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Time, like an ever-rolling stream, Bears dl its sons away; They fly forgotten, asadream Dies at the
opening day.

—Isaac Watts, 1674-1748

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Grant a quick termination. For Kane there was forgiveness if he pledged his unquestioning allegiance to



Baron Cobalt and his unknown masters and abandoned his friends.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Chapter 1

The dead man seemed to be kneeling in prayer. Hunched over with both hands raised palms outward
and his head tilted back, he looked asif he were seeking benediction. Judging by the condition of his
body, he had received damnation instead.

The man was completdy black—not only his hair, skin and fingernails, but aso histeeth. His mouth
gaped open in an agonized rictus, exposing atongue the hue of ebony. His eyesresembled apair of
small onyx orbs. His clothing, which appeared to consist of ashort denim jacket and zippered coveral,
was as jet-black astherest of him. His clothing, flesh and hah- had the texture of porous charcoal or
black plaster. Thefigure looked more like a three-dimensiond shadow or asingularly unattractive statue
than a corpse.

Eyeing the man closaly, Kane ventured, "Rad exposure?’

Brigid Baptiste hesitated a second before murmuring, "Not of akind I'm familiar with."
"And just how many kindsisthat?" asked Grant, his brow furrowed.

Brigid shrugged. "Just off the top of my heed, there's X-ray, neutron, gamma, cobalt—"
"We get the general ideg," Reba DefFore brokein dryly.

Brigid cast her adightly irritated glance and gestured toward the knedling corpse. "1 don't think you do.
Whatever did that to this man doesntt fit the symptomology of any recorded type of radiation exposure.”

From the breast pocket of her shirt she undipped her rad counter and stepped closer to the motionless
figure. Passing the little square instrument over the top of the man's head, she kept a close watch on the
LCD window. It continued to glow a steady yellow-green. The device didn't emit awarning electronic
chirp, so shereturned it to her pocket.



"Rad levels read within the tolerance range," Brigid announced. "Not even ahundred roentgens. It'swdll
within acceptable limits.”

"How can you be so sureit's not what it lookslike?' DeForeinquired. "Just a statue some scrounger
was moving and then abandoned?"

Kane answered in aflat voice, "When you come on more of these field tripswith us, you'll learn that
amost nothing iswhat it appearsto be. No, thisis— was—a human being.”

Grant pursed hislips. "Could achemica have done that to him? Some sort of strong corrosive?'
Brigid shook her head. "That doesn't seem

likely." Absently, she combed ahand through her thick hair, which tumbled in waves from beneeth the
long-billed olive-green cap on her head to pill artlesdy over her khaki-clad shoulderslike ared-gold
mane. Her delicate features didn't show her inner consternation and confusion. Her complexion, fair and
lightly dusted with freckles across her nose and cheeks, held arasy hue.

Her eyesweren't just green; they were adeep, clear emerad, glittering now in anxiety. Shewastal and
willowy, her figure dender and taut. Long in theleg, her athletic physique reflected an unusud strength
without detracting from her undeniable femininity, despite the unflattering shirt, trousers and high-topped
jump boots she wore.

Kane stepped closer to the ebony figure and carefully sniffed the air. "He hasn't been burned, that's for
aure. It'smore like he's coated with something.”

At ashade over six feet, hewas nearly ahaf ahead taler than Brigid Baptiste. Long limbed and rangy,
hewas alean, snewy wolf of aman, carrying most of his muscle massin his upper body aboveadim
waist. His skin was lightly bronzed from exposure to the elements except for athin scar that siretched
like awhite thread across his cheek. Kane wore atwin to Brigid'slong billed olive-green cap over his
longish, dark hair. Sun-touched highlights showed at the temples and nape. His pae eyes, blue with just
enough gray in them to resemble the high

sky at sunset, were bright and aert behind the dark lenses of sunglasses.

"Somekind of heat or radiation did that to him," Grant argued in his characterigtic lionlike rumble of a
voice. "He dmost looks like he's been carbonized ... or calcified.”

Grant's long, heavy-jawed face was twisted in ascowl. Droplets of perspiration sparkled againgt his
coffee-brown skin. He stood four inches over six feet tall, and was very broad in the chest and
shoulders. Gray sprinkled his short-cropped, tight-curled hair, but it didn't show in the heavy black
mustache that swept fiercely out from either sde of hisgrim, tight-lipped mouth.

"Infact,” he continued, his eyes narrowing to suspicious dits, "helooks sort of like dl of usdid after we
were trangported from New Edo to China."

Both Kane and Brigid regarded him in surprise, their thoughts flying back to the incident he described,
nearly three monthsin the past. After they had been teleported through means still undetermined, al of
their bodies had been covered by alayer of soot that smelled faintly of hot grease. The ends of their hair
had been scorched, aswell.



"Arewe going to stand around here and talk about it?' Reba DefFore demanded impatiently. "Or are we
going to moveon?'

No one responded to the brown-eyed, bronze-skinned woman's sharp tone. Brigid, Grant and

Kane knew how anxious and fearful the medic became whenever sheleft the shielded shelter of the
Cerberus redoubt in Montana. Her blouse showed half-moons of perspiration at the armpits and
neckline, and the intricate braid she favored for her ash-blond hair had come undone. She hadn't
bothered trying to pat it back into place, athough loose tendrils hung about her face. The posture of her
stocky body telegraphed tension.

All of them were tense, particularly snce they were strolling through a hellzone, even though Chicago
hadn't been afirg-dtrike target. Still, it had taken acouple of direct hits from neutron bombs during the
brief but al-out nuclear war of two centuries ago. They had been tramping down the litter-choked
streets, between bombed-out ruins and collapsed buildings for the better part of an hour. Some areas
were nothing but acre upon acre of scorched and shattered concrete, with rusting rods of reinforcing iron
protruding from the ground like withered stalks of some mutated crop.

There were sgnsthat some kind of incendiary agents had been dropped on the city, but they weren't
nuclear in nature despite how the indicators of their rad counters occasiondly glowed between the far
end of the green scale and yellow. Brigid had told them that megascal e radioactive deposits from nuclear
power plants and toxic-waste dumps contaminated much of the soil of the Midwest, aswell

asthe Great Lakes. With the wholesale destruction of large land areas during the nukecaust, these
smaller catastrophes poisoned the ground with such virulence that they were rendered erilefor
generdions.

Kane, Grant and Brigid had visited severa derdict predark cities, and Chicago seemed to be in better
shape than mogt, but it fill echoed with therelics of alost civilization.

Kane started to turn away from the knedling figure, then did a double take. He leaned forward, ditting
his eyes. Where there should have been an ear on the right side of the man's head, therewas only a
ragged nub, looking like a crushed cigar butt.

"What isit?' Brigid asked.
"Hesmissing an ear,” Kanereplied, pointing. " See?"

Brigid squinted in the direction of hisfinger, then from a pocket of her shirt she withdrew the symbol of
her former office asa Cobdtville archivist. She dipped on the pair of rectangular-lensed, wire-framed
spectacles and gazed a the man's head. Although the eyeglasses were something of areminder of her
past life, they also served to correct an astigmatism.

Kane briefly wondered if her vison hadn't been further impaired by the head injury she suffered afew
months before. Brigid seemed in good condition, and DefFore had pronounced her fully recov-

ered. The only visible sign of the wound—which had laid her scalp open to the bone and put her ina
comafor severd days—wasafaintly red horizonta line on her right temple. Her recovery time had been
little short of uncanny. Kane was dways impressed by the woman's tensle-spring resiliency. However,
he couldn't help but notice how she needed her glasses more and more sincetheinjury.



"l seeit,”" shesad, "but | don't necessarily think it'ssignificant.”
"It doesn't look like an old wound," he declared. "Theresno sign of scarring.”

With the barrel of his Copperhead, the close-assault subgun he carried dung over a shoulder, Kane
gently prodded the side of the corpse's head. A hairline crack appeared in the black skull and from it
curled alazy tendril of equally black smoke. At the sametime, an astringent stench filled Kane's nodtrils,
an odor of hot sulfur mixed with ammonia

Ashetook ahasty step back, the crack in the dead man's head expanded into a split and more of the
oily vapor plumed out. The smoke spread quickly, and the knegling man seemed to unravel astwists of
mist rose like amultitude of loose black threads. Within a heartbeat he turned into acloud of vaguely
human-shaped sepiamist. Clothing, flesh, bones and hair dissolved into afoul-smelling fog. Thefetid
miasmarose over the street, and a gusting breeze wafted the cloud to one side.

In less than five seconds, the dissolution was complete. Nothing remained of the dead man except flakes
and a couple of handfuls of black dust. Kane, Brigid, DeFore and Grant gaped wide-eyed, shocked into
gpeechlessness. They watched in silence asthe cloud of black vapor continued to lift and dowly
disperse, floating toward the broken ramparts of the Chicago skyline.

It took Kane three attempts before he was able to husk out, Y ou don't see that every day.”

When no onereplied, he cut hiseyes over to Brigid. "Speculation?' heinquired. "Hypotheses?
Technobabble?’

Her intense gaze il fixed on the fading scraps of smoke, Brigid said, "I'd guessit to be aform of
molecular decohesion, smilar to the effect of the MD gun. I'm sure you remember that.”

Kane didn't bother responding to her assumption. Although he didn't possess an eidetic memory like
Brigid Baptiste, the incidents in Redoubt Papaand aboard the Parallax Red space station to which she
referred wereimpressed inddibly in hismind.

"Similar, you said." DeForé'stone was skepticd. "Not the same?”

Brigid nodded. "That'sright. If thisisthework of amolecular destabilizer, it'sanew agpplication, but the
result is pretty much the same." She snapped the fingers of both hands. " Poof."

Asif the snapping of her fingerswereasignd,

the detonation of thunder boomed in the distance, along, loud roll. Kane scanned the horizon and saw
billowing clouds massing over the shattered column of the Sears Tower, at least two milesaway. The
underside of the clouds bore asickly green tinge, undershot by a salmon pink.

"Chem storm,”" he announced flatly. "It wouldn't be astroll through a hellzone without one.”

No onelaughed. The early years of skydark, the generation-long nuclear winter, had been a period of
nature gone amok. Hundreds of very nearly smultaneous nuclear explosions had propelled massive
quantities of pulverized rubble into the aamosphere, clogging the ky and blanketing al of Earthin athick
cloud of dust, debris, smoke and fallout.



For nearly two decades, it was asif the very elements were trying to purge the Earth of the few survivors
of the atomic megacull. The exchange of nuclear missiles did more than daughter most of Earth's
inhabitants—it distorted the ecosystems that were not completely obliterated. The entire atmosphere of
the planet had been hideoudy polluted by the nukecaust, producing al manner of deadly side effects.

After eight generations, the lingering effects of the nukecaust and skydark were more subtle, an
underlying texture to aworld struggling to hedl itsdlf. Y et the sSide effects of the war were il unavoid-

able, like agrim reminder to humanity to never take the permanence of the Earth for granted again.

One of the worst and most frequent side effects was chem storms, showers of acid-tainted rain that
could scorch the flesh off any anima caught in the open. They were lingering examples of the freakish
wegther effects common after the holocaust and the nuclear winter. Chem storms were dangerous partly
because of their intengity, but mainly because of the acids, heavy metals and other chemica compounds
that fdl with therain.

In the immediate aftermath of the nukecaust, chem storms could strip flesh from bonein lessthan a
minute. As the environment recovered, the passage of time diluted the potency of the storms, but the
lethdl acid rain could till mdt flesh from the bones during long exposure.

Fortunately, chem storms were no longer as frequent as they had been even a century before, but the
peculiar geothermals of hellzones seemed to attract them. Although fewer hellzones existed now, there
were gill anumber of places where the geologica or meteorological consequences of the nukecaust
prevented afull recovery. The passage of time could not completely cleanse the zones of hideous,
invishble plagues.

Thewest coast of the United States was one such zone, where much of what had been Cdiforniawas
under water. The best-known zone was the miles-

long D.C.-New Jersey-New Y ork Corridor, avast stretch of abandoned factory complexes,
warehouses and overgrown ruins. D.C., otherwise known as Washington Hole, was till the most active
hot spot in the country. Kane still retained vivid and unpleasant memories of hisone vist to the Hole.
Only avast seaof fused black glass occupied the tract of land that once held the seat of American
government. Seen from adistance, the crater lent the region the name by which it had been known for
nearly two centuries. Washington Hole was the hell zone of hellzones, il jolted by ground tremors and
soaked by the intermittent flooding of Potomac Lake. A volcano, barely an infant in geologicd terms,
had burst up from the rad-blasted ground. The peak dribbled a constant stream of foul-smelling smoke,
mixing with the chem-tainted rain cloudsto form awispy umbrdlastinking of sulfur and chlorine.

Fortunately, thisregion of the Midwest was only warm, not hot, but a hellzone was still ahellzone even if
the rad levels were low. One of the mysteries spawned by the nukecaust was how hellzones could
coexist cheek to jowl with "clean” regions.

There was another flash of lightning, so close that Kane could fed hisskin tingle and body hair stand up.
The thunderclgp followed amost immediatdy. All of them smelled the ozonein theair.

"I think wed better get to cover," Kane announced.
Histone was cam and uninflected, but in truth he was very anxious. It wasn't only the exertion of the

long, dogging trek through the ruins of Chicago that made him nervous. His sixth sense, his point man's
sense, warned of adanger far more immediate than unpredictable wesather.



For amoment Kane contemplated ordering aretreat back to the Sandcat, but he knew by the time they
even reached the halfway point to where the vehicle was parked, the chem storm would be upon them.
There were measures againgt the dangers of acid rains, airtight protective suits and helmets, but none of
them carried ether asuit or ahelmet. They were over athousand miles away, stored safely inthe
Cerberus armory. Hisand Grant's Magistrate body armor was treated to withstand al weather, but both
suitswere in the Cat. Asit was, neither man cared to test whether their polycarbonate exoskele-tons
could surviveadousing of acid rain.

Besdes, the heat was surprisngly oppressive, particularly for the Midwest so early in the pring.
Marching around in the body armor and its Kevlar-weave undersheathing was like walking around in a
portable sauna, even in the coolest of temperatures. In the Outlands, the black armor would have been a
target for jackals skulking among the ruins.

Grant removed asmall map from his pants and unfolded it. He glanced from it to asmall compass he
held in hisright hand. The map had been gen-

crated by the database in Cerberus and depicted the city's layout before the nuke. A little doubtfully he
said, "According to this, we only have about three klicks to Redoubt Echo.”

"Yeah," Kane agreed musingly. "But welll have to spend some time searching for the entrance, and that
storm looks like it's moving at ten klicks an hour. Weve already spent aweek getting here... another
couple of hourswon't make much difference.”

Brigid leaned over to study the map. "Werein the vicinity of the Illinois Degp Waterway, so the Lake
Digrict Centrd Filtration Plant ought to be easy to spot.”

"Why were so many of the Totality Concept ingtalations hidden insde of other buildings?' De-Fore
asked sourly.

"The old purloined-letter gpproach,” Brigid replied. "The predark strategists thought hiding their secrets
in plain sght—more or less—kept them safe from discovery.”

"Don't complain,” Kanereplied. "A lot of them were hidden insde of nationa parks. At least we're not
having to cover SequoiaNational Forest inch by inch.”

Stowing the compass back in his pocket, Grant undipped his trans-comm unit from hisweb belt. He
flipped up the cover of the pam-sized radio-

phone. Depressing the transmit key, he asked, "Domi, do you read me?"

Only the crackle and pop of static hissed from the comm. Grant opened his mouth to repesat the query,
but hiswords were drowned out by athunderclap so loud and explosive everyone flinched. Theair
shivered fromitsviolence.

"'Forget it," Brigid declared. ' 'We're out of range and the storm isionizing the atmosphere. Besides,
she's safer than we are at the moment.”

All of them glanced again at the black clouds building like asolid wall over the derdlict outskirts of
Chicago. The mountainous thunderheads continued to skim out of the north, blotting out the sky above
the broken spire of the Sears Tower. The billowing mass thickened rapidly, casting deep shadow over



the entire perimeter and bringing a sudden and oppressive gloom. The atmosphere seemed to gain
weight, pressing againgt eardrums, making respiration labored.

The blackness dowly lowered and spread like a blanket. Strange crackles of luminescence glowed
withinitsroiling center, like flashes of hegt lightning. The underside of the cloud surged out, belling
downward and narrowing into a black funnel shape. Thetip brushed the top of abuilding like atentative
finger, and even at that distance they glimpsed debris swirling around it.

"| read about gormslikethis" Brigid said

grimly. "Thiskind hasasmall cyclonic center that's completely unpredictable, spawning twisters every
few minutes. Y ou can't tell where one will hit."

No one questioned her statement. Asaformer archivigt in the Cobaltville Historical Division, Bri-gid's
knowledge on awide variety of subjects was profound. Her greatest asset was her eidetic, or
"photographic,” memory. She could instantly recall hi detail everything she had read, seen or
experienced, which was both ablessing and a curse.

Thefunnd cloud drew back up into the thunder-head, and amoment later ashifting curtain of rainfell.
Even from the distance, they saw little puffs of vapor risng from the impact points of the raindrops.

Kanetried to quash hisrising sense of dread and worry about Domi. If she stayed inside the Sandcat,
shewas completely safe. Although built to serveasaFAV, aFast Attack Vehicle, the dud-tracked wag
was armored with a ceramic-armaglass bond to shield it from both intense and ambient radiation. It
would certainly be sufficient to protect her from a shower of acid rain—provided she hadn't decided to
explore her surroundings. Thelittle dbino girl from the Outlands was unpredictable, often driven by
impulses and whims. She had become more so over the past few months, ever since her resurrection.

Her retrieval, Kane corrected himsdlf. Since Domi hadn't really been dead, she couldn't have been
resurrected. Still, the Outland girl's behavior

had become more and more erratic. She disappeared from the redoubt for extended periods, asif she
needed the solitude.

Kane remembered how, during his and Domi's captivity in the Area 51 complex, the albino had shown
an uncharacterigtic display of compassion for the sickly hybrid infants kept there. He wondered if Domi
sought solitude in the thickly forested ravines of the mountainside in order to come to termswith what
she had learned about hersdlf.

The one thing she hadn't learned was the details of her apparent death. Nobody else redlly knew the
precise details, either. In order to learn more, they had come to Chicago, the metropolisthat had once
hosted Totality Concept's Operation Chronos. And so Domi, left behind in Sandcat, <till didn't redlize
she was the main reason for the mission.

Kane whedled around to the southeast. "L et's get the hell off the street and find aroof somewhere.”

He moved ahead, unconscioudy assuming the point position. Kane dways assumed the position of point
man. It was a habit he had acquired during his years as a Magistrate, and he saw no reason to abandon
it. Both Brigid and Grant had the utmost faith in Kane'singtincts, what he referred to as his point man's
sense. When hewalked point, Kane felt ectricaly dive, sharply tuned to every nuance of his
surroundings and what he was doing.



Heled histhree companions aong the boulevard

quickly, avoiding pits of thick mud that looked asif they could easily be severa yards deep. Rats, some
of them as big as housecats, scattered at their approach. A few of the bolder ones stopped after
then-initia fright and reared up on their hind legsto sniff at them asthey passed by. Both Brigid and
Defore did poor jobs of repressing shudders of revulsion. Their loathing for rodents went far deeper
than asmple antipathy for filth-walowing vermin—both women had shared a nightmarish experience
with plague-infected rats in the bayous of Louisianaafew months back. Kane was alittle surprised mat
they showed enough restraint not to shoot at the creatures.

The suburb of old Chi-town was comparatively intact, though that was arelative term. It was untouched
compared to Washington Hole, but it was still awasteland. The buildings were little more than gutted
shells, the streets choked with rubble and debris. Thorny brush and weeds sprouted within the walls of
homes, and vines coiled around the wreckage of collapsed roofs. Scrubby grass grew in the pockets of
windblown debris and weathered detritus. On some of the city blocks, the breadth of rubble was so
widespread, they could see no discernible difference between the street and the ruins. The roadbed itself
had aripple pattern to it, a characteristic result of earthquakes triggered by explosive shock waves.

During the nuke-triggered quakes, rivers and |akes were often diverted. Herein outer Chicago, rivers,
waterways, canads and Lake Michigan had run together to form temporary inland seas. The floodwaters
broke through storm drains and levees and overlaid the entire region with layers of brackish, fetid dudge.
They saw statues so deeply eroded and encrusted with dried muck it was no longer possible evento
identify the subjects as human, animal or otherwise.

Kane noticed how some buildings still stood among others that were no more than ragged foundations.
Wide dark bands of dried mud discolored many of the walls, from the ground to waist height. The next
street they turned down looked asif it had been aresidential neighborhood, amix of storesand luxury
gpartment buildings. Many of them lacked roofs, but the walls still stood steadfast against the corrosive
effects of time and nature.

The sky quickly turned the hue of old lead as the banks of black clouds spread, like atapestry unrolled
by avast invisble hand. Grant kept checking their back trail but saw nothing but the labyrinth of tumbled
ruins. Bitsof debrisfluttered in the air, skimming acrosstheir path.

"Thewindisrisng fast," Brigid said, her mane of red-gold hair streaming out from the beneath the edges
of her cap.

Kane eyed the sky. "One of your tornadoes, maybe."
"An acid-rani tornado?' DeFore's crisp tone didn't quaver, but her stance tel egraphed amounting fear.

"Could be." Grant blinked as handful of wind-driven dust scoured hisface. "By thelooks of this place, it
wouldn't bethefirg time."

Thewind increased, causing their clothesto flutter and stinging then- faces with particles of grit. Keeping
his mouth tightly closed, Kane looked toward the storm front and saw rain sweeping dowly in their
direction like asolid but shifting curtain. Faintly he caught awhiff reminiscent of rotten eggs blended with
burned brown sugar, seasoned by kerosene. The deep rumble of thunder had become a constant
kettle-drum roll in the background.



Brigid suddenly cried out and dapped at her hand. A second later, Kanefelt a pinpoint burn on the back
of hisneck, and heredized the leading edge of the squall had aready reached them. They couldn't
afford to be choosy any longer, so the four people lunged into the first open doorway they saw.

It was astorefront with a gaping square in the front wall where a plate-glass window had once formed a
trangparent barrier between the street and the shop's wares. The exterior of the building was
half-swallowed by creeper sand vines, saplings and green undergrowth. A quick upward glance showed

them at least aquarter of the roof and ceiling was till in place.

It wasn't much, but it offered them ameasure of protection from the fiery kiss of the rain shower.
Through the layer of debris and detritus on the floor, Kane could just make out amosaic pattern of
time-work. What had once been a huge showroom was now abroad open piazza. Onthefar Sdea
corridor stretched away into darkness. The corridor was bisected by a gtrip of light where the sunlight
lanced through a crack in the ceiling. He wasn't too anxiousto enter it and find out what lay beyond the
crack— heretained vivid and exceedingly unpleasant memories of what explorationsin smilar settings
had wrought.

It was hot, even insde the building. The air was heavy and duggish, pressng moisfly on exposed skin,
despite the gpproaching storm. Grant pamed away swesat from his forehead and muttered, "Thisis more
like the bayou than the Midwes."

Brigid nodded in slent, grim agreement, then flattened hersdf againgt the nearest wall just astherain
began pattering down, first in alazy drizzlethen in ashest.

Kane, Grant and DeFore put their backs against the wall and watched the drops strike the exposed
floor tileswith a series of prolonged hisses and tiny curls of smoke. The chemica stench wafting up

caught Kane by the throat and seared the tender tissues and scorched his nasal passages.

Clapping ahand over his nose and mouth, he struggled againgt a coughing fit. He was till struggling
when the ragged man came stumbling through the doorway.

Chapter 2

Neither Brigid nor Defore saw Kane and Grant flex the tendons of their right wrists. Nor did they hear
the click of the actuators or the faint, brief drone of tiny electric motors and the solid dap of the butts of
the Sin Eaters diding into the men's pams amogt at the sametime. But they did see the blasters appear
amog magicdly intheir hands.

The officia weapons of Magistrates, Sin Eaters were strgpped to holsters on their right forearms. The
big-bore automatic handblasters were alittle under fourteen inchesin length. When not in use, the stocks
of the pistolsfolded over the top of the weapon, lying perpendicular to the frame, reducing their
bolstered lengths to ten inches. Cables and actuators attached to the weapons popped the Sin Eaters
into Grant's and Kane's waiting hands when they tensed their wrist tendons in the right sequence.

The 9 mm blasters had no safeties or trigger guards, and when the firing stud camein contact with a
crooked index finger, it would fireimmediately. However, both Kane and Grant kept their fin-

gers extended and out of contact with the trigger stud.



There wasn't any need to use afirearm on the man who staggered inside the door, then collapsed amost
at Kanesfeet. They caught only aglimpse of aface gaunt to the point of emaciation and staring,
bloodshot eyes. His clothing hung in tatters.

Grant and Kane aimed their Sin Eaters at the progirate form while Brigid and DeFFore moved alittle
closer, their own weapons drawn and ready. Brigid held an Iver Johnson TP9 in adouble-fisted grip.
The autoblaster wasfairly smal and lightweight, but it was atrue cannon compared to the toylike Titan
FIE .22-cdiber pistol in DeFore's hand. Grant had remarked sourly that the medic chose that particular
gun only because the armory didn't have dingshots.

"Wherethe hdl did he comefrom?" Grant demanded harshly. He didn't need to raise his voice to be
heard over the steady drumming of the rain or the how! of the wind.

"Y ou could dways ask him," Kane commented.

The man lay on hisface and twitched uncontrollably. Kane nudged him with aboot. "Hey, thisplaceis
occupied. Well have to ask you to move on if you don't give us agood reason not to."

He wasn't surprised when he received no response. Wedging hisfoot beneath the man's midriff, Kane
rolled him onto his back. Uttering awordless snarl of horror he took a swift, involuntary step

back. The man'sface bore inflamed, leaking blistersinflicted by the rain, but those injurieswere minor.
Through agaping rent in his pants, al of them saw how his groin had been ripped open and his genitals
torn away.

The ghastly wound had then been clumsly cauterized, gpparently by the application of white-hot metal.

Even over the chemicd gtink of therainfal, the odor of burned human flesh was sickeningly strong. A
dew of agony glistened on hisface.

All of them gazed in horror a the man, their throats congtricting. Both of histesticleswere only glazed
lumps at the juncture of histhighs, the flesh seared smooth with branding irons. His respiration was rapid
and shdlow. From his open mouth came awordless gargle, either apleaor an inquiry. He coughed
rackingly, and pink foam frothed on hisdack lips.

"Dear God," DeFore muttered. She went to her knees beside the man, placing her medicd kit on the
floor and raising the lid. Removing a stethoscope, she listened to the man's heart, took his pulse and
examined hiseyes, moving from onetask to the other with agrim, brisk efficiency.

"Thewoundisfairly fresh," she announced flatly. "Inflicted in the last twenty-four hours or so, thirty at
theoutside. It isn't infected, but | hear fluid on hislungs.”

Grant's brow furrowed, casting hiseyesinto

shadow. "He must be completely fused out from the pain to run through acid rain like that.”
"l imagine he bardly fdt the burns," DeFore replied. "He'sin deep shock.”

"No shit," Grant said dourly. "Can he be questioned about who did thisto him?"

DeForetook asmal hypodermic syringe from the medical kit, holding it up to the feeblelight "He's



completely disassociative at the moment.”

She injected the amber-colored contents of the syringe into the man'sarm. "I'm giving him a shot of
gtimulant compound and an analgesic for pain. We may be able to sabilize him.”

No one asked her why she bothered ministering to the man. Even if he hadn't appeared to have dl but
onetoein the grave, he wasn't their responsibility. Still, they knew Reba DeFore took the Hip-pocratic
oath serioudy, even though she wasn't adoctor in the conventiona sense. The man's eydidsfluttered in
reaction to the injection, but that was the limit of hisreaction. Even in the near dark, Kane could see the
harsh lines of pain etched deeply in hisface. It was grimy with dirt encrusted in the deep wrinklesand
seams. Kane had seen many faceslike that in the Outlands, and he pegged the man asaRoamer or a
scavenger belonging to aband of Farers.

Eyeing the inflamed area at the man's crotch, Grant said lowly, "Maybe he did that to himsdlf, or

let it happen. Remember those fused-out cross-dressers we met in Russia? What were they called— the
Scots Pees?!

Despite the situation, Brigid couldn't repress abrief laugh. "The Skotpsis. It's possible there might be a
samilar cult practicing around here.”

Kane recaled what Brigid had said about the Skotpsis when they encountered them nearly ayear and a
haf before. They were ardigious sect that flourished in Russiain the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
The cult traced its origins back to the pagan goddess Cybele, whose priests wore women's clothes and
cadtrated themsalves as sacrificia offerings at her dtars.

Kane shuddered at the recollection and asked, "What do you know about the history of Chicago?”’
Brigid regarded him quizzicdly. "Pre- or post-skydark?'

"'Post would be alittle more helpful at the present time," Kane replied with atouch of sarcasm. "Did the
Wyeth Codex have any intd about this place?’

"Asamatter of fact,” Brigid answered, "it did.”
"Why am | not surprised?' Grant muttered alittle peevishly.

The Wyeth Codex was a document based on ajournal written by Dr. Mildred Wyeth, who had been
revived from cryonic suspension by Ryan Cawdor in the late twenty-first century. Many years|ater, the
Wyeth Codex was spread through the ville network

by Mohandas L akesh Singh asameans of fomenting dissent againgt the authority of the baronia
oligarchy.

Dueto hisactions, the document became linked with rumors of the Preservationists, the name given by
the barons to a suspected underground resi stance group operating in the villes. The Preservationists
were aleged to be an dite group of historians who possessed a greater understanding of "true” history of
the pre- and postnukecaust world. The Preservationists were, in fact, afiction created by Lakesh asan
adversary to occupy the attention of the Magistrate Divisions and the barons, while the redl
insurrectionist work proceeded e sawhere.



Although the Codex contained recollections of adventures and wanderings, it dedlt in the main with Dr.
Wyeth's observations, speculations and theories about the environmental conditions of postnukecaust
America It wasthe only real source for information about places and people of the previous century,
despite the fact the journal didn't often go into great detail. In fact, some of the datawas maddeningly
brief.

A line of concentration appeared at the bridge of Brigid's nose as she brought an image of the document
to the forefront of her mind and visualized the appropriate entry. Her lips creased in afrown. ' 'Dr.
Wyeth did visit here, but as usud, she kept her descriptions cut to the bone. She mentioned that a

group of women mutants lived herein the ruins, even though she admits the term 'mutant’ might be
inaccurate. The women were called Midnites, and they hated men with avengeance. They used them
only to reproduce and apparently castrated them when their function wasfulfilled.”

Kane glanced at the man being treated by DefFore and winced. "So it's safe to assume this poor bastard
was of no more useto them.”

Brigid hestated and said, "There's something ese.”

Grant cast her aglance full of weary exasperation. ™Y ou mean this gets better?"

She shook her head. "According to the Codex, the Midniteswere anthrophagists.”
Seeing the blank looks on the faces of Kane and Grant, Brigid declared, "Cannibals.”
Kanedghed. "Y ou could have said so in thefirst place.”

"It'sbeen at least a hundred years since the Wy-eth woman was here,” Grant argued. " Surely the
Pdladiumville Magistrate Divison cleaned out this place during the Program of Unification.”

The unification program of the previous century consolidated the continent-gpanning network of baronies
that arose from the chaos of postnuke America. Although each of the nine villes shared superficia
smilaritiesin gppearance and government, they were very different from one another, depend-

ing upon thewhims of theindividua ruling baron. The onelink they al shared werethe Unity Through
Action pogters stored away like holy texts within the records of dl villes. Theillusgtrations were very
smple—line drawings of two hands clasping each other, joined at the wrist by achain.

More than ninety years previous, Unity Through Action was the rallying cry that had spread acrossthe
Deathlands by word of mouth and proof of deed. The long-forgotten trust in any form of government
had been reawakened, generations after the survivors of the nuclear war had lived through the deadly
legacy of palitics and the suicidd decisions made by dected officias.

Unity Through Action offered a solution to the constant states of worry and fear—join the unification
program and never worry or fear or think again. Humanity was responsible for the arrival of Judgment
Day, and it had to accept that responsibility before atruly Utopian age could be ushered in. All
humankind had to do to earn this Utopiawas follow the rules, be obedient and be fed and clothed. And
accept the new order without question.

For most of the men and women who lived in the villes and the surrounding territories, that was enough,
more than enough. Long sought-after dreams of peace and safety had at last been transformed into



redlity. Of course, flegting dreams of
persona freedom were lost in the exchange, but such aspirations were nothing but childishillusons.

Thelegions of black-armored Magistrates made doubly certain that everyone redlized dreams of liberty
wereillusons. After skydark the wastelands of Americawere up for grabs, and as usud, power wasthe
key. Pioneerswho tried to rebuild found themselves either shoved off their lands or facing banditswho
killed with no pretense of ethica or mord right.

The dternatives were few; onewasto live the life of anomad or join the marauding wolf packs or set up
robber baronies. Whatever option was chosen, lives tended to be brutal and short. The blood that had
gplattered the pages of Americas frontier history was amere sprinkling compared to the crimson tide
that flooded postnuke America. It had taken the nine barons and the unified villesto clean it up the only
way it could be cleaned up—with an iron-fisted rule.

The Magigtrates were formed as a complex police machine that demanded instant obedienceto its edicts
and to which there was no possible protest. Over the past ninety years, both the oligarchy of barons and

the Mags who served them had taken on afearful, d most legendary aspect. For most of their adult lives,

both Kane and Grant had been part of that legend, cogs in amerciless machine. Now, over the past two

years, they had done their very best to not just dismantle the machine, but to utterly destroy

it and scatter the piecesto the four corners of the world.

Brigid nodded thoughtfully in response to Grant's objection. "That's true enough. Baron Paladium
wouldn't alow acult like the Midnites to survive— providing he knew they existed. A century is an
awfully long timefor acult like that to survive. They may not have had anything at dl to do with that
man's condition.”

Defore gently turned the man's head to the | eft, and metd glinted dully on the sde of hisneck. A small
circular body, gleaming like brushed aluminum, was attached to his mastoid bone. From it stretched ten
tiny wires, like spider legs made of jointed aloy, each one tipped with a curving claw. Each of the claws
appeared deeply embedded in the man'sflesh.

"What the hdll isthat thing?' the medic demanded of no onein particular.

Kane, Grant and Brigid al leaned forward to get a better look. "I never saw anything likeit," Grant
murmured. He cast a questioning glance toward Brigid.

"Don't look a me," she declared. "For every onething | know about, there about twenty things| don't
know about.”

The comers of Kane's mouth quirked in asmile. "'l dwaysfigured that...l just never figured to hear you
admitiit."

Brigid matched his smile with arueful one of her own. "And for every one bit ignorance I'll admit to,
there are about adozen | won't.”

Gingerly, DeFore touched the bulbous silver body, then closed athumb and forefinger around it. She
pulled experimentally. The skin at the end of the metal claws stretched upward, but she wasn't ableto
detachiit.



Tenson began coiling in the pit of Kane's belly like alength of rope and he said curtly, "Leaveit done.
For dl we know, it'san explosive. Fooling around with it could get usdl killed."

Brigid eyed the contrivance closdly. "A tracking device, maybe?"
Grant snorted. "Hell, it could be jewdry, some kind of Chi-town fashion statement.”

Deforelifted her face and gazed a him levelly, trying to tel from hisexpresson if his suggestion was
seriousor injes.

Kane opened his mouth to speak when the heart of the storm struck the building broadside like a
wrecking bal. Wind-driven sheets of corrosive rain mixed with tiny fragments of hail poured through the
open roof. The walls trembled as the wind howled eerily overhead. Flakes of ancient mortar sifted down.

Defore made the attempt to tug the semiconscious man closer to the wall. He moaned and began
to struggle. His eyes flew open and he stared at DefFore without really seeing her.

"Sin!" he shrieked, hisvoice dl but inaudible over the sound of the storm. "I've dready confessed!
You've excised my sin! Now stay away from me!l" He waved blistered, discolored hands, and his
fever-bright eyes glared into her own with afierce blend of hatred and terror.

His mouth convulsed and he screamed, as though he were seeing something too horrible to bear. Hailing
theair with hisarms, hisright elbow struck the medic on the chin and knocked her back on her hedls.
Helunged to hisfeet, armswindmilling. Grant reached for him but managed only to latch on to a scrap of
deeve

It ripped loose in Grant's hand, and the burned man plunged out onto the debris-scattered floor,
agpparently obliviousto the corrosive touch of therain on his exposed flesh. He made a shambling dash
to the corridor on the opposite side and sprinted into it, swallowed by the shadows.

Defore roseto her feet and made amotion to follow him, but Brigid thrust out an arm and pressed her
back againgt thewall. "Let him go,” she shouted into the medic's ear. "WEell try to find him after the

storm passes.”

Defore briefly strained againgt Brigid, then subsided, nodding in reluctant agreement. Kane pressed up
againg thewall hard, trying to keep the toes of

his boots from being spattered and possibly ruined. The stink of acid wasn't quite as strong now, but he
didn't careto find out just how diluted the mixture might be. He was more concerned about the way the
walls quivered and how the roar of the wind continued to rise, not abate.

He watched asthe swirling dirty water flooded the littered floor, with bits of flotsam bobbing on the
rippling surface. As he gazed at the spreading puddle, Kane realized he wastired. Thelong overland
trek from the M ontana mountain range that concealed the Cerberus redoubt had been thankfully free of
any violent incidents. It had been abore, in fact. But now the tedium seemed to be over and when
Stuations ended in the Outlands, they ended abruptly and in abig way.

Suddenly he heard a thunderous cataract of noise and felt thewall at his back shudder brutaly. Turning,
he saw a network of black cracks spreading over the concrete facade. The wall bulged inward, then
gplit open, fragments of concrete and brick bursting from it in aspray. It seemed to totter, then lean



inward. Shouting awarning, hiswords|ost in the raging violence of the sorm, Kane laiched onto
Brigid'sand DefForéswrists and pulled them away from the crumbling wall.

They had no choice but to back out into the deluge. Nearly half the wall toppled over and missed
burying Grant by afractiona margin. Even asthe

blocks tumbled down, Kane saw the funneled top of the tornado through the open roof. Spinning and
roaring like agreat whirlpool, the black funnel cloud looked to be nearly an eighth of amile acrossand
lessthan that in proximity to them. As Kane stared at it through the beads of water dancing on the lenses
of hissunglasses, he saw aribbon of bricks being sucked up into the cone and then spit out on al sides.
They smashed down dl around like artillery shells sending up geysers of tainted weter.

