soon see,
and you had best prepare yourseves for that day.”
Sindammed anew clip homein his Beretta. "'I'm ready
"How glib, how drall." Pygmdion pamed the sphere,
anditslight died. "When wereturn, you will venerate him
as your emperor, and you will worship me asyour god.”
Hislaughter filled the courtyard, but by thetime it echoed
back to the center, he had vanished in aburst of gold light.

| looked up as Crowley stepped around a knot of docile
wolfmen being led away by two of the IDC ninjas. "Y ou
missed the party.”

Crowley toed the dead flying shark. "If you'd told meiit
was open season on lawyers, | would have been here” He
winced, and | noticed for the first time that he was favoring
hisright leg. "Asit was, | had abit of ajob to do mysdlf with
that gold tunnd.”

"Areyou okay?' | knew he dways kept atight rein on
himsdlf, but | couldn't sense even ahint of distress coming
fromhim.

Crowley shrugged. "I'll live. Turns out the tunndl be-
longed to aDark Lord named Pygmaion. He'sfairly new
and works alot with folks from Earth.”

"I know." | pointed to where Rgjani, Jytte, Natch and Bat




were standing with the warrior Pygmalion had caled
Mickey. "He was here and abandoned Mickey. Rgjani, the
Yidam's daughter, says Mickey was atimid five year old
boy when last she saw him."

Crowley raised an eyebrow. "When was that?"

| shrugged and felt some aches from my clawed ribs.
"Two or three weeks ago. She says he hasasister and
father in Haggtaft."

"That will makefor afascinating homecoming.” Crowley
shook his head. "What do you know about Pygmdion?"
"Not much, and dl of it picked up by inference.” | dung
the Stormcloud over my shoulder. "1 gather Pygmalion
was ahuman scientist named Nicholas Hunt. Fiddleback
offered him power in return for loyaty. Pygmaion rebelled
and has been annoying Fiddleback since that time."
Looking over at Mickey and Jytte, both creationsfrom
the hand of Pygmdion, part of me wanted to admire his
handiwork. | could dso sympathize with hisrebelion
againgt Fiddleback, and | knew well the pleasure of
defying him. | aso knew the seduction of the power
Fiddleback offered, and | felt strong in ressting it—this
time. Wll | always make that choice?

Crowley'svoice refocused my attention outside. "He's
been annoying lots more than just Fiddleback. All the
Dark Lordsvie againgt each other for dominance. Pyg-
malion may well be new, but he is upsetting many of the
old power structures. In many ways, heisresponsblefor
having renewed the Dark Lords hunger for new worlds."
| could seeit. Power isadrug that satisfiesnone. It only
creates ahunger for more. Even though one might have
enough power to survive, the mere fact that another wants
your power makes you more ravenous. Dark Lords that
had lain dormant for eons were now waking with empty
bellies, and Earth seemsto be in season.

Crowley looked around as another group of the trans-
formed creatures walked away under guard. "What are
you going to do with them?"

"For now, we're putting them in the secure areas of the
GBI complex. Without Fiddleback to guide them, most
are very shocked and stunned by what they have be-
come." | shook my head. "They were looking for an edge,
asecret that would give them an advantage over their
peers. They thought they'd found it with GBI. Now they're
just fodder for tabloid stories.”

"At least they can find work inthe circus.” Crowley
walked over and leaned againgt the triceratops shield.
"Pygmalion had some builder-beingsin the lead con-
gructing that tunne through the dimensions. | moved the
markers he had | eft behind for them into an areawith a
dimensond gateway. | managed to programiit to ran-
domly select anew destination every three seconds, so



I've been scattering his no-deposit, no-return warriors al
over the place. A lot of them looked like that guy over
there, and some of them were good."

| nodded. "When Rgjani spoke with Mickey, he became
docile. Shethinks she has broken thelinksin hismind that
make him akiller on order, and thefact that he'snot dain
her isfair proof of that. He wasfast, Crowley, very fast. The
black swirls and lines ook like decoration, but they're
really carbon-fiber armor. I'd like to seean MRI of him
because | think the bonesin hisarms and legs have been
replaced with titanium replicas.”