"Move!" Kane bellowed at the top of hislungs, but he could hardly hear his own voice and he knew it
would was inaudible even to DeFore and Brigid, who stood beside him.

Hedling around, he dashed for the opening of the corridor on the far side of the open piazza. He
splashed through the standing water, feeling adow acidic burn on his hands and cheeks. He glanced
quickly over hisshoulder and saw his companionsfollowing him.

Kane sprinted into the corridor, glancing swiftly from left to right. It wasn't particularly wide, and water
leaked through in many places. He rushed deep into the murk, not wasting time to fumble for his
Nighthawk microlight. The specidly treated lenses of his Mag-issue glasses alowed him to seeclearly in
deep shadow for approximately ten feet, aslong there was any kind of light source. Even o,

ancient heaps of garbage formed strange shapes, and he flinched from them more than once.

The howl of the wind became a deafening locomotive roar, so loud he felt the vibration in the marrow of
his bones. He looked over his shoulder, past his companions, and saw the twister. It was a solid cone of
black, bellowing fury, ascreaming explosive force that ripped up, then flung away anything not deeply
anchored. Dugt, rocks, leaves, vines, small squedling things—all the accumulated violence of the
elementslanded heavily in the open piazza with the smashing force of ahundred battering rams.

The four people fell flat to the wet corridor floor and clung to one another for severd terrifying seconds.
Kane gritted histeeth asthe air pressure againgt his eardrums rose and fell sharply. Then the blast of
wind and debris passed over them, and it was calm again except for the ominoudy pelting rain.

Brigid pushed hersdlf to her ebows. "'Is everybody dl right?”

When she received monosyllabic responses, she crawled forward. "L et's go deeper before the next
cyclone getshere.

Kane looked down the dark passageway and hesitated. "I'll take point.”

Brigid had lost her cap. Pushing her wet, heavy hair onto her back, she said impatiently, "Well both do
it"

The four people roseto their feet just asthe air once more filled with awhistling roar. A giant's hand
seemed to snatch at them, wrenching them backward toward the piazza. Bracing their legs, they bent
amost double as they fought the powerful suction. The wind waslike agiant scoop that tried to drag
them from their shelter and into the hungry maw of the twigter.



When the drag on their bodies lessened, Kane, Brigid, Grant and DeFore raced deeper into the
passageway. Brigid and Kane were severd yards ahead of their two companions, and when they heard
another respite from the storm, they dowed their pace.

Thefloor pitched downward, danting into adark stairwell. Kane patted his pockets for hisflashlight, but
before he found it, an amber beam shone from Brigid's hand. Casting the rod of luminescence over the
concrete steps, she called over her shoulder to Grant and Defore, "L et's check this out.”

She and Kane carefully descended the stairs, and he repressed asigh of relief when they ended after
only ten feet or s0. Another black passageway yawned before them. "l think we've found the way to the
basement,” she said. "It'll probably be safe enough to ride out the storm down here.”

Kaneturned to call up to Grant and DeFore when he heard adull thumping from behind the right-hand
wall. The pounding swiftly increased in volume. Little fragments of mortar jumped from the seams.

Grant heard it, too, "What the hdl isthat noise?' he shouted.

Kane glanced up the short stairway and saw asteady stream of water trickling from acrack in the celling
at the midway point. Before he could say or do anything, the crack widened and fist-sized pieces of
concrete flaked off at the edges and fell to the steps. The tackle became a gush, and Kane stepped
backward to avoid being doused. The water didn't smell contaminated, but he didn't care to be splashed.

Then he heard the long, keening blast of the wind again. The air seemed filled with bresking sounds,
followed by along ripping noise that made Kane think the very fabric of reality wasbeing torn to pieces.
It stunned hismind and froze him in histracks.

Asthewall roseto anear deafening level, he saw how the gush of water turned into afoaming torrent. A
large section of the ceiling collgpsed inward. Kane barely managed to push Brigid backward before a
dab of concrete crashed down less than six inches from histoes. A solid column of water thundered out
of the celling, crested over him and smashed him off hisfest.

Hewas only dimly aware of damming into Brigid and then both of them were carried away by the
deluge. Tons of water and rubble poured through the collgpsed ceiling, tumbling them head over hedls.

Kanetried to hang on to something, sought to grab Brigid, but he was completely submerged by atidal
wave shooting down the dark passageway. Their bodies were buffeted and beaten by the merciless
pressure of the water's flow.

Kaneforced hisbody to relax and go limp, a conditioned response from his Mag training. As he was
catapulted dong, he struck ahard, unyielding object with hisright hip and he grunted involuntarily,
sucking in amouthful of foul, muddy weter.

Struggling to control the geg reflex, he swallowed the water et he draw it into hislungs. Heflailed out
with hisarms, fighting the turbulence, trying blindly to check or even dow his headlong plummet.

Kane gtrained to lift his head above the railing, rushing surface. "Baptiste!" he shouted, and noted how
the echo of his voice was short. The crown of his cap scraped againgt the roof of the passageway.

A sweeping undertow tangled hislegs together and his body dropped verticaly. He redlized the flood
had carried him to adrop-off, perhaps another, deeper stairwell. He didn't have much timeto
contemplate how far he might plunge.



He struck awall of smooth stone with his head, and the roar of the torrent faded to afaint burbling.

Chapter 3

Brigid stayed benegth the surface of the floodwaters until the pounding of blood in her temples and the
firein her lungs becameintolerable. She kicked upward, dismayed by how much effort it required. Her
head broke the surface, and she fought the impulse to suck in greet lungfuls of air for fear of inhaing
water.

The current carried her around a bend, where the passageway narrowed into aflume. Shefelt her body
whipped forward, hurled faster and faster. Through her water-occluded vision, she glimpsed some sort
light, gleaming with apalid glow ahead of her. Her groping hands dapped around whét felt like alength
of pipe, anchored firmly in the concrete.

Sheclungtoit for what seemed like along time, head craned back, inhaing air through her nogtrils, lips
compressed againgt the water foaming and splashing againgt her face. Her muscles ached with the strain
of ressting the ferocious, incessant drag of the floodwaters. Her fingerslost dl feding, then the numbness
crept into her forearms. Findly, her

grip loosened and the current snatched her away from the pipe.

She managed to keep her head above the surface for afew moments. Then, the direction of the torrent
went from horizonta to vertical and shefdl feetfirst, caught in the midst of awaterfdl. Franticaly, Brigid
twisted her body to one side, kicking with her feet, clawing handfuls of water asde. Sheflailed, lungs
aching as shetried to check her plungeinto the roaring cataract.

It seemed that she fell only afew feet before the soles of her boots hit the bottom. Her knees were
jacked up into her midriff by theimpact, which drove what little air remained in her lungs out through her
mouth in astream of bubbles.

The water was a brownish-green murk. She had no ideawhere the surface lay, and she felt afear she
had hoped she would never experience again. Months before she had nearly drowned in the Irish Sea
and since that day she had developed a morbid terror, dmost a phobia, of dying by water.

Before her fear became panic, she became aware that the movement of the floodwaters had eased.
They dowed and became more gentle. Brigid kicked hard, hoping she was moving in the right direction.
Her lungsfdt asif they would burst any second. Then her head rose above the roiling surface, and she
gasped in great shuddering mouthfuls of air.

After the cataract, it was like floating injyieaceful

but brackish pond. Brigid was conscious of space around and above her, asisif she were bobbingina
large swimming pool. Blinking hard, she saw aglimmer of light and she stroked toward it. Sheredlized
shewas outside, in achannd of some sort, with curving concrete walls that doped upward nearly twenty
feet. Shefdt fairly certain it was a storm sewer. The water wasfilled with debris. A thick layer of torn
foliage and even the bloated bodies of severa dead rats floated on the surface.

The water continued rushing around her, gpparently pouring into adrain somewhere far ahead. The
channd curved sharply ahundred yards ahead her. Astheleve steadily dropped, Brigid felt solid footing



beneath her boots and she stood. The water reached only to her chest and dropped several more inches
in the few moments she stood there, filling her oxygen-deprived lungswith air. She waded dowly toward
the nearest wall. By the time she reached its base, the water was barely knee-deep. A portion of the
bulwark was shattered, with large chunks of concrete tumbling down into the sewer. Reinforcing rods
protruded from the broken pile of stone like rusty, gnarled fingers.

Fingering the water from her eyes, Brigid tilted her head back to scan the overcast green-hued sky. The
roar of the scorm diminished asif amonstrous locomotive were departing. Even therain squallswere

tapering off.

Brigid siraggled up the sde of the channdl, too exhausted to focus on anything other than reaching the
top. Her boots dipped atime or two on the muck-dimed dabs, but her single-minded ascent didn't
fater. When she reached the top, she hdf fell, hdf lay down, her respiration coming in labored pants.

Asshelay there, shetook stock of hersdf, gingerly checking her limbsfor broken bones or more severe
injuries. Sheredlized that either an overfilled river or even areservoir had caused the storm surge, and
she a so understood she was more than fortunate to have survived—she was blessed.

After amoment, she pushed hersdlf into aSitting position and glanced up at the dark rectangular outline
of aspan of concrete stretching above her. She recognized it as afootbridge, probably an old

mai ntenance accessway. Peatting hersalf down, she found her trans-comm unit and rad counter were
missing, aswell asthe Iver Johnson autoblagter initsbelt dide holster. Her spectacleswere dill safein
her breast pocket, and her chron was still strapped around her wrist, but they were no substitute for a

gun.

Kane had cautioned her more than onceto carry her sdearmin a proper holster, but in her opinion he
should have been satisfied she agreed to wear ablaster at dl. Her antipathy toward guns had been a
minor but continuing point of contention between

them for dmost two years. At least her Sykes-Fairbairn commando dagger was still securely sheathed at
the small of her back.

Brigid made hersdlf stand, conscious of an uncomfortabletingling in her extremities. Her legsand arms
ached fiercely, and the left Side of her rib cage felt sore and bruised. A sharp pain stabbed into the calf
of her right leg, letting her know she had stirained atendon. She had gotten off lucky, though. She hadn't
struck her head and possibly exacerbated the injury that had put her in adays-long comaafew months
before. And at least the floodwaters had rinsed off the acid-rain residue so she didn't have to worry
about burns or her clothesrotting off her body.

Wringing out her sodden, mud-clotted hair and raking it away from her face, Brigid studied the bridge
ramp arching overhead. Beyond it, to theright, she saw ametd ladder stretching up from the top of the
channd to the bottom of the bridge.

Cupping her hands around her mouth, she called, "Kane!" Her voice sounded hoarse and weak, so she
cleared her throat, inhaled a deep breath and shouted again, "Kane!"

The word echoed hollowly and eerily, but there was no response. She called for DeFore and Grant, but
received no answering hail. She hoped they had avoided being swept away by the flood, but since they
occupied higher ground than either she or

Kane, she assumed they had. Still, she had no idea how far she had been washed away from them.



Tottering, moving carefully at first to favor her aching leg, Brigid waked toward the ladder, despising the
way her boots made squishing sounds with every step. She aso despised the way mounting waves of
fear over thefates of her friends, particularly Kane, battered at her reason. She reminded hersalf how
Kane had outmaneuvered, ducked and dodged what seemed like certain desth many times.

Asfor Domi, aslong as she remained buttoned up inside the Sandcat, she was sure the girl was safe.
Although Domi occasionally displayed nitwit tendencies, she had astrong sense of self-preservation to
go dong withit, so it was doubtful she was traipsing through the ruins when the sormfront arrived.
Wryly, Brigid thought it would be wasted effort to end dl wasted effortsif they'd traveled so far to find
out why Domi hadn't died only to learn sheld been killed by the wesather.

A few months ago, during the bloody battle among the forces of three baronsto occupy Area 51, Domi
had apparently perished, literaly vaporized in the detonation of an implode grenade. As heartbreaking as
the effort was, Brigid forced hersdf to come to terms with the girl's death. Even Grant seemed to accept
it. Only Kane expressed doubt, but he couldn't explain why.

Kanetried very hard to verbaize why he couldn't

accept the fact Domi wastruly dead. Brigid suggested he wasin aform of denia, but he pointed out that
implode grens didn't usudly vaporize targets without |eaving some trace—a spattering of blood, ascrap
of bone, ahank of hair.

A suspicion lurked at the back of hismind that what he had seen, what al of them had seen, wasn't
Domi dying. He was haunted by a sublimind afterimage of an object or movement at the very ingtant of
detonation bobbed at the fringes of his memory, but his conscious mind couldn't andyzeit.

Onamoreviscerd level, Domi's desth smply felt wrong, asif it weren't supposed to have happened. It
was an error, amiscal culation like the dternate event horizon that Lakesh postulated had set into motion
the eventsleading to the nukecaust.

It turned out Kane's suspicions and his analogy to the an alternate event horizon both had afoundationin
redlity. They found out Domi hadn't been killed—she had been time-trawled, apparently by Operation
Chronos technol ogy, which focused on the mechanics of timetravel.

According to Lakesh, who was the overseer of Project Cerberus, the Totality Concept's research
projects were far-flung and involved many nations and just as many secret societies. Although the
Totality Concept scientists worked on some remarkable projects, the projects were rarely coordinated.
But then, in 1989, L akesh conducted the first successful

long-distance matter transfer of aliving subject through the quantum interphase inducers, colloquidly
known as gateways. That initid success was reproduced many times, and in the process the gateways
were improved and modified. Project Cerberus, once it was moved to Redoubt Bravo in Montanas
Bitterroot mountain range, began to mass-produce the mat-trans units, designing them in modular form
so they could be shipped and assembled €l sewhere.

The technicians of Operation Chronos used the mat-trans breakthroughs of Project Cerberusto spin off
their own innovations and achieve their own successes. One such Operation Chronos practice was
known as"tempora peeping,” the ability to peer through agap in the chronon structure into afuture date.

Regardless of therelative truth of Lakesh's scory—and Brigid had very little reason to doubt him—it was



obvious Domi hersdf had been "trawled,” but by an unknown agency and for a purpose sill unrevesaled.
All they knew was where the action had been engineered.

A few months before, while pursuing another objective entirely, Brigid, Kane and Grant had come
across an ingtdlation on one of the Western Ides. The facility had apparently housed amajor component
of Operation Chronos. There was something ominous about al of the Western Ides and thisone,

named Thunder Ide by its nearest neighbors, the inhabitants of New Edo, was extremely disturbing.
According to what they had been told by the ruler of New Edo, Lord Takaun, acyclica phenomenon
occurred on theidand. Lightning seemed to strike up, accompanied by sounds like thunder, even if the
westher was clear. Takaun had no explanation for it, but he knew that on the heels of the phenomenon
often came incursions of what the more impressionable New Edoans claimed were demons. Brigid was
shown the corpse of one such demon, and she tentatively identified it as a Dryosaurus, aman-sized
dinosaur.

She was able to identify other artifacts found on the shores of Thunder Ide—ahelmet from the era of the
conquistadors and a stone spearhead that resembled a Folsom point, so named for Folsom, New
Mexico, the archaeological site where the first one was found. It was evidence of a prehigtoric culture
many thousands of yearsold.

According to Takaun, the phenomena had been very sporadic for the past five years, occurring only a
few times. Recently, anew cycle had begun and it was happening with far greater regularity.

When she, Grant and Kane went to Thunder Ide, al of them glimpsed another dinosaur, far larger and
more vicious than the Dryosaur. In fact, it killed a group of Magistrates they had been tracking.

Onceingdetheingdlation, they found video ev-

idence that Domi had been trawled &t the precise instant before she was swallowed by the full letha fury
of the grenade, and then suspended in anon-corpored matrix. Brigid activated the instruments that
retrieved the girl, but she had no recollection whatsoever of what occurred. They themsalves saw no one
intheingalation, but it showed sgns of recent habitation.

All of them had pondered the mystery during the intervening months, but they could only speculate.
Then, lessthan ten days ago, the sensor link at the Cerberus redoubt showed activity in the gateway unit
in Redoubt Echo, which in itsef wasn't unusual. Over the past year the Cerberus network had registered
an unprecedented volume of mat-transtraffic. Most of it was due to the concerted search for the
renegades from Cobaltville, but there had also been the appearance of anomalous activities, sgnatures of
jump lines that could not be traced back to their origin points.

Certainly, there were any number of unindexed and mass-produced modular gateway units. Y ears ago,
when Lakesh had used Baron Cobalt'strust in him to covertly reactivate the Cerberus redoubt, he had
seentoit that the facility waslisted asirretrievably unsalvageable on dl ville records. He dso had dtered
the modulations of the mat-trans gateway so the transmissions were untraceable, at least by conventiona
means. However, the gateway in Redoubt

Echo wasn't anomalous. The unit was an indexed part of the Cerberus network, and Lakesh believed
the activity was connected to Operation Chronos— primarily because Chronos had been headquartered
in asubterranean facility in Chicago, at least for atime.

Brigid reached the ladder and before she began climbing it, she called Kane's name severa times. After



waiting for aresponse and not receiving one, she dowly pulled hersdf up the rust-eaten rungs, wincing a
thetwinge of painin her left Sde, an indication of strained or even ruptured intercostd cartilagein her rib
cage. The ladder led to the iron circle of amanhole cover at the underside of the bridge. When she
reached it, she hooked her right arm over the top rung and pushed up againgt the thick metal disk with
her l€ft. It didn't budge.

Gritting her teeth, she pressed her shoulder againgt it, trying not to shove too hard because she couldn't
guesswheat lay on the other sde. Rust showered down from the rim, stinging her eyes and coating her
wet hair with afine powder. Findly, the heavy cover shifted and by levering with her legs, she managed
to shoulder it asde with aprolonged grinding noise.

Brigid struggled up, panting from the exertion, and crawled out onto the surface of the walkway. To her
|eft, the bridge disappeared into around tunnel with the number 88 stenciled aboveit in black

paint. To her right, it stretched into an open aleyway. Beyond that, she was able to make out a street.

Thewind dill gusted intermittently but powerfully, and she had to leaninto it. As she climbed to her fedt,
ablur of movement caught her eye from the mouth of the tunnel and she pivoted toward it, reaching for
the dagger at her back. Shefrozein surprise asatall figure stepped from the shadows cast by the tunnel
overhang.

It was awoman, judging by the billowing cloud of wind-whipped gray hair that swirled around the bony
mask of her face. Brigid stared into the expressionlessice-blue eyes of the woman before her. She
became aware of her trembling hands, her thumping heart and the sour taste of fear in her suddenly dry
mouth.

The woman was dressed in abillowing black robe, the wind plucking at the frayed hem and the belled
deeves. Shedidn't speak or even make any motion to leave the tunnel. She merely stared un-blinkingly
at Brigid with no apparent emotion in her cold eyes. Brigid checked the movement to draw her knife and
returned the stare, wondering briefly if the woman lived in the access tunnels of the city and was afraid to
step out even into overcast daylight.

Brigid opened her mouth to voice agreeting, but a preternaturd thrill suddenly tickled the buttons of her
spine, causing her shouldersto quiver in ashudder. Biting back a curse, she whirled swiftly. Four

dark figures stood at the end of the bridge, blocking her way to the dley.

They weretdl, lean men, as gaunt as cadavers. Two of them appeared taller even than Grant. From
throat to fingertip to hed they were clad in one-piece black leathery garments that fitted astightly as
doeskin gloves. Even their heads were hooded in tight black cowls. They bore odd devicesin their
hands, rods of a deek, gleaming black aloy more than two feet long. They were tipped with spherica
knobs of adull, slvery metd, dightly smdler than fowl's eggs.

It wastheir faces that struck into her heart a sudden spasm of terror—or rather their lack of faces.
Beneath the tight-fitting black cowls, their visages were smooth, featurelessovas.

Chapter 4

Brigid reacted with the speed born of an antipathy to having anything that remotely resembled awegpon
pointed at her. Shelunged toward the raised side of the ramp, whipping the dagger from its sheeth in the



same swift motion.

Almost at the sametime, arod in the hand of one of the black, facelessfigures emitted small click, asif a
piece of wire had broken insde of it. Light glinted dully from the round object that sprang from the end
of therod. Brigid caught abrief glimpse of spindly siver spider legs unfolding asit flashed by her head,
missing her by afinger'swidth.

The little device zipped over the old woman's right shoulder and disappeared into the gloom of the tunnel
behind her. No flicker of emotion disturbed her cam, expressionlessface. Fisting the Sykes-Fairbairn
knife, Brigid bounded toward her, snaking an arm around her wattled neck and positioning the point of
her knife over thewoman's carotid artery. Shefdt alittle guilty about using an ederly woman asa
hostage and ashield, but thiswas amatter of surviva, not a matter of ethics.

One of the black-clad men—aBrigid assumed they were men, since she saw no bulges characteristic of
fermininity—extended his dender rod before him. Brigid moved her dagger so the tapered tip dug into the
old woman'sflesh but didn't breek it. She cried out in an unfamiliar tongue, speaking in adeep, harsh,
uninflected voice. The facdess man hated immediately and lowered his baton.

"Thank you,” Brigid said quietly into her hostage's ear. "Now tdl me who you and your friendsare.”

The old woman'slips barely moved. Her reply sounded like the rustle of old parchment, and the words
were blurred by an unidentifiable accent. "I an Megaera”

The namerang adistant chord of recognition within Brigid's memory, but she didn't want to spare her
attention from the men in black and the old woman to flip through her menta index file. "My nameis
Brigid Baptigte. | mean you no harm.”

"I know that. We mean you no harm, either.”

"Then why attack me?' When Megaeradidn't immediately reply, Brigid added, "Y ou're not onethe
Midnites, are you?"'

Megaerasighed asif bored. "Y our words are meaningless.”

Brigid gave the gaunt, faceless men aswift visua examination. With atwinge of embarrassment she
realized they did indeed have faces, but their fea

tures were completely conced ed by masks. The masks were delicately shaped to closely fit long-jawed,
narrow faces from hairline to chin. But athough the masks bore the contours of human faces, they were
modeled without any features whatsoever. They only presented blank ovals of some deek, smooth
substance. The effect was very eerie and she wondered how they could possibly see.

"We met aman who had been mutilated,” Brigid said, asharp note entering her tone. "He was castrated
and he wore one of those little spidersthat your friends shot a me. Do you expect meto believe you
know nothing about that?"

"| expect nothing from you," Megaera answered with the same bone-chilling serenity. "But | do know
everything about it."

"Then perhaps you'll share what you know."



Megaeras dight shoulderslifted in an attempt at ashrug. "Hewas asinner. A fornicator. When he
confessed his sins, the gppropriate justice was meted out, no more, no less.”

Brigid suddenly recalled why the woman's name was familiar and significant. Her flesh crawled at the
redization. In ancient Greek mythology, Megaerawas a Fury, one of three ssters charged by the gods
to pursue sinners on Earth. They were inexorable and relentlessin their dispensation of justice. She
recdled abit of verse about them: "Not even the

sunwill transgress his orbit lest the Furies, the ministers of jugtice, overtake him.”

Eyeing the black, featurelessfigures, Brigid asked with aforced calm, ' ‘Are your sisters Tisiphone and
Alecto anong them?"

Megaeras response was coldly formal. "They aremy Furies, asl said.”

"So you did." Brigid dowly removed the point of her blade from the woman's neck. "Tell them to drop
their wegpons and I'll be on my way."

"They are not weagpons.”

"What are they, then?"

"The ddliverer of the oubolus"

Brigid felt afrown tugging at the corners of her mouth. She found hersdlf very interested despite the
circumstances. "Asl| recall, the oubolusisthe collective name for the payment given by soulson their

way to the underworld.”

"Yes. If payment is not given to Charon, the ferryman for passage across the River Acheron, a soul must
wander the riverbank throughout eternity.”

"Youreredly playing mix and match with your myths" Brigid stated. "I think I'm starting to get
this—you judge the souls and then provide the payment for their find degtination in the afterlife. That's
pretty consderate.”

"Y ou cannot have one without the other,” Me-gaera said tersdly.
"So I've heard. | don't care what you call those sticks, | want them dropped.”
""Y our wants and your needs are of no importance to me. Only your Sins.”

"I don't have the time to confessthem—" From the tunnd at her back came afaraway click and shefelt
aweight strike her between the shoulder blades.

Brigid cursed in fear and anger and began to spin. She barely noticed Megaeras right hand dip into the
belled deeve of her left arm. Before Brigid completed her turn, agonizing pain lanced through her torso,
impaling her from back to front. It was so sudden and so overwhelming she couldn't even scream.
Breath saizing in her lungs, shefdl to her hands and knees. She was dimly aware of something crawling
up her back, making a path through her hair, over the collar of her shirt and then she felt tiny pinpricks
ontheleft Sde of her neck.



The pain in her body ebbed. Gasping, she looked up at Megaera standing over her, her face ill
expressionless. A meta band studded with what appeared to be opas encircled her bony left wrist. The
index finger of her right hand hovered over one of thelittle gems. Brigid instantly knew the wristband
controlled the silver spider clinging to her neck. Pressing the buttons on the cuff activated it and sent jolts
of voltage to scramble the nervous system.

A black, masked figure stepped close, bending to gather ahandful of Brigid's hair. He began dragging

her to her feet. The commando dagger was till gripped in her fist and when she achieved a half-standing
posture she swung it a the man in afast backhand dash.

It was alucky stroke. The blade cut through hislong neck just under the right hinge of hisjaw, between
the rim of the mask and the high collar of his black bodysuit. It laid open hisfleshin acleanincision.
Amid ajetting of blood, the gaunt figure uttered a gargling groan and staggered backward, clapping his
hands over the pulsing wound. The back of his hips struck the raised side of the bridge, and he toppled
over it, plunging headfirgt into the shallow waters of the channdl. Brigid heard a distant splash.

Megaera shrilled angry, incomprehens ble words and with athumb pressed on an opd. Fiery pain
scorched itsway aong Brigid's nervous system like aflood of molten lava. She felt her muscleslock and
gpasm, and her back arched. The knife dropped from her fingers, chiming dully on the surface of the
ramp. She clawed a the air and then fell facedown, a bundle of loose limbs.

Megaera maintained her thumb's pressure on the gem. Brigid didn't |ose consciousness, but the agony
was S0 intense she prayed she would. The pain was like nothing she had ever felt before. It seemed to
gart in an eectric field completely outside of her body, then stabbed like ahundred flaming arrowsinto
the muscles, where it burrowed through thetis-

sue and then methodicdly shredded the nervous system.

Worse than the agony was the sensation of helplessness, of knowing she could do nothing to escapeit.
She could not twist or turn or even scream.

Then the pain seeped away, but she could do nothing but quiver and twitch. The burning anguish lft her,
but dl her nerve endings crawled and rippled with the tactile memory of what had been inflicted on them.
Shetried to speak, but the words were garbled, meaningless noises. Above her she heard Megaera
speak sharply in the unidentifiable language. She opened her eyes and at first saw nothing.

Brigid felt asurge of panic, wondering if she had been struck blind, but when she shifted her head, she
glimpsed the dirty, frayed hem of Megaeras robe. She tirred, and the motion sent ahot bore of pain
drilling through her back to her chest. Swest broke out on her forehead. Her mouth was dirt dry, shefelt
feverish and nauseawas a clawed beast trying to tear itsway out of her ssomach.

Gritting her teeth, shelay quietly, listening to the dow, steady thud of her heart. Then the old woman
stepped into her line of vison, towering over her like abony vulture. Her deeply creased face was il
st inaplacid mask, asif shetook no ddlight or even interest in torture. Reaching down, she plucked

the dagger from the ground and then negligently tossed it over the Side of the bridge.
Anger replaced the fear in Brigid's mind, and she tried to get to her hands and knees but her body

reacted in aviolent and digointed spasm. Breathing raggedly, she sprawled on the ramp. Her motor
centers seemed to have short circuited, and she prayed the damage wasn't permanent. Shadows shifted



around her, and she felt hands close around her arms and legs, lifting her up.

Head lolling limply on her neck, she could do nothing but allow the black-clad men to pull her to her
feet. Two of them took an arm and awrist, clamping down firmly with their strong fingers and hands.
They were surprisingly powerful, shefet asif her limbswerein the grip of mighty sted tadons. Shedidn't
bother to struggle or prevent the other Fury from swiftly searching her. She conserved her energy,
hoping her strength would soon return.

The Furies dragged her aong the bridge, the toes of her boots scraping against the concrete. Shewasa
little surprised that they didn't take her into the tunnel. Following aharsh burst of words from Me-gaera,
they manhandled her toward the dley.

Brigid replayed the old woman's vocdizationsin her mind, trying to match it to alanguage or didect she
had heard before. Although she spoke Russian, a smattering of Chinese, German, Japanese and even
L akota, the tongue of the Sioux Indians, she didn't

recognize what M egaera spoke as alanguage. It sounded like gibberish, asuccesson of noisesthat had
meaning only to her and her Furies.

Control of her limbs returned dowly to Brigid. Shetried three times before shefindly got her legs under
her and made them move, with only alittle support from the faceless men. She kept her relief from
registering on her face. Megaeratrailed along behind them as the Furies | ock-stepped Brigid through the
rubbish-strewed dley.

Shetried to reach up and touch thelittle silver spider attached her neck, but M egaera uttered a sound
between an admonishing cluck and athreatening hiss and the Furiestightened their grips on her arms,
wrenching them up behind her back in ham-merlocks. The pain was a pinch in comparison to what
Megaera had inflicted upon her, and she kept her face composed. During her years as an archivigt,
Brigid had perfected a poker face and she wore it now.

It wasn't asif she weren't frightened, but over the past two years she had come to accept risk as a part
of her way of life, taking chances so that others might find the ground benesath their feet alittle more
secure. She didn't consider her attitude idealism but smple pragmatism. If she had learned anything from
her association with Kane, Grant and Domi, it wasto regard death as a part of the challenge of exis-

tence, afact that every man and woman had to face eventually.

She would accept it without humiliating hersdf if it came asaresult of her effortsto remove the yokes of
the baronies from the collective necks of humanity. She never spoke of it, certainly not to the cynica
Kane, but she had privately vowed to make the future a better, cleaner place than either the past or the
present.

Once they were out on the sireet, the Furies marched her heedlesdy through puddles and mud. The
mounds of dirt and rubble on either side of the avenue had been leached over the years by the elements,
s0 they had spread, smothering the pavements and sidewalks and making a new, mulchy floor for the
dead city. Plants grew amost everywhere, but they |ooked unhedthy and stunted.

Asthey marched through the concrete gullies of overgrown and blackened bricks, they passed the
remains of severa automobiles. The bodywork had long ago been stripped bare of paint and wasa
meass of flaking rust. Whedlless axles were buried deep in the muck, and raised hoods reveded missing
engine blocks. Brigid, who had rarely ventured out of the sheltering walls of Cobdtville, recognized the



work of scavengers and felt atwinge of anger. When the survivors of the nukecaust and their
descendantstried to build enclaves of civilization around which anew human society could rdly, they
inevitably

falled. There were only so many peoplein theworld, and few of these made either good pioneers or
tlers.

It was far easier to wander, to lead the lives of nomads and scavengers, digging out Stockpiles, caches
of tools, weapons and technology laid down by the predark government as part of the COG, the
predark Continuity of Government program, and building a power base on what was salvaged.

Towering over the Street was an elevated train track, but most of its metd rails and treated timbers had
been taken, probably a century or more before. Glass seemed to have been ignored by most of the
scavengers, probably because it existed only in shattered piecesin darkened windows.

Severa buildings seemed to have survived almost intact, and one of them appeared to be acathedral. At
first glance Brigid judged it to be older than most of the blighted surrounding structures but it was il
wounded by time and the dements. The roof wasin disrepair, but its steepled bell tower still pointed
tirdesdy at the sky, filling now with regathering rain clouds. The bell could till be seen within the cupola,
and it might even be abletoring.

The black-clad Furies passed the church without giving it aglance. They escorted Brigid through an
empty lot overgrown with tangles of shrubbery, aong a path between scraggly hedgerows that had been
beaten down by the passage of many feet over

many years. On thefar Sde of thelot rose a collection of flat-roofed brick structures, dl built around a
low white dome fashioned from thick masonry.

Set in acdlearing dong alakefront, the entire compound was half swallowed by cregpers and twisting
vines. Only the domelooked asif it had tried to put up afight againgt the foliage. Apart from ajagged
crack arching across one side of it, the dome had remained amost intact. The sign proclaimed it to be
the Lake Didtrict Centra Filtration Plant, even though most of the letters were shrouded by ablanket of

greenary.

Brigid sourly but silently noted that if nothing €lse, the Furies had helped her reach her mission objective,
the ingtallation code-named Redoubt Echo. Brigid thought it was an appropriate code name, inasmuch
as Redoubt Echo was dedicated to the observation and even the retrieval of echoes from the past.

The menin black pulled Brigid toward the wide stone steps, which led to glass-fronted double doors.
Only afew shards of glassremained in the frame, and the metal stripsthat served as cross braceswere
rust-eaten. Beyond the doors, light glowed with aflickering, lurid radiance.

Another tal lean man, identicaly attired, masked and armed with asilver-knobbed rod, pulled open the
door as they approached. The Furies escorted

Brigid through afoyer, down a short corridor and then into ahuge centra rotunda.

Brigid's eyes swept over the dim ulterior, lit only by apair of smal fires burning in brass, tripod-mounted
braziers. White-hot meta pokers rested in the hearts of the braziers. A meta-railed galery, about twenty
feet high, overlooked the area. All of the chamber's furnishings had been removed, so the floor space

was vast and hollow. Someone had devoted agreat dedl of time and trouble to cleaning it of rubbish and



rubble. Tilting her head back, she saw amaze of catwalks and beams strung from metal cablesand
wires, surrounding the bowl-shaped celling.

In the shadows cloaking the far walls, she was able to make out avista of machineswith giant flywhedls,
pumps and acomplexity of pipes. They no longer worked nor would they ever again, even if anyone had
the skillsto repair them. They were clogged with the detritus of two centuries worth of neglect.

Despite the poor illumination, Brigid saw anumber of dark figures standing near adab of concrete
elevated dmost like a podium. She assumed they were Furies but when she was pulled closer, she
redized only afew of them were Megaeras own. They stood among what shefirst assumed were
clusters of statues. Then as she drew nearer, what she saw caused her breath to seizein her lungs, adren-

aineto flood her system and her heart rate to increase. Sheingtinctively cringed, digging her hedsinto
the concrete floor, but the Furies continued marching forward, pulling her with them.

The statues were asimmobile and as jet-black as the man they had seen earlier. Every fold of cloth,
every strand of hair was visible. Scattered here and there with no regard for order, they were dl
distorted in different postures. The one feature common to al of the figures was the expressions of
unendurableterror on their faces.

A couple of statues gppeared to be shielding their heads with raised arms, while others rested on their
kneeswith their hands clasped together asif they were begging. Another figure, that of aburly, bearded
man, looked asif he had been turned to onyx at the exact instant he reached out for histormentors with
hooked fingers. His charcoal-colored lips were pedled back from his sepiateeth in asilent snarl of dying
defiance.

Brigid saw only afew women scaitered among the collection of three-dimensiond il lifes. She noticed
that most of the statues were mutilated or maimed in some way—amissing hand here, alopped-off ear
there or fingers sheared away. One of the fema e statues had hdf of her nose missing. Asshewas
dragged past her, Brigid noted absently how beautiful she had to have beenin life.

The Furiesjerked her to ahalt and released her,

stepping back with swift, mechanica motions. Brigid remained standing, surrounded by the black
datuary. Shetried not to look at the figures, devoting herself to restoring circulation to her arms by
vigoroudy rubbing them. Carefully, she reached up and touched the silver spider clinging to the Sde of
her neck. The metd surface felt faintly warm to the touch, asif it were dive.

Megaerasvoice, hollow and ghostly, wafted through the vast chapel. "The time for judgment has
arrived. | have donned my face of judgment.”

Glancing up, Brigid saw the woman standing on the podium. Thefirdight glinted from the thin mask of
what |ooked like besten gold lying over her face. The mask was worked in the likeness of awoman of
ethered beauty, but like the visage-concealing coverings worn by the Furies, there were no openings for
the eyes or the mouth. The eyeswere molded asif closed in deep.

"Judticeishlind,” Brigid muttered. "I can't say it's much of animprovement.”
Megaera said nothing, but only bent her golden face toward Brigid, asif the blank eyes saw into the

depths of her soul and examined its worth. Silence hung between them for along tick of time. Brigid
broke it by demanding scornfully, ™Y ou're going to kill me, aren't you? So why waste time with thisfarce



of judging me?'
"Y ou have adready been judged.” Megaerads

muffled voice echoed eerily beneath the high calling. "I must now determine your most offensve sinsin
order to mete out the appropriate penaty.”

Brigid snorted in derision. ™Y ou come to a conclusion first and then you look for factsto support it. Not
very scientific and certainly not very fair to the one judged, but | suppose it makes your job easier.”

"Y ou have an intrusive tongue." For thefirst time, a hint of emotion colored Megaeras detached tone.
Encouraged that she'd finally provoked areection, Brigid retorted,’ 'And you have an intrusive attitude.
How long have you been practicing this form of justice? Not for very long, or you would have run out of
snnersquiteawhile ago."

Megaera cocked her head quizzicaly. In agenuindly puzzled voice, she asked, "What do you mean?”'
"Where are you and your Furiesfrom, Megaera? | don't recognize the language you speak.”

"It isthe tongue of the gods we serve. Only we, his chosen, are permitted to speak it."

"Who are your gods?"' Brigid asked.

"They are our gods, not yours, so you shdl not know them. Certainly not the smdl, smiling god who
brought us here."

"Thegamdl, amiling god?"
"Of course," the old woman replied, sounding a

bit angry. "He brought us here from our homein the mists and the mountains. We had completed our
tasks there, and he gathered the mists around us, drawing us into dumber. When we awoke, we found
oursalvesin thisdark land of depravity and Sn. Wewere fearful a firg, then the smdl, smiling god
released us. We understood then he placed usin his realm to seek and cast out the sins that had escaped
hisnotice.”

Brigid opened her mouth to ask another question, but she heard a scuff and scutter of feet from behind
her and the sound of a straggle. Megaeralifted her masked face to gaze in that direction. Brigid turned to
see apair of the Furies hauling aragged man through the clusters of black statuary.

Even though the light was poor, she recognized his blistered, terror-etched features. He wasthe
castrated man who had staggered into their shelter. His eyes darted frantically from Brigid to Megaerato
the statues and back to Brigid again.

A torrent of hissed syllablesissued from benesth Megaera's mask. The Furies obediently forced the man
to his knees before the podium and stepped back. He hung his head, making wheezing, strangulated
noises like adog trying to cough up abone. Pink foam drooled from hislips,

"Do you have something to say before the sentenceis carried out?' Megaeraasked quietly.



After afew seconds of trying, the man managed
to choke out, "Why are you doing thisto me? To my people? Haven't | been punished enough?’

Megaeralifted her |eft hand, and the deeve of her robe dipped down to reved the meta band encircling
her thinwrid.

Inasurprisngly gentle, dmost sympathetic tone, she said, "We must cast out the Sin, exorciseit utterly.
Y ou fled before this could be done. Y ou can't escape because you have nowhere to escape to. Y ou
cannot flee your sin and you cannot escape justice. | have the power to remove your sin. It'slike cutting
out a cancer—asurgica technique performed with precision. It will save your soul.”

"The cancer isin you," Brigid snapped. "The disease of sdlf-righteousdelusions.”

"That isarrogance talking,” Megaera stated mat-ter-of-factly, "combined with ignorance. Alwaysa
deadly combination for the advancement of the spirit.”

Brigid stopped short of spitting at the podium but she said angrily, "Look who's taking."

Megaerareturned her attention to the knegling man. ™Y ou are not being punished. Once you've paid
your pendty, your sinis cleansed and your soul is purified. Then it will move on, leaving the husk of your
physica body behind." She nodded to the statuary scattered about the chapdl.

The man didn't respond. His shoulders quaked with barely repressed sobs. The bony fingers of Me-

gaerasleft hand brushed two of the opas on the wristband. Brigid made areflexive motion to lunge a
the woman. A pair of handsthat felt like tempered sted closed around her upper arms, immobilizing her
and amogt ingtantly cutting off circulation. Sweet collected at her hairline and trickled down her forehead
asfear arose hi her. Megaeralovingly caressed the gems on the wristband, then pressed down hard.

The knedling man jerked convulsively, straightening so quickly Brigid heard his vertebrae pop. He
clawed at the Silver spider on the sde of hisneck. A halo of pale blue light sprang up and shimmered
around it.

Theair in the chamber seemed to shiver. The man's body swayed, the sway became atremble and the
tremble turned into a gpasm. His eyes remained open, but they did not see. His mouth gaped open, but
no words came out. He croaked a sound of pain and terror and agony.

With afaint crackling sound smilar to that of burning wood, agray pallor suddenly swept over the man's
body, spreading out from the device attached to his neck. Before Brigid's horrified eyes, hisflesh and
clothes were transmuted to an ash-gray substance. It swiftly darkened, becoming like alayer of
anthracite between one eye blink and another.

The man's back arched violently, asif he had received aheavy blow between the shoulders. His

arms contorted and drew up like the gnarled branches of alesfless tree as the blanket of dark gray
petrification crept over historso and down hislegs.

A ghadtly dry gargling came from his mouith, then the gray tide covered hislips, smothering hisvoice.
Within another apair of eye blinks, a cod-black cdcified statue knelt before the podium. The slver
spider seemed to have dissolved, absorbed by the same process that turned flesh to carbon.



Nausearoiled in the pit of Brigid's ssomach, and she swalowed a column of burning bile working itsway
up her throat. Thelittle spider clinging to her own flesh suddenly seemed to weigh aton. Her heart
pounded frantically in terror, but she forced hersdlf to raise defiant eyesto Megaeras blank, golden face.
Reflected firdight cast red highlights acrossits dully gleaming surface, lending it an expression of cold,
superior mockery.

The woman was not just a Fury, Brigid told hersdlf, trying to control her scattered, sumbling thoughts.
She was a Gorgon; she was Medusa hersdlf.

Megaeratilted her head in Brigid's direction and her sibilant voice announced, "Arrogance and hubris are
products of the mind. And the way to the mind isthrough the eyes.”

Two Furies seemed to materidize out of the shadows and dammed into Brigid smultaneoudy, pressing
her between them. They secured painfully tight

gripson her arms and held her suspended, with only the toes of her boots touching the floor. Shoulder
blades grinding into each other, Brigid was made to stand straddle-legged to support her own weight
without having her shoulders did ocated.

Another Fury ghosted into view, holding a poker like awhite-hot rapier. He approached dowly and
even with severa feet separating them, Brigid felt the heet radiating from the glowing tip of the metal rod.

"Through theright eye, | should think," Megaerasaid camly. "A swift, Sraight puncture should suffice.”

Brigid stared in horrified fascination as the sharp end of the poker filled her field of vison. Thetip
shimmered like asunburst. She started to struggle, but the Furies cinched down their grips and she bit
back acry of pain.

Then she heard the distant tolling of abell.

Chapter 5

Domi had dept for atime but she dreamed and the dreams were full of sadness, of dying babies that
were blendings of human and nonhuman but babiesjust the same.

She awakened with ajerk at the sound of thunder, her hand reflexively stresking for the Detonics
Combat Master snugged in ashoulder holster. Born and honed in the Outlands, her senses were not
mazed by dumber and she ingtantly knew where she was and what was happening.

Sitting in the pilot's chair of the Sandcat, she listened to the first faint patter of raindrops againgt the
armaglass-and-ceramic-coated hull of the vehicle. Therain was sporadic &t first, an on-and-off drizzle.
Then it swiftly became a hammering downpour.

Domi carefully opened the port-side ob dit a crack and |ooked outside.
The sky was a canopy of billowing clouds, completely blotting out the sunlight. Discolored and livid,

stresked with green, the sky looked asif it had been bruised. Incandescent flares of lightning seared her
sengtive eyes. A gale-force wind howled around



theruins, swirling curtains of loose debris mixed inwith hall.

A flash of lightning, dazzlingly close, burned its afterimage into her retinas, followed by aped of thunder
so violent it made the Sandcat quiver. Hastily, Domi closed the ob port, her nose wrinkling at the
chemical stink. She wasn't concerned about the acid rain penetrating the skin of the Cat. Built two
centuries ago to take part in aground war that was never fought, the Sandcat's low-dung, blocky
chassis was supported by a pair of flat, retractable tracks.

The gun turret, concedled within an armored bubble topside, held apair of USMG-73 heavy machine
guns. The vehicle'sarmor not only served as protection from projectiles, but also went opague when
exposed to energy-based weapons, such as particle-beam emitters. It was also too tough to be
adversely affected by corrosives.

Theinterior was the perfect size to comfortably hold four people. At the front of the compartment were
the pilot's and copilot's chairs, the rear storage module housed the computer links for the €ectronic
systems. A double row of three jump seats faced one another. The seats could be folded down to make
servicesable, narrow bunks.

Another thunderclap, sounding like an artillery shell exploding at point-blank range, caused the floor
plates under Domi's feet to vibrate for asecond. She didn't react, even though the loud noise

made her bite back agtartled curse. An abino by birth, her skin was normally aswhite asmilk so she
couldn't turn pale no matter how frightened she was.

Shewas every inch of fivefeet tall and barely weighed ahundred pounds. On either side of her
thin-bridged nose, her eyes glittered grimly like drops of blood. Her disarrayed, short-cropped hair was
the color of bone.

The storm increased hi intengty, and within amoment Domi had the impression shewastrapped ina
bubble at the center of amaelstrom of shrieking violence. She remained outwardly cam as the Sand-cat
rocked on itstracks. During her upbringing in the Outland settlement of Hells Canyon, she had survived
any number of natural and unnatura threats, from mutie animasto mutie weether.

Domi had lived most of her young lifein thewild places, far from the cushioned tyranny of the baronies.
She had spent years cautioudly treading the ragged edge of death, and her inner fiber had been forged
into an iron strength and an implacable stoicism. She didn't react when pieces of wind-tossed rubble
banged loudly on the exterior of the Sandcat, most of it sounding like stone, but some of it was metd,
judging by the gonglike chimes.

Although she felt a pang of anxiety about Kane and Brigid, a particularly sharp onein regard to Grant,
shedidn't bother trying to raise them on the Sandcat's comm equipment. She wasn't technolog-

ically adept, but she knew the storm would make a hash out of radio waves.

To pass the time she checked the action of her handgun. Since the stainless-stedl blaster weighed only a
pound and a hdf, it was perfectly suited for agirl of her petite build. Grant had expressed doubt she
could handle the recoil when she sdected it from Cerberus redoubt's exceptionaly well-equipped
armory nearly ayear and half ago. She had never experienced problems with it, except during the period
when she recovered from a bullet wound that shattered the coracoid bone of her right shoulder.

Ejecting the 7-round magazine from within the pistol's checkered walnut grip, she inspected the spring



mechanism, then did the clip back in place. Reaching down, she patted (he knife with its nine-inch,
wickedly serrated blade sheathed to her right calf. It was her only memento of the Six months she'd spent
as Guana Teague's sex davein the Tartarus Pits of Cobdtville. Sheld sold hersdlf into davery in an effort
to get apiece of the good life available to ville dwellers. She ended the term of davery by cutting the
monstrous Teague's throat with the blade, and saved Grant's life with the same impulsive act.

Thinking about Grant caused her full lipsto twitch unconscioudy in ahdf frown, haf smile. Whenever
she thought about the big man with his

lion'sgrowl of avoice, shefdt amingling of love, anger and disgppointment.

She loved the man for his courage and compassion, but she experienced anger and disappointment that
he never allowed that compassion to turn into passion—at least not toward her. Domi was too practica,
too pragmatic to expend much energy on girlish daydreams that had already proved to belost causes.

Grant, like Kane, had been through the dehumanizing crudty of Magisirate training yet they had
somehow, amost miraculoudy, managed to retain their humanity. But vestiges of their Mag years il
lurked close to the surface, particularly in Grant. He presented a dour, closed and private persona,
rarely showing emotion. He was taciturn and dow to genuine anger, but when he was provoked, his
destructive ruthlessness could be frightening. With him, dights were never forgotten, and she knew he
gl stung from the whip of angry words she had lashed him with months ago: "Big man, big chest, big
shoulders, legslike trees. Guessthey don't tell the story, huh?”

Domi regretted spesking those words amost as soon asthey |eft her lips, but she had never apologized.
When Grant rgjected her love again on that day, she swore it wasfor the last time. Then, amonth or so
later, when she came across Grant and Shizuka, the female samurai from New Edo, locked

in afierce embrace, she aso swore she would never forgive him.

Shaking her head, Domi tried to drive the memories of that night from her mind. Therewerealot of
memories swimming around within the walls of her skull she would just as soon have excised, and that
brief glimpse of Grant showering the Japanese woman's face with passionate kisses topped the list.

Another memory she wished could be removed from her brain was one that had recently invaded her
dreams. Like Kane, she had spent two weeksin captivity within the vast subterranean ingtalation known
asArea51. Both of them had been shown the end result of their war againgt the barons—dying hybrid
infants

Shedidn't know why the sight of the dying hybrid babies horrified her so profoundly, filling her with guilt
and remorse. After dl, she had goneto the ingtallation in the Nevada desert to kill hybrids. Thevery
concept of the hybrids triggered a xenophobic madnessin her, the overwhelming urge to kill them as she
had killed venomous snakes that dithered into her Outland settlement. But upon visiting the nursery
turned morgue, shefdt only shame, asif the guilt of the entire human race werelaid on her small
shoulders.

She knew what everyone knew about the formation of ville society. In the century following sky-dark,
self-proclaimed barons had warred againgt one

another, each struggling for control and absolute power over territory. Then they realized that greater
rewards were possibleif unity in command, purpose and organi zation was achieved.



The nine most powerful baronies that survived the long wars over territoria expansion and resources
divided control of the continent among themselves. A hierarchica ruling system was put into place, and
the city-states adopted the name of thetitular heads of State.

But it wasn't until she arrived in Cerberusthat she learned the true nature of the ville rulers. The baronia
oligarchy ruling the nine villeswas more than the governing body of postnukecaust America—they were
aliving expression of the ancient god-king system. Their semidivine status derived from the means of
their birth. They were hybrids of human and nonhuman, ablending of genetic materid with the sole
purpose of creating new humans to inherit the Earth. The barons served as a bridge between predark
and postdark, the plenipotentiaries of the alien Archon Directorate itsdlf.

According to what Kane, Brigid, Domi and Grant had been told by Lakesh upon their arrival at the
Cerberus redoubt nearly two years before, the entirety of human history was intertwined with the entities
cdled Archons, who congpired with willing human pawnsto control humankind through political chaos,
staged wars, famines, plagues and naturd

disasters. Their god was dways the unification of the world under their control, with al nonessential and
nonproductive humans diminated.

But over the past few months, Brigid, Kane, Domi and Grant had learned that the elaborate backstory
wasal aruse, bitsof truth mixed in with outrageousfiction. The Archon Directorate did not exist, except
asavast cover sory, created in the twentieth century and grown larger with each succeeding generation.
The only so-called Archon on Earth was Balam, the last of an extinct race that had once shared the
planet with humankind.

Baam clamed that the Archon Directorate was an appellation and a myth created by the predark
government agencies as a control mechanism. La-kesh referred to it asthe Oz Effect, wherein asingle
vulnerable entity created theillusion of being the representative of an al-powerful body.

Oncethey learned that, then they redlized victory over hybrid tyranny was an achievable god. In
furtherance of that goa, Domi and her companions inadvertently destroyed the medica facility beneath
the Archuleta Mesain New Mexico. The barons depended on the facility to bolster their immune
systems. Once ayear the oligarchy traveled to the ingtdlation for medical trestments. They received
fresh transfusions of blood, and aregimen of biochemical genetic therapy designed to strengthen their
autoimmune systems, thus granting them an-

other year of life and power. The six-leveled facility in New Mexico had originaly been constructed to
house two main divisions of the Totality Concept— Overproject Whisper and Overproject Excalibur.
Whisper dedlt with rinding new pathway's across space and time, and Excalibur was exclusively involved
in cregting new forms of life. According to Lakesh, after the ingtitution of the unification program, only
Excdibur's biological section wasrevived to maintain the lives of the barons and to grow new hybrids.

The destruction of the Archuleta Mesa had done more than smash the barons ability to sustain their
lives. It had dso taken away their future by destroying the incubation chambers. Less than two dozen
infants remained out of two thousand.

When Domi was findly reunited with Kane, he expressed deep skepticism of her sea-change of beliefs,
even after seeing the babies for himsaf. He reminded her how devoted she wasto thewar against the
hybrid barons, and she recalled with crysta clarity the furious, accusatory words she flung a him: "War
isn't againgt babies, not even againgt hybrids. It's againgt the barons and against men like you and Grant!
Men like you used to be. | wasn't afraid of hybridsin the Outlands. Didn't even know such asthem



existed. But | was sure as shit scared of the baron's sec men—the Mags. That's who was my enemy.”

When Kane darkly observed that the words she spoke didn't sound in character, she retorted angrily,
"Y ou and Grant didn't stay what you were. | don't have to stay what | am. If it means working with the
hybrids against the barons, againgt the Mags, then | will. I'll forgive 'em for being born."

He seemed to understand her point of view. She hoped he did, but it didn't really matter. They hadn't
spoken of what they witnessed or what they went through during their captivity. Kane was reticent to
talk about it, particularly to Brigid. Domi didn't blame him, but she kept her own knowledge of his
experiencesto hersdf.

Brigid and Grant treated her differently now, but not necessarily with the kind of respect they would
accord an equdl. Instead, they were extremely solicitous of her, asif she had miraculoudy recovered
fromatermind illness.

Domi knew it had something to do with her impulsive actions during thefind violent moments of the
battle to occupy the Area 51 ingtallation. She remembered snatching up the implode gren Kane
dropped, but she had no recallection of its detonation. Her very next conscious memory was of being on
her hands and knees throwing up.

A momentous event had occurred, she knew, but she couldn't recall what it entailed. But sometimes, in
her dumber, when her consciousness teetered between deep and waking, fragmented images flashed

through her mind, so fleeting and brief they were like impressionistic sketches, not memories. Over the
past couple of months Domi had mentally compiled anumber of images and tried to arrangethem in
somekind of coherent form. So far, she hadn't been successful.

She became aware that the keening of the wind and the drumming on the Sandcat's hull was tapering off,
but Domi waited, not opening any of the ob ports until she was sure the heart of the storm had passed
over or blown itsdlf out.

After several minutes passed with no renewal of the elements fury, she touched aswitch on the
instrument console and lowered the thin metal shuttersthat covered the forward windshield. Peering out
through the double-glazed thickness of bulletproof polymers, she looked at the ruins spread out all
around.

The rubble glistened with moisture, and the characteristic reek of the chem storm wasfaint. Another
cloudburst had followed hard on the hedls of the acid-rain downpour and diluted the most potent of the
toxins. In the distance she could easily see the black charring of countless ancient fires on the facades of
surviving buildings

Debris was hegped so high in so many places, the decision had been made not to risk damaging the
Sandcat by pushing through it, around or over it.
None of them relished the idea of being stranded so many milesfrom Cerberus.

Checking the chron on the ingrument pand, Domi uneasily noted two hours had € apsed since she had
last heard from her companions. Putting on a headset, she punched in Brigid's trans-comm channel and
received only the hissing and popping of static. She got the same result when shetried raising Kane, so
shereluctantly opened Grant's frequency.



Hisresponse, when it findly filtered into her ear, was so shot through with buzzes and electronic snaps
he was barely comprehensible. "—lost Kane and Br— Stay where...are until |...you. Well be—"

Hisvoice dissolved in amushy stream of hisses. Domi tried to reestablish contact but gave up after a
minute. She knew the locd atmosphere was still too ionized by the recent passage of the storm to allow
for clear communications.

She thought about trying the satellite uplink to Cerberus, which Bry was so fond of, but decided not to
waste her time. Even if she managed to get through, she doubted the advice Lakesh might offer would
be of any use.

If Kane and Brigid were dead, Grant wouldn't have employed the euphemism "logt.” He was blunt and
graightforward, and if he said logt, that's what he meant. After sitting and thinking for another few
minutes, she came to a decison. Domi popped open

the passenger-side gull-wing door and climbed out, surveying her surroundings. The skieswere il
overcast, dmost smoky. Theair held the stench of sulfur. She looked in the direction her companions
had taken, lifting her gaze to the distant stem of the building Brigid referred to asthe Sears Tower. Fixing
thelandmark in relation to her present position, she made up her mind to follow them on foot.

Domi closed and locked the Sandcat's door, made sure her trans-comm and own pair of
microbinocu-lars were clipped to her belt and started walking. Everywhere she looked there seemed to
be nothing but piles of blackened stone and half-dagged metal, some of them heaped as high asfifty fedt.

She followed the sametrail sheld seen her companions take, but once they were out of her field of
vison, she had to take her best guess. What little track they might've left was completely obliterated by
the scouring of thewind and rain.

Some of the avenues were so completely blocked by falen buildings, Domi detoured around them rather
than try to climb them. Always she kept the looming tower in her line of sght. When shecameto a
knitted mass of wreckage that appeared to be severa buildingsthat had fallen together, she paused to
study it, looking for away through it or over it rather than around.

A series of concrete dabs formed something of acrude staircase over the top of the rubble, and she

began clambering up them. She froze in midstep when she heard the tramp of running feet—and the
screams. Her hand legped to the butt of her Combat Master as she pivoted on the ball of her right foot,
tracking for the source of the commotion. Far hi the distance she heard the brazen peal of abdll.

Chapter 6

Kane's body crashed into abend, and the relentless current washed him around it, the cornerstones
flaying his clothes and the skin beneath. His arms were outstretched in a semblance of adive, and his
head sunk between his shoulders as the floodwaters launched him down the shaft like a projectile.

Hefdt himsdf faling headfirst, surrounded by the thundering torrent. Hewas dl but unconscious, and by
the time his duggish thought processes understood he was floating, not rocketing aong a chute, water
hed filled his mouth and he swallowed it rather than inhale. He had no idea of where hewas. Struggling,
he twisted and lifted his head, indinctively trying to force his body upright. Above him he saw afaint gray
radiance, and he managed to stroke for it.



Kane's head and shoulders broke the surface and his strangulated inha ation echoed hollowly al around
him. Feebly, he paddled through the water, sneezing water from his sinus passages. Hisvision blurry, he
saw hefloated in anarrow inlet at the base of atowering, smooth-faced cliff. It required a

moment or two of squinting and focusing for him to recognize the dliff as a building looming high above
him.

Theinlet was bisected by a stout wire fence. Leaves, bits of wood and pieces of flotsam lessidentifiable
bobbed againgt the links. Kane swam laborioudy to the fence, hooking hisfingersinto the
diamond-shaped openings, and heaved himsdf half out of the muddy water swirling around hislegs.

Kane hung on to it spread-eagled, racked by vomiting, his ssomach and lungs emptying themselves of the
foul water he had inhaled and swallowed. He was oblivious to the lessening of the wind's strength and
the distant rumbling of thunder as the storm center moved away. Findly, hefdt strong enough to move.
Heturned his head and squinted Wesarily a his surroundings. The concrete-walled channel cut between
two towering buildings, casting it into deep shadow. He redlized after afew seconds of careful study that
the buildings weren't actudly dl that tall or massive. The channel wasjust sunk deep below them, and
they were positioned on high bulwarks of stone. The brickwork and concrete blocks were coated by
damp green moss. From the direction he had come, he saw how the man-made cana bent around a
thirty-degree curve and disappeared.

Clinging to the wire by hisright hand, Kane performed a careful inventory. His clothesweretornin
places, the skin undernesth abraded, but no bones

seemed broken. He probed carefully at the swelling on the side of his head, but hisfingertips didn't come
away bloody. Still, he wasn't overly relieved. He could be suffering from a serious closed-skull injury,
and he knew head traumas were dways tricky. He could have sustained a skull fracture and be suffering
from a subdura leakage of blood.

Histrans-comm unit was gone, aswell as hiswrist chron. His Copperhead subgun no longer dangled
from his shoulder. His Sin Eater was still snugly bolstered to hisforearm, but he hoped he had thetimeto
inspect it before he was forced to useit. Hisweb belt with his fourteen-inch combat knife was ill in
place, too, so he wasn't helpless despite how he fdt.

Drawing in adeep breath, he started to call Bri-gid's name, but histhroat was congtricted due to the
water he swallowed and raw from his ssomach's efforts to g ect it. His voice was araspy croak, and
even the attempt to shout her name triggered a spasm of shuddering and dry heaving.

After he recovered, he ddliberately forced himsalf not to think about Brigid, Grant or DeFore. Grim
determination replaced the anxiety in hismind. Sowly, Kane began to inch hisway dong the fence
toward theleft wall of the channdl, holding on to the interlocked wire strands with his hands, hisfeet Hill
in the water. He noted absently how the water level was dowly but steadily dropping. It was dif-

ficult to move a first. His muscles were stiff and aching, but as he made more progress the pain receded
somewnhat.

He had crept Sdeways less than ayard when an impact againgt hislegs nearly jarred him from his perch.
Kane twisted his body, his mouth uttering a harshly whispered obscenity. He gazed down and saw a
black shape pressing against the backs of hislegs, washed there by the current. His body tautened as he
tried to identify the nature of the shape. With the eectric shock of surprise, energy flooded back into



him, driving avay the lethargy.

After afew seconds of dit-eyed study, Kane findly recognized ahuman figure bobbing lifdesdy against
thefence. Inthedim light, he at first thought it was aman dipped in black ink, then he wondered fleeting
if it were another man turned to an obsidian satue. Regardless, he had seen and made enough corpsesin
hislife to recognize one when it floated at hisfeet. He reached down to grasp awrist. Thefabric clinging
tothelimb felt like legther.

Kane continued edging sideways, pulling the body with him. By the time he reached the curved wall of
theinlet and the left the fence, the water level had dropped so much that the corpse's legs dragged on
the slt-covered bottom.

Kane wrestled him up onto the concrete and dropped him facedown. After catching his breath, he
turned him over. The man was nearly seven feet tall

and gaunt to the point of emaciation. A blank, festureless face was turned to the sky, and Kane eyed it
warily. Although he knew it was amask of some sort, he didn't like the looks of it. Tentatively, he
touched it, noting how it fet like soun glass benesth hisfingertips.

Running the fingers of both hands around the edges of the mask, then inserting them benegth the rim, he
pulled up dowly. With afaint click, the covering lifted avay. The face that stared up at him wasn't much
of animprovement over the mask. His skin was palid and white, but not due to the type of abinism
Domi was born with. It was the land of grub white that came of never being exposed to sunlight. A
grand of hair escgping from benesth the tight cowl wasfaintly golden, too, like silky flax.

Kanelooked the corpse over, studying itslong jaw, narrow chin and high cheekbones. Dead and
lusterless black eyes stared up from beneath eyebrows that resembled tufts of white thread. His ssomach
turned acold flip-flop. He recognized the facia type—he had seen it often enough over the past year or
0, particularly during his captivity in Area51.

The man wasahybrid. If not afull-fledged one, then certainly some traces of Archon genetic materia
were buried in hisfamilia woodpile. Certainly none of the barons or the other hybridsin Kane's
experience had ever attained such aheight. Nor did

the eyes possess the prominent supraorbita ridges. They were of normal human size and shape, aswell,
not overly large or back-danted. However, the eyes were so pale agray asto be almost the color of
water.

He ingpected the mask, surprised by how thin and lightweight it was. He assumed it was made of a
material like one-way glass, but to his consternation it was just as opague on the insde asthe outside. It
was of exquisite workmanship, but Kane saw no manner by which the man could have seen throughiit,
relying just on hisvison. Heturned it over in hishands severd times. A thread-thin black lineformed a
complete border around the inner rim, and Kane guessed it was amagnetic strip.

Setting the face covering down, Kane turned the man's head to one side, searching for asedl on the
cowl. Although helooked asif he had been dead for sometime, his unnaturally smooth skin il retained
warmth. Therewasadry crunching of fractured cervicd vertebrae and when Kane withdrew his hands,
hisfingers came away bloody.

Leaning closer, he saw how the long column of the throat had been dashed, right at the jaw hinge. The
wound however looked superficid, more unsghtly than truly life-threatening. He decided it was more



likely the man had died of abroken neck, not of acut one, theinjury probably sustained in afall.
At the back of the pale man's head, hisgroping

fingersfound a sedl, an dmost invisible and imperceptible seam. It opened when he exerted pressure on
it, tracing afinger dong itslength. He peded it off, seeing that the corpse's hair waslittle morethan a
findly textured golden down, like the fine fur on the underbdlly of amouse. The headpiecefdt like
lightweight leather, dmost as soft and flexible as doeskin.

When Kaneturned it ingde out, light gleamed from an inlay of ddlicate microcircuitry, awebwork no
more substantia in gppearance than gossamer. He frowned at it, perplexed by its purpose, touching it,
scratching at it with afingernail. On the outer edges of the headpiece was avery narrow double fold, so
narrow he couldn't see between the two pieces of fabric.

Moving on a sudden impulse, Kane tugged the cowl over his head, serioudy doubting it would fit &t all,
much lesssnugly. To his surprise the fit was perfect, and he received the distinct impresson the materia
automaticaly adjusted and adhered to the contours of his skull.

Picking up the mask, he cautioudy raised it, placing it over his own face. He pressed the rim against the
edges of the cowl. When he brought his hands away, the mask remained in place, affixed to the cowl by
the magnetic strip. Then, to his surprise, he sensed rather than felt aweak eectrical field juicing through

the face shield. For an instant, he saw noth-

ing, then the insde of the mask shimmered with an effect like water duicing away dust on a pane of
glass. The mask seemed to turn transparent.

Sowly, Kaneturned his heed, to the left and right, looking & his surroundings through the visor.
Everything seemed to have adightly more luminous sheen, al the hard edges and sharp corners blunted
by afaint amber haze as of late-autumn sunlight filtered through golden-and-orange leaves.

Craning his neck, he studied the wall of the building looming above him. He focused on a decorative,
scrolled cornice that jutted afoot or more from the roof. It abruptly swelled in hisvison, rushing forward
50 fast, he dmost stumbled backward into the channd.

Seeming to float in the air between his eyes and the interior of the mask, acolumn of numbers gppeared,
glowing red againgt the amber. The out-thrusting piece of masonry looked close enough to touch. After a
few seconds of confusion, Kane realized that when he focused on a distant object, the visor magnified it
and provided areadout asto distance and dimension.

He swore in astonishment. He hadn't come across any predark tech with such abilitiesin dl of the places
he had visited over the past year and ahalf. For the next minute, he experimented with the visor, his
fascination pushing away his aches, pains and worries. In conjunction with the microcircuitry in

the headpiece, the mask functioned as a very efficient range finder. He dso discovered the visor
possessed a thermal-viewing capahility.

When he looked at the body of the black-clad man, what little body heat radiated by his head registered
asaydlowish shimmer. The skintight suit he wore gpparently blocked histherma signature, much like
the uncomfortable and unrdiable Stedth cloaks available in the Cerberus armory. With theface shidd in
place, aperson in the suit would become aliving shadow.



Although Kane experienced a pang of disgust, he ran his hands over the bodysuit, searching for zippers
or buttons. On theright Side, he found a magnetic seal and he opened it the same way he had done with
the cowl. He pedled the coverall off the corpse, alittle dismayed to see that the garment was one
continuous piece, from the hard-soled boots to the gloves. Fortunatdly, rigor hadn't settled in the
corpse's limbs, so removing the suit wasn't as difficult or astime-consuming asit could have been
otherwise. Still, hisflesh crawled whenever he touched the marble-white, clammy flesh.

The man was naked benegath the shadowsuit—as Kane found himsdlf referring to it—and he was
completely dry. Amazingly, no water had seeped in. Unlike the other male hybrids he had encountered,
the man's genitals gppeared to be of norma development.

Glancing inside the shadowsuit, Kane saw asimilar pattern of rmarocircuitry spread out in aweb-work
pattern asin the cowl. He could only guess at its purpose, and he decided he had aready spent enough
time with the corpse and his clothes.

Removing the cowl and face shield, Kane rolled both up within the black bodysuit. Tucking them
beneath an arm, he began scaing, the wdll of the channd, careful of hisfooting, but with al possble
haste. Although the storm front was gone, the sky was still deeply overcast, the thick clouds blurring the
sun to little more than aweek, grayish-ydlow disk.

Kanefigured only two or three hours of ineffectua daylight remained. Dusk would arrive quickly, with
amost no demarcation between day and night. He had no intention of being caught out in the open,
particularly if the dead man had living friends who might find him with his clothes under hisarm and jump
to the wrong conclusions. Of course, hetold himsdf wryly, he would jump to the very samewrong
conclusonshimsdif.

The climb was strenuous, and the various painsin his body returned with a vengeance. The concrete was
smooth and footholds were hard to come by. Most of the handholds were mere dits between dabs of
the concrete, but he wedged hisfingersin and pulled himsdf dong. Twice, he nearly lost hisgrip and did
back down the rain-wet wall. Findly, Kane

reached aflat shelf of crumbling concrete, and, panting heavily, he clambered on top of it.

He massaged his cramped fingers and forearms and looked around. Behind him were the rusting remains
of ahigh fence topped with broken coils of razor wire. The building on the other side of it was part of a
compound of single-story, windowless structures. Doing his best to soften the harshness of his breathing,
he listened for sounds of human habitation or, consdering Brigid'stales of Midnites, inhuman habitation.

Other than the faint drone of swarms of tiny winged gnats flying around, he heard nothing. Kane tested
the sengtive spring-and-cable mechanism of his Sin Eater's holster, making sure it wasn't fouled by mud.
Heflexed hiswrist tendons and the weapon dapped into his waiting hand, but abit dower than was
normd.

Kane repested the motion severa times, more to find something to occupy his attention than worrying
about Brigid Baptiste. Mogt of the time he shied away from scrutinizing hisfedlingsfor the woman. They
were as degp as they were complicated, and the unspoken bond between them was an issue neither one
discussed.

From the very first time he had met her, he was affected by the energy Brigid radiated, aforce intangible,
yet onethat triggered ameancholy longing in his soul. That strange, sad longing only deepened



after about of jump sickness both of them suffered during mat-transjump to Russia. Themain
symptoms of jump sicknesswere vivid, dmost-red hallucinations.

He and Brigid had shared the same hdlucination, but both knew on aviscerd, prima leve it hadn't been
triggered by the gateway ddirium. It was areveation that they were joined by chains of fate, their
destinies linked. Lakesh had postulated the so-called jump dreams might not be halucinations at all, but
inchoate glimpsesinto other lives and other redlitiestriggered by the quantum channels opened by the
gateway units. At thetime, Kane had refused to consider that possibility, but now he wasn't so certain.
At any rate, he and Brigid never spoke of their shared vision, athough Kane often wondered if that
spiritua bond was the primary reason he had sacrificed everything he had attained asa Magistrate to
save her from execution.

The possibility confused him, made him fed defensive and insecure. That insecurity was one reason he
always addressed her as Baptiste, dmost never by her first name, so asto maintain a certain formal
distance between them. But that distance had been shrinking every day, particularly after the head injury
she had sustained in the Antarctic.

Sighing wearily, he returned the Sin Eater to the holster and levered himsdlf to hisfeet. Wet boots
squishing, he began picking hisway carefully dong

the narrow concrete track atop the channd wall, looking for an opening in the fence. He walked less
than twenty yards when he came to agap, arent where the galvanized metal links had separated. It was
atight squeeze, and the jagged ends of the wire caught at his clothes, but he managed to struggle through
it.

The ground beneath his feet was brown mud, liberaly splashed with pools and puddies of water. There
was agreat ded of deep grass, and in the shalow depressions floated a soup of dime and decomposing
vegetable matter. Flying insects like dragonflies darted low over the grass, preying on the gnats.

Circling one of the brick-and-concrete-block buildings, he paused at a corner and took a
comprehensive look at the compound. Many of the roofs of the buildings had collapsed, and the ravages
of time had completed the job begun by the nukecaust and the skydark. The only structure that
appeared more or lessintact was the largest, with awhite domed roof. He had no ideawhat the
complex had been. It could have been the ruins of aschool or even apenitentiary.

Kane didn't approach the dome boldly. One never knew what kind of menace lurked in predark ruins or
what devices were on dert for intruders such as himself. Asfar as he knew, he was dready being
watched, athough his sixth sense had yet to sgnd

an darm. He scanned the blind windows and tangles of undergrowth, but nothing moved. Turning, he
went to the building's rear, looking for an open window or doorway. He found a metal -sheathed door
equipped with apush bar. A stenciled legend in faded black paint proclaimed it an emergency exit.
Gingerly, he applied pressure to the bar and shouldered the door open gradudly.

The hinges squeaked in faint protest, but he heard nothing else. Before he entered, he tossed the
sha-dowsuit and visor into aclump of grass sprouting from the base of the building. He didn't want his
hands encumbered when he crossed into dark territory. Holding the door open so asto admit light, he
carefully stepped insde.

Thefloor was dippery with moss and dgae, and puddles of stagnant water had accumulated in corners.
Theinterior had been totaly gutted of anything useful, probably within the first few weeks of the onset of



skydark.

Looking down, Kane saw ashard of brick on the floor and he toed it over to the door, jamming it
beneath the bottom edge to keep it propped open. Thelight filtering into the interior was feeble, but
since he had lost his dark-vision glasses, it was better than nothing. He took afew steps forward,
unconscioudy walking hed to toe as he dways did when entering a potentiad killzone.

His earsregistered a sudden dight noise some-

whereto hisleft. From the gloom he heard awoman's voice, vibrating with barely leashed terror, say,
"Don't moveor I'll blow your fuckin' head off."

Before Kane could even begin to respond, either in words or actions, he heard the tolling of abdll.

Chapter 7

A tsunami of foaming water poured into the passageway with arumbling roar like that of a
great-wheeled machine. Bits and pieces of masonry pelted down from overhead, and Grant pushed
DefFore backward with a sweep of hisleft arm. Chunks of stone and debrisrained from the celling with
splintering cracks and crashes. The entire roof seemed to be in downward motion.

Grant grabbed Defore by the deeve and wrestled her down the shaft in the direction they had come.
She shouted something, but he couldn't hear what she said. The wals trembled around them, riven with
ugly, spreading cracks that spewed brown water.

Thelife of amedic hadn't trained DeFore as a sprinter. Within afew yards, shewasreding in her gait as
behind them the rumbling gave way to crashing, and the entire length of the corridor began collapsing in
onitsdlf. Grant'sarm around DeForeswaist haf lifted her from the floor. She resisted Grant's help when
sheredlized he intended to run outside, back into the storm.

With aferocious scowl, Grant pushed her afew feet ahead of him, bent over and heaved her onto the
broad yoke of his shoulderswithout bresking stride. She cried out in darmed anger at the indignity of the
forced fireman's carry, but she could do nothing about it. The flat medica kit hanging from her shoulder
bounced against hislower back as heran.

Asthey reached the door, Grant heard an earsplit-ting roar behind him. He didn't need to look to know
celling had fallen in. He sprang out into the open piazza, staggering alittle under DeForésweight. She
wasn't aparticularly large woman, but she was solid.

Grant's boots dipped on the layer of dudge coating the floor tiles. As he staggered, hetried but failed to
put down DeFore. Both of them hit the piazza floor with great splashes and bone-jarring impacts. They
stayed where they had falen for amoment, though DeFore struggled into asitting position, sputtering
curses and looking fearfully skyward.

Although the black maelstrom of the funndl cloud had been sucked back into the massed thunderheads,
the wind was dtill strong and rain fell in sheets. However, when it struck their exposed flesh they didn't
fed anacidic ing.

Thebraidsin her hair had come undone, and she raked the wet strands out of her face with sharp,



impatient gestures. "I don't appreciate being lugged around like a sack of goddamn potatoes!™
Grant climbed quickly to hisfeet. "Then you shouldn't have moved like one.”

He extended ahand to her, but the medic ignored it. She stood, wincing at the twinge of painin her hip.
Even as sheregained her feet, the downpour ebbed to a steady drizzle. The roar of thewind al but died.
Although the sky remained the color of verdigris-eaten pewter, the sudden cessation of the sorm's fury
made it seem asif they had entered avacuum.

Grant glanced into the rubble-choked corridor and made awordless utterance of disgust. "No point to
looking for them that way."

Despite the fact she was aready soaked to the skin with her shirt plastered to her ample bosom, DeFore
placed the flat case on top of her head as amakeshift umbrdla "Y ou're assuming they're fill dive?’

Grant cast aswift glower in her direction. ' 'Why the hell wouldn't 17"

DefForerolled her eyesin exasperation. "l don't know. Maybe because hdf of Lake Michigan brokeits
banks and washed them away?"

Grant strode purposefully across the piazza, his boots sending up splashes of foul water. "It washed
them somewhere, but it didn't necessarily drown them. Asfar as|'m concerned, until | seetheir bod-

iesthey're till dive. If you don't feel the sameway, you can either stay here or go back to the Cat. Domi
would probably be glad of the company.”

DeForedidn't respond, but she glared at his retreating back. After afew seconds of standing uncertainly
in ankle-deep water holding the medica kit on top of her head, she hurried to catch up with the big man.
"l didn't say | thought they were dead.”