"Interesting. Where'sthe big guy you were with?"
Crowley looked around, then glanced down at the
dinosaur's shattered skull. "Out looking for ataxidermist?
A singleloud gunshot punctuated the night. "There was
aloose Roboguard 1V in the Garden of Contemplation.”
We shared a smile, then both |ooked over toward the
main building asHa Garrett and Sinclar MacNed led a
group of five men toward us. Four of the men wore
business suits and, despite the darkness, sunglasses.
They seemed unimpressed by the odd menagerie of
creaturesin the Sun Court. Thefifth man was smaller and
moved with the care of old age, yet | sensed avitality inhim
that even Pygmalion had not exhibited.

Sin stopped and pointed me out with awave of his hand.
"Thisis Coyote. Coyote, thisis-"

"I know." | bowed deeply and held the bow out of
respect. Straightening up dowly, | noticed, from the
corner of my eyethat Crowley had aso bowed to the
elderly man. | smiled politely and made an introduction.
"May | present Damon Crowley."

"We have met."

Crowley smiled. "How kind of you to remember. It was
along timeago.”

| looked over at Crowley and raised an eyebrow ina
slent question.

Crowley shrugged. "His coronation, aRed Army cdll. It
wasalongtimeago.”

The smal man surveyed the courtyard. "Y ou are
responsiblefor this?"

| nodded reluctantly. " Some of it. The man who cata-
lyzedit, Arrigo El-Leichter, isdead. Y our Colond Nagashita
killedhim."

"My grandson, is he one of these...things?"

"No, gr, heisnot." | frowned. "El-Leichter was a pawn
of aDark Lord we call Fiddleback. Ryuhito resisted him.
Another Dark Lord, Pygmdion, offered Ryuhito some-
thing more. Y our grandson left with him."

The smal man sighed heavily, then remained silent for
awhile. Sinlooked down and swallowed hard, but the
small man shook his head. ™Y ou wereto get to him and



convince him of hiserror. Clearly things were worse than

| imagined, and | did not charge you with the right duty.”
Helooked up a me. "Mr. MacNeal and Mr. Garrett have
told me you are the person who is most capable of dedling
with these Dark Lords. Isthis accurate?!

"They are generous with praise and optimistic. How-

ever, with my friends| amwilling to defy Dark Lords."
"Can you bring my grandson back?"

| hesitated asthe full import of the question landed on

me heavily. Could we find a Dark Lord's home dimension
and extract Ryuhito? The logistics and timing for such an
operation would be staggering. Part of me knew it would
be impossible, but another part said that not even trying
would be crimind. "It would be difficult and dangerous,

but | anwillingto try."

"Good. Whatever it takes, you shal have. From this

point forward, thisfacility isyoursto use asa staging area.
My peoplewill secureit. Draw up alist of things you need,
and | will supply them. Whatever expensesyou incur are
mine"

"Y ou love your grandson very much.”

"Thisistrue, but that is not the reason for my generosity
here. As| told Mr. MacNedl," he said hoarsdly, "I do not act
out of love for Ryuhito, but out of my lovefor theworld."
He bowed and withdrew inside his group of guards.
Sinclar stared after him, then turned back with a

surprised expression on hisface. "Can it be done? Can we
find Ryuhito and pull him out?’

"It can be done, but the odds of Elvis becoming the pope
are ahbit better than our chances of success"” | jerked a
thumb at the carnage behind us. "Had Pygmdion not
intervened, Fiddleback would have won here. Going one
on onewith aDark Lord isnot asurvivd trait."

Crowley smiled dyly. "I don't think well haveto goiit
aone, Coyote."

"Oh?' Theamused tonein hisvoice sent chillsdown

my spine.

"As| noted before, Pygmalion isnot afavorite of the

other Dark Lords. In fact, in coming here | met one who
pledged his help to destroy Pygmdion.”

"Redly?'

"Yes" Crowley nodded solemnly. "Infact, he said

without himyou will fail. I think he'sright.”

"Who?" A snking feding tugged my somach toward

my toes as| redized who Crowley had spoken with.
"Fddleback? An dliance with Fiddieback? | might aswell
commit suicide.”

"Without him, you likely will." Crowley's eyes hard-

ened. "While| don't begrudge you that option, | hope you
reconsider. Alone, you'l kill yourself. And the rest of world
will diewith you."