Grant only grunted.
"And if they'renot," DeFore continued, "how do you figure well be able to find them?"

Grant stopped at the collapsed wall and fished around in his pants pocket, withdrawing his trans-comm
unit. He thumbed up the cover and keyed in the broad-band frequency to connect to both Brigid and
Kane's radiophones at the same time. His face showed no emotion when all he received was static. He
tried the Sandcat's channel with the same result.

He exchanged the trans-comm for asmall compass. Holding it in the palm of his hand, he frowned,
moving dowly afew pacesto theleft, then to theright and then haf turning. Findly, he gestured to the
northeast. "Thefiltration plant is over there, about two klicks. We went off course only alittle, but we
were still headed in roughly theright direction before we camein here.”

Defore removed the case from her head. " So you think if they're fill aive, both of them would go
there?" she ventured.

Grant shrugged. "Sinceit's our degtination, yes, | do. Both Brigid and Kane would head there to
rendezvous with us rather than wandering around Chicago hoping we'd al bump into each other by
chance"



Defore nodded in reluctant agreement. " That makes sense. | guess.”

Grant gusted out asigh. "'l know you're not aveteran of field missons. I'm glad you volunteered for this
one. But you've got to learn to leave the tactics and strategy to the more experienced members of the
team. In thisingtance, that's me. Understand?'

DeForesfull lips pursed in disapprova at the mild rebuke, but she said only, "Understood.”

By the time they reached the street, the rain had tapered off completely, leaving behind pools of standing
water and mud-clogged gutters, al of which smeled faintly sulfurous. The two of them tramped side by
sde. Grant couldn't in good conscience redly blame Reba DeFore for covering her nervousness with

aoerity.

He sympathized with her apprehension and agppreciated her decision to accompany them on thejourney.
During her nearly five years as an exile, Defore had only twice ventured from the safety of the Cerberus
redoubt. Thefirst time was part of arescue party to retrieve an imprisoned Lakesh from Cobaltville. The
second mission was months |l ater,

and it was atruly nightmarish experience to the dark bayous of Louisana. Sincethen, she didn't even
liketo walk outside the sheltering vanadium walls of the ingtalation on the mountain plateau. From what
he had heard of her sufferings down South, Grant was surprised she hadn't fused out completely.

Asfor himsdlf, he had never enjoyed strolling through the ruins of predark settlements. In fact, he hated
the oppressive sensation of walking through a desecrated graveyard. He always suspected he was being
watched, and the feding ate away at hisnerve ends like acid. As heled the way through the ugly
landscape of rubble, hefelt acold fear and even some anger.

Here was acity that had to have vied with al the great metropolises of humanity. The network of streets
was gtill visble, though the buildings that had lined them were leveled by the double team of con-cussve
shock and time. He could see the avenues, roadways and squares, and here and there was the single
tower of some surviving structure. Now and then they saw the sagging framework of an elevated
trangportation system and occasionally a charred, high-ridged bomb crater.

After about twenty minutes, Grant and DeFore followed atrail up the deeply furrowed outer wall of a
crater. Sinceit wasthe diameter of acity block, it was easier to walk up the dope, then around therim,
rather than find away to avoid it altogether.

Theridge top, which reared about twenty-five feet above sireet leve, ran dl the way around the
puncture wound in the earth. It was uneven with numerous broken-off pinnacles.

Below it, in ashdlow declivity, agroup of squat Structureswas arranged in asemicircle. They were
small, little more than huts or shacks, and they had about them an indefinable aura of desolation and
abandonment. The crater floor was barren except for the litter of trash and decayed bits of wood and
fabric that once could have been anything. Grant and Defore crept around the perimeter of the
Settlement, dert for any movement or sound. All they heard was the eerie hum of the wind.

The gtillness was uncanny. Grant repressed a shiver, feding the hairs on hisarms and neck stir uneasly.
It seemed to him that asilent host of invisible watchers regarded them curioudly.

Defore fingered her nose and made aface of disgust. Grant cast aquizzical glance toward her. "What?'



"Dont you smdl that?" she demanded.

Grant didn't answer immediately. His sense of smell had been impaired for years. His nose had been
broken three timesin the past and aways poorly reset. A running joke during his Magistrate days was
that he could et a hearty dinner with adead skunk lying next to his plate.

Inhaling deeply through his nogtrils, he caught

firgt an unpleasant whiff, then the cloying stench of something dead, something along time dead. The
bottom of the crater seemed saturated by the charnel-house reek. Queasmess settled in his stomach, and
his mouth filled with sour sdiva

"Dead bodies down there," he murmured. "Animal or human or otherwise, they're most thoroughly dead.”
DeFore nodded uneasly. " Should we investigate?!

Grant shook his head. "I don't see why we should.”

"Because someone might need help.”

"That looks like the camp of scavengers,” hereplied, forcing areasonable note into hisvoice. "Roamers,
Farers, maybe even Dregs. If anybody is till dive down there, they would just as soon kill us as accept
help from us™

After amoment of thoughtful silence, DefFore retorted alittle bitterly, "I guess you're the expert on
outlanders.

"That'sright," he declared flatly. "1 am.”

Outlanders, or anyone who choseto live outside ville society, or had that fate chosen for them, were of a
different breed. Born into araw, wild world, they were accustomed to living on the edge of death. Grim
necessity had taught them the skillsto survive, even thrive, in the postnuke environment. They may have
been the great-great-great-grandchildren of civ-

ilized men and women, but they had no choice but to embrace lives of semibarbarism.

In the Ouflands, people were divided into small, regiond units, communications were stifled, rivaries
bred, education impeded. The people who lived outside the direct influence of the villes, who worked
thefarms, toiled in thefidd, or smply roamed from place to place were reviled and hated. No one
worried about an outlander, or even cared. They were the outcasts of the new feudalism, the cheap,
expendable |abor forces, even the cannon fodder when circumstances warranted. Generations of
Americanswere born into serfdom, davery in everything but name. Whatever their parents or
grandparents had been before skydark, they were now only commodities and they cursed the suicidal
foolishness of their forebears who had brought on the nightmare.

Grant had come to redlize that the outlanders, sneered at by the dlite of the villes, were possibly the last
real human beings on the planet, and they were an endangered species. AsaMagidtrate, he had killed
dozens of outlandersin the performance of his duty, but he had murdered more than their bodies. He
had destroyed their spirits, aswell.

"Youreright," DeFore said softly. "Asfar aswe know, they died of acommunicable disease. Therésno



point in endangering ourselvesjust so | can play doctor.”

"Y ou're not playing doctor,” Grant told her mat-ter-of-factly. " ou are one. | understand how your first
impulseisto help those who may bein need. | admireyoufor it. | dways have. But in aplacelikethis,
hel ping is sometimes nothing more than prolonging some poor bastard's agony.”

She raised her deep brown eyesto his. ™Y ou sound like you're speaking from experience.”
He gstarted walking dong theridgelineagain. "I'm afraid | am.”

When they reached the mouth of a path that twisted down into the ruins again, Grant paused to remove
the compact set of microbinoculars from aclip on hisweb belt. He brought them to his eyes, peering
through the ruby-coated lenses. As he swept them over the rubble-strewed terrain, the binoculars
meagnifying power brought into sharp relief the broken buildings jutting from the overgrown strests.

Far in the distance, he glimpsed acity block with acluster of buildings that appeared to be intact, and he
tightened the focus. They were ugly structures of brick and concrete block, completely utilitarian. Rising
from the center of them, like the cap of amushroom, he made out awhite dome. Behind the complex,
ribbons of water gleamed dully, either ariver or acandl.

Sowly, he shifted hisfocus away from the complex, scanning severa other buildings. He barely made
out the steeple of an old church. Just ashe

did the binoculars away, ablur of movement caught hisgaze. Hetried to find it again and was on the
verge of deciding he had glimpsed only atrick of light and shadows when a clot of blackness appeared
in an dley between two structures.

He squinted through the eyepieces, and the clot resolved itsaf into anumber of black-clad figures
marching aong the narrow passageway in the generd direction of the church. Grant studied them only
for acouple of seconds before they were hidden from view, but he was positive he saw a head topped
with matted red-gold hair among the shadow-shapes.

Defore noticed hisback stiffen and his posture turn tense. "What isit?" she asked.

Grant didn't answer for such along moment, DeFore almost repeated the question, but he lowered the
binoculars and announced grimly, "I think | found Brigid."

Defore's eyebrows crawled up toward her hairline. She opened her mouth to voice another question,
but before she could speak Grant's trans-comm trilled. The sound was so unexpected, so startling Grant
jerked in reaction and nearly lost hisbaance.

Grunting an embarrassed curse, Grant snatched the unit from hisbelt. "Grant here.”

For a second only fuzzy cracklesfiltered from the receiver, then Domi'sfaint, childlike voice said, "This
isDomi. I'm gtill with the Cat. What's going on?"

The reception was poor, but if she hadn't been using the Sandcat's more powerful transmitter, a
connection could not have been established &t dl. The handheld comms only had arange of amile,
perhaps two miles on flat terrain and in exceptionally clear weether. Although the storm had moved on,
the weather was anything but clear and the landscape certainly wasn't level.



"Wevelost Kane and Brigid," he said, railsing hisvoice. "Stay where you are until | tell you otherwise.
Well betrying to find them, so stand by."

No response came from the trans-comm. If Domi replied, her words were completely smothered by a
jumble of squedls, sngps and hisses. Growling in wordless frustration, he closed the unit's cover and
returned it to his belt.

A faint line of consternation appeared at the bridge of DeFore's nose. "Do you think she heard you?"
Grant shook hishead. "I don't know. Even if shedid, that's no guarantee shell follow my orders.”
Deforeforced aamile. "She'sbeen alittle on the disobedient side lately, hasn't she?"

Grant glared at her. "What's that supposed to mean?”'

The woman wasn't intimidated. "It meanswhat | said. She's not exactly toeing the mark you set for her.
Kind of likeachild defying parentd authority.”

Grant snorted in derision. " Save the sandbox psychoanalysis. Let'sgo.”

Asthey climbed down the face of the crater, the medic's observations circled within the walls of Grant's
skull, stirring up unwanted and confusing emotionsin their wake. Almost since the day they met, Domi
had claimed to bein love with him, viewing him asagdlant black knight who rescued her from the
shackles of Guana Teague'sdavery. In redity, quite the reverse was true. Teague was crushing thelife
out of Grant benesth his three-hundred-plus pounds of flab when Domi expertly dit histhroat.

Regardless of the facts, Domi had attached hersdlf to him and made it fiercely clear to everyone that
Grant was hers and hers done. She had even evinced jealousy of DeFore, suspecting the woman of
having designs on Grant. He wasfairly certain the medic had no such intent, but he made sure there was
nothing between them but aguarded friendship.

Of course, hereflected, he had fought hard to make sure there was nothing but friendship between him
and Domi, too. He had no idea of Domi'strue age, and neither did she. She could be as young as
sixteen or as old as twenty-sx, but either way, he was pushing forty and felt twice as old.

Always before he had tried to make the gap in their ages the reason he didn't want to get sexualy
involved with her. He knew how lame the excuse

was, since Domi was certainly no stranger to sex, not after spending six months servicing the gross lusts
of Guana Teague.

In truth, she represented asmple kind of innocence, awaiflike winsomeness he didn't want to
complicate. And hovering always & the back of hismind and emotions was the memory of Olivia, the
only woman who'd truly claimed his heart.

Although he hadn't seen her in many years, the image of her light brown, cafe-au-lait complexion, black
plaited hair and big eyes was aways with him. Her eyes were her most memorable and haunting
feature—wise eyes, yet innocent, degp and brown. He still remembered with a painful clarity the last
time he had looked into those eyes, more than six years ago.

They had submitted aformal mating contract gpplication. It was summarily reviewed and rejected and



once that happened, he and Olivia had drawn attention to themselves. Their relationship became
officidly unsanctioned and could not continue lawfully. Although matrimony and child producing were
considered the supreme socia responsibility by the baronia government, it was aso considered only a
temporary arrangement.

Children were a necessity for the continuation of society, but only those passing stringent tests were
alowed to bear them. Genetics, mora vaues and socid standing were the most important criteria.

Generally, aman and awoman were bound together for aterm of time Stipulated in a contract.

Oncethe child entered atraining regimen of one of the ville divisons, the parents were required to
separate, particularly in the case of male children recruited by the Magigtrates. Certainly, babies il
needed to be born, but only the right kinds of babies. A faceless council had determined that he and
Oliviacould not produce the type of offspring which made desirable ville citizens.

Grant remembered how, after breaking the spirit-rending news to her, he prowled the promenades of al
four levels of theresidential Enclaves, seeking away to escgpe hisown grief. He had considered barging
in on Kane, but then he would have been obliged to explain his presence at 0300, and he smply didn't
have the words.

Y earslater, he dill didn't have the words. He had only spoken of the incident to one person, confiding
his heartbresk only to Shizuka. Although the pain hadn't completely left him, she had helped it becomea
little less sharp, blunting some of the jagged edges. And now, when he thought of Olivia, more often than
not, Shizuka's eyes superimposed themsalves over the image of her face.

Her eyeswere just as dark, just aswise, but they held a proud glint like that of afierce young eagle. He
would have never admitted to anyone, certainly

not within earshot of Domi, that he missed her very much.

Hed never redly given much thought to kids after Olivia, a least, not to having any of hisown. But
lately, Since meeting Shizuka, held started thinking about it a bit more serioudy. He wondered if cresting
anew life might not be away to balance out the lives he had taken over the years.

Grant and DefFore crossed the face of the crater with little difficulty, and made for the nearest
thoroughfare. Weeds sprouted from cracks in the pavement and footpaths, sickly greenish-black growth
with ropy stlemsthat twined around streetlight poleslike serpents.

At an intersection, Grant stopped to consult the compass and get his bearings, then he turned right. A

narrow lane between two burned-out buildings stretched before him, shadowed by the late-afternoon
sunlight. A rectangular stone block, nearly five feet tall, rose above the sdewalk. L etters were painted
on it, and though they were faded to near illegibility he was able to read Pedestrians Only.

Some seventy feet away, the lane terminated in an arched entranceway cut into the facade of the
building, like an ova with a squared-off bottom. Grant strode toward it purposefully. As he drew closer,
he saw it wastunnd. On thefar Side, light gleamed feebly.

He suddenly realized DeFore was hanging back

severd yards. Glancing over his shoulder, he sngpped gruffly, "Closeit up.”



Reba DeFore's temperament was quick and volatile. Her dark eyesflashing in anger, she retorted curtly,
"Whoever castrated that man we saw earlier could bein there”

"I know," Grant agreed. "If s, their eunuch-making dayswill be over.”

To punctuate his declaration, his Sin Eater sorang from the holster on hisforearm and dapped into his
right hand.

The tunnel wasn't very long, barely ahundred feet. Brackets that had once held fluorescent lights were
arranged at regular intervals on the arched ceiling. It opened onto anarrow ramp, afootbridge spanning
adrainage cand. On the opposite side was another lane running between two buildings. A partidly
didodged manhole cover lay on the ground.

Grant stopped to study the layout, but DeFore's quiet voice intruded upon his concentration. "L ook at
this"

He turned around and saw her knedling over a spattering of crimson liquid on the ground. More scarlet
droplets speckled the waist-high barrier that ran the length of the bridge.

"Blood," Grant stated unnecessarily.
"Blood," DeFore repeated, touching her index finger to one of the largest drops, smearing it over
the concrete. "Fresh blood at that. It hasn't had the time to dry out.”

Tension knotted at the base of Grant's spine asif afist closed around his vertebrae. He glanced over the
sdeinto the cand but saw nothing but aduggish stream of muddy weter.

"Let'skeep moving," he said, marching acrossthe bridge. Thistime DeFore followed him closdly,
drawing her smal pistol. They strode through the debris-clogged lane and out into a very broad avenue.

The street, though rutted and deeply furrowed, was wide enough for them to avoid the heaps of rubble
that had fallen from the ramparts of thetaller buildings. Grant led the way past the rusted out husks of
automobiles, noting how they had been stripped of anything salvageable years, if not decades ago.
Although bushes sprouted in profusion, al of them were blighted.

Among acollection of buildings that seemed more or lessintact, Grant saw achurch. The shape of abell
could still be identified hanging from a cross bar in the steeple. He eyed the bell tower closaly asthey
approached it, then came to a sudden halt.

Defore nearly trod on his hedls. "What isit?" she demanded in an annoyed tone.

"Anidea," heresponded absently, then he

swiftly headed toward the wide steps that led up to the big door.

"Where are you going?'

"To cal Kaneand Brigid,” hereplied. "Or at least, let them know we're around.”

Shefollowed him up the crumbling steps. "How do you figure to do that?"



Grant shouldered open the church door. The wood was only partialy rotted, the planks ill held
together by rust-streaked bands of black iron. He entered the central chapel area. All the pews had long
ago been removed by scavengers. Only pegsjutting from the floor showed where they had once been
anchored. Feeble shafts of sunlight streamed in through the broken stained-glass windows. Dead leaves
covered thefloor in an ankle-deep layer. Moldering rubbish was hegped in the corners.

An ornately balustraded gallery, about twenty feet above, encircled the chapel. He saw aflight of stairs
leading up to it and on the far Side, ablack, wrought-iron spira staircase corkscrewing up into the
darkness among the roof beams.

"Areyou going to answer me?' DeFore'stone held an edge of impatience.

Grant pointed toward the shadow-shrouded roof. "Morse code. If that bl till works, I'll ring it in code.
If they're anywhere within earshot, they'll hear it and come a-running.”

Hedidn't need to add, "If they're dill dive, that is.”

At first DeFore's expression remained a skeptical mask, then an admiring smile tugged at the corners of
her lips. "That's actually apretty good idea."

"I have them occasiondly. Stay here.”

Grant crossed the chapel and went up the stepsto the gallery. At the foot of the spird staircase, he
paused long enough to take his Nighthawk micro-light from a pouch on hisweb belt. He attached it to
hisleft index finger by itstiny Ve cro strap, wearing it like aring.

Grant scaled thefirst few treads of the stairs, testing them, noting how the risers and handrails were
flecked and flaking with rust. The steps creaked abit under hisweight, and he heard little showers of
rust sfting down from the undersides, but the staircase seemed solid enough.

He began climbing, casting the Nighthawk's 5,000 minicandlepower beam ahead of him. The daircase
squeaked and groaned darmingly during his upward progress, and he couldn't repress asigh of relief
when he reached the trapdoor.

Throwing it aside and ripping out the hingesin the process, Grant climbed up into the little cupola,
sweeping his gaze over theterrain below him. On the far Sde of an area overgrown with tangled
shrubbery, he saw the white domed building. It rested inside afenced compound, reminding him of

the rains of a prison he had seen during his Mag days on aforay into the Arizona Outlands.

He quickly examined the bell. No rope dangled from the pivot, and the outer shell was rust-eaten, as
was the iron clapper, but neither one wasin danger of faling apart. The tone of the bell would be rained
by rugt, but he wasn't interested in making music.

Grasping the bell, he swung it back and forth. The resulting gong was not melodic, but it was certainly
loud and that was al he hoped for.

Chapter 8



Thetalling of the bell meant nothing to Brigid Bap-tiste. It wasjust a noise completely unconnected to
her present circumstances. The clangor only dimly penetrated the fog of panic clouding her mind.

The Furies either didn't hear the brazen peal or they decided to ignoreit. The white-hot tip of the poker
didn't fater or dow onitsinexorable way to her eye. Brigid strained againgt the hands holding her,
continuing to cringe.

Megaera stiffened at the sound, her masked face swiveling sharply toward the door. From benesth the
thin layer of gold burst an incomprehensible garble of surprise.

The Fury wielding the poker hesitated. Brigid let her body go limp in the hands of the black-clad faceless
men. She dlowed her kneesto bend, asif she werelosing consciousness, and the Furies shifted position
to keep her body upright. They hadn't expected her to sag within their grips.

Before they could cinch up on her arms, Brigid managed to plant both feet flat on the floor. When they
jerked her upright, she straightened her legs

like springs, kicking hersdlf off the concrete, using the faceless men as braces.

With awhiplash motion of her body, Brigid turned in midair, her feet damming against the
poker-wiglding Fury'storso, literdly walking up hisbody horizontaly.

Thetoe of her right boot knocked the poker aside, and her |eft foot connected hard against the
underside of the Fury'sjaw, lifting him up on histoes and sending him staggering backward. The poker
described asmoking eddy asit fell from his hand and clanged loudly on the floor. Armswindmilling as he
tried to regain his baance, the man fell againgt ablack statue. The impact caused the body to topple to
the floor. The limbs splintered and fragmented, and a cloud of black oily smoke poured from the cracks
in the petrified flesh.

Brigid's body continued turning. A year ago, the very suggestion she could have performed such astunt
without a serious physical consegquence would have made her laugh. Now she performed the back flip
like aveteran acrobat, somersaulting between the two Furies and wriggling out of their graspsin the
samemotion.

Shelanded alittle clumsly, but she turned her misstep into aforward lunge, tucking and ralling,
shouldering aside the faceless men. Her path was blocked by the Fury whose bodysuit bore the muddy
imprints of her boot treads from lower belly to clav-

icle. Stooping, he tried to snatch up the smoldering poker before she dodged around him.

Brigid came out of her roll and her right arm scythed down, the edge of her hand striking the neura
center where the back of the Fury's neck joined his shoulders. The blow hammered him to the floor, and
Brigid continued her forward bound toward the elevated platform.

Megaera stepped back, but not quickly enough. Brigid grabbed her by the hem of her robe and yanked.
With acrowlike squawk of darm, the old woman fell from the platform into Brigid'sarms. Her golden
mask clattered to the floor. Brigid swung the old woman around with enough violenceto lift her from her
feet and placed her between the approaching Furies and herself. They continued moving.

Grasping Megaera by the right writ, her hand completely encircling it, Brigid forced her brittle left arm
behind her back. She said, "Tell them to stop, you demented old bitch, or I'll break every bonein your



Megaerawrithed like an animated skeleton in her grasp, and Brigid tightened her hold. "Monster!
Blasphemer!" Megaera hissed.

"Send your Furiesaway or I'll show you how much of amonster | am.” Brigid'stone was hard with
conviction. "I'll gart with breaking your fin-

gers, one a atime. At your age, it takesalong time for bonesto knit."

Megaeraspit out aclucking, nasal stream of vituperation. When she was done, the Furieslurched to a
halt. Brigid's fingers briefly explored the woman's wristband, careful not to exert too much pressure on
the opals.

""Why didn't you carbonize me when you had the chance?' she asked quietly.

Megaeradidn't answer, and Brigid squeezed her pipe-stem arm. The old woman cried out in angry
pain.' The sentence for your Sn had yet to be meted out. It was ill insde you. | would be guilty of
murdering asoul had | done asyou say."

Despite the Stuation, Brigid couldn't help but smile sourly. Mad the old witch might be, but shewasjust
as bound by protocol and procedure as the most officious archivists Brigid had known in the Historical
Divison.

"Which one of these buttons removes the spider?’ she demanded.

"Spider?' the woman echoed.

"The oubolus.”

Megaera shook her head. "That | will not say. Do not expect to escape my jugtice.”

"Y eah, and nobody expected the Spanish Inquisition, either. Answer my question.”

Lifting her chin at a prideful angle, Megaera declared pompoudy, "That | will not do.”

Gritting her teeth in frustrated anger, Brigid wrenched the woman's right arm backward and found the
catch on thewristband. She opened it and pulled it off, evoking another spitting snarl of "Blasphemer!”

from Megagra.

Brigid started to retort, then suddenly realized the brazen tones of the bell she had almost tuned out were
not aseries of random clangs. Megaera shifted position and said petulantly, "There is no escape—"

"Shut the hell up,” Brigid commanded. She listened intently for amoment, then relief washed through her,
S0 intense her knees went momentarily wesak. The chiming of the bell sounded more like asmith banging
on an anvil, but when she recognized the dot and dashes of Morse code, it was the sweetest music she
had ever heard. The message was smple but profoundly comforting: "Grant is here. Come to the church.
Grantishere

Brigid began dowly backing toward the double doors, dragging Megaerawith her. Sheressted and
dhrilled, "I cannot leave here with you!"



"And why isthat?' Brigid asked distractedly, her eyes darting from the Furies to the statues.

"Your snisdill withyou. If | accompany you, | will be judged for dlowing asinner to escapejudtice.”
Brigid knew the old woman was terrified by the concept of sharing asinner'sfate. Three Furieswere
circing warily, diding among the statues, their oub-olusrodsin plain sight, their masked faces opague.
"Tdl them to back off," Brigid snapped.

"'l cannat, for they will not,” Megaerastammered in ahigh, wild voice. "They will fulfill their duty.”

Brigid jerked the old woman to a stop. The Furiesfroze almogt a the same ingtant. Glancing to her left,
she saw the Statue of the woman whose nose had been cut off. Although it caused her a pang of guilt, as
if she were desecrating the dead, she launched a stab-kick at it. The body shattered into fragments and
acrid plumes of thick, sulfurous smoke boiled out.

Brigid took quick advantage of the distraction. She thrust Megaerainto the arms of the nearest Fury and
heeled around in the direction opposite the exit. She was certain at least two of the black-clad faceless
men had skulked behind her to cut off her retrest.

With the furious shrieks of the old woman ringing in her ears, Brigid dodged among the petrified people,
zagging one way and then zigging the other. Knowing that Megaera couldn't trigger the spider on her
neck made her fed alittle more confident, but not so much she became careless.

She sprinted into along corridor and reached aflight of stepsthat danted downward into complete,
impenetrable blackness. Brigid paused, heart racing, staring into the well of darkness and listening to the

scuff of running feet behind her. From somewhere outside the building came the sharp report of an
explosion.

THE DARK-HAIRED WOMAN who aimed the blaster at Kane's head reminded him of an
undernourished monkey with a serious nervous afliction. Her thin brown hands never ceased their
disconcerting jerky movements along the barrel of the muzzle loader.

It gppeared to be a musket, but in the dim light he couldn't be sureif it wasn't just a piece of
narrow-gauge pipe. Her small, intense face was amass of tics and spasms, and her large, dark-ringed
eyes appeared incapable of focusing on one spot for more than asecond at atime.

Kane didn't move. "I mean you no harm.”

The woman ran her tongue over her chapped lips. "Heard that before, mister.”

"I'm sureyou have," Kanereplied as camly as he could. "1 won't bother repesting it, then. But let me
point out that your blaster is aone-shot piece of shit. Y ou could misswith it or it could misfire” He
paused and added, "Or it might not fire at al.”

The woman's back stiffened, and her tongue returned to her mouth. Kane saw asudden relief register on

her face, and her eyes darted to a point behind him. Before he could turn, a hand grasped his shoulder
and spun him deftly, damming him againgt thewall. The cold tip of agun barrel touched the



back of hisneck and aknee did between histhighs, positioned uncomfortably againgt histesticles.
Kanefdt hot, rancid breath on the side of hisface, and a deep voice growled, "Don't move, sec man.”
The woman exclaimed happily, "Y ou did good, Hub!™

"Thanks, Zit," hereplied. "I wastaught by the best."

Kanesaidinadow, ddiberatetone, "Like | said to her, | mean you no harm.”

Hub snarled out a derisive laugh and grabbed Kane's right forearm. Kane saw with dismay that the
beefy paw nearly closed completely around his arm and bolstered Sin Eater. "Fuckin' Mag comein here
and tell ushe mean no harm.”

"Youthink I'maMag?"

Zit demanded, "Who dse carriesablagter like that...in aholster like that?"

Kane forced himsdlf to relax. Sec man was an obsolete term dating back to preunification dayswhen
sef-styled barons formed their own private armiesto safeguard their territories. It was still gpplied to
Magigratesin hinterlands beyond the villes, so Kanefigured Zit and Hub were either Roamers or
Farers. Roamers were basically marauders, undisciplined bandit gangs who paid lip service to defying
the ville governments as ajudtification for their depredations.

Farers, on the other hand, were nomads, aloosely

knit conglomeration of wanderers, scavengers and saf-styled salvage experts and traders. Their territory
wasthe Midwest, so Farer presence in and around Chicago would not have been unusua. Regardless,
Magistrates were feared and despised al over the Outlands by Roamer and Farer dike.

Impatiently, Kane asked, "Lady, if | wasaMag, wouldn't | have killed you as soon as you opened your
mouth?'

Hub voiced a sneering chuckle. " She got the drop on you, sec man...you didn't have no timeto do
nothin'."

Very quietly but very firmly, Kane said, "Y ou know that's not true, Zit."

The woman didn't respond, but Kane guessed the kind of thoughts wheeling through her mind as she
consdered the implications of granting him alimited benefit of the doubt. He couldn't blame her for
distrusting him. His own work with the Cerberus exiles kept him in a shadow world of danger and

eterna suspicion, of sudden criss and darm, where human beings died in acovert war that ranged from
the sands of the Black Gobi to the utter remoteness of aforgotten colony on Mars.

"How about |etting me turn around,” Kane suggested, "so | can explain?’
A moment of uncomfortable silence stretched between Zit and Hub before the woman said, "Do it dow."

Hub gtarted to utter a protest, keeping Kane pinned against the wall, but Zit snapped sternly, "Let him
go."



The woman was obvioudy the dominant one of the pair, but Kane wasn't sureif that was good or bad
for him. Hub released him and stepped back. Kane pushed himsaf away from thewall, making sureto
keep hishandsvisible.

Hub was a brawny man with touded brown hair, !

wearing agray zippered coverall. His heavy-jowled face was dark with beard stubble. What appeared
to be agun barrel protruded from the crook hisleft elbow, asif he weretrying to give theimpression he
held a shotgun and his right hand supported the stock.

Like Hub, Zit wore aragged one-piece garment. She was as skinny as a piece of cordwood and
appeared to bein her forties, which probably made her closer to thirty. Life was short and hard in the
Out-lands. She nodded to hisforearm. "If you ain't aMag, whered you get aMag blaster?!

"Took it off onel killed," he replied casudly. "Out Montanaway. A triple-coldheart bastard named
Kane"

"Bullshit," Hub grated. "Never heard of him."

Kane ignored the comment. "What are you two doing here?’

"Welive here," Zit replied. "Leastways, we tried to live here afore the night-gaunts showed up.”
"Night-gaunts?'

Zit inhaled ashuddery breath. "Black monsters with no faces led by a demon queen. They been huntin'
and chillin usfor thelast month.”

"Us?' Kaneinquired. On thefringes of his awareness, he became aware that the distant tolling of the bell
had established arhythm, one that sounded vaguely familiar. He couldn't afford to have his atention
diverted, so heignored the sound.

Thewoman indicated Hub with ajerk of her head. "We're Farers...we staked out thisville about ayear
ago and been workin' it."

"'No sgn of muties?'
Hub answered flatly, "No sign of nobody...until the night-gaunts showed up.”
"Whered they come from?' Kane asked.

Hub started to gesture with one arm but contented himsalf with a backward tilt of his head. "From the
dome, we think. We don't know for sure. Too busy hidin."

"You're hiding pretty close," Kane pointed out

Zit forced alaugh, but it had no real humor init. "Figured they wouldn't look for usin their own
backyard.”

The woman's face suddenly hardened. "Now what are you doin' here? | can tell you ain't aFarer nor a



Roamer, neither.”
"Yeah," Hub muttered suspicioudy. ™Y ou know anything about that fuckin' bell?"

Kane garted to voice adenia, but when Hub mentioned the bell, he listened to itsrhythm. After afew
seconds, he recognized the dot-dash pattern as spelling out: " Grant is here. Come to the church. Grant is
here." He couldn't suppressthe grin that spread across hisface.

"What's so fuckin' funny?' Hub demanded.
"'Asamatter of fact, | do know something about the bell. Is there a church anywhere around?”
"Yeah," Zit answered. "Jugt acrossthelot.”

"A friend of mineisringing the bell. If we can get over there and hook up with him, we may be ableto
do something about these night-gaunts of yours.”

"No!" Hub's harsh voice punched against Kane's eardrums. "We're not goin' anywhere. | think we
should chill you and take your blaster.”

Kanefavored him with anicy stare. In an unin-flected tone, he said, "'I'd prefer you think that course of
action over.”

An ugly grin of superiority curled Hub'slips. "Two of us. Y ou're outgunned.”
"There may be two of you, but I'm betting I'm not outgunned.”

Hub snarled wordlessly and took a menacing step forward, poking the barrel of his blaster hard into the
pit of Kane's ssomach. "Y ou want to bet your life on that, asshole?"

Kane back fisted the barrel away with hisright

hand, and sprang forward to head butt the man in the face. Zit's voice rose in afrightened shout as Hub
staggered against thewadll. A length of dark pipe clattered to the floor as he lifted both hands to staunch
the flow of blood from his nose and split lips. Fivoting on hisright foot, Kane kicked hisleft leg up so the
toe of hisboot caught the underside of the long barrel in Zit's hand, sending the weapon spinning upward.

Kane flexed hiswrist tendons and the €l ectric motor droned, but the Sin Eater didn't pop into his hand.
The big man shambled erect. Baring blood-filmed teeth, Hub roared in rage and started toward him,
reaching for histhroat.

As Kane stepped back, the holster's actuator's finaly dapped his Sin Eater into his hand. Rather than
shooting Hub, he chopped at hisleft hand with theflat of the frame. He heard the crunching of knuckles,
but the man was aready in so much pain from abroken nose and split lips that the blow was hardly
more than atwinge. He pounded aright into Kane's body, just below the heart.

Kane swallowed agrunt of pain and staggered against the edge of the propped-open door. Hub rushed
for him, and Kane rolled asde, grabbing ahandful of coverallsand using his momentum to pitch him out
the door. The man's hands flew ingtinctively out to catch himsdlf, but Kane kicked hisfeet out from
under him.



Hefdl facefirg to the ground and before he could rise, Kane crashed the barrel of his Sin Eater against
the back of skull with an ugly crack of bone calliding with meta. Hub's body seemed to turn to rubber
and collapsed bonelesdy on the wet ground.

Kanewhirled as Zit charged out of the building. Unlike Hub, she wasn't running a bluff with apiece of
pipe. Her blaster wasred, even if it was home forged. She shrieked, "Y ou chilled my sweet Hub!™

He wanted to point out to her that it would require ahell of alot more than a blow on the head to chill
her siweet Hub, but she didn't give him the opportunity. The explosion that erupted from the muzzle of
the gun wasn't quite asloud as abomb going off, but it didn't miss by much. Kane felt hiseardrums
compressed by the concussion and hisbody shook to thejolt. A tongue of flame and a blinding ball of
smoke gouted from the bore.

DOMI AUTOMATICALLY DROPPED into acrouch atop the dab of concrete asthe cries of fear
grew louder. Sheignored the bell, focusing on the closer sounds. Her Combat Master came out of its
holster in asmooth practiced motion and she held it in a double-handed grip, her left hand cupping her
right.

Severa voices shouted at once, men, women, children or acombination. It was hard to say. Within
seconds a group of figures cameinto view from around a heap of vine-covered bricks. Panting and

stumbling aong was a quartet of outlanders.-She was able to see one woman, agirl redly, among them.
She kept looking fearfully over her shoulder, and the weak sunlight reflected off something on the side of
her neck. The distance was too grest for Domi to ascertain what it was.

It was ingtantly obvious that the ragged people were terrified and in the last stages of exhaustion. They
were followed around the pile of bricks by two morefigures. Domi's heart skipped a beat and then
began to thud franticdly. At first glance, it ppeared the outlanders were prodded dong by thin black
shadows with no faces.

She redlized amoment later the pursuers were attired in one-piece uniforms of such adeep black it
amost looked asif they wore shadows. But it was their faces, or rather their lack of faces, that caught
her eye. In their hands were rods with little silver knobsthat flashed at the tips.

The woman tripped over a piece of stone and dropped to her hands and knees, her head bowed and
her shoulders quaking asif sheweretrying to be sick.

One of the shadow men poked with her with the silver-tipped baton. The woman didn't move. She
didn't make any atempt to struggle as she was heaved upright, standing between the two faceless men
who each held her by an arm.

Moving on impulse, dmost without thought,

Domi leveled her handblaster and swiftly brought the shadow man on the woman'seft into target
acquisition. Fifty yards waslong range for a hand-blaster, but she had made more difficult shots. When
the ebony figure was framed within the Combat Master's Sights, she adjusted for eevation and windage,
then she squeezed the trigger threetimes.

The big automatic blaster bucked in her hands, sending out booming shock waves of ear-shattering
sound. Thefirst .45-cdiber bullet hit the man directly in the center of hisfeaturelessface. He catapulted
backward, releasing the woman, who dived to safety.



The second round struck the other shadow man in the torso, tearing through the black skinamid a
spouting of blood. He went over backward. The third shot ricocheted off the pile of brickswith a
keening whine and a spray of red dust.

The outlanders scattered, running in al directions. Only the girl remained, gazing in Domi's direction, her
eyes big and shocked in her hollow-cheeked face. Domi felt apang of pity for her, knowing she'd spend
her young lifein astrugglejust to exist or, if she went to one of thevilles, in sexud servitude to aPit
boss. Once she was worn out or lost her appeal, sheld be killed or thrown out with the rest of the refuse.
It didn't happen to Domi, but only because sheld struck first.

Thegirl climbed to her feet, gathering aratty

blanket around her shoulders. Domi watched her scuttle away into the ruins. She had no inclination to
run after the girl to try to convince her she was afriend. Nor was she inclined to climb down from her
perch and examine the facel ess corpses. Although she knew they were men in suits, they awakened in
her a superdtitious dread, rekindling old folk tales told around campfires about soul-stedling demons,
gibbering ghosts and night-gaunts. As she recalled, those were the worst. They never spoke or laughed
and never amiled, because they had no facesat al to smile with.

"Stupe," Domi muttered, embarrassed by her regression to childish fears. She returned her attention and
energy to climbing the pile of rubble. She dug her lingersinto narrow niches and pulled hersdf nimbly
upward, bracing herself with footholds. She climbed recklesdy, clawing and kicking her way up.

When Domi reached the summit, she chinned herself up to stretch out on the three-foot-wide dab and
catch her breath. Her fingers were sore and she massaged them. From her vantage point, she surveyed
therains. Thefields of devagtation stretched almost out of sight. The few structures still recognizable as
buildings rose at the skyline, then collapsed with ragged abruptness. She dowly became aware that the
tolling of the bell sounded strange, asif it were sounding asignal. Shading her senditive eyeswith

her hands, she looked around, trying to pinpoint its source.

Far in the distance the steeple of a church pointed like afinger above the roofs of buildingsthat ill
stood. Domi unhooked her binoculars from her belt and brought them to her eyes, focusing on the
gructure. She saw the outline of aman insde the cupola, vigoroudy pulling and pushing the bell back
and forth, but he did so in ajerky, mannered way. When the outline shifted position, she recognized his
broad shoulders.

Domi had no ideawhy Grant was ringing achurch bell, but she knew it wasn't awhim on his part. He
was about aswhimsical as an incend grenade. Shewasfairly certain it had to do with an attempt to find
Kane and Brigid. Lowering her binoculars, Domi removed the transTComm from her belt, knowing in
advance he would try to upbraid her for leaving the Sandcat when held ordered her to stay put. Silently,
she rehearsed her response. It wasn't adifficult speech to memorize since it consisted of only two words.

I
Chapter 9



Because of theracket of the bdl, Grant didn'tim- ;

mediately hear thetrilling of the trans-comm. If he hadn't paused to rest hisarms after swinging the heavy
metal shell back and forth for the past five minutes, he wouldn't have heard it at all.

Hiseardrums il vibrating with the echoes of the :

gonging, he barely recognized Domi's voice when he opened the comm channdl. Asit was, he didn't
catch mogt of what she said. "Repesat,” he growled |

into the transceiver. "'l didn't hear you." |

"l sad," shereplied atouch impatiently, "what \
areyou doing with that damn bel1?" |

Grant's hearing recovered sufficiently so he no- f
ticed the lack of static over thefrequency. "I'm |
sgnaingin Morse code. If Brigid and Kane are |
anywhere near, they'll hear it." |

A sudden notion occurred to him and he demanded, ' 'How did you know | was ringing the bell? |
Whereareyou?' |

Her response was silky with amused triumph. "L ook to your right.”

Grant did so and saw nothing but acres of debris. "I don't see anything,” he said darkly.
"You'l haveto use your binoculars. | should've mentioned that."

Unclipping them from his belt, he put them to his eyes and scanned theruins. "Up alittle" she suggested.
"Y ou're getting warmer."

Hedid as she said and glimpsed adight, distant figure standing atop a hillock of rubble, waving an arm.
For amoment Grant experienced a surge of rage that the girl had disobeyed his order to stay with the
Sandcat. After he reassessed hisinitia reaction, the anger didn't last long. The more active playersin the
field increased the odds of finding the two missing members of their party.

"Good enough,” he declared flatly. "Y ou think you can make your way over here?'

Inadightly surprised, vaguely troubled tone, Domi answered, "Sure. | guess so."

"Do it asfast asyou can.”



"Sure—if that'swhat you want."
"Itswhat | want. Double-timeit, but be careful.”

He watched Domi stow her comm and the binoculars and begin picking her nimble way down the face
of the heap. When she made amisstep, his breath caught in histhroat. Domi quickly recovered her
bal ance and kept moving, adopting astudiedly diffident attitude asif to say "I meant to do that.”

Grant lowered the binoculars and turned away,

reminding himsalf of Domi'salmost supernaturd agility. He had often compared her acrobatic abilitiesto
those of a scalded monkey's. He dso recalled Domi's offer to show him interesting variations on how her
gymnastic skills could be applied to their mutua benefit. She hadn't made an offer like that in severd
months now, and he wasn't quite sure how hefelt about it.

Repressing asigh, Grant massaged the aching tendonsin hisforearms and placed his hands on the pitted
surface of the bell. Although it was rusted through to paper thinness in some spots, the bell was il
heavy and ponderous to swing on its unlubri-cated pivots. The squedling it made was amost asloud as
thetalling.

He took adeep breeth, pulled the bell toward him in preparation for another swing—then he heard a
sharp, door-banging report, like that of agren detonating. Releasing the bell, Grant fumbled for bis
binoculars, stepping to the edge of the bell tower and ignoring how the floorboards creaked and sagged
adarmingly beneath his 230-odd pounds.

Although he couldn't be positive, he wasfairly certain the explosion came from the direction of the
fenced-in compound. He swept the ruby-coated lenses back and forth over the flat roofs of the
buildings. A gray umbrellaof smoke roselazily from an dley between two of the brick structures. It
didn't hold the mushroom configuration indicetive of a

high-explosive charge. In fact, it looked more like smoke exuded by black powder.

He continued to squint into the eyepieces, cursing beneeth his breeth at the buildings that obstructed his
view. Then, ralling through the air came abooming crack like the bregking of adistant branch. Grant's
stomach musclestensed in an adrendine-fueled spasm. "Shit!" he hissed. He tensed hiswrist tendons
and unleathered his blaster as he recogni zed the unmistakable report of aSin Eater.

Pointing the wegpon &t the sky, Grant squeezed off asingle round, listening to the echoes of the shot
rolling over the fields of rubble. Within afew seconds, he heard an answering crack from the vicinity of
the compound. He whirled toward the trapdoor, heedless of the bell in hisway. It gave out with afeeble
chimewhen his shoulder struck it, but he couldn't care less now.

AsTHE CONCUSSION jarred him to the marrow of his bones, Kane shoulder rolled away from the
fiery flare and burst of smoke. He fetched up against the side of the building and heard the metdlic rattle
of objects striking the brickwork over his head.

Index finger hovering over thetrigger stud of his Sin Eater, Kane cautioudy lifted hishead. The hot,
sharp reek of black powder cut into his nogtrils. FHat planes of gray-white smoke floated inthe air like a
dirty fog bank.

Risng dowly, Kane fanned the thick vapor away from hisface, trying not to inhale any of it. Hetook a



tentative step forward, and saw more or less what he expected to see. The shotgun lay on the ground,
the barrel split open and peeled back like a banana skin. The wooden stock was nestled within ared,
wet messthat Kane had difficulty identifying as Zit's maimed hand.

Thewoman'sface was far worse, flesh flayed open to the bone asiif aflensing knife had been applied to
it. Her jugular vein, severed by arazor-edged shard of metal, pumped out ropes of blood that oozed
over the grass and turned the mud into a crimson-tinged dudge.

Kane coughed and shook his head, either in pity or disgust, he wasn't sure which. Home-forged blasters
were notorioudy untrustworthy. Although one of thefirgt priorities of the Program of Unification wasthe
disarmament of the people, books and diagrams survived the sweeps. Sdlf-styled gunsmiths continued to
forge weapons, though blasters more complicated than black-powder muzzle loaders were beyond their

capecities.

Making gunpowder wasn't an easy process, either. Usually, outlanders practiced a great dedl of thrift
with their powder. Zit apparently decided to go to the other end of the spectrum, and in doing so turned
her shotgun into a pipe bomb.

A rustle of cloth caused Kaneto whirl. Hub, bis

eyesdightly glassy, hiked himsdlf up to aditting position. He blinked in dumbfounded wonderment at
Zit'smutilated corpse, then glared in unregenerate hatred at Kane. He made amove to push himsdf to
hisfeet.

Kane tapped the firing stud of the Sin Eater and it boomed. A 9 mm round kicked up dirt between the
man'sthighs, barely aquarter of aninch from the crotch of histrousers. "Stay there or you'll havea
lovely soprano Snging voice."

Hub subsided, but hislipsworked asif he were contemplating spitting at him. He contented himsdlf with
snarling, "Fuckin' Mag!"

"I'mnot aMag and | didn't kill her. It was an accident.”" Kane's tone was curt and matter-of-fact.

Tearsglimmered in Hub's eyes, and he wiped them away with angry swipes of his callused hands.
Bitterly hesad, "Might aswdl chill me, too."

Before Kane could reply, he jumped at the sound of the shot. It wasn't close but it wasn't far away,
ether. A grintugged at the corners of his mouth when he recognized the report of aSin Eater. Raising
his pistol he squeezed off two roundsinto the sky. Hub misinterpreted the meaning of the grin and the
shots.

Helevered himsdf up by hisarms, but he achieved only ahdf crouch before Kane kicked himin the
chest. He sat down hard on the ground. Kane

amed hispistol a hisbroad forehead. " Give me someinformation and you can go on your way."
"What kind of information?' Hub demanded.
Kanejerked his head toward the rolled-up sha-dowsuit and opague face mask he had |eft on the ground

bes de the outbuilding. "Information about the people who wear clotheslikethat. Y ou call them
night-gaunts?'



Hub nodded.

"l saw aman earlier with alittle metal bug attached to him." Kane tapped the side of his neck. "Right
about here. Y ou know anything about that?"

Hub nodded again, but thistime he spoke. "Y eah. The night-gaunts shoot ‘em out of little sticks."
"What do they do to you?'

Hub's expression twisted in arictus of horror and fury. " Go into the dome, sec man, and you'l find out
for yoursdf."

"I'm not a—" Kane caught himsalf and cut off his automatic denial. He saw no reason to continue
hammering home the point he wasn't aMagistrate. Hub's mind, what there was of it, had already been
made.

Keeping the bore of the Sin Eater trained on the man's broad forehead, he retreated afew pacesand
picked up the shadowsuit and mask. He circled around Hub, getting behind him.

"All right," he announced. "Y ou and | are done. Take your woman's body and get out of here. If you
come after me, I'll make sureyou join her. Understand?’

Hub didn't expend any effort in turning his head toward him. He only husked out, ™Y eah. Fuck off,

Kanefelt ahot flush of anger, and he briefly considered trimming one of the man's earlobeswith a
wdll-placed bullet. It would be an adequate penalty for hisimpudence. Of course, if held till been a
Magistrate, he would have planted the bullet in the back of Hub's head.

He decided Grant would misunderstand the meaning of the shot, and there had been enough
communication problems aready today. Kane turned and set off quickly in the direction of the dome.

BRIGID HESITATED at the mouth of the sairwell. The notion of rushing headlong into impenetrable
darkness pimpled her flesh with an dmost superdtitious chill. She knew she couldn't hope to fight off the
Furies, aslanky asthey were. They possessed muscles with the tensle strength of stedl.

She looked down the corridor and saw a shadow-shape approaching her at an dmost casud gait, asif
he had decided to let her wear herself out in flight before he recaptured her. Clenching her teeth and fists
infrugtrated fury, Brigid plunged down the stairwell, holding on to the banister with one hand and taking
two steps at atime.

Theflight of stairs ended after only adozen or so feet, but when she sprinted down the passageway
what little light peeped from above was completely swallowed by the darkness.

She retained a vivid recollection of the fear that had nearly consumed her when she and Kane groped
blindly through the lightless caverns of Agartha, and she wasn't too eager to repest the experience. Fright
increased with every step Brigid took into the chute of darkness. She became aware less by sight and
hearing than a shuddery sensation of the Fury descending the stairwell behind her.



Brigid cast aquick glance over her shoulder, and was startled to see an ova shimmering a pale amber
againgt the deep dark. She was reminded of a cy-clopean eye, and for an instant doubtsrosein her mind
asto the relative humanity of the Furies. Shetold hersalf the masks were probably a night-vision system
of some sort. The possibility she could be tracked by her body-heat signature didn't make her fed any
better, but at least she contended with technology, not magic.

With her right hand on the wall, she trotted down the corridor. It made severa turnings until shefdt she
was lost in amaze of black passages. Even the sense of direction in which she took so much pride was
confused. Mentdly, she swore at hersdf for alowing hersdf to berun like adeer into alabyrinth, but it
was too late to turn back now.

Brigid's hand suddenly dipped from the wall, encountering nothing but dightly saeair. Coming to an
unsteady halt, she stretched out both arms and stood baffled for along moment. She had reachedaT
junction where the corridor split in three branches. She recalled reading how when rats were tested by
being run through amaze, they habitualy chose aright-hand path.

On a sudden venture, she chose the left-hand corridor. The smooth floor danted dightly downward, like
aramp, and she touched the cold metd tubing of ahandrail. The floor continued to decline steedily. She
fancied she could fed the pressure of tons of bedrock over her head. She knew that the Totdlity
Concept projects were usualy hidden in subterranean annexes. All of the redoubts she had visited
always seemed haunted by the ghosts of a hopeless, despairing past age. The walls seemed to exude the
terror, the utter despondency of souls trapped here when the first mushroom cloud erupted from
Washington on that chill January noon.

Suddenly, her ears caught afaint clicking and she grabbed therail to pull hersdf to astop. Shelistened
intently asthe clicking was repested, but more distant now. The sound was definitely mechanica in
nature, like switches being thrown.

On the calling, crescent-shaped light fixtures wavered, then shed awatery illumination. Brigid blinked up
at them as, in astaggered sequence,

lights flashed on dong thelength of the corridor's calling. The dim, suffuseillumination produced by the
crescents wasn't bright enough to dazzle her, but she could at least see what lay ahead of her and to
ether 9de. Theview was unimpressive and certainly unsurprisng—along expanse of featureless
corridor made of smooth concrete blocks. Since the layout of so many redoubts was standardized, she
experienced a brief sensation of dgjavu.

A largeilluminated map was st at the center of an intersection. Three other passages, dightly narrower,
forked off in different directions, dark directions. She stepped up to the map, but when she heard a
sedthy footfal behind her, she broke into a sprint, wondering if she had inadvertently tripped a

photod ectric beam that activated the lighting system. As she ran, she passed severa sealed doorson
both sides of the corridor, but each one bore a keypad instead of a knob or handle. She reached
another stairwd |l and ran down it, barely touching the risers, bounding from one landing to the other.

The corridor doglegged to the left. Painted on theright wall in huge smeared | etters were the words
GOODI WINDI CITI. Shedidn't comprehend the reference at first, then recalled in predark days,
Chicago had been nicknamed the Windy City. A few more yards down the passage, she passed another
legend painted on thewall: SO LONG CHI-TOWN.

A wide arched doorway led into an adjoining an-



techamber. Artifacts of glistening meta and crystal were arrayed on shelves. As much as she wanted to,
Brigid didn't pause to examine them. Chamber followed chamber in astraight line.

At the terminus, she entered alarge vault-walled room. She saw asingle, smplified master-control
console running the length of onewall, and recognized afew of the basic command panelsfrom the
Cerberusingdlation. In one corner she saw afunctioning vid sec cam. A red indicator light shonelikea
pinprick of blood on the casing.

Thefar wal conssted only of athick metal door upon which was imprinted awarning—Entry To
Chron-Temp Section Strictly Forbidden To All Personnd Below B-12 Clearance. Emblazoned below
was a symbol she had seen once before, that of a stylized hourglass, the top haf of it colored black, the
bottom red.

She saw no keypad, knob or lever. Throat muscles congtricting, Brigid ran her hands over the door and
itsrivet-studded frame, fingers seeking a hidden latch. When she found nothing, she turned her attention
to the console and the built-in CPUs. She stroked afew keys, thumbed a couple of buttons, but the two
monitor screens remained dark. With asinking sensation in the pit of her somach, she redlized that even
if she could get acomp on-line, she could spend the next week searching for the right

commands to raise the door. She doubted she had afull minute,

When Brigid heard afootfdl, she amended her time limit to afew seconds or less. Whirling, she saw the

black-clad Fury approaching her with ameasured tread. She pressed her back againgt the door, and her
eyes darted wildly around the chamber, searching for anything that either resembled aweapon or aloose
object that could be used as one.

The Fury halted ten feet away from her and raised his oubolos rod, pointing it at her upper body. "That
won't do you any good,” she said, startled by the hollow, echoing qudity of her voice in the room. She
patted a pants pocket. "l have the controlsfor your little spiders.”

It wasimpossibleto tell if her declaration registered at dl with the Fury. He didn't react in any way, asif
he hadn't heard her or considered her statement so irrelevant it wasn't worth aresponse. She made a
diding sdeways motion. Therod followed her, silver winking dully from the tip. The man spoke from
beneath the mask, but not in the heavily accented English Megaeraemployed. The tone of hisvoice was
amog wheedling.

Brigid listened to him closdly, the redization dowly dawning on her that dthough it sounded like
gibberish, it was due to the fact the language he spoke was mainly monosyllabic. The vowels were not
clearly articulated, and the enunciation of the

consonants was durred. Still, Brigid heard one word repeated severa times. It sounded like " Di-ku."

When the man in black paused, Brigid interjected, "If you're trying to convince meto give up and stop
meaking your job difficult, you canforget it."

Loudly, the Fury exclamed, "Di-ku!"
"Di-ku you, too," Brigid retorted.

The Fury took adow, ominous step toward her. Brigid set herself to spring to one side.



"Touch her and you die."

The voice burgting from aspesker on the console held ahard note of utter conviction. Brigid jumped,
heart pounding. The Fury's featurel ess head swiv-eled to and fro on his neck as he cast about for the
source of the voice.

"Don't bother looking for me. | can see you— you can't see me. That'susually theway of gods, isn't it?"
Despiteits electronic timbre, the voice was well modulated, with a sonorous tenor quality. It was aso
blood-chillingly familiar, and caused Brigid's belly to turn a cold flip-flop of nausea. She set her teeth on
agroan of both anger and disbelief.

The Fury continued to stand motionlessin the room, athough the rod in his hand shook ever so dightly.

"Y our god commands you to depart,” the voice said imperioudy. "Thiswoman is not to be harmed. Her
snsaretoo great to be dedlt with by the likes of you."

A vibration shivered through the porta at Brigid's back. With ahum and amechanica clanking, the dab
of metal rose, did between apair of baffled dots and locked into place with two loud snaps. Looking
over her shoulder, Brigid saw only adark room. The Fury took a hesitant step back and then halted.
Despite hislack of features, he was obvioudy confused and not alittle frightened.

"Go!' thevoice roared. "Go now, or | shal consign your soul to the perdition where the disobedient are
given eternd enemas of jalapeno juice and rock sAt!"

The Fury's nerve broke. Hedling around, he sprinted out of the chamber. Watching him go, Brigid did
not fed rdief. Trying to minimizethe tremor in her voice, she demanded, "Y ou can see and hear me?"

"Very clearly. Y ou gpparently could do with ahot shower and dry clothes.”
Brigid heaved aweary sgh and ran her hands through her till damp hair. " Are you making me an offer?”

"Not quite. At the moment, | don't fed any qualms about seeing you suffer alittle bit." The voice
acquired acold, hard edge. "As| recall, the last time we saw each other, you left meto die. I'm il
trying to make up my mind what to do about that. It's a problem that has vexed mefor sometime."

"Something will occur to you," she countered with icy irony. "I'm sure you've been scheming and
brooding about it for the past Sx months. Whatever you come up with will be very clever, very
diabolica and a colossa waste of your ingenuity. But diverting your resources so you can indulge an
egotigtica whim aways takes precedence over any other consderation, doesn't it?"

"Y ou think you know me so well." Thistime the voice was not filtered over acomm channel but
emanated from the room behind her. She turned, doing her best to appear calm and composed.

The man who walked out was extraordinarily small, but his proportions were extraordinarily perfect.
There was much about him that was perfect. If he had been three feet taller, a hundred or more pounds
heavier, he would have been one of the most beautiful men Brigid had ever seen.

Histhick, dark blond hair was swept back from ahigh forehead, tied in afoxtall at his nape. Under level
brows, big eyes of the clearest, cleanest blue, like the high sky on a cloudless summer's day, regarded
her sympathetically. Beneath hisfindy chisded nose, awide, beautifully shaped mouth stretched inan
engaging grin, displaying white, even teeth.



Hewas dttired in aduplicate of the skin-tight black bodysuits worn by the Furies, but without the cowl.
In hisright hand, he carried aminiature black

walking stick, with ahammered-silver knob and ferrule. In the left he gripped avery utilitarian
short-barreled revolver. He gestured with it negligently, and just as negligently, Brigid raised her hands.

"Thesmdl, smiling god | presume,” shesaid flatly. "I should have guessed.”
Upon seeing the grave expression on her face, the smdl god laughed with genuine amusement. "I'm so

glad you're here, Miss Brigid. It'll be the capstone of my lifeto proveal your preconceived notions
about mewrong.”

Chapter 10

The tangles of thorny undergrowth snagged Grant's clothes and scratched DefFore's hands, but neither
person uttered a complaint. Grant bulled through the dense thicket until they reached a deeply furrowed
avenue. On the other sde was a sprawling complex of buildings. The domed structure was overgrown
with vines and cregpers, masking the facade and amost blanketing the sign that identified the compound
asthe Lake Didrict Centra Filtration Plant.

Grant paused, studying the shadows beyond the double doors of the centra building. He could see the
lurid glow of firdight.

"What are we waiting for?' DefFore whispered anxioudy. "If it was Brigid you saw before, more than
likely she'sin there

Not answering, Grant undipped his trans-comm and keyed in Domi's channdl. She responded after a
moment, sounding dightly winded. "I'm here."

"Forget the church,” Grant said in alow tone. "There's apark on the other side of the street from it. Go
through there. Y ou can probably find the path me and DefFore made.”

"Thenwhat?'

"Then you'll see abunch of buildings, onewith adome. That'sthefiltration plant.”

"Will you be waiting for me?" she asked.

"I don't know. That depends.”

"Onwha?'

"I don't know," he repeated. "Grant out." He closed the cover of the comm unit and returned it to his belt.
Sounding more than alittle peeved, DeFore demanded, "What's the plan? What are we going to do?"

By way of aresponse, Grant's body tensed and he bent his knees, dropping into ahalf crouch, hisSin

Eater sngpping up. Mystified, DeFore imitated him, following hisintent gaze. Both people exhaled noisy
sgghsof relief when they saw Kane sdling around the dome-roofed building.



"Were going over there," Grant announced, stepping onto the avenue. "That's the plan.”

Before they had crossed the street, Kane caught sight of them and waited for the two people to make
their way up the cracked sidewalk to his position. DeFore noted that neither man seemed overly
surprised to see the other. Shefigured their faith in each other's surviva skillswas so strong, they aways
proceeded from the assumption that even during long periods of separation, Kane knew Grant could
more than fend for himsdlf, and vice versa

Speaking in terse sentences, they brought each other up to date. When Grant stated he believed held
glimpsed Brigid, and she wasingde the main building of thefiltration plant, Kane's eyes narrowed
momentarily,

"I'm sure she'sal right,” DeFore said reassuringly.

Kane acknowledged her comment with a short nod. "L et's hope she's not insde. According to acouple
Farers| questioned, that's where the night-gaunts hang their laundry.”

"The night-gaunts?' Grant echoed.

Turning, Kane reached into aclump of brush and brought out the shadowsuit. Herolled it with asnap of
hiswrist and repested what Hub and Zit had told him.

"They apparently have something to do with those little meta bugs we found on the man's neck." Kane's
tonewasflat and neutrd. "I'm not sure what."

Grant eyed the wide steps leading to the double doors of the dome-roofed building. "The only way to be
sureisto gointhere. That's our only option.”

" Since when have we had more than one?" Kane snapped.

Both DeFore and Grant assumed his query was rhetorical, so they didn't answer. Glancing uneasily
across the avenue, Grant murmured, "I'll fed alot

better about going in there with Domi to cover our backs. She should have been here by now."

He undipped his trans-comm from his belt and thumbed up the cover. Domi's dight figure appeared at
the edge of the park, her white face and hair contrasting starkly with the greenery. Sighting the three
people, shetrotted across the thoroughfare. When she reached them, she asked, "Why are you hanging
around out here?' She had unconscioudy lowered her voice.

Grant and Kane took turns briefing her. Her lips pursed at the mention of the night-gaunts. "Chilled mea
couple of the bastards about half an hour ago. They'd captured some outlanders.”

"Farers," Kane corrected. He moved toward the foot of the steps. "The answer to where the
night-gaunts came from and why they're hereisin there. Let'sgo.”

Taking the point, Kane went up the stairs at an oblique angle from the doors. Motioning the people
behind him to stop, Kane went to one knee, taking adow visud recce of the structure and the murky
area beyond the doors. He considered circling the building, approaching it from the rear. However, he
saw no signs of movement anywhere. Standing, he gestured for his companionsto come forward.



"Standard deployment,” he said to them quietly. "We're going in by the front door. Triplered.”
The four people fanned out in awedge asthey

moved toward the front of the building. Domi's crimson eyes blazed in anticipation of combat. She held
her Combat Master in atwo-fisted grip, the barrel as steady as stone. Next to her, DeFore crouched to
make hersdf asmaller target, the Titan FIE braced at her hip, finger on the trigger. Grant, standing
behind Kane, held his Sin Eater in both hands, barrel pointing up.

When he shouldered open the door, the sunlight peeping in from outside showed Kane that afoyer-like
room and short corridor beyond were deserted. He moved in fast, shifting the barrel of his Sin Eater
back and forth. The others camein behind him.

Stedthily, the four people crept into avast circular chamber. It was windowless, but there was sufficient
daylight shafting in through a crack hi the domed roof so they could see the second leve. By thefirdlight
flickering from apair of braziers, it gppeared at first glance the rotundawas full of people. But their lack
of movement was so pronounced, they knew it was unnatural. Hanging in the air was the nostril-abrading
gench of hot sulfur mixed with ammonia. Kane had smelled the same odor when the cacified man
turned into smoke.

Grant growled deep in histhroat, sweeping the barrel of his pistol back and forth in short left-to-right
arcs. Kane sensed the big man's angry tension. Target acquisition would be exceptionally difficult under
the circumgtances. Trying to differentiate a

live, black-clad enemy hiding among the dead black statues strained even his point man's senses.
"What the hell isthis place?' DeFore asked, hoarsdly.

"Don't know if | want to know,” Domi whispered.

Grit crunched beneath Kane's boots, and the sul-furous stench wafted up. He spared a quick downward
glance at the thick layer of black ash on the floor. Fingering his nose, he said over his shoulder, "Watch
your step.”

A faint metdlic click reached his ears, and he froze in place, wondering if held stepped on one of the
slver bugs. He wasn't sureif the sound came from underfoot because of the acousticsin the cavernous
chamber. At the periphery of hisvision, silver flashed dully.

Heding around, Kane's eyes registered only the most digointed glimpse of asmal round gleaming
object lancing toward his head, following a steep downward trgjectory. Almost as soon ashisbrain
recognized theimage fed to it by the optic nerves, the sllver oval disintegrated hi midair. Shards of metal
and circuitry flew in dl directions. Kane felt the thundering shock wave and the bullet splash of hot air

across his cheek.

Grant raised hisaim atrifle and squeezed off another round. On the gdlery, ablack-garbed figure
clutched at hisbelly, folded over therail and pitched

over it. His plummeting body disappeared into the gloom, but they dl heard the thud of impact.

Grant grimaced, but didn't lower hispistal. "I meant to wing him so he could be questioned.”



During hismany years asaMagigrate, Grant had often dumbfounded his colleagues with his snap shots,
as accurate asthey were uncannily swift. He had won anumber of contests, competing with hisfellow
Mags and aways outshooting any sdlf-styled marksmen the academy produced.

Kane dways placed his bets on him, and he always won. He had won thistime, too. He threw Grant a
fleeting, appreciative grin. "Too bad | didn't have any jack riding on you making that shot.”

Defore knelt and plucked afragment of slver casng from thefloor. Holding it gingerly between thumb
and forefinger, sheturned toward the light. " Sometype of lightweight dloy, likeduminum. A little
heavier, though."

A shadow shifted as abody moved between DefFore and the light. She reflexively dodged to one side,
bumping into Domi. In ashaved splinter of asecond, dl of the organization of the four people and the
Stuation changed. All around them was ablur of bodies and mad movement.

A faceless night-gaunt pointed a short rod on a dkect line with Domi's head. Kane had no idea of the
rod's purpose, but since he saw slver glinting a thetip, he assumed it fired the little meta bugs.

Kane clamped hisleft hand around the end of the wand and jerked backward, at the sametime driving
the barrel of his Sin Eater into the black-clad man'sright kidney—or where a human maeskidney
should be. A hoarse, gargling cry burst from benesth the opague materia of the mask.

He staggered to one side, and as he sagged to the floor, Kane wrested the rod from his dack fingers. He
had no time to examineit. A night-gaunt closed in on him. Dropping the rod and stepping away, Kane
bumped into a statue and it shattered. Thick, blinding smoke boiled up. The concentration of stenches
was overpowering.

AsKanerecailed, tears streaming from his eyes, he heard araucous female voice screeching
incomprehensible words. He recognized the tone, however—she was exhorting the men in black to kil
them.

Clearing hisvison with the hedl of one hand, he saw the night-gaunt materiaizing out of the vapor. He
caught only aglimpse of the slver-knobbed baton in the figure's hand before he depressed the Sin
Eater'strigger stud. The weapon responded with a stutter, as sx 9 mm rounds easily flipped the man
backward. Hunched in atight posture, Kane narrowed his eyes, trying to see through the stinking haze.

He had about haf a second of warning before he felt an agonizing visdike grip close on his upper

armsfrom behind. Hefelt hismuscles grinding against bone as the night-gaunt yanked him up from the
floor. The night-gaunt tossed him ten feet, and he dapped the concrete floor chest first. All the air went
out of hislungsin an agonized bellow.

He ebowed himsdlf onto his back, snapping at air, rising to hisfeet just as the night-gaunt closed in on
him. Feinting to the right, then swinging over theleft, he delivered aspinning crescent kick to theright
sde of the black-clad man's head. The night-gaunt crashed into another statue, and the odor of sulfur
exploded hi theair.

Kane redled backward as he was showered with foul-smelling ash and blinded by the black mushroom
of smoke billowing up. Heinhaed amouthful of vapor and succumbed to a coughing fit. Hiswatering
eyesregistered aflash of light, like an errant reflection of the sun. Hefelt adull impact on the center of



his chest and he barely made out the chrome spider clinging to his shirtfront. Then aterrible sunning
shock lifted him, flung him back and bowled him over. Hefdl aslimp and cold asacorpseto the floor.

Before hisbody had fully settled, the air shivered with ashriek of rage from Domi, followed afraction of
an ingtant later by the ear-knocking report of her handblaster. The .45-caliber round struck the
night-gaunt in the center of hisback. The facdless man flailed forward, asif he had just received akick.

The bullet exited just above his pelvisin a splattering welter of scarlet liquid ribbons and blue-pink
intestind tissue. The silver-knobbed baton went skittering out of his hand.

Domi rolled back up on the balls of her feet and turned to see night-gaunts crowding in around Grant's
body, thrusting at him with the rods. Her first two shots struck a night-gaunt full in his featurelessface,
The next one caught asmaller black-clad man in the right Sde of the head. The fourth shot wasalittle
low, blowing apiece out of the thigh of aman. Domi ingtantly corrected for aim and put another round
through his forehead. The back of the headpiece puffed out momentarily asared mist squirted out
around the edges of the mask.

The voice of the woman continued to shriek exhortations.

The rods in the hands of the night-gaunts on the gallery flicked back and forth between Grant and
DefFore, spitting little slver eggs. Grant twisted his body in apainful contortion asameta object passed
very close by him. It struck the floor and bounced.

Grant raised his pistol at ashadowy shape on the second level and squeezed the trigger stud of hisSin
Eater. A 245-grain hollowpoint round pounded into the abdomen of a night-gaunt. The masked man
went over backward, bent double around his belly wound and voicing avery human howl of agony.

The slver-tipped rod spun from his hand, falling and clattering across the floor.

DefFore shoulder rolled over piles of foul-smdlling ash, snatching up thefadlen rod. Sheraised it hedtily,
surprised by itslight weight. Her finger found asmadl trigger lever. Sghting down it, framing a night-gaunt
before it, she pressed the lever. Nothing happened. Cursing beneath her breath, DeFore triggered a shot
at the nearest night-gaunt. The .25-caliber round smashed into the back of hisright hand. Although she
saw no blood, the man cried out and the rod dropped from suddenly nerve-dead fingers.

Grant raced toward the staircase that |ed to the gallery. Holding the Sin Eater high, he started firing and
kept the trigger down. The subsonic 9 mm rounds ripped through the air, ricocheting off the handrails
with flares of blue sparks and keening whines.

He sprinted up the stairs, two steps at atime. Beyond the head of the stairsloomed stainless-stedl vats,
likevast cadrons. A grille-floored iron catwalk ran aongside them. On the far end he saw three of the
night-gaunts. They saw him a the sametime, and atrio of slver eggs flashed toward him.

Grant fdl flat, banging his ebows painfully. He heard the little devices clanging into the Sdes of the vats.
Onefdl down right between his outstretched arms, and he glimpsed nasty little double prongs ex-

tending from both ends of it. A thread-thin skein of eectricity arced between the prongs with afaint
szze

With amuttered "Fuck this," Grant extended both arms, holding his pistol steady, and depressed the
trigger stud. The autopistol hammered in a staccato roar. He exercised no mercy, burning down the



night-gaunts, not sopping until the clip cycled dry. The three corpseslay in bloody, limb-twisted hegps.

Grant quickly changed magazines, outfitting the Sin Eater with another clip. It clicked solidly into place,
then he shot the bolt and chambered the top round. He climbed to hisfeet and went back toward the
stairway. Hedidn't look at the dead shadow men any longer than he had to. A facelessman wielding a
rod rose up from benesth the catwalk. He pointed the silver-knobbed tip straight at Grant's head.

Having no choice, Grant lined up the Sin Eater's muzzle automaticaly and fired six rounds. The stream of
9 mm bullets caught the man in the center of his scomach and rapidly tracked upward, punching him
backward, then splitting his mask in two. Grant continued down the stairs, back onto the rotundasfloor.
The woman'svoice cried out again, and the night-gaunts scattered into the murk. Then as suddenly asit
began, the pandemonium of the attack ended. Severa black-clad corpseslay amid black ash, lesking
fluidsthat turned it into ascarlet-tinged muck.

Grant squinted through the haze, seeking amoving target. It was like trying to see through a
sediment-clouded pond. Although he couldn't fully smell the cess-pit stink from the destroyed statues,
thefoul tang of sulfur was sharp on histongue. He turned his head and spit.

"Watchit." Grant saw Kane straining to hike himsdlf up on his elbows. Hisvoice was a croak, hisface
covered by a sheen of perspiration. He struggled to rise, but only managed to shamble to one knee. He
labored for breath.

DefFore leaned down, putting a hand under his crooked left arm. His hand was cupped a most
protectively over the left Sde of his neck. Between clenched teeth, she groaned, "Don't tell me—"

"Yeah," Kanerasped, staggering erect. Helowered his hand and revealed the gleam of the metal spider
on his neck, the hookstipping its spindly legs embedded in theflesh. I felt it crawling up there, but |
couldn't do adamn thing about it." He rubbed his chest and winced. "Goddamn thing shocked me."
"Shocked you?' Grant echoed in achalenging tone.

Kane nodded dourly. "I guesswhen the thing firgt hitsyou, it ddiversajolt of current. Whileyou're
incapacitated, it attaches itself more or less permanently. Pretty clever, actudly.”

"I know I'm impressed,” Grant rumbled sardon-
icaly. "I'm sure you will be, too, if you end up as part of this statuary collection.”

Kane said nothing, knowing asal of them did that Grant was hiding his genuine concern under avell of
sarcasm.

DefFore examined therod, peering intoit. "Thisisjust ahollow tube, except for aspring mechanism.
That's how the spiders are fired—just aspring. Nothing too complicated.”

"That makes mefed awholelot better,” Kane said dryly, tentatively touching the device on his neck.
DeForeeyed it keenly. "Doesit hurt?'

"Not redly. Not yet, anyhow."



Domi leaned down to touch the handle of her knifein its boot sheath. "We can mebbe pry it off."

Kane glared at her. "And you can mebbe leave it alone. For al we know, fooling around with it iswhat
turnsyou to stone."

Defore gestured to the motionless figures scattered around the chamber. "They're not made of stone. |
don't know what causesthe effect, but it'slike their skeletal structures and internal organs are dissolved,
leaving only an empty husk in the shape of the person.”

Shedid apoor job of repressing ashudder of loathing.

Grant surveyed the area and growled, "Where the hell did those night-gaunts get to?"

Domi pointed across the rotunda to the shadowed mouth of a corridor. "Saw ‘em runin there."

Grant started striding toward it. "Let's find them and persuade them to take that goddamn thing off your

Domi's eyes glittered like blood-drenched rubiesin her white face. She whipped out her knife. She

thumbed the serrated edge and showed her teeth in a savage grin. "When we catch ‘em, let me be the
oneto dtart."

Chapter 11

They followed the corridor aong two turns, first to the left, then to the right, down astairwell and a
ramp. When they reached a T junction, the left-hand branch wasn't lit, but the right-side passageway
glowed with ceiling lights.

"That's somekind of sign," Grant observed dourly.

"Yeah," agreed Kane. "God knows what, though."

The four people strode down the corridor for gpproximately fifty yards beforeit led them past asmal
control room and then through an open door. The room beyond was dark, and the four people hesitated
before entering.

"If the gauntsarein there," Kane said in alow voice, "they'll be able to track us by our body-heat
sgnatures”

Grant regarded him suspicioudy. "How do you know that?"

Kane lifted ashoulder in adismissive shrug. "'l checked out one of their masks. | forgot to mention that.”
"Wonderful," Grant snapped. "Asif | wasn't nervous enough aready."

"We don't have much choice," DeForeinterjected. "If Brigid is here, she's probably through the door.”
"I know," Kane said uneadily. "I just wish there was some light.”

Asif on cue, aneon strip on the celling flickered on and cast awhite light. The corridor beyond the door



was broad, aflat gray in color and it exuded a cold impersondity.
Grant exchanged aquizzicad glance with Kane. "Maybe you can wish us arocket launcher the next time.”
"Next time," Kane replied absently, stepping into the hall and assuming the point man postion.

The four people made their way carefully dong the hdl, Grant and Kane unconscioudy walking
hedl-to-toe as they always did when entering a potentia killzone. Kane noted there didn't seem to be
any doorsaong thewadlls.

They traversed a vestibule that both Kane and Grant knew once served as a security checkpoint. The
opposite wal bore abarred door. The bars were made of high-grade vanadium steel and were asthick
as an index finger. The cross bars were three inches gpart. The top, the sides and bottom of the gate
were set flush in aconcrete frame. The barrier was secured by akeypad electronic lock. Having

encountered similar barriers before, he knew not even ahigh-ex gren could breach it.

Kane scowled and fetched the door afrustrated kick. To his surprise, it swung open on oiled hinges. He
gave the electronic lock aswift examination. It had been disabled. He inhaed adeep, dow breath. The
unlocked barrier didn't make him fedl any better. He supposed the fleeing night-gaunts could have been
too panicky to close and lock doors behind them, but he doubted it. He doubted the night-gaunts were
eveninthissection of thefacility.

They couldn't see the exact size of the place. It was certainly immense, nearly three times the breadth
and length of the Cerberus operations center. It wastrileveled, with banks of glass-covered consoles
gpanning al threetiers. The central areawas enclosed by towering crystal-fronted panelsthat roseto a
high vaullt, like ftoor-to-celling windows. Light danced across the surface of the pands, but Kane wasn't
aureif it wasreflected light or generated from within.

Mogt of the chamber wasin semidarkness except for apool of white light shining over threeisolated
man-sized canigters hanging above a free-standing console. The console faced ablack glass panel
twelve feet high, which looked like an optics test board. It was covered with winking lightsin al colors,
diding illuminated bars, concentric cirdlestwirling in dimly glowing dids, tiny LCD windowswith

numbers flashing behind them, bright columns with indicators moving up and down and blips passng
across grilled screens. Everything till functioned, dl the circuitry il drawing on the nearly eternd power
provided by nuclear engines.

Asthey moved deeper into the enormous chamber, they passed an open door. Beyond it they saw the
familiar arrangement of armaglass dabs enclosing amat-trans jump chamber. The semitrand ucent
armaglasswastinted aruddy red, the hue of glowing embers.

Kane gestured to it. "At least we've got another way out of here other than overland.”
Before any of his companions responded, a cavernous voice boomed, "Good evening.”

The voice caused Kane to skip around, raising his Sin Eater, trying to find who had spoken. A wild,
searching gaze showed him nothing but the huge chamber. Domi, lips pedled back from her teethina
slent snarl, swung the barrel of her Combat Master in short arcs. DefFore stared around with wide eyes,
lightsreflecting in little specks from her irises. She swalowed hard. Grant's only reaction was afrown,
cadting his deep-set eyesinto little pools of shadow.



The voice continued, "Miss Brigid's compliments to you. Shetrustsyou are well, and she's sorry not to
be hereto greet you. However, if you follow my

ingructionsyou will be reunited with her very soon.”

The voice was dectronicaly atered, sounding like abasso profundo orator proclaiming from the bottom
of awdl, while gargling at the sametime. Still, something about it struck achord of unwelcome
familiarity within Kane. He couldn't pin it down, but he was positive the familiarity didn't derive from a
pleasant memory. Suspicion swelled in hismind.

"Who areyou?" Grant demanded, his eyes flicking around the chamber. He saw no vid spy-eye or
Speaker.

"No, you won't see anything. At thismoment | am an invisible power. If you do as| say, | will make
mysdf vishle"

Domi uttered awordless scoffing hiss, swinging the barrel of her blaster back and forth. She marched
toward the nearest computer console. ' 'Mebbeif | start shooting things, you'll show yourself.”

"| was afraid you'd ask that," the voice declared with anote of sadness.
Defore's eyebrows knitted at the bridge of her nose. "We didn't ask anything—"

Domi had gone only four paces before she cried out and went into a series of dancing convulsions. All of
them heard the faint crackle of dectric current as she writhed, trying to free her feet from thefloor.
Within a second, they came free and she staggered

back, cursing. She sat down hard on the floor. DeFFore knelt beside her asthelittle dbino lifted first one
leg then the other, rubbing them vigoroudly. " Shocked. Hurts."

Defore observed, "Y ou can move your legs, so the damage wasn't severe.”

Domi nodded grimly, massaging her caves, her lips compressed in atight line. " Get yoursdf shocked
likethisand tel meit'snot severe”

The pneumatic hissing of compressed air, the squeak of gears and apair heavy, floor-jarring thuds
resounded through the chamber. Kane knew instantly what had happened even before the voice stated,
"Y ou are now imprisoned. All exits have been sedled. Y ou redly have no choice but to do as| say
unless you choose to remain here and perish of thirst or hunger. And there's not even atoilet for you
ladies”

Kane declared, "The voice is taped. There's nobody here." He glanced around and saw amonitor
screen on acomputer console suddenly flicker with animage.

"However," the dtered voice went on, "I anticipated your reluctance to trust me, so I'm providing
something of an inducement and also reminding you of adebt that hasyet to be paid.”

The eyebrows of Grant and Kane lifted. Warily, the two men gpproached the monitor. They regarded
theimage, and despite the high aerid perspective,



they recognized the scene instantly. They had seen the tape before.

They saw the vast hangar at Area 51 during the last desperate seconds of the battle when Ramirez and
his Mags turned on Grant and Brigid. Kane watched himsdlf preparing to throw the implode gren with
bullets kicking up sand and dust dl around him.

A stray dug caught him in the arm, and despite his black body armor, the impact sent him staggering.
The gren dropped from his hand and rolled across the concrete pad toward the elevator cupola

Suddenly, Domi darted out from the cupola, scooped the gren up in one hand and cocked her arm back
to throw it at the vehicle. Grant saw himsdlf rushing toward her, and though there was no sound, he saw
his mouth working as he bellowed at her to drop the gren.

Then her diminutive form was completely engulfed by a brilliant incandescent blaze of whitelight. Frozen
in place, Kane and Grant watched as the tremendous suction created by the implosion yanked their
bodies forward in headlong, clumsy somersaults. Then the scene broke up in jagged lines and pixelsand
faded from the screen.

Both men continued to stare a the blank monitor, their throats congtricted, their mouths dirt dry. Kane
wasfird to speak. "That's the same tape we saw on Thunder Ide...in the Chronosfacility.”

Grant nodded shortly. "And whoever has ustrapped in here isthe same one who snatched Domi out of
theimplosion.”

One corner of Kane's mouth quirked in amirthless smile. "Who do we know who could do that?"

Grant's response was a husky whisper. "The same pissant who can tinker around with the Cerberus
mat-trans network?"

"And the only pissant who calls Baptiste 'Miss Brigid.™

The amplified voice interrupted them with achuckle. "Y ou see? Now, at the risk of making arather
obvious pun, we must not waste any more time. The gateway unit's destination codes are aready locked
in and ready to engage. All you haveto do is close the door and you're on your way to me."

The sec door blocking the entrance to the mat-trans section did upward. Grant eyed the armaglass jump
chamber, gnawed hislower lip for athoughtful moment, then cast a penetrating look in Domi's direction.
Shedill sat on thefloor, rubbing her legs.

He announced curtly, "Me and Kane will make the jump. Reba, you and Domi will jump back to
Cerberus once were gone. Y ou know the destination code.”

Both women favored him with incredulous sares, dthough relief shone briefly in DeFores eyes. Domi
staggered to her feet, blurting angrily, "No fuckin' |

way! I'm going with you—" |

"No!" Grant'svoice hit adeep pitch of fury and 1

anguish. Kane was S0 startled by the violence of his |



reaction, dl he could do was stare in nonplussed *
slence, listening to the reverberations of the one- *
word response echoing throughout the chamber. i
DefFore stared at him, too. She had never seen the f
normaly phlegmatic and taciturn Grant diplay
more than mild annoyance, even when attacked. He ,
took a step toward Domi, and DeFore hastily re- |
gained her feet, moving out of hisway.

Between clenched teeth, Grant stated, "You're i
jumping back to Cerberuswith DeFore. That'sall |
thereistoit." Histone brooked no hope of debate.

Domi glared at him, her eyes snapping red sparks of rage. "1 don't take orders from you, Grant. Not
anymore| don't."

Grant continued walking toward her, his gait menacing and ominous. Demi's pistol came up, the bore on
adirect linewith his chest. He hesitated, examined the hollow, cyclopean eye of the muzzle and
continued walking toward her.

"Stay back!" Domi shrilled, fear and anger vibrating through her voicein equal measure. "' Touch me and
I'll shoot you, | svear | will!"

Kane and Defore watched in wide-eyed, breathless anxiety. Kane stared at the automatic blaster in the
girl'shands, feding cold nausealegp-frogin his

belly, chill fingerstapping out aditty of dread up and down the buttons of his spine. He knew full well the
reason behind Domi's current resentment of Grant. Although he had never treated her badly, certainly
never abused her physicaly or emotionally, shefdt she had never earned his respect—or hislove. Since
hoping to one day gain hislove was no longer amitigating influence on her behavior, Domi had pretty
much discarded the little salf-restraint she had practiced in the past. Grant was not an authority figurein
her mind any longer.

But Kane al'so knew the depth.of Grant'slovefor the girl, and the guilt he felt about treating her asless
than afully devel oped human being and more as an empty-headed stereotype. In many ways, guilt was
the whole foundation of the ville society.

For the past ninety years, it was beaten into the descendants of the survivors of the nukecaust that when
Judgment Day arrived, humanity wasrightly punished. Therefore, people were encouraged to tolerate,
even welcome, aworld of unremitting ordedl's, conflict and degth; because humanity had ruined the
world, punishment was therefore deserved. Love among humans was the hardest bond to break, so



people were conditioned to believe that snce dl humanswereintrinsicaly evil, to love another onewas
to love evil. That way, dl human beingsforever remained strangers to one another.

Both Kane and Grant had been conditioned to be-

lieve that, asthey had so many other spurious bdliefs. But he recalled what Domi had said to himin Area
51: "You and Grant didn't stay what you were. | don't haveto stay whet | am. "

Domi had never spoken truer words, Kane reflected. A few months before, a stern word or stem look
from Grant would have cowed any outburst. Now she refused to give ground to Grant. Nor did she
lower her Combat Master, not even when he pressed his chest against the muzzle.

He kept hisdark gaze fastened on her face, his expresson asimmobile asif it had been carved out of
tesk. By degrees, the twin flames of rage glittering in Domi's eyes guttered out. In aremarkably gentle,
amog affectionate tone, he said, ™Y ou couldn't hurt ahair on my head,” and helightly pushed the barrel
of the pistol away with aforefinger.

Pacing both big hands on her shoulders, hetold her quietly, "I have my reasons for asking you to go
back to Cerberus. Please accept them.”

Domi titled her head back, unshed tears glimmering in her eyes. "Can take care of mysdlf. Always have."
Under stress she reverted to her abbreviated mode of outlander speech.

"I know that," Grant replied. "My reasons have nothing to do with whether you can or can't take

care of yoursdlf. Please—do this one thing for me without an argument.”

Domi's shoulder's sagged and she bowed her head in resignation. Her whispered "Okay" was barely
audible.

Grant turned away from her. Both Kane and DeFore released their pent-up bresthsin noisy exhalations
of relief. They and Domi followed him through the doorway to where the gateway chamber stood.

The mat-trans unit, like most of the others they had seen, was a Six-sided chamber whose floor and
ceiling conssted of an interlocking pattern of raised metd disks. Although al of them were superficidly
familiar with the fundamental working principles behind the matter transmitters, they sometimes il
seemed like magic.

Kane understood, in theory, that the mat-trans units required a dizzying number of maddeningly intricate
electronic procedures, al occurring within milliseconds of one another, to minimize the marginsfor error.
The actua conversion process was automated for this reason, sequenced by an array of computers and
microprocessors. Sometimes he wondered if Lakesh, despite hisformer position as Project Cerberus
overseer, knew as much as he claimed about the devices.

Asone of the mgor components of the Totality Concept's Overproject Whisper, the quantum inter-

phase mat-transinducers opened arift in the hyper-dimensiona quantum stream, awormhole between a
relativigtic here and there. That much of the theory and concept Kane understood, even though it
seemed fiendishly complicated. He knew the pathways dways had to lead to an active destination
gateway, whether it was across the country or on the other side of the world. If adestination lock was



not achieved, or atrangt line not opened, then jumpers could concelvably materidize at completely
random pointsin linear space—or worse, endlesdy speed through Cerberus's globa mat-trans network,
going for eternity absolutely nowhere, with no chance of recongtitution.

Although he accepted at face value that the machines worked, he had never grown accustomed to the
concept that minds that created such stupendoudy complicated devices could not have found away to
prevent the nukecaust.

Kane pointed to the electronic keypad at the side of the jump chamber's door. The LCD glowed with a
gring of numerals. In alow voice, he asked Defore, ™Y ou remember the two-digit encrypted 1D you'll
have to enter after you program the Cerberus destination code, right? If not, you won't be going

anywhere”

The extrapair of numberswas a security precaution concocted by Lakesh and his apprentice, Bry,
to make doubly certain no one could jump unannounced into the Cerberus redoubt.
Defore did her best to hide her nervousness when she nodded. "'l remember.”

Kane stepped into the chamber and waited for Grant to join him. With awry smile, Domi lifted her right
index finger to her nose and snapped it away in the sharp "one percent” saute. It was agesture Kane
and Grant had devel oped during their Mag days, symbolizing undertakings with very small ratios of
success. Domi had seen the two men exchange the salute often enough to imitate it perfectly.

Grant returned the salute gravely. He started to step into the chamber, but Domi latched onto hisarm
and threw her arms around him. She stood on her tiptoes, pulled his head down and kissed him with a
fierce possessiveness. She released him and stepped back.

By the metd handle affixed to the armaglass, Grant seded the door. Thelock clicked, circuitry engaged
and the automatic transit process began. He leaned againgt the wall, pushing his Sin Eater back into its
holster. Kane followed suit. Inasmuch asthe Sin Eaters were not equipped with safety switches, a
reflexive jerk of the finger while reviving from the transit process could result in fatal consequences for
the rest of the jump team.

Asthe hexagonal disks above and below them

exuded aslvery glow, Kane wondered briefly if Domi had any ideawhy Grant was so violently
opposed to her accompanying them on the jump. He decided it redly didn't matter.

Plasmawave forms resembling white, early-morning mist began wafting from the emitter array above
and below. Kane closed his eyes, waiting to be swept up in the nanosecond of nonexistence.

Chapter 12

Kane came to wakefulness with afaint eectronic humin his ears. He blinked, and the world swam
mistily back into redlity. He swayed on unsteady legs, abit surprised to see he had ended the mat-trans
jump in the same standing posture in which he had beguniit.

Usudly, no matter how jumpers arranged themsalves before atrangt, they arrived at their destinations
flat on their backs. Thistime he remained upright, but he faced away from the door, staring at the



smoke-gray armaglass. He felt remarkably clearheaded, a smdl bonus for which he breathed a sigh of
relief. Sometimes, even the cleanest of jumps had debilitating effects.

Grant, however, lay on the hexagond floor plates, his prone body wreathed by fading wisps of vapor, a
byproduct of what Lakesh referred to asthe ' ‘quincunx effect.”

With asnorting exhaation of breath, Grant pushed himsdlf into astting position, staring around
anxioudy. He climbed to hisfest, sumbling dightly

from abrief surge of vertigo. "Not too bad,” he commented. "How do you fed?"
"No jump sickness, if that'swhat you mean.”

"| could seethat,” Grant said impatiently. "For one thing, we're not puking our guts out. For another, |
knew we weren't jumping to a Russian unit.”

Kane repressed a smile. Grant dways held up their jump to Russia as the standard for bad trangits. The
Cerberus gateway link had been unable to establish alink with the Russian unit's autosequence initiators.
The matter-stream carrier-wave modul ations couldn't be synchronized, which resulted in a severe bout
of jump sickness, symptoms of which included vomiting, excruciating head pain, weskness and
hdlucinations

Grant grasped the door handle. His Sin Eater popped into hiswaiting palm. Kane unleathered his own
sdearm. "You ready?' Grant asked.
Kane only nodded, dropping into a crouch.

Heaving up on the handle, Grant shouldered the door open. The heavy armaglass porta swung outward
on counterbalanced hinges. Grant ducked back inside the chamber and both men waited for atensetick
of time. Nothing happened, so they cautioudy eased through the doorway. Kane wasn't particularly
surprised by what he saw.

They werein avery long room, &t least twenty yards. Thewall on their |eft was completely covered

by armaglass, running the entire length of the room. On thefar side of it they saw acatwalk leadingto a
central control complex. Instrument consoles with glass-covered gauges and computer terminas lined
thewalls. Even at this distance they could hear the purposeful hum of drive units and banks of computers
chittering like aflock of startled birds.

"This place look the dightest bit familiar?' Grant inquired in ahusky whisper.

"Onjy the dightest bit," Kane answered in the same subdued tone. "Were on Thunder Ide... pretty much
within spitting distance of New Edo and Shizuka."

Grant swiveled his head on his neck, anger glittering briefly in hisdark eyes. Kane met his gaze with no
particular expression on hisface. "That couldn't be the reason you forbade Domi to come with us, could
it?'

In athreatening rumble, Grant retorted, ™Y ou know better than that.”

Kane didn't respond. In fact, he didn't know better than that, but it wasn't the time or placeto



interrogate Grant asto hismotives for ingsting Domi stay behind. His own concern for Brigid rose with
every passing second, considering the company she was no doubt being forced to keep.

They waked onto therailed catwalk, listening to alow hum ahead of them, dmost like the vibrations of
agong that had been struck. The hum gradually

became awhine, and the air al around them seemed to shiver with the sound.

The catwalk overlooked avast chamber shaped like a hexagon, and was far larger than looked possible
from the outsde. A dim glow shone down from the high, flat ceiling. Two faint columns of light beamed
from twin fixtures, both the Size of wag tires. Massve wedge-shaped ribs of metal supported the roof.

The shafts of luminescence fell upon a huge forked pylon made of some burnished metal that projected
up from a sunken concave areain the center of the chamber. The two horns of the pylon curved up and
around, facing each other. Mounted on the tips of each prong were spheresthat looked asif they had
been sculpted from multifaceted quartz crystals. The pylon was at least twenty feet tall, with ten feet
separating the forked branches. Extending outward from the base of the pylon at ever decreasing angles
into the low shadows was ataut network of fiber-optic filaments. They disappeared into deeve sockets
that perforated the plates of dully gleaming aloy shesthing the floor. Many of them were buckled here
and there, bulging but not showing splits. The faint odor of scorched rose blossomstickled their nogtrils.

They paused to look down at the pylon, recalling the last time they had seenit. It had been encapsulated
chaos, a cosmic madness. Sparks sizzled

through the facets of the prisms, crackling fingers of energy darted from one sphere to the other and
back again.

They remembered how the crystals spit arcs of energy in random, corkscrewing patterns, and how the
floor supporting the pylon suddenly heaved beneath their feet, the metd plates squedling, rivets popping
loose with the sound of gunshots. Plasma had lanced from the prongs of the pylon, two coruscating
fountains of fiery sparksthat shed glowing droplets of molten silver.

"I would have figured this place would have blown itsdf to hell within minutes after we jumped out of
here," Grant muttered.

"Me, too," Kane agreed. "But look around— most of the damage has been repaired.”

Shiny new floor plates had been riveted down, replacing those that had buckled. Even scorch marks | eft
by the wild energy overspills were gone, apparently scrubbed away.

"Onething you have to say about him," Kane commented, turning away from the pylon, "he's neat.”
Asthey strode down the catwalk, Grant inquired lowly, "So you're sure he's behind this?"

"Who dse has the technica expertise—and the sheer gal—to experiment with Operation Chronos
technology?'

"Y ou said hewas dead,” Grant pointed out glumly.

"No, | said | assumed hewas. | dso said | never saw his body."



The catwalk terminated in aroom packed with module after module, console upon console of advanced
computer equipment. Electronic instruments and machinery rose from plinths and podiafrom al around.
Overhead lights gleamed on dloys, glass coverings, the CPUs. Ten chairs rose from the floor before
each console. Covering four walls were crystal-fronted vid screens. Two of the screens were blank,
while another showed only whorls of color. Images did across the fourth screen, attracting Grant's and
Kane's attention.

In grim silence they watched the vid record of the last few minutes of their previousvist to the
ingtdlation. The camera had apparently been focused on the pylon. They had no problem remembering
how the crackling display of energy between the forks of the pylon increased until avirtud ribbon of blue
current seemed to stretch from one to the other.

The ar between the prongs had wavered with a blurry shimmer like heat waves risng off sunbaked
asphalt, and tiny glittering specks, like motes of diamond dust, swirled within the area of distortion. They
spun, then whirled faster and faster, turning into afunnel cloud, like atornado made of gold-and-silver
confetti.

Thefunnel cloud seemed to ped back onitsdlf, turning insde out amid vivid burgts of color. The
recording didn't have a sound track, but both men remembered the deafening, cannonading blast that
accompanied the pyrotechnics.

Waves of dazzling white flame and variegated lightning bolts streaked and blazed. From the curving
prongs spit sharp balts of lightning, which whipped and hissed dong the network of wireslike serpents
made of blue plasma

Crooked ringers of energy continued to stab between the prongs, forming acat's cradle of red lightning.
They watched, fegling the same awe and dread asthey had on that day afew months previous, when
thousands of crackling threads of light coalesced in the center of the forks.

Gushing lines of energy formed aluminous cloud between the prongs, and dmost faster than the eye
could perceive, the cloud grew more dense and definite of outline. The shimmer built to ablinding
bo-redlis.

Then agtar seemed to go nova, bringing amillisecond of eye-searing brilliance. The funnd cloud burst
gpart in fragments, asif agiant mirror shattered, and the shards flew out in al directions.

Amid the flying, glittering splinters, asmal body plummeted out of the heart of darkness and fell heavily
to the platform. The body wore a black,

bulky combat vest, which contrasted sharply with her porcelain-hued skin and bone-white hah-.

The two men watched theimage of Domi pushing hersdlf to dl fours by trembling arms, then hanging her
head and vomiting.

Grant swung away from the screen, moisture gleaming in his eyes, hisface contorted into an indefinable
expression. Inhaling alungful of air, he shouted, "Sndri! Show yoursdf!”

The echoes of hisbellow chased one another through the room. Grant roared again, "Sindri! Y ou went
to alot of trouble to lure us here, so stop playing hide-and-seek!™

A lilting voice said mildly, "It wasn't dl that much trouble, Mr. Grant.”



Kane shifted position so Grant didn't block hisview of the very small man stepping out from an acove
between apair of free-standing consoles. Sindri was walking hand in hand with avery tall woman. She
looked taler than she actudly was, because of her nip-to-head proximity with the little man. Although his
head went light with relief that she was dive and apparently unharmed, he said nothing. When facing
Sindri, he knew it was best to put on the facade of being unsurprised by anything and everything.

Both Brigid and Sindri appeared to have been dipped in jet-black dye from the necks down. After a
second, Grant and Kane redlized they worethe

same formfitting bodysuits as the night-gaunts. Although they weren't wearing the cowls or masks, the
big Casull revolver pointed a Brigid more than made up for it.

"Mr. Kane. Mr. Grant." Sindri nodded in turn to both men. "Nice to see you again. Y ou're looking well."
Kaneignored him. To Brigid heinquired, "Y ou'redl right?'
She gave him awan, jittery smile. "Except for being held hostage again, I'm fine."

Although Kane pretended Sindri wasn't present, Grant addressed him in aloud, snarling tone. "What the
fuck are you up to here, pissant?"

Anger glittered briefly in Sindri's blue eyes. "That you will find out for yoursalves. And might | ask you to
lower your voice atrifle? It disturbsthe feng shut of thisplace.

Kanerolled hiseyes cellingward.

KANE RARELY DEVOTED much thought to hisenemies, primarily dueto the fact mat most of them
were dead. They ether had died at hisor Grant's hands, or through their own machinations. Sindri was
one of the exceptions, an enemy who had apparently perished twice before. Despite the fact he had
returned from the dead after their first collison, Kane didn't figure it was reasonable to think they'd ever
contend with him again. But Sindri delighted

in unpredictability. Thefact he existed at dl was due to unpredictability and the often crud whims of
nature.

Nearly ayear before, while exploring an anomay in the Cerberus network of functioning gateway units,
Lakesh, Brigid and Kane visited Redoubt Papa near Washington Hole. They found the body of a
strange, stunted, troll-like man and returned with it to Cerberus. After apostmortem, the troll was found
not to be amutant or ahybrid but a human being modified to live in an environment with ararefied
atmosphere and low gravity.

After abit of investigation and a process of dimination, Lakesh traced the quantum conduit used by the
transadapt to jump into Redoubt Papa, to a point in outer space—a predark space station on the far
gde of the Moon known as Parallax Red.

Kane, Grant and Brigid jumped to the station, which was functiond, if not exactly comfortable. It was
populated by agroup of stunted people known as transadapts, and led by an ingenious gnome of aman
cdling himsdf Sindri, after the master forger of thetroll racein Norse mythology.

Sindri impressed them al with hiswit, hischarm, hisprobing intellect and his affected manner. They were



particularly impressed by the startling story he told about Parallax Red and its connection to ahuman
colony on Mars.

However, dreams of empire consumed him. After

living hisentirelife under the hed of aminority human ruling committes, Sindri wasfixated on establishing
his own kingdom regardless of the cost. To that end, he planned a double strike that would not only
unseat the barons, but literdly destroy Mars, his birthplace and the world he despised.

That was only one element of Sindri's plan. Even if he and histransadapts migrated to Earth, the maes
were gerile, the women barren and utter extinction was lessthan thirty years away. Heredlized their
only chance for surviva wasto successfully hybridize then" genetic structure with those of native
Ter-rans, so the women at least could reproduce. When Kane, Grant and Brigid arrived on Parallax
Red viathe gateway, Sindri saw them as both fonts of information about Earth and the salvation of the
trans-adapts.

Though his planswere foiled, and Kane, Brigid and Grant escaped from the space station, it wasn't the
last they heard from Sindri.

The day following their return to Cerberus, the ingenious dwarf had sent them, viathe mat-trans unit, his
sgnature waking stick. Thethesatrical gesture told them he was till dive and could overcome their
security locks. Although the Cerberus mat-trans computers analyzed and committed to then-memory
matrixes the modulation frequency of Sin-dri's carrier wave, and set up adigital block, it stood

to reason if he could overcome one security lock, he could overcome another.

A few monthsater, he proved he could do so. Sindri set into motion aset of circumstances to draw
Lakesh, Brigid and Kaneto the Anthill, the primary Continuity of Government ingtalation built within
Mount Rushmore,

Sindri forced them dl into taking aflight on the Aurora stedlth plane, and announced hisintention to use
the nuclear weapons on board to force the baronsinto line, even if it meant destroying one or two.

L akesh managed to distract Sindri and his party of transadapts, but in the processthe little man's gun
went off and disabled the controls. Brigid, Kane and L akesh g ected from the Auroraand watched it
crash.

In the months that followed the incident, Kane had never spoken of his suspicions Sindri might have
survived. The episode had been traumatic on anumber of counts, so he had kept quiet.

There certainly seemed to be no reason to mention it now, with the little man himsalf smirking up a him
over thedghtsof arevolver.

Chapter 13

Kane composed hisface into amask of placid non-interest. Sindri cocked his head quizzicaly at him,
then he cocked back the hammer of the huge revolver. The double clicks sounded frighteningly loud. In
direct counterpoint, Sindri's voice was little more than a croon. "Lower your wegpons, both of you."

Kane met Brigid's eyes and she nodded shortly. He dropped hisarm to his side, and after amoment's
hegtation, Grant did the same.



"Nothing to say, Mr. Kane?' Sindri asked. "No gasps of astonishment, no exclamations of Y ou! You're
supposed to be dead!"?"

Coldly, Kanesad, "Thiswasdl avery nice piece of subterfuge. Y ou shouldn't have Signed it.”

Sindri's eyebrows angled up his high forehead toward his hairline. He assumed an expression of mock
hurt. "Areyou implying that you knew al aong you'd find your old pal Sindri working his magic behind
the scenes?”’

"Magic?' Kane repeated disdainfully.

He noticed Brigid surreptitioudy edging away

from the little man, seeking to reach a position where Sindri would be forced to take his eyes off Grant
and Kanein order to keep her within hisrange of vison.

"Ficking over old predark tech isn't the act of amagician,” Kane continued. "It'sthe practice of a
scavenger, agrubber with delusons.”

Sindri'slips compressed in atight line, and rage glittered in hiseyes. The barrel of the revolver trembled
dightly, whether from itsweight or Sindri's struggle to tamp down in hisfury, Kane had no way of
knowing. Hislips stretched in ahard, stitched-on smile. "Y ou're trying to provoke me, Mr. Kane, and
doing arather execrablejob of it.. just asMiss Bri-gid is doing an execrable job of skulking way from
me- Please stop. I'd truly hate to shoot one of your legs out from under you."

Kane's Sin Eater came up, the bore on adirect line with Sindri's forehead. The barrel of Sindri's pistol
didn't waver from Kane's own head. " Or," thelittle man continued, not missing abest, "I could blow out
the undercooked grudl that passesfor Mr. Kanésbrains."

Brigid cameto a halt and the ook she directed toward him was so full of barely suppressed fury and
loathing, Kane was surprised Sindri didn't shudder. Instead, the little man said in acalm, reasonable
tone, "Let'snot spoil our reunion with adisplay of bad temper. | mean none of you harm.”

"And why isthat?" Grant demanded skepticaly.

"Don't try to convince us you've changed your ways," Kane remarked. "We didn't fal for that the last
time"

Sindri sneered. "The hell you didn't. Unbuckle those damn power holsters and drop them.”
Kane and Grant didn't move.
"l wasn't making arequest, gentlemen.”

"No," Kanesaid flatly. "Wewon't do it. I'm sick and fed the fuck up of dedling with you, Sindri. Weve
done this dance before, and it's past time to come up with anew tune.”

"Mr. Kane—" Sindri began in atone shilant with warning.

"Y ou're outgunned two to one," Kane broke in impatiently. "Y ou may manage to shoot both of us, but



you damn well know you won't be ableto kill both of us before you're shot full of holes.”

"Especidly,” Grant put in, "not with that gun you've got.”

Sindri frowned. "What'swrong with it?"

Grant shrugged. "Nothing, if you're an antique collector. It'sa Smith & Wesson Army revolver, Model
1869. Also known as model number three. It'sa .44 cdl, and | doubt someone your size would be able
to handleitskick. Sinceit'ssingle action, you'd only get off one shot before either me or Kane or both of
us burned you down."

Sindri's frown deepened as Grant spoke, and he eyed the long barrel of the pistal criticaly.

"l don't know where the hdll you got the damn thing,” Grant went on, "or whether it'sthe genuine article
or arepro, but it'san awfully chancy blaster to bet your life on."

Sindri made a"hmm" of contemplation, and aline of worry creased his high forehead. Then, with alaugh
he lowered the big revolver. "Asamere novice in the mysteries of firearms, | bow to your master's
knowledge, Mr. Grant."

Reversang hisgrip on the pistol, he presented it to Grant butt first. He grinned up at the two men who
gared at him numbly, struck speechless by astonishment. Sowly and carefully, asif he were reaching for
avenomous serpent, Grant took the proffered revolver.

"Don't look so shocked, gentlemen,” Sindri admonished. "I've been trying to convince Miss Bri-gid that |
mean you no harm.” He glanced toward her. "l trust I've proved my point?'

Brigid shook her head. "Hardly. What was dl that talk of shooting out legs and brains?"

Sindri fluttered adismissive hand through the air. * "Theeter. Psycho-drama. If you believed my intentions
were hurtful—or in your case, vengeful—then making mysdf helpless before you should dleviate any
lingering doubts."

Brigid smiled scornfully. "Y ou're never helpless,

Sindri. It'sin your nature to dways have an ace on theline.”

Sindri scowled at her. "The meaning of your vernacular is very often obscure. What are you talking
about?'

Tossing back her hair, Brigid touched the left Sde of her neck. With a sinking sensation iiHhe~pit~of his
stomach, Kane saw the glint of silver beneath her mane. She wore a mate to his own chrome spider.

"When you confiscated the control mechanism,” sheintoned, "you claimed you knew how to get this
thing off me. Y ou have yet to do it. Kane has the very same new addition. Y ou'd go along way toward
persuading us you were sincereif you kept your word."

"My apologies,” Sindri replied earnestly. "'l felt you would be more gpt to behave yoursdf if | held
something over you."

He turned toward a desk and opened a deep drawer. The barrels of the Sin Eaters came up, training on



his back.

"S0 you ran into the night-gaunts, too?' Kane asked, trying to force a casual, conversationd noteinto his
voice, asif hewereinquiring smply to be polite.

Brigid replied noncommittaly, " Something like that." Sheindicated Sindri with anod of her head.
"Y ou might want to ask him about them. Apparently, he'stheir god.”

Rummaging through the drawer, Sindri said digtractedly, "It was an accidentd identification. But onceit
was made, | went dong with the masgqueradein order to learn.”

"Learn what?' Grant rumbled. "How to exploit peoplesfaith in you? That's not a subject you need a
refresher coursein.”

Sindri turned, affecting not to notice the two pistolsaimed a him. A little defensvely hesaid, "That is
true enough, Mr. Grant. But at least | learned how to remove the oubolus.” He held up acirclet of metal,
its surface studded with small gemstones.

Kane squinted toward it. "The what?"

Tersdly and briefly, Brigid explained what she had learned about Megaeraand her Furies. She touched
the metal spider on her neck. "I don't know how these things do what they do. It's beyond any sciencel
know."

Kane quirked achalenging eyebrow at Sindri. "And what about the science you know?"

Sindri tossed the wristband from hand to hand, shrugging dismissively. Brigid tensed, breathing in sharply
through her nodtrils. The little man glanced toward her, then with ady smileran hisfingerslightly over the
gems. He murmured, "Let's see... which oneisit...which one..."

Kanetook a step toward him, growling, "That's enough, you little—"

With atriumphant "Ah!" Sindri/s thumb pressed down on awhite stone. Kane heard afaint buzz
emanate from the spider on his neck, anoise echoed by the object clinging to Brigid. He bardly felt the
leg filaments withdrawing from hisflesh. Then aslver egg dinked againgt the floor and rolled, bumping
gently againg the onethat had falen from Brigid.

Both of them heaved sighs of relief and rubbed the places on their necks where the devices had been
attached. Except for adight itchy tenderness, Kane felt no puncture wounds or lacerations.

Sindri's blue eyesflicked from Kane to Brigid expectantly. "No words of thanks?' he asked ingenuoudly.

"Since you're somehow responsible for Megaeraand her Furiesbeing in herein thefirst place,” Brigid
retorted darkly, "no."

Stepping warily away from the bulbous objects on the floor, Kane commented, "I figured as much, since
he's adopted their fashions.”

Sindri brushed hisfingers over the front of hisbodysuit. "Thisold thing? Actudly, Mr. Kane, | adopted
thisregdiafor purey functiond reasons.”



"Likewhat?' Grant demanded, a hint of menace underscoring histone. "Exactly what have you been up
to hereand in Chicago?'

Sindri beamed up at him, laugh toes deepening
around his azure eyes. | thought that would be obvious. A little bit of thisand little bit of that."
"Explain abit of thisand that," Kane suggested.

Sindri's smile broadened into an engaging, boyish grin. "The usud, as you'd expect from me. Becoming
the master of space and time, that sort of thing.”

RATHER THAN RESPOND to Sindri's melodramatic boast, Kane asked in atone bordering on
complete disinterest, " Since you raised the subject earlier, just how did you live through the crash of the
Aurora?'

Sindri shrugged asif the matter were of only minor importance. "1 could say | Smply reversed an old law
of physicsto suit mysalf—whatever goes down must come up, but | doubt you'd be satisfied with that
explandtion.”

Grant made a pitting sound of derison. ™Y ou got that pegged.”

Sindri shrugged. "The actual explanation is exceptionaly mundane. | bailed out of the Aurorabeforeit
crashed into the side of Mount Rushmore. It was avery near thing, though, if that makes any difference.”

"Not to meit doesn't,” Brigid snapped.

Helooked at her reproachfully. "Y ou're still angry at me about what happened with the commander?”
"No," she answered. "Not angry."

Grant and Kane knew Brigid wasfagt, but even

they were taken aback by how swiftly she shot out her left leg. The sole of her foot impacted with a
mesety thud directly in the center of Sindri's mid-section, doubling him up and sending him regling
backward. Hefdl unceremonioudy on hisright side, hugging hisbelly and sucking in great lungfuls of air.
Kane knew Brigid hadn't used her full strength in the stab-kick and even if she had, Sindri wasfar
tougher and more resilient than he looked. Brigid glared down at him, rage seething in her eyes. "Not
angry," sherepested in atrembling voice. "It's hatred, Sindri.”

Sowly, Sindri pushed himsdlf to hisfeet. "Giving pain for pain won't bring her back. Y ou disappoint me,
MissBrigid. | had thought your thirst for vengeance would have been satisfied by forcing meto stay
behind on the Aurora.”

He gtraightened, rubbing his midsection. "'If you follow me, perhgps| can show you something that might
maketheflame of hate burn alittle less bright.”

Grant smiled crookedly. "Maybe she'd prefer didocating dl your mgjor joints instead.”



"Maybel would," Brigid sad tightly.

Sindri favored her with asad smile, then turned, marching toward an aide formed by a double row of
glass-fronted mainframes. "Kicking around an

opponent haf your sizeis something | would've expected from Mr. Kane, not from you."

Anger rushed hest pricklesto the back of Kane's neck and warmed his cheeks. The situation was
entirely too reminiscent of the time when Sindri played their host on Parallax Red. He had been posing
then to conced hisred agenda, and there didn't seem to be a good reason to believe he was doing
anything other than that now.

"Hold it," he barked. "WEé're not going anywhere with you until we get some answers.”

Sindri's pace didn't falter. Over his shoulder he said breezily, "That's truly unfortunate, Mr. Kane—
because the only way you'l get any answers, much less some, isto comewith me."

"Therés another way," Grant grunted. He thumbed back the hammer of the Smith & Wesson. "Unlike
you, I'd have no problem shooting one or both of your legs out from under you.”

Sindri kept walking. "That would be the act of an unregenerate ingrate, Mr. Grant...to even contemplate
crippling the man who quite literdly snatched your beloved little albino from the jaws of certain deeth.”

Grant's normally immobile face contorted, molding itself into arictus of soul-degp pain. Witha
long-legged bound, he shouldered between Kane and Brigid and jerked Sindri to aviolent hat by

clamping ahand on hisright shoulder. He spun the little man asif hewereadoall.

Sindri tried to dap Grant's hand away, his eyes shining bright with first anger, then fear when he looked
into the hollow bore of the revolver. "Get your hand off me, Mr. Grant. Y ou don't want to do this."

In response, Grant dug in hisfingersand Sindri bit back acry of pain. He nearly went to hisknees.
Glaring up at the man towering giantlike over him, Sindri said in atone shilant with repressed fury, "Yes,
it was me, Mr. Grant. | did it. | mentioned before that you owed me adebt.”

"Why'd you do it?" Grant demanded, hisvoice husky and thick. "Y ou don't know her."

"Wheat difference does it makewhy | did it? She obvioudy means something to dl of you."

Sindri gazed past Grant to Brigid. "If you must dap amoativation on my actions, then let it be my way of
atoning for what happened at the Anthill."

"If that'sthe case," Brigid replied, "then we owe you nothing. Were even.”

Sindri grimaced under the relentless pressure of Grant's grasp. "Perhaps that's so. But you don't know
how | did it or what else| can do. That'sredly the whole crux of the matter, isn't it? That'swhat has
kept medivesincel disarmed.”

Grant rleased thelittleman. "'l have afeding

that if weredly tried to kill you, thisplaceisrigged to sop us."



Sindri didn't voice adenid. He rubbed his shoulder and scowled up a Grant.
"Furthermore,”" Kane interjected, "you need our help for something...otherwise we'd be dead by now."
"Two of you would be at least,” Sindri muttered sulkily.

"Sowhat isit you want usfor?' Grant chalenged. "And skip the bullshit about being amaster of space
and time. We dready know thisis an Operation Chronos facility and that you've been dick-ing around
with it. Weve been here before, asyou damn well know."

Sindri pursed hislipsasif he tasted something sour. "Don't try to pretend I've done nothing more
impressive than find an old automobile and tinker it back together. In most ways, Operation Chronos
wasthemost crucid undertaking of the Totality Concept.”

Grant, Brigid and Kane knew Sindri spoke the truth, at least as much asthey knew from Lakesh, who
claimed that not only was the nuclear holocaust preventable, but also it was not supposed to happen.
Thetemporal dilation of Operation Chronos had disrupted the chronon structure and triggered a
probability wave dysfunction. An aternate event horizon had been created.

A year or 0 before, Lakesh had tried to dispatch Kane and Brigid back through timeto apoint only a
month before the nukecaust so they could hopefully trigger a second aternate event horizon and thus

avert the apocalypse.

Though they were trandated into a past tempord plane, they cameto learn it was not their world's past,
but another world'samost identical to it. Any actions they undertook had no bearing on their redity's
present and future,

Lakesh could only engagein fairly futile speculation on what had happened, and on the system of physics
at work. If the chronon theory was correct, then time itself was made up of subatomic particlesjammed
together like beads on a string. According to the theory, between each bead, each individua unit of time
might exist in aninfinite series of pardld universes, fitted into the probability gaps between the chronons.
"Besdes" Sindri went on, "you'rewrong."

"About what?' Kane asked.

"About this being an Operation Chronosingdlation.”

Three pairs of eyesregarded the little man with skepticism, suspicion and outright hodtility. Still, his
declaration captured their undivided attention, which apparently was hisintent.

"If itsnot aChronosfacility,” Brigid sad, "then what isit?"
With a chuckle lurking at the back of histhroat, Sindri announced, "It's the Operation Chronos site.”

In atone ragged with impatience, Grant demanded, " Just what the hell does that mean? That thisisthe
main headquarters of the Chronos subdivison?'

"It'sthat,” Sindri conceded, "but it'sfar more. Thisisindeed the place where the find atemptsto
coordinate dl the experiments and the breakthroughsin time travel were made. It's here where the



debugged and fully functional tempora dilator was built. A pity the nukecaust came aong beforeit could
be put toitsfull use."

"You sad it wasmore,” Kane pointed out.

"Yes, | did." Sindri turned smartly on hished. "And since you will require proof of my words, I'll need to
providevisud ads."

Sindri strode down the aide between the computers, not bothering to check if the others were following
him. Kaneran an impatient hand through hishair. To Grant and Brigid, he asked, "Is there any point to
us pretending we're not going along with this?'

Brigid shook her head. "Not one | can see. If heredlly can operate atempora dilator, we'd be too
dupid to live not to take it away from him.”

"Or him away fromit," Grant grunted.
The three people fdl into step behind Sindri.
Kane sidemouthed to Brigid, "What's with the sha-dowsuit, Baptiste?!

Shelooked down at hersdlf distastefully. "Heforced meto put it on. He said it was for my own
protection.”

Kane arched an eyebrow at her but said nothing. The shadowsuit hugged every curve and bulge like a
second skin. He could think of plenty of places where wearing such athing would put her in apostion of
requiring protection, certainly not the other way around.

They followed Sindri through adoor and into ashort hallway. To theleft, asign hung above a vanadium
alloy door. The faded lettering read, Not An Exit. No Unauthorized Personnel. A red-and-black
hourglass symbol was stlamped at the bottom of the sign.

Sindri punched asix-digit sequence into the keypad on the door frame, and the computer-controlled
lock clicked open.

The door did aside, reveding only an empty landing and a stairwell. Painted on thewall was ared
down-pointing arrow, and the words To Confinement Section. Sindri led them down the wide concrete
steps, fingers tapping out aditty on the metal banisters.

They reached another landing, another door, another inverted arrow on thewall, but they kept walking
down. At the next landing, they cameto aheavy

bulkhead framed within arecessed niche in adouble-baffled wall. The door bore the emblazoned
warning Only Operation Chronos Personnel Beyond This Point! Must Have MAJ C-Ultra Clearance
To Proceed! Deadly Force Is Authorized!

Sindri tapped in a code on the keypad lock and with asqueak and a hiss, the bulkhead did into its dots
between the double frame,

They faced anarrow, uncarpeted passageway, long and low cellinged. A dim glow filtered from itsfar
end. Cool air fanned their faces, and they heard arhythmic drone of turbines and generators.



"Where are you taking us?' Grant demanded gruffly.
Sindri entered the corridor saying cheerily, "That you'll seein short order...pun intended.”

"He knowsweve cometoo far to back out now, so we might aswell finish out this charade,” Brigid
murmured.

They moved on, toward the light. Kane's and Grant's combat senses were on full dert. The mechanical
throb grew louder, a sound that all three recognized. The passageway took on adownward dope, and
the floor changed from bare concrete to meta plates ridged and flaking with rust.

The passage ended abruptly at adoor made of glass. It bore asign sating, Radiation Danger Beyond
ThisPoint! Entry Forbidden To Personne Not Wearing Intermolecular Uniforms!

Beyond the door was asmall booth. From hooks on the wall hung anumber of black shadowsuits with
hoods and transparent Plexiglas faceplates. Sin-dri held the door open for them and they stepped in. The
generator throb grew considerably louder.

"Please do asthe sign says," Sindri said. "There are high levels of radiation beyond the door."

Kane and Grant recalled on their prior visit they had seen evidence of deadly eectromagnetic radiation
pulses, but the two men weren't convinced.

Grant pinched the deeve of ablack suit, rubbing it between thumb and forefinger, frowning doubtfully.
"They don't fed like they could protect you from agnat bite, much lessradiation.”

"In actudity,” Sindri replied, "they can protect you from anumber of different dangers, including
biologica contagions. Each suit is climate controlled for environments up to highs of 150 degrees, and as
cold as minus ten degrees Fahrenheit. Microfila-ments control the temperature.”

"What are they made of 7" Kane wanted to know.
"A weave of spider silk, Monocrys and Spectrafabrics.”
All three people turned their heads toward him, faces registering incredulity. " Spider s1k?" Brigid echoed.

Sindri nodded. "Nylon has about twice the tensile-strength-to-weight ratio of silk and Kevlar has about
three timesthe tenacity of Nylon. Monocrys

is about eleven percent better in itstenacity than Kevlar, and Spectrais about thirty percent better than
al three. Natural spider slk has about six timesthe tenacity of Spectra™

"How do you know so much about it?" Grant asked gruffly.

Sindri fluttered his black-gloved fingersthrough the air. "All the information was stored in the database,
Apparently, predark genetic engineers succeeded in developing away to copy spider silk. A compilated
weave of dl those materidsresulted in atwo-phase, sngle-crystal metdlic microfiber with avery dense
molecular structure. The outer Mono-crys sheathing goes opague when exposed to most wave engths of
radiation, and the Kevlar and Spectralayers provide protection against blunt trauma. The spider silk
dlowsflexibility, but it trades protection for freedom of movement.”



Grant knuckled his chin thoughtfully, eyeing the suits. "How did the night-gaunts—the Furies—get hold
of them?"

"That'sastory for another time," Sindri replied. He grinned and added, "Once again, pun intended.”
Kane uttered awordless grunt of impatience. "Let's drop the fashion discussion and just get on withit."

Sindri shrugged. "Asyou wish. But when your flesh blisters and drops off your skeleton and your teeth
fal out and you begin hemorrhaging in amost

distressing fashion from your ears, nose and rectum, remember how the untrustworthy Sindri tried to
saveyou.”

Grant and Kane glared angrily at the dwarf, then with resigned shakes of the head, began disrobing.
They stripped down to their undershorts and pulled on the suits. Both men were surprised how
thefabric molded itself to their bodies, adhering like another layer of epidermis. They smoothed out the
wrinkles and folds by running their hands over their limbs. Although they were impressed by how
comfortable the garmentsfdt, they kept their commentsto themselves.

Following Sindri's actions, the three people donned the hoods and followed him out the opposite door of
the booth. They walked across a stedl-grated catwalk. Some twenty feet below a strangely shaped
generator droned. It was at least twelve feet tall, and looked like apair of solid black cubes, the smaller
balanced atop the larger. The top cube rotated slowly, producing the steady drone of sound. An odd
smell, like ozone blended with antiseptic, pervaded the air.

All of them had seen generators of that type before in various and unlikely places around the world.
Brigid and L akesh speculated they were fusion reactors, the energy output held in addlicately balanced
magnetic matrix. When the matrix was

breached, an explosion of apocayptic proportions resulted.

Sindri led them through an open archway and traversed yet another broad hall lined on either sde by
nichesinset into the wals. Thelittle man looked straight ahead as he strolled past a niche containing two
stone tablets engraved with ten sentencesin Aramaic. Another niche contained alitter of ancient
weaponry, swords, maces and battered shields. One shield bore likenesses of crouching lions.

"What isthis, Sindri?' Brigid demanded. "A museum?”

"Something like that," he answered. "An archaeologist's paradise, the clutter of past ages brought here
and stored by the previous tenants of this complex.”

They continued waking down the hall, passng niche after niche of incredible objects. Skulls, machines,
even something that looked like a sheep's fleece dusted with gold, filled the niches. They werea
gathering of rdicsfrom fact, fable and even fantasy.

Up ahead a shimmering radiance drove away the shadows, like rays of sunlight as viewed through thick
cloud cover. The passageway terminated at arailed gallery encircling and overlooking ametal-walled
shaft thirty feet across. The cavity was barely fifteen feet deep, but aboredis-like glow exuded from the
wallsinwaves.



At firg dl they saw wasthe dancing veil of amber light. They felt subtle energiestingling their flesh, likea
wesk dtatic discharge. Kane, Brigid and Grant looked through the pulsing glow, stared past it, focusing
their eyes on the shapesthat lay beyond it.

"A sadsfidd," Brigid announced.

Sindri amiled at her flegtingly, appreciatively. "Exactly. And behind it are sdlective samplings from many
different eras, many different centuries” He swept hisarm toward the cavity. "This part islessamuseum
than atomb of time."

All three people stared, fascinated. Down below, within arecessed niche behind the glimmer, they saw a
man in astarched blue uniform with ayellow neckerchief and gauntlets. On the crown of his
broad-brimmed blue hat they could just make out an inggnia patch that depicted apair of crossed
sabers. Although he was asimmobile as amannequin, he clutched at one of three arrows jutting from his
torso. Hisright arm was bent at the elbow, hisindex finger crooked around empty air.

Grant rumbled, ™Y ou got the Smith & Wesson from him, didn't you?"

Sindri nodded, moving aong therail. "Where e s?*

They followed the little man, looking down into the shaft at the figures frozen behind the stasi's screen.
They saw abearded man wearing a dented metd breastplate and steel casgque from the days of

the conquistadors, and adouching, heavy-jawed brute wearing only a pelt of shaggy hide. Then they
dtiffened asthey saw two large creatures crouched motionless in the shadows cloaking the chamber.
Regptilian mongters, their crocodilian heads didn't move, nor did their massive scaed bodies stir. They
were like fragments of dreams, snatched from the imagination and encased in amber.

Asthey circled the gdlery, Kanesaid, "Thisisdl very interesting, Sindri, but we guessed quite some
time ago you figured out how to trawl living creatures from the past. Some of them madeit to New Edo.”

Sindri nodded. "Quite true, dthough | wasn't repongible for everything that came tumbling through the
time stream. However, itisNew Edo | wish to discusswith you."

Grant blinked in surprise behind the transparent faceplate. "Why?"

Sindri stopped at therail and made adownward gesture. "That'swhy."

Grant, Kane and Brigid followed hisarm motion. They saw another niche and adark-haired naked
woman standing within it, her back against the wall. What appeared to be stedl claws, little more than
four curves of metal, held her around the arms and legs.

Totheir mutua surprise, the woman moved, lifting her head, shaking her hair out of her eyes. The

woman gazed up at them, and an expression of mingled fear and joy appeared on her finely sculpted
face.

A singleword wastorn from Grant's lips, haf asnarl of fury, half agroan of horror. " Shizuka!"

Chapter 14



When the world blew out in 2001, more than the face of the Earth changed beneath the soaring fireballs
and mile-high mushroom clouds. The physical world was vadily different. Ruins stood in place of
gleaming towers, radioactive wastelands and toxic bogs existed where national parks had once played
host to families of tourists. Citiesteeming with life were swallowed by desert sands.

All the old cultures were gone, burned down to their foundations, so new societies were formed, with
their own laws, their own rules, their own beliefs and even their own diaects.

In North America, the English language remained essentidly the same, though the postapocayptic
vocabulary contained new words, combinations of abbreviations crested by anew generation
accustomed to acting, rather than talking.

Nuclear holocaust was melded into "nukecaust,” the nuclear winter was referred to as " skydark” and any
time period before January 20, 2001, was spoken of as"predark.” Cities and towns and settlements
werecdlassfied as"villes."

Even the definition of the word Cerberus had changed. To classicists, Cerberus was the three-headed,
dragon-tailed hound who guarded the gateway to Hades, the Hell of Greek mythology. The monstrous
creature permitted the spirits of the dead to enter, but none to return to the land of the living. Only one

mortal ever defied Cerberus and that was Hercules.

As part of the bargain he struck with King Eu-rystheus of Mycenae, Hercules was charged with
performing twelve labors. Hisfina labor took him down to Hades itself to bring Cerberusto the upper
world. He could use no wesgpons to subdue the terrible beast, but even so he forced the hellhound to
submit and carried him, growling and snapping, al the way to Mycenae. When King Eurystheses saw
the monster, he was so horrified he ordered Hercules to return him to the underworld.

By the midtwentieth century, scientistsrather than scholarsfirst redefined the word Cerberus, but it il
possessed a tenuous connection to the creature of myth. Project Cerberus was considered to be an
appropriate code name for an undertaking devoted to ripping open the gates between heaven and hell.

Under the aegis of the Totaity Concept, utilizing bits of preexisting technology, Project Cerberus
researched and engineered matter transmission. To streamline the mass production of the quantum
in-terphase mat-transinducers, the project was moved

from the Dulce, New Mexico, ingtdlation and headquartered in aredoubt on an exceptionaly remote
mountain plateau in Montana's Bitterroot Range. Thetrileve, thirty-acre facility was built into the Sde of
amountain peak, and was constructed primarily of vanadium aloy and boasted design and construction
specifications that were aimed at making the complex an impenetrable community of at least ahundred
people. The redoubt contained two dozen salf-contained gpartments, a cafeteria, a decontamination
center, amedica dispensary, aswimming pool and holding cdlls on the bottom level.

The plateau holding the redoubt and the road leading up to it were surrounded by an el aborate system of
heat-sengng warning devices, night-vison video cameras and motion-trigger darms. Inthe unlikely
ingtance of an organized assault againg the ingtalation, an eectric force field energized with particles of
antimatter could be activated at the touch of a button. A telemetric communications array was Situated at
the top of the pesk.

The redoubt's control complex contained five dedicated and eight shared subprocessors, dl linkedina
mainframe system. The advanced model used experimenta error-correcting miniature microchips, which



even reacted to quantum fluctuations. The biochip technology utilized protein molecules sandwiched
between microscopic glass-and-metd circuits.

Although official designations of al Totaity Concept-related redoubts were based on the phonetic
aphabet, amost no one stationed in the facility referred to it as Bravo. The mixture of civilian scientists
and military personnel smply caled it Cerberus.

One of the enlisted men with artistic aspirationswent so far asto illustrate the door next to the entrance
with an image of athree-headed hound. Rather than attempt even avaguely redigtic representation, he
used inddible paintsto create a davering hellhound with atrio of snarling heads sprouting out of an
exaggeratedly muscled neck. The neck was bound by a spiked collar, and the three jaws gaped wide
open. In case anyone didn't grasp the meaning, he emblazoned beneath the image the single word,
Cerberus, wrought in ornate Gothic script.

Generations after the nukecaust and some thirty years after hisreviva from acentury and ahalf spent in
cryogenic stasis, L akesh expanded the definition of Cerberus yet again. It now encompassed not only
the matter-transmission process and the redoubt itself, but dso the small group of exileswho lived in the
ingtdlation as both ahome and a sanctuary. It was no longer amanufacturing facility. It wasfull of
shadowed corridors, empty rooms and sepulchral silences, a sanctuary for twelve human beings. It was
possible that the handful of people

who lived in the ingtalation would be the last who would ever walk its halways.

A littlelessthan ayear before, Cerberus had housed more than a dozen, but there had been casualties
sincethen. First Adrian and Davisin the Black Gobi, murdered by the forces of the Tushe Gun, then
Beth-Li Rouch,. killed by one of the redoubt's own. The most recent casudty was Cotta, dismembered
by amind-controlled sasquatch in the Antarctic.

Since then, and the near death of Domi, the fear the redoubt would suffer more casuaties had become
amost aphobia. It hadn't reached a point where operations were crippled, but Reba DeFore could
easlly envison it hgppening in the future.

In the hour since she and Domi gated back into Cerberus, DeFore had done little more than shower,
change into awhite bodysuit, the unofficia uniform of the redoubt's staff, and stand in the central
complex. A long room with high, vaulted ceilings, it waslined by consoles of dias, switchesand
computer stations. A huge Mercator relief map of the world spanned the far wall. Pinpoints of light
glowed in dmost every country, and thin phosphorescent lines networked across the continents, likea
web spun by arad-mad spider. The map ddlineated dl the locations of al functioning, indexed gateway
unitsall over theworld.

Defore paid no attention to the map. Her eyes

werefixed on the medica monitor. The telemetry transmitted from Kane's, Brigid's and Grant's bio-link
trangponders scrolled upward. The computer systems recorded every byte of data sent to the Comsat
and directed it down to the redoubt's hidden antenna array. Sophisticated scanning filters combed
through the telemetric signals and precisdy isolated the team's current position in time and space.

The vita signs of the three people indicated stress, but Grant's blood pressure and heart-rate readings
were nudging the far end of the high scale. The indicators were very unusua for the normally phlegmatic
man. DeFore couldn't hel p but wonder what was upsetting him so deeply.



"What the hell isgoing on?" she murmured for the third time in the five minutes. "Wherethe hdll are you?!

From behind her, Lakesh said with atouch of asperity, "As| thought | made clear, they're gpparently
somewherein Cdifornia...in the generd vicinity of where Santa Barbara used to be.”

Sheturned toward him, unconscioudly crossing her asams over her breadts. "I'm just talking to mysdlf. A
kid like you wouldn't know how easily distracted we senior citizens can become.”

Lakesh didn't respond to her sarcasm. Even after nearly five years, DelFore wasn't sure how shefelt
about him, particularly over the past couple of months. She attributed his demanding and rather

high-handed manner of late to his restored youth— or rather hisrestored early middle age. She didn't
even pretend to understand how it had happened. The process L akesh described flew so thoroughly in
theface of dl her medicd training—aslimited asit was—that he might aswell have relegated the cause
toamiracle.

All DeForeredly knew wasthat a couple of months ago she watched Mohandas L akesh Singh step into
the gateway chamber as ahunched-over, spindly old man who gppeared to be fighting the grave for
every hour he remained on the planet. His hair was so washed-out by time that it was ash-gray. Thick
spectacles |ooked like double-glazed windows over the pale blue eyes that were incongruous with the
sdlow, liver-spotted skin.

A day later, the gateway chamber activated and when the door opened, Kane, Brigid Baptiste, Grant
and Domi emerged. A well-built stranger wearing the white bodysuit of Cerberus duty personnel
followed them. DefFore gaped in stunned amazement at the man'sthick, glossy black hair brushed back
from ahigh forehead. His olive complexion was clear, hiswell-fed face split in atoothy, excited grin, his
big blue eyes dight. She recognized only the long, aguiline nose as belonging to the Lakesh she had
known these past four years.

Lakesh clamed he had no ideahow long hisvitdity would last. Whether it would vanish overnight

and leave him adoddering scarecrow like the fabulous One Horse Shay or whether he would smply
begin to age normaly from that point onward, he couldn't be certain. However, he wasn't about to waste
the gift of youth, astrangtory asit might be. DeFore didn't know who One Horse Shay had been or
what was s0 fabulous about him, but she did notice Lakesh surreptitioudy eyeing her bosom in away he
had never done before.

She had never felt very comfortable with him, despite the fact he fascinated her. Part of her enchantment
with him, though, was aresult of hishistory. Lakesh had been born back before skydark. HEd seen the
world beforeit had died, had memories of timeswell before the nukecaust. HEd dept in the Anthill, the
master center of the redoubts located in Mount Rushmore, for more than a century and been awakened
fifty years ago to take his place in the plans of the nine barons. His mgjor organs were replaced upon his
resuscitation, including anew heart, anew set of lungs, kneejoints made of polyethylene and even a
second pair of eyes.

However, everything held seen and lived through, everything he remembered from the past, had served
to dter Lakesh's dliances. Ingtead of remaining a conspirator with the Totaity Concept'saimsand goals,
he'd become its most dangerous adversary. Over the years held put his plansinto action. His chief
grength lay in the fact that hed known die

Cerberas redoubt was gtill active when dl nine barons believed it was unsalvagegble.



Despite making it the headquarters for afledgling resstance movement, in fact the ingalation hadn't
functioned as much more than a hideout, abolt-hole for the various exiles from the baronies. Only with
the arrival of Kane, Grant, Brigid and Domi had the Cerberus res stance movement initiated action of
any sort.

Irritably, DeFore said, "It just galls me that we can't jump to where they are.”

L akesh indicated the Mercator map with abackward jerk of his head. "The trangit lines have been
closed off. It's happened before, once anyway."

She nodded. "1 remember. By Sindri. But he's supposed to be dead.”
"And I'm supposed to be pushing three centuries old,” Lakesh shot back.
"You ae'" shesadtersaly.

He nodded. "The term 'supposed to be' isthe operative one here. Sometimes events don't happen in the
way we think they're supposed to."

Defore suspected he was making an oblique reference to the events of the past few months, the
so-called Imperator War. Rather than ask him for clarification and be drawn into a protracted and
bewildering discussion about the person, creature or entity Lakesh caled the irnperator—or depending
on hismood, smply Sam—she declared, "Kane and

Grant behaved asif they knew who was behind Bri-gid's abduction.”
He smiled sourly. " Another supposition?’

"Yes," sheadmitted. "But I'm till not clear on why Grant was so adamant that me and Domi—her in
particular—didn't go with them."

L akesh tugged absently at his nose, a habit that had not changed since hisagereversd. ' 'l can only
gpeculate on his motives, but more than likdly friend Grant feared that what Sindri—or whoever—giveth,
he could also take away."

Defore regarded him keenly. ' 'So you think Sindri trawled Domi and saved her life? From what I've
heard of him, he doesn't seem to lean much in the way of atruism.”

Lakesh lifted ashoulder in ashrug. "l havenoideaif Sindri did it or how he managed it, but he certainly
isthe most probable culprit.”

"Culprit," she echoed. "Y ou make it sound like he committed a crimeinstead of saved alife.”

L akesh favored her with agrave up-from-under look, the same way he had done when he peered over
therims of his spectacles. ' 'Perhapsin away he did. Who knows if Domi wasfated to die that day? By
interfering in the flow of time and events, Sindri very well may have triggered another dternate event
horizon. Asit is, he didn't retrieve her amicrosecond before her death because of any Sa-

maritan impulses. No, it was either awhim or acomponent of alarger plan.”



Deforedidn't like what she was hearing. Chill fingers of dread stroked the base of her spine, and she
shivered. ."Sindri deliberately lured usto the Operation Chronos facility in Chicago, isthat what you're

Lakesh nodded. "Precisely. During my short time spent in Sindri's company, | found him to be abrilliant,
cunning...yet possibly the most hate-filled man | ever met. And I've met quite afew in my two-plus
centuriesof life

"| thought he fancied himsdlf ascientist and aliberator.”

"Oh, I'm sureif Sindri was questioned on that point, he would deny his hatred. He would claim hateis
not scientific, and therefore he isincapable of feding that emotion.”

Lakesh's eyes acquired afaraway sheen, and his voice dropped to a husky whisper. "He would never
suspect, much less admit that under the surface of hisintellect a hatred hot enough to set the world on
fire smolders continuoudy. Nor would he guess that his dreams of setting the world aright had their roots
hidden in hishatred.”

DefFore sad quietly, "Maybe hateis dl he ever had.”
"No." Lakesh's voice was the rustle of coarse cloth. "But it'sal he has | eft.”

Suddenly, he seemed to mentaly shake himsdlf and he knuckled his eyes. "Forgive me, Doctor. When
I'mtired | tend to wax philosophical.”

"And psychologicd," DefForeinterjected with ajittery amile. "l wasn't aware you had the time to analyze
him."

Peremptorily, Lakesh stated, "Let'sjust say | know thetype."

Histone closed the subject, but DeFore guessed he had been thinking of the source of his renewed
vitality, the child god—or demon—who had assumed thetitle of imperator. Despite the explanations
offered to her, not only by Lakesh but Brigid, aswell, she had no idea of the true nature of the
imperator. She knew he alegedly ruled some of the barons, but how many and for how long was till an
open question.

Although al of thefortress citieswith their individud, alegedly immortal god-kings were supposed to be
interdependent, the baronies fill operated on insular principles. Cooperation among them was grudging
despite their shared god of aunified world. They perceived humanity in genera as either servantsor as
living storage vessdl s for transplanted organs and fresh genetic material.

The nine barons weren't immortal, but they were as close as flesh-and-blood creatures could cometoit.
Dueto their hybrid metabolisms, their longevitiesfar exceeded those of humans. Barring accidents ill-

nesses—or assassi nations—the barons life spans could conceivably be measured in centuries. Grant
figured that even the youngest of them was close to ahundred years old.

But the price paid by the baronsfor their extended life spans was not cheap. They were physically
fragile, proneto lethargy, and their metabolisms were easy prey for infections, which was one reason
they tended to sequester themselves from the ville-bred humans they ruled.



The vast genetic engineering facility beneeth the ArchuletaMesain Dulce served as a combination of
gestation, birthing ward and medica treatment center. The hybrids, the sdf-proclaimed new humans,
were born there, the half-human spawn created to inherit the nuke-scoured Earth.

None of the hybrids reproduced in conventiona fashion. They reproduced by aform of cloning and
gene-splicing, but it hadn't seemed reasonable they would rely completely on the subterranean facilities
beneath the mesa. And if that were s, if they did not have access to a secondary ingtallation, then
extinction for the barons was less than a generation away. Or so dl the Cerberus exiles fervently hoped
when the Dulce ingtallation was destroyed.

That hope vanished quickly when Lakesh informed them of the Area 51 complex, and the body of
legends that had sprung up around aien involvement with the top secret facility. The so-cdled diens

weren't referred to by name, but they fit the general physica description of Balam's people. If that was
indeed the case, Lakesh theorized that the medical facilitiesthat might exist in Area51 would be of great
use to the barons, since they would aready be designed for their metabolisms. Baron Cobalt could
reactivate them, turn them into a processing and treatment center, without having to rebuild from scratch.
He could have trandferred the medicad personnel from the Dulce facility.

Baron Cobalt's forces had occupied the Dreamland complex in order to dole out the means of baronia
surviva as he saw fit. Kane and Domi were captured when they penetrated the enormous installation.
During their two weeks of imprisonment in Area 51, they been told about amysteriousfigure caled the
imperator who intended to set himself up as overlord of the villes, with the barons subservient to him.
That bit of newswas surprising enough, but it quickly turned shocking, when Kane said hisinformant
claimed none other than Balam, whom they had thought was gone forever, supported thisimperator.

Baam, the sole representative of the so-called Ar-chon Directorate and therefore the masters of the
baronial oligarchy and the entire hybrid dynasty, hadn't escaped—he had been st free.

In the months since the entity's departure, Lakesh had toyed with the notion that Balam had chosen to

remain aprisoner in Cerberusfor over three years until the res stance group was strong enough to
actually make adifferencein the war to cast off the harness of davery. In essence he had madethe
Cerberus exiles participate in a conspiracy to manipulate a conspiracy.

L akesh turned toward DefFore, forcing asmile. "Therés no point in both of us standing here wondering
what the biolink telemetry actualy means. | think we should—"

A soft bong emanated from the monitor screen. Both people's heads swiveled toward it so swiftly their
neck tendons twinged in protest. Hearts trip-hammering, they stared in horrified fascination astheicons
symbalizing Brigid, Kane and Grant flickered and vanished from the screen.

Chapter 15

Lakesh focused on hisghostly reflection barely visible in the blank monitor. For aninstant he saw a
haggard and ancient face staring back at him—the face he had worn before meeting the imperator. The
accusation hi the blue eyeswasfirm, and it wasjust asfirm in DeForés voice. "Dammit, don't ignore
me! | had enough of that from Grant today. What are we going to do?'

Inhaling a deep, canning breath, Lakesh turned to face the agitated medic. "Theres very little we can do,



Doctor.” He deliberately addressed her by the honorific, despite knowing her education as a physician
was woefully incomplete, at least by predark standards. " Our only option isthe time-honored practice of
sarving by standing and waiting."

Defore's eyebrows drew together at the bridge of her nose as shetried to reason out the meaning of the
old bromide. Gesturing to the gateway, she demanded, "Isn't there any way to override the transit block
from here?'

" fear not.”

"Didn't Sindri overcome your own security

blocks and beam biswalking stick in here?' she chalenged. "Y ou were the Project Cerberus oversesr,
right? Thisisthefirg fully functional and debugged gateway, it it, thetemplatefor al the unitsin the
network? Are you saying he can do things with them you can't?"

Despite knowing what the woman was doing, Larkesh bristled. "Don't try to bait me with such an
obvious ploy. Whatever methodology Sindri used to accomplish what he did was never made clear to
rrell

In truth, the problem had vexed Lakesh for along time. He could only speculate that once Sindri
grasped the fundamental principles of the quantum inducer operations, he approached the problem from
adirection Lakesh had yet to figure out.

"There are many reasons why were not receiving the trangponders telemetry at the moment,” he went
on in areasonable tone. "It doesn't necessarily mean the jump team's life functions have ceased.”

She nodded. "I know."

"Besides, there are other matters to occupy me. Y our intriguing account of the so-called night-gaunts for
one. Y ou weren't very precise about them."

"l told you dl I know," DeFore replied defensively. "Domi was the one who cdled them that.”
Hislipsquirked in apatronizing smile. "Y es, I'm aware of the Ouflands supergtitions of faceess soul

steders. But inasmuch as you said they spoke, it's apparent they have mouths and therefore faces, even
if you couldn't seethem.”

Shefrowned. "I don't know if it was an actua language or not. It sounded like gibberish to me.
Linguigicsisnt my fidd."

"Can you reproduce some of the sounds you heard? I | hear the phonetics, | might be able the identify
the root and therefore where the creatures came from."

Lines of concentration furrowed on her smooth brow. After athoughtful moment, she said, " Di-ku.
That'swhat | heard most of dl. Di-ku."

L akesh's eyes widened then narrowed. "Y ou're sure?"

"Of course I'm not sure," she answered gruffly. "It was chaosin there" Slowly, asif hewere dredging



through hismemory, he said, "During my investigationsinto the mythologica originsof the Archons, |
had occasion to read trandations of Su-merian legend and lore.”

ll&?l

"Theirswas an agglutinative tongue, its vocabulary, grammar and syntax are unrelated to any other
language, living or dead. If it was Sumerian you heard, then no wonder it sounded like gibberish to you."

Suspicioudy, she asked, "I hope you're not get-
ting ready to theorize that we ran into a bunch of time-trawled Sumerians.”

"Hardly. However, theword di-ku means'to judge' or ‘judgment determiner. | find it very sgnificant,
particularly since we know that the Sume-rian civilization was influenced by the Annunaki.”

DefFore put out ahand, pam outward. "Stop,” she said sternly. "Don't go there, al right? Not now. You
know how | hate dl that ancient astronaut crap.”

Amused in spite of the Situation, Lakesh inquired innocently, "Eveniif it'sthe truth?'
"Wedon't know if it'sthe truth,” she shot back. "It's only what Brigid claimed shewastold."

Lakesh didn't deny it or argue with the woman. Even Kane had pointed out that al the history they knew
of the barons, the nukecaust and even the Archons derived from secondhand and dubious sources, with
very little empirical evidenceto back it up. All they really had as afoundation was myth, often distorted
and disguised out of al reasonable proportion.

Defore passed ahand over her face and said wearily, " Sorry, Lakesh. I'm worn and wrung out.”

"Why don't you go the cafeteria?’ he suggested gently. ™Y ou haven't eaten since your return, and | can
tell you're exhausted. I'll apprise you of any change.”

She sghed heavily, loath to leave the control
complex. "It never gets any easier, doesit? The waiting and wondering?'
"No," he answered bluntly. "I wish | could say it did, but it never does."

Deforel€eft the ready room, walking around the long table that served asits only furniture. Lakesh
watched her go, once again thanking whatever mysterious fates had brought the woman to his attention.
But at the same time he thanked them, he aso feared them. If Reba DeFFore ever learned the true
circumstances of her exile from her ville, he would earn her undying hatred, and he knew he deserved
every atom of it. Despite dl the rationalizations and justifications he employed, guilt till consumed him,
more SO now that he was an exile himsdlf.

Lakesh's usud method of recruitment wasto select likely candidates from the personnd records of dl
the villes, then set them up, frame them for crimes againgt their respective barons. He had used the ploy
to recruit Brigid Baptiste, Reba DeFore, Benjamin Farrell, Donald Bry and Robert Weg-mann, knowing
al thewhilethat the crud, heartless plan had abarely acceptable risk factor.

It was the only way to spirit them out of their villes, turn them against the barons and make them fed



indebted to him. Thisbit of explosive and potentialy fata knowledge had not been shared with the exiles
other than Kane, Grant and Brigid, and

they had occasionally held it over his head, as both ameans of persuasion and outright blackmail.

It wasn't asif Lakesh hadn't undertaken enormous risks himsdlf in his covert war against the barons.
Before, asamember of the Cobdtville Trust, he straddled the fence between collaborator and
conspirator. Unfortunately, the suspicions of Savo, afellow Trust member and Magistrate Divison
commander, had been aroused by his activities. He pulled Lakesh off the fence and onto the Sde of a
conspirator because he suspected him of not only being a Preservationist, but of arranging Kane, Bri-gid
and Grant's escape from the ville.

Part of this suspicion wastrue, but the other part was a ddliberately constructed falsehood. Salvo had
bought into a piece of mole datathat Lakesh himsdlf had sent burrowing through the nine-ville network
some twenty years before. Salvo was convinced of the existence of an underground resistance
movement called the Preservationists, agroup that alegedly followed a set of idedlistic preceptsto free
humanity from the bondage of the barons by revealing the hidden history of Earth.

The Preservationists were an utter fiction, a straw adversary crafted for the baronsto fear and chase
after while Lakesh'strue insurrectionist work proceeded elsewhere.

Savo believed Lakesh to be a Presarvationist, and that he had recruited Kane into their traitorous rank

and file. When Baron Cobdt had charged Sdvo with the responsbility of apprehending Kane by any
means necessary, the man presumed those meansincluded the abduction and torture of Lakesh, one of
the baron'sfavorites.

L akesh had been rescued and taken back to Cerberus, but the retrieval increased the odds the redoubt
would befound. Although the ingtalation was listed on dl ville records as utterly inoperable, Lakesh
extrapolated that Baron Cobalt would leave no redoubt unopened in his search for him.

After dl, the baron had witnessed a group of se-ditionists using his own persond gateway to transport
elsawhere, so logicdly, hisquarry had to have adestination. The matter stream modulations of the
Cerberus unit were dightly out of phase with other gateways so they couldn't be traced. The baron's
only aternative was a physical search of every redoubt. In spite of Grant, Kane, Brigid and Domi's
effortsto lay fasetrails hi other redoubts, Lakesh knew far too many things had happened since his
rescue to be able to return to any of the villes, either asaconspirator or collaborator.

War had come to the baronies. Baron Cobalt had disappeared, and the imperator was setting into
motion momentous events that would eventudly result in aviolent climax or aterrifying synthess. The
doctrine of unity had been decisively shattered, and Lakesh had no ideawhat might take its place. For

the mgjority Of the ville-bred citizens, the concept of aliving outside of anarrow, structured society
would be akin to insanity. Lakesh knew the people of the baronieswould not be asresilient as Kane,
Grant and Brigid Baptiste when their entire belief system collapsed into the rubble of lost dreams and
meaningless dogma.

For most of their lives, Kane, Grant and Brigid had subscribed to the doctrine of unification. In the case
of Kane and Grant, they had dedicated their livesto serving those idedls. As Magidtrates, the two men
enforced the many and contradictory laws of the villes, enjoying their reputations of being both ruthless
and incorruptible. Both men followed a pat-rilined tradition, assuming the duties and positions of their



fathers before them. They did not have given names, each taking the surname of the father, asthough the
first Magistrate to bear the name was the same man asthelast.

As Magigrates, the coursestheir lives followed had been charted before their births. They were destined
tolive, fight and die, usudly violently, asthey fulfilled their oaths to impose order upon chaos. Kaneslife
hed taken adifferent route, but he learned later he was following the secret path laid down by hisfather.

When Kane, Grant and Brigid were reclassified as outlanders, or nonpersons, they could never return to
Cobdtville. Asfar as Kane was concerned, the

war was over. The nukecaust made the planet the property of someone—something—else, and humans
like himsdf were exiles on theworld of their birth.

Only Lakesh'stheory that the nukecaust happened because of an dteration in the probability wave gave
him even adim light of hope. If the Archonsturned the wave in adirection it was not supposed to flow,
then perhaps the course could be redirected.

It wasasmall, amost ridiculous hope, but neither Kane, Grant nor Brigid had anything e se on which to
base areason to continue living. Faced with the choice of bleak acceptance of theredity or afaint
chance of salvaging humanity'sfuture, they chosethefaint chance.

According to Kane, it was the only human choice to make. Fortunately, the crucible of spiritud firedid
not destroy Kane, Brigid and Grant. It cleansed them even asiit scorched them, driving them forward,
keeping them from accepting or surrendering to the forces arrayed against them. They declared war on
the dark forces devoted to maintaining the yoke of davery around the collective necks of humankind. It
was astruggle not just for the physica surviva of humanity but for the human spirit, the soul of an entire
race.

Over the past two years, they scored many victories, defeated many enemies and solved mysteries

of the past that molded the present and the future. More importantly, they began to rekindle of the spark
of hope within the breasts of the disenfranchised fighting to survivein the Outlands.

Victory, if not within their grasp, at least no longer seemed an unattainable dream. But dark clouds arose
from the nuke-scoured caldron of the hellzones, building to acritica mass. The war that ended a
civilization and began another two centuries before had entered anew and far more deadly phase—and
it was one that Kane and his friends had unwittingly brought about.

L akesh gtarted to walk into the control center and grimaced at astabbing pain in hisright knee. The pain
was brief, but it was familiar. He knew the symptoms of arthritis and with asinking sensation in the pit of
his ssomach he realized the imperator's gift of restored vitdity was no more substantia than the dogma of

uniy.

He saw Bry seated at the main ops console and Farrdll a environmenta station. They wereengaged ina
casua conversation, talking of matters mundane and ordinary. Lakesh fervently wished he could joinin,
but he couldn't force his mind away from the crisis. He knew he should have anticipated Sindri's
involvement in Domi's resurrection and taken precautions. But he had not, and now he feared disaster
for dl of humankind was afoot in the night.

He strode up the aide between computer stations.



Usually the sublime hum of computer noise comforted him, but tonight it ate at his nerve endings. Once
again, renegade technology cast athreatening shadow on aworld that dready had seen itsfair share of
darkness.

Somewhere out there existed an immensely powerful tool for mass destruction, and it was in the hands
of amadman possessed of an overwheming need to avenge his own birth.

Chapter 16

Grant heded away from therailing asthe echo of hiscry ill vibrated inthear. Sindri didn't move, didn't
s0 much asflinch as Grant lunged toward him. He met the big man's expression of bare-toothed,
wild-eyed, homicida fury with abland amile.

Too maddened by rage to even think of unleath-ering his Sin Eater, Grant closed his hands around
Sindri's upper ams and hoisted him up effortlessy, holding him at eyelevd.

"Let her go!" Grant roared out the words, his breath fogging the faceplate of hishood. *'L et her go, or
I'll rip your fucking arms off and hammer them down your throat!"

"I have no doubt you could do so," Sindri replied, hisvoice cdm. "And | aways intended to release her.
Under a condition, of course.”

"Of course," Brigid spit angrily. "What isit thistime? More of your 'bow, yidd, kned' shit?"

The occasion was rare when Brigid used profanity and when she did, it meant she was stressed-out
indeed. Kane, dthough equally angry, wasn't partic-

ularly surprised by Sindri's ploy. AsBrigid had pointed out earlier, Sindri never did anything without
holding out an ace. He glanced down into the shaft a Shizukain the alcove. Her dark eyessilently
implored him, but he wasn't sure what she wanted him to do.

Growling deep in histhroat like alion infuriated beyond al sense of salf-preservation, Grant roughly
reversed hisgrip on Sindri, spinning him and dangling him over therailing by the ankles. He shook him,
bellowing, "I'm not playing these games with you, pissant! Let her go, or | drop you straight on your
heed!"

"You can do that," Sindri agreed, still striving to sound unruffled and in control of the Situation. "But
you'd kill her, too."

Grant opened his hand around Sindri's right ankle and the little man cried out involuntarily in fear, kicking
a theair. Hisvoice trembling in anger at the indignity of being held upside down like an infant, Sindri
shouted, " Oakshott!"

Grant's brow furrowed in confusion. He exchanged a swift glance with Kane and Brigid. "What does
that mean?'

"It means," Sindri retorted, "the process of killing Shizuka has aready begun. Look."

Even behind the amber shimmer, they saw Shizuka s body tauten, and she bit her lower lip asif ifling a
cry of pain. She strained againgt the curves



of metd holding her to thewall. A crimson trickle ran down her Ieft thigh from benesth aclaw.

"l gavethesgnd to tighten the restraints,” Sin-dri announced. "Even if you kill me, you won't be ableto
breach the stasisfield in time to free her— not before she's dismembered.”

"Well take our chances," Grant snapped, but he didn't sound very confident. Still, he lowered Sindri
afoot or so.

"The best you could hopefor isthat only one of her limbswill be amputated.” Sindri's voice rose, hitting
aghrill note of panic. "For awoman like her, that would be worse than death.”

Shizuka squeezed her eyes shut and with mounting horror, Kane and Brigid saw threads of blood inching
down her forearms. Grant stared unblink-ingly at the woman, then with asnarl, pulled the little man back
over therail and dumped him unceremonioudy onto thefloor.

Sindri picked himself up quickly, his cheeks bright red from the blood that had rushed to hishead. He
stumbled dizzily. "If I'd known the extent to which | was going to be abused by you three, | would've let
both bitchesdie”

Grant'sdesireto kill thelittle man by any means poss ble was so overwhelming he could barely spesk.
He clenched his hands around the top bar of therailing so tightly Kane fancied he heard the metal cresk.

"Get her out of there," Kane directed Sindri, "or helll break your neck, regardless of the consequences.”

Sindri sad, "All right, Oakshott. Enough.” He clapped hishands asif dusting them off. "Done and done.
Now we can befriendsagain.”

Some of the tension went out of Shizuka's body as the pressure of the claws decreased. Her lips moved,
but they couldn't hear what she said.

"Shelll befing" Sindri declared curtly. "I'll have her brought around so you can speak with her. Shel's not
hurt. Those restraints weren't designed to perform such unpleasant tasks as dismemberment anyway."

"Y ou mean they don't meet your high standards of instruments of torture,” Brigid grated.

Sindri shot her anicy-eyed, searching stare. "They were apparently built to retrieve and hold dangerous
itemsthat were trawled from the time stream, much like the mechanica arms used in pre-dark nuclear

power plants.

"Fascinating,” Kane said with undisguised contempt. "We're dways astounded by the uses you find for
old predark junk. Space stations, gamma-powered lasers, molecular destabilizers, stedlth
arcraft—you'rethe king, Sindri. Of scavengers.”

Sindri showed histeeth either in agrimace of outrage or asavage grin of defiance. In asilky soft
voice, he said, "Mr. Kane, you don't know the hdf of it. I've not even begun to astound you."

Kane, Brigid and Grant al redlized he wasn't making a promise but issuing athrest.

ONCE THEY WERE out of the stasi's chamber, Sindri took off his hood and told his three companions



to do the same. They followed him through a narrow door and went silently dong aniill-lit corridor. The
dim blue glow of the occasond neon light provided the only illumination.

Grant was till too agitated to speak, fury seething in his eyes. Kane, walking abreast of Sindri, asked,
"Areyou going to tel us how Shizuka became your prisoner?

"Certainly, " he answered smoothly. " She and a contingent of samurai came here severa tunes over the
past couple of months. Apparently, they were searching for you three. | was content to let them prowl
around the perimeter of the ingtdlation, since they were obvioudy loath to enter it. Findly, she camein
done"

"So you were here when we tracked the Magistrates down?' Brigid demanded.

Sindri nodded. "I wasindeed.” He pointed to avid spy-eye on the ceiling. "I watched it al from asafe
remove. When you got into this section of the complex, | decided it wastimeto go. | used the mat-trans
to jJump to Redoubt Echo in Chicago. When |

returned afew dayslater, | found a consderable amount of damage had been doneto the dilator.” He
cast areproachful glance toward Kane. "And you left abody for meto dispose of. That was very
uncouth, Mr. Kane."

After severd baffling turns, the corridor began to dant downward. "How'd you even find out abouit this
place?' Kane asked.

Sindri smiled dyly. "I had unrestricted accessto the database in the Anthill, remember?”

Kane nodded and said nothing more. Since the vast Anthill complex had been intended to be the sest of
al Totality Concept divisons, it stood to reason the computer system there contained all the gateway
destination codes for redoubts relating to the Concept projects.

"| didn't come hereimmediatdly, of course," Sindri went on. "I wasinjured, asyou might recal.” His
voice becameflinty and he glared accusingly over his shoulder at Brigid. She met his glare with one of
her own. "l jumped to Parallax Red and stayed there long enough to hedl. Then | came here.”
"Spesking of Parallax Red,” Kane remarked, "where are your hel per elves, the transadapts?’

Sindri waved ahand through the air asif the matter was of little importance. "They're waiting for me,
never fear."

Grant findly deigned to speek to thelittle man.

"Y ou don't usually work aone. Y ou need followers and worshipers.”

"Like Megaeraand her Furieswho think you're the smiling god,” Brigid interposed. "Where are they?"
"Not here," Sindri retorted with astudied nonchaance.

"Why not?' Brigid challenged.

"Because like dl fanatics, they're too unpredictable to make relidble help."



"Whered they come from?" Kane asked.

"Would you be surprised to learn that | really don't know? During the course of my investigations here, |
accidentally brought them through and then transported the whole bunch to Redoubt Echo.”

"Through'?* Kane repested. "What do you mean by that?"
"Apparently, the dilator's focus-confbrmals were aready preset on atarget. So when [—"
"Forget the technobabble,” Grant snapped impatiently. "Where's Shizuka?'

Sindri turned a corner and paused at an open doorway. He bent at the waist in amocking bow. "'Hope
againgt hope and ask till you receive,™ he quoted. "But please disabuse yourself of the notion that once
you're reunited with her you can make good on your thregt to insert my arms down my throat.”

Grant grunted asif the comment were of no con-

sequence and pushed past him into awardroom or smdl gdley. It contained severd tables, chairs, a
stove and refrigerator. Seated at one of the tables, head bowed and hugging hersdlf, was Shizuka

Her normally glossy black hair was dull and disarrayed. Her face was drawn tight over asmoothly
curving bone structure. Her complexion, normaly avery pae gold with roses and milk for an accent,
was more milk now than gold. The dmond-shaped eyes didn't glint with fierce pride. Instead they were
mirrors of suffering. Looking at the digpirited warrior, Kanefelt apainful clenching in hischest.

She wore athin cotton shift that left most of her arms and legs bare. Red welts showed starkly againgt
the flesh. Grant started to rush toward her, but then checked the movement. A gigantic man in black
loomed over Shizuka. He looked to be seven feet tall if he were an inch, and probably tipped the scales
at three hundred pounds. His round moon face was dead-white, like that of a bled-out corpse. Histiny
baby's mouth glistened with sdiva. Bushy sideburns adorned both jaws, and hisdark hair, gleaming with
pomade, bore awhite part right down the middle.

Histhick black suit with itslong frock coat, old-fashioned cdlluloid collar and cravat tie made him look
like astore-window mannequin from the late nineteenth century. He regarded the newcomers without a
flicker of emotion. In one hand, held close

to hisbdly, he gripped atiny wooden pistol, carved in the shape of arevolver. Kane saw atransceiver
plug nestled in the man'sright ear.

Brigid, Kane and Grant dl felt achill afear when they looked into the giant's lusterless, pewter-colored
eyes. Sindri gave ajaunty little laugh. "Thisis Oakshott. He's my right-hand man at the moment. Aren't
you, Oakshott?"

The man leaned forward alittle, peering down at Sindri. Hisflesh-bagged eyesflicked from the little man
to Brigid then to Grant and finally settled on Kane. The expression on hisface was not entirely
vacuous—there appeared to be alaborious form of thought going on.

When Grant stepped toward Shizuka again, Oakshott shuffled forward asif to block hispath. "It'sall
right, Oakshott,” Sindri said soothingly. "He's one of thefriends | told you would bevisting. That'sa

good fellow."



Oakshott stared at Grant mistrustfully and grunted. "Yes. Yes. | understand. Yes."

His voice, though thick and deep, carried an unmistakable British accent. He moved siffly away.
Shizukarose as Grant reached for her, embracing him tightly. In avoice barely above awhisper, she
said, "l feared you were dead. Y ou never returned.”

Grant stroked her hair, kissed the top of her head and murmured, "1'm back now, Shizuka."
Shesadfantly. "Hoi. Yes"

"Yes," Oakshott echoed. "Yes. | understand.”

Kane looked the big man over. He saw white puncture scarsin the man's eye sockets. Oakshott |ooked
asif he had been stabbed at the corners of each eye with anice pick. "Wherethe hell did you find him?*

Sindri laughed nervoudly. "He was aready here. Sort of. | retrieved him from the matrix."

Kanewasn't sure what he meant, but before he could ask for clarification, Brigid inquired, " Do you
know where he'sfrom at least?'

"Asamatter of fact, | do," Sindri answered. "He was trawled from the year 1899, snatched from a
private mental ingtitution in Manchester, England. The dossier | found in the database described Mr.
Sherrinford Oakshott as astark, raving lunatic. He was classed asincurable. The doctors of the day
couldn't do athing with him or for him, and they tried everything in their limited repertoire.

"Poor Mr. Oakshott used to fall victim to periods of what they caled ‘catatonic excitement,’ which from
what | gather was a Victorian euphemism for arampage of killing and raping. In any event, they gave
him aprefronta |obotomy.”

Sindri fingered his eye orhbits. "In those days the procedure amounted to little more than jamming a
knitting needleinto hisbrain.”

Nausea surged in Kane's belly. Even Brigid looked abit sick. He covered his suddenly upset

stomach by saying, "He appears to be the perfect servant for you, Sindri. Not as high maintenance as
your transadapts.”

Sindri did not appear to be offended by the observation. He touched the high collar of the black
bodysuit. ™Y ou speak very truly. | keep in touch with him through a comm. He obeys smple orders
exceptiondly well."

"Particularly,” Brigid pointed out dryly, "if they involve torturing women."

Sindri chuckled. "Apparently,” he went on, "Mr. Oakshott's sudden disappearance from hiscell inthe
asylum didn't receive much publicity. The authorities didn't report it, and were probably relieved when he
smply vanished.”

"If you found him in the matrix," Brigid said, "that means he was time-trawled. Why would alunatic be
pulled from the nineteenth to the twentieth century?*

Sindri gave her amacabre grin. "Especially when there were so many in that time period. If you careto



take seats, I'll explain everything...including why | need your help.”

"Why should we believe anything you 'explain?’ Grant demanded angrily, Shizuka still enfolded in his
arms. "Why shouldn't we just shoot your dagging ass dead and go on our way?' He nodded toward
Oakshott. "L unatic bodyguard or no lunatic bodyguard.”

Sindri sighed like ateacher forced to deal with arowdy student. "Mr. Grant; | could have just aseasily
killed your precious Shizuka asimprison her. But | spared her. Nor did | mistreat her while shewas
here. AsK her if you don't believe me."

Shizuka pushed hersdlf away from Grant and combed nervous fingers through her hair. She seemed to
have regained some sparks of her old inner fire, the ferocity that had driven her to put down arebellion
and command the forces that beat back an invasion of New Edo, al inasingle night.

"That istrue," she gated. "He didn't harm me, but only because | cooperated with him. The zurui chibi
tricked meinto believing he would destroy New Edo if | tried to escape.”

"Zurui chibi?" Kane repeated, sumbling over the pronunciation. "What's that mean?"

Brigid smiled coldly. " Snesky dwarf."

Sindri flushed in anger. "Very droll. But make no mistake, any of you—I wasn't lying to her when |
threatened to destroy New Edo. | certainly can do that...and for that matter, destroy anyone or thing |
pretty much please.”

He took adeep breath and forced asmile to his mobile mouth. "But enough boasting. Let's st down and
discuss matterslike civilized people.”

Brigid and Kane snorted at the sametime.

Chapter"! 7

It was dmost like areplay of their first meeting with Sindri. Asthe four people took seats, very aware of
the looming, intimidating presence of Oakshott, Sindri rummeaged through arefrigerator, murmuring
about refreshments. Neither Kane, Grant nor Brigid was fooled—one of Sindri's favorite impostures
wasthat of the congenia host.

Hewithdrew a carafe of reddish-purple liquid, placed it on the table and busied himself finding glasses.
Grant eyed the carafe distrustfully. "What's this? The same drugged wine you dipped us on Parallax
Red?"

Sindri shook hishead mournfully. "As big as an dephant and with the same long memory for wrongs. |
gpologized for that.”

Sindri placed three tumblers on the table. "No, actudly, thisis adifferent vintage—plum wine from Miss
Shizukas very own New Edo."

He tipped the carafe, pouring the wine into Shizuka's and Brigid'stumblersfirst. He served Kane la,
who gave the little man amirthless smile. "Many thanks. Whenever you get tired of being a



psychotic asshole, you can dways find work waiting tables.”

Sindri smiled disarmingly. "I've dready pulled my tour of being aservant, Mr. Kane. Those daysare
gone and will never return, regardless of what the future may bring.”

Once again, Sindri'stone held an undercurrent of athrest.

None of the four people touched the wine until they saw Sindri take along gulp from hisown glass. His
face screwed up and a prolonged shudder shook his dight frame. Sounding half-strangled, he husked
out, "Smooth."

Kanetook an experimental sip and had the impression of drinking afruit punch mixed with battery acid.
"Let's get down to the business at hand, Sindri. But first of dl, don't for one second delude yourself into
believing well dlow you to say here™

Sindri lifted hiseyebrows. "Actudly, I'd prefer you stay here with me. Like| said, thiswas apparently
the seat of Operation Chronos, code-named Redoubt Y ankee. It was built on one of the Santa Barbara
or Channd Idands, disguised as a satdllite campus of the University of Cdifornia

None of the Cerberus team was particularly surprised to hear that. When they first saw the buildings
hous ng the Chronaos technology, Brigid opined it resembled pix she had seen of predark universties.

"Thiswas one of the finest and most secret research establishmentsin the world,” Sindri continued. "Its
engineering and computer centers were second to none, and | doubt its accomplishmentsin the field of
physics could have been matched, much less exceeded. It was here the personnel cracked the cosmic
code."

Sindri paused expectantly, waiting for the inevitable question about the meaning of his statement. When it
was not forthcoming, his upper lip curled in adisdainful sneer. Hicking his gaze over thefacesof Brigid,
Shizuka, Grant and Kane, he declared, "Don't try to persuade me you know what I'm talking about.”

Without hesitation, Brigid stated, "The cosmic codeis vernacular for the unified field theory. It refersto
the mathematica reconstruction of the first few seconds of the big bang, when the universewas a primal
monobloc without dimensons of space.”

Kane didn't bother suppressing an appreciative laugh when disappointment passed over Sindri'sface like
acloud. Brigid's eidetic memory made her something of an ambulatory encyclopedia, since sheretained
just about everything she ever read, particularly during her years asan archivist. A vast amount of
predark historical information had survived the nukecaust, particularly documents stored in underground
vaults. Tonsof it, in fact, everything from novelsto encyclopedias, to magazines printed

on coated stock that survived just about anything. Much more data was digitized, stored on computer
diskettes, usualy government documents.

Although her primary duty as an archivist was not to record predark history, but to revise, rewrite and
often completely disguiseit, she learned early how to separate fiction from the truth, a cover sory from a
fasehood and scientific theory from fact.

A little sullenly Sindri said, "Y es, well...do you know how the gpplication relates to the overdl objective
of thisfaaility?'



"Timetrave," Grant bit out. "We know that aready.”

"Time manipulation,” Sindri corrected smoothly. "The possibility of going back and forward in time had
long been discredited by most scientists, but the project overseer of Operation Chronos discovered a
means of doing so. A man named Silas Torrance Burr.”

"Weknow," Kane said. "It wouldn't have been possible without L akesh's breakthroughs with the
gateway units”

Sindri regarded him mockingly. "Breakthroughsthat of course wouldn't have been possible without his
access to thefindings of the so-called Philade phia Experiment.”

"Wheat the hdll isthat?' Grant demanded gruffly. "I never heard of it."

"I'm not surprised,” Sindri answered. "I doubt

your Dr. Singh would want to credit an accident with providing him with the foundation of his career.
Essentidly, back in 1943 during the height of World War H, an experiment was undertaken to make

warshipsinvisble through the selective bending of light. Rumor hasit thet Albert Einstein himsdlf was
involved.

"Whatever energy source was employed caused not only the USS Eldridge to vanish into abank of
green fog, but within seconds it was teleported from the PhiladelphiaNavy Y ardsto Norfolk, Virginia,
and amoment after that, it regppeared in Philadelphia. Legend aso had it that the Eldridge was not only
be transported from point to point in linear space, but briefly to another time period.

"In my estimation, the Totality Concept's Operation Chronos and Project Cerberus were nothing more
than efforts to re-create what had happened by accident.”

Sindri smiled smugly, adding, " So the high esteem in which you hold Dr. Singh's genius may be
misplaced. | think Dr. Burr deservesthelion's share of credit.”

Brigid said coldly, "Mog of Burr'stime-trawling experiments were failures. The living tissue of whatever
was trawled forward from the past broke apart. It wasn't until Lakesh made thefirst fully functiona
gateway unit operational that Burr was ableto as-

semble the trawled subjectsin the mat-trans without organic decohesion.”

Sindri waved away her words. "The personnel here overcame that handicap, asdl three of you
witnessed yourselves.”

Puzzled, Shizukaasked, "What's he talking about?'

Grant shook hishead. "I'll explain later.”

Sindri laughed. "That should be interesting. Let me know when you do. I'd loveto heer it."

"It doesn't really matter who did what," Kane pointed out, feding alittle strange to be defending Lakesh

even in abackhanded way, "since everything relating to the Totaity Concept was filtered down from
another source.”



"Ah." Sindri nodded. "The so-called Archons. Or to be more precise, their forebears, the Annunaki and
the Tuatha de Danaan."

Shizuka cast her dark eyesfrom Sindri to Grant "Who is he talking about?"

"That's an excedllent question, madam,” Sindri retorted. "And it has yet to be satisfactorily answered even

Grant pushed the wine tumbler away from him with such force the liquid doshed out of it. Harshly, he
said, ' 'How long do you expect usto st through another one of your dissertations? No matter what you
yammer about, you're still outnumbered.” He

touched hisbolstered Sin Eater. "And outgunned. So get to the goddamn point, Sindri."

Oakshott stepped forward, pointing hiswooden revolver at Grant. ' '‘Behave yoursdlf, sirrah.
Understand? Y es, yes, you understand.”

Sindri waggled afinger at Oakshott. "Never mind, never mind. That'sagood felow. I'm not being
threstened.”

"The hell you're nat,” Grant growled menacingly.

Sindri scowled a him, then arranged hisfaceinto asmirk of superiority. "Y ou evidently paid very little
attention to Miss Brigid's statement that | never do anything without an ace. | assure you that'strue.” X

No one responded for along, awkward tick of time. Then Kane yawned, asif ennui were settling over
him. In adisinterested tone, he asked, "And what might that be?"

"And—" Sindri broke off, took a breath, then jumped out of his chair and waked toward the door.
"Follow me, please. Visua aids are so much more conducive to cooperation than, as Mr. Grant
described it, another one of my dissertations.”

Oakshott folded hisarms over his chest and stared impassively at the four people until they pushed back
their chairsand stood. They walked out into the corridor, trailing after Sindri with Oakshott bringing up
the rear. Thelittle man stopped in front

of aheavy metal door without aknob or latch. He tapped in a sequence on the keypad on the wall.
Machinery clanked, and with a prolonged hiss of pneumatics, the door did to theright. Sindri entered a
room dominated by a huge flat-screen vid monitor. The screen was divided into twelve square sections,
each one showing different black-and-white views from avariety of perspectives.

One screen showed a high-angle view of rough seas upon which alittle saillboat pushed through the
waters, skipping on the chop like aflat stone on apond. The craft gpproached a dark landmass rearing
out of the ocean like a massive cube of black volcanic rock. Green vegetation was gpparent on the
summit of asmall peak. Atop it stood the outline of awatch or bell tower. Castellated cliffsloomed at
least a hundred feet above the surface of the Cine. Thundering waves crashed and broke on the bare
rock, foaming spray flying indl directions. All of them recognized the scene.

Inavoicetight with wonder, Shizukasaid, "That isNew Edo."

Sindri chuckled. "That it is. Take acloser look." His hand manipulated aknob on the console and the



view changed.

Thelittle sailboat navigated anarrow channel between the high walls. The sea heaved under the boat as
arawboned man operated the sweep. Severa

other people could be seen hunkering down in the wave-tossed craft.

"That's Duboid" Grant exclaimed. Dubois was a fisherman who had transported the Cerberus team from
Port Mominglight to New Edo months before.

"Isthat hisname?' Sindri seemed to be enjoying himself thoroughly. "Maybe you'll be so good asto
identify hiscrew.”

Once more he manipulated a knob, and the perspective on the screen tightened. Kane, Grant, Brigid
and Shizuka stared at Kane, Grant and Brigid in the boat.

Asthey watched in bewilderment, the fishing boat plunged into the strait between the dick,
seaweed-draped walls of the narrow channel. It pitched and jumped asit followed the twisting passage.
The boat picked up speed, shooting forward, threading its way between upthrusts of pitted rock. The
grait widened and the boat plunged into alagoon. Even-within the inlet, the seawas turbulent and swells
threatened to pile the vessal up on the rocks. The boiling sea calmed the farther the ship moved from the
throat of the dtrait.

With an overwhelming sensation of dgjavu, Brigid, Grant and Kane gazed at Dubois unfurling the sall.
When abreezefilled it, he steered the ship toward a stone jetty on the far side of the lagoon. Severa
quays and docks were built around aspit of volcanic rock that jutted out into the blue waters. A

clugter of vesselswastied up there, mainly barges and skiffs, but he saw three large vessalsthat had all
the characteristics of warships.

They weredl of atype, riding high above the waterline, conssting of sharp angles, arches and
buttresses. The sailsdidn't ook like broadcloth. They reminded him of window blinds made of awaxed
and oiled paper.

He, Kane and Brigid had seen smilar craft before, on theidand of Autarkic. As he recollected, the ships
were called junks. Beyond the ships and the docks, he saw a crescent moon of awhite sandy beach,
bracketed by stunted palm trees and tropical ferns.

Kane turned away from the screen and addressed Sindri. " Are we supposed to be dl shook up by avid
record of what we did afew months ago?"

"Actudly," Sindri answered mildly, "you should be. Do you recal seeing anything like acameraon the
high seas or even...here?' Heflicked a switch and another screen flickered with movement.

They watched as a squad of Tigers of Heaven marched toward the images of themsalves. They were
attired in suits of segmented armor made from wafers of meta held together by small, delicate chain.
Overlaid with adark brown lacquer, the interlocked and overlapping plates were trimmed in scarlet and
gold. Between flaring shoulder epaulets, war helmets fanned out with sweeping curves of

metad. Some resembled wings, others horns. The face guards, wrought of a semitransparent materid,
presented the inhuman visage of asnarling tiger.



Quiversof arrows dangled from their shoulders, and longbows made of lacquered wood were strapped
to their backs. Each samurai carried two longswordsin black scabbards swinging back from each hip.
None of them carried firearms, but their skill with katanas and the bows was such that they didn't redly
need them.

A roan horse suddenly cantered through the line of armored men, and they quickly gave ground. A
amdl, lithefigure sat on its back, easily contralling the horse with an air of authority. Shizukareined her
mount to a halt and vaulted lightly from the saddle. She spoke astream of rapid-fire Japanese to the
samural, who ingtantly began drifting away asif dl of them had suddenly remembered something else
they needed to do.

The screen next to it blurred with ajagged pattern of pixels, then the fortress of Lord Takaun appeared,
gretching like adumbering anima among gardened terraces. The Structure was not particularly tall, but it
sprawled out with many windows, ba conies and carved frames. The columns supporting the many
porches and loggias were made of lengths of thick bamboo, bent into unusua shapes. The upcurving
roof arches and interlocking shingles al seemed to be made of lacquered wood. It was very well laid

out with deep moats on three sides and cliffs on the other. At the top of the walls were parapets and
protected positions for archers and blastermen.

Abruptly, the sky darkened, turning the deep purple of twilight between one eye blink and another. The
screen showed the sprawling, landscaped lawn at the rear of the fortress. Through an open gate came a
surge of Tigersof Heaven, their armor glinting in the sunset.

From amost every shadowed point on the lawn between the bathhouse and the castle rushed a horde of
black-garbed and hooded figures wielding swords and lances. They struck the Tigers from both flanks,
pushing them toward the rear of the fortress.

Shizukainhaled a sharp breath, her eyesglinting in anger. She recognized, as did Brigid, Kaneand
Grant, the attempted insurrection orchestrated by the Black Dragon society. According to Takaun, the
roots of the society stretched back three or more centuriesto the last days of Japan's old feudal system.
A group of soshi, disenfranchised and rabidly xenophobic samurai, formed an underground organization
to fight the spread of Western influence. In redity, they were terrorists and later they became Nippon's
pioneers of organized crime.

The Black Dragon society was revived in New Edo, hiding in plain Sght, snce most of them were
recruited from the ranks of the samurai trainees. They did not want any commerce or contact with

themainland at dl, and they were particularly in- |
censed when Grant, Kane and Brigid arrived on theidand. |
Because hefeared dienating the samurai, Lord !

Takaun did not take action against the Dragons. He claimed that even offering hospitdity to the three
outlanders wasrisking arebellion, perhgpseven a |

coup. Bitterly, Grant redlized the daimyo'sfears

were grounded in redlity.



There was dmaost no room to maneuver, and the katanas of the Black Dragons penetrated chinksin |

the Tigers armor and sank deep into eyesthrough the ditsin thevisors. The gloom lit up with little flares
as blue sparks flew from impact points.

The Black Dragons did not wear armor, only ebony kimonos. He saw that most of them wore wide
headbands, which Shizuka had called hachimaki. The foreparts were augmented by strips of chain mail.
Grant and Kane had learned through painful experience they wore chain mail beneath their robes, aswell.

Sindri tapped a sequence of buttons. "Asinteresting asdl that is, for sheer entertainment vaue, | prefer
this"

The view of the battle shimmered away, replaced by apanoramic view of adark jungle clearing. Rain
pounded down the foliage, and streamed from the fernlike fronds of trees. Four figures crept out of the
underbrush, dl of them armed. Moisture gleamed on

the black armor of the Magistrates like a coating of oil. The armor was close-fitting, molded to conform
to the biceps, triceps, pectorals and abdomen. They wore face-concealing helmets, their eyes masked
by red-tinted visors. The only spot of color anywhere on them was the small, disk-shaped badge of
office emblazoned on the | eft pectoral. It depicted, in crimson, astylized, balanced scales of justice,
superimposed over anine-spoked whed .

The badge symbolized the Magistrate's oath, of keeping the whedls of justice turning in the nine baronies,
but now the only emotiona resonanceit carried was one of bitter betraya. All of them were armed with
Sn Eaters.

The quartet of armored men huddled together in the clearing to confer. Behind them, a shadowy shape
shifted out of the gloom. Even watching from the safe remove of time and distance, Kane couldn't
repressashive.

Grinning jaws bared rows of glistening yellow fangs. A saurian snout bore apair of flared nogtrils that
seemed to dilate and twitch. The head, bigger than that of a horse, was set upon an extended, scaled
neck.

Huge cold eyes, like those of a serpent ahundred times magnified, stared unwinkingly from beneath a
pair of scaled, knobby protuberances. Two huge legs, dmost as big around as some of the palm trees
they'd seen, supported the massive, barrel-shaped

body. A long tail trailed from behind, disappearing into the undergrowth. Itswet hide bore a pebblelike
pattern of dark brown scales. Clawed forelegs were drawn up to its chest, dmost in an attitude of

prayer.

Then, with incredible swiftness, the monster bounded out of the foliage and landed among the four
Magistrates. They fired their wegponsin afrenzy, the muzzle-flashes smearing the murk with bursts of
light. One of the Magsran pell-mdll toward the jungle, fleeing like a panic-stricken deer.

The dinosaur caught up with the running man with one spring-sted! legged leap. Huge jaws closed over
the Magistrate's head, and the creature's neck jerked back and forth. The arms and legs of the armored
man flopped bondesdy, like those of a digointed marionette.



Sindri laughed delightedly asthe four people watched the sequence in horrid fascination. The scaled
mongtrogity clutched the Mag in its underdeveloped claws asit chewed through his vertebrae. The man's
helmeted head fell from the blood-flecked mouth of the dinosaur and rolled across the muddy ground
like an awkward ball. Clutching the decapitated corpseto its chest, the creature gathered itsdlf and
bounded from sight into the jungle.

Kane wiped a the clammy film of cold swest that had gathered at his hairline. Heretained an
exceptiondly vivid recollection of coming across the man's head. Since he, Grant and Brigid had

glimpsed the creature earlier, he had guessed how the hapless Mag had come to be beheaded, but to
actudly witnessit made hismouth fill with sour sdiva

Swedt glistening on hisown brow, Grant turned toward Sindri, looming over the little man like a black
colossus, ignoring the presence of Oakshott. "How'd you accomplish this?”

"Simplicity itsdlf." Sindri depressed a button and pointed to another screen. On it they saw atrunk made
of meta, but overlaid with glass wedges. The lid suddenly split smoothly in two until the halveswerein
vertica postions. A smal object, hdfway between asphere and a child'stop, rose sraight up from the
exposed recess and hovered. Sindri rotated ajoysticklike control, and the globe rose up and flew
around the trunk.

Another screen lit up but showed only blank, feeturelesswalls that seemed to be spinning likea
centrifuge. On the monitor beside it an image appeared that ooked strangely familiar. Kane's nape hairs
tingled when heredlized it displayed arear view of themselves.

He pivoted swiftly. Gliding into the room, only inches beneath the ceiling, came the sphere. A misty white
radiance emanated from it. Now that it was closer, he saw aframework like tiny wire filaments
sectionizing it.

"A vid scanner,” Brigid announced, sounding not the least impressed.

"It'sthat," Sindri conceded, "but it's more ap- j

propriately atargeting scanner. The Chronos techs never returned bodily to any past or future epoch, or
at least thereis no record of any of them doing so. They contrived these devicesto do that. They |

could and did, travel thetime stream.” t
"How do they work?' Grant asked, eyeing the '
gphere suspicioudy. 1

"They select a subject to be trawled or monitored and 'tag' it with amicrowave pulse. That actsasatap
conduit to the control computers here. From |

what I've been able to ascertain, there are outposts

of these remote scannersat al predark scientific ingtallations, particularly those that dedt with the To- |
tality Concept experiments. | even patched into the one at Area51." «

Sindri touched adia on the screen, and oniit ap- |



peared Domi, scooping up the fallen implode gren. Then she disappeared in awhite blaze of
incandescence. "With barely three-quarters of a second to spare,” he said pridefully, "I pulled her out of
there. And what to do | get for my trouble? Physical and |

verbd abuse” |

"Just why did you doit?' Grant asked, trying to *

keep hisvoice from quavering. '

Sindri shrugged. "I'm entitled to my whims. Of >

course, indulging my whim wouldn't have been worth the effort if not for you three.”

The scene wavered and cod esced into a high-angle view of the very room they occupied. Brigid,
wearing apartia suit of samural armor, sat at the console, looking at the screens. Kane and Grant, their
bodies encased in Mag black polycarbonate flanked her. Her voice, sounding strained but enthralled,
filtered out of a spesker. "The quantum interphase matter confinement channels are on-line with the
chronon wave guide. The wave function and state vectors are dl in sync—the coordinates have aready
been programmed and locked in...it's only waiting the find sequencetoinitiate retrievd.”

"Retrieva?' Kane heard himself echo increduloudy. "Retrieve her from where? Or rather when— that
particular day, that very second?'

Brigid watched herself comb nervous fingers through her hair, noting how tangled it appeared. Her voice
dated, "No. In my estimation, she's already been retrieved, but not yet remateriaized. The trawling
process hasn't been completed. She'sin a state of nonexistence, reduced to her basic energy form, not
too different from a gateway's quincunx effect.”

The quincunx effect referred to ananosecond of time during gateway transt when lower dimensiona
gpace was phased into ahigher dimension.

"Thisisdl guesswork," Grant declared suspi-
cioudy. "You can't change the past by pushing afew buttons.”

They dl stared, fixated on the drama of the scene, astheimage of Brigid swiveled sharply in the chair.
"What's the nature of time anyway, Grant?' she chalenged. "Can you describe it to me, when the most
advanced physicists of the predark world barely understood it? Before the nukecaust, modem science
was just beginning to perceive that subatomic particles and quantum events made no distinction between
gpace and time.

"The laws of physics are fixed only by our perception. According to Lakesh, that was the mgor problem
both Project Cerberus and Operation Chronos personne constantly grappled with. Another was
computing the precise temporal transfer points. Cerberus moved things from place to place. Chronos
had to ded with moving thingsfrom place to place and timeto time.

"In certain circumstances, photons—the particles of which light is made—could apparently jump
between two points separated by a barrier in what appears to be zero time. The process, known as
tunneling, was even used to make some of the most sengtive e ectron microscopes.



"If the very existence of time depends on the presence of space, then timeisonly avariable, not an
absolute. Therefore you can have more than one

event horizon, which means you can have more than one outcome from an event—"
"Areyou dwayslikethat?' Sindri murmured to her.
Repressing asmile, Kanereplied, ' 'Mogt of thetime.”

He watched hisimagelift ahand to sem afurther floodtide of scientific principle. "Nobody's arguing
with you on this point. Y oure way smarter than we are, al right? We settled that along time ago. But
there are till a couple of areas we need to explore.”

"Likewhat?' Brigid wanted to know.

Kane glanced around uneasily. "First of al, the microwave pulse. It's obvious whenever thistempora
dilator thing isturned on it sends out the burst.”

Brigid nodded. “"We should be safe from it behind the shielding. Y ou know enough of the properties of
armaglassto know that it goes opague when exposed to certain levels and wavelengths of radiation.
That's one of the reasonsit's used in the mat-trans gateway's, to block energy overspills.”

"'Fine," Kane retorted brusguely."One area dealt with. That |eaves us with the second—who the hell set
up al of thisfor us? How do we know thisisn't bait to trick usinto pushing a button and blowing us, and
maybe thiswhole region of the Cific, to atoms?’

"Who would do that?' Grant demanded.

Kane shrugged. "I can think of a couple of past sparring partners who might have the know-how, but
they're dead—I hope. But you can't deny this entire arrangement isjust alittle too convenient for usto
accept at facevalue.”

Sindri cast Kaneawry smile. "l presume | was one of the past sparring partners who crossed your mind
that day. Who wasthe other?’

Kane didn't answer him. He watched as the image of Brigid on the screen declared tersaly, ' 'Whoever
st this up offered us two choices—we do nothing and Domi islost to usforever. Or we can engage the
find sequence, and at least initiate achance to have her returned. | personally think that's worth taking
the risk of blowing ourselves up...but then that's me.”

Sindri touched aknob and the scene froze on Brigid in avery unflattering pose, with her mouth open and
her eyes half-closed. "We al know which choice you made," he declared.

Grant started to speak, then cleared histhroat. "What happened—I mean, what would have happened if
you hadn't made that choice?"

Sindri's eyes flashed with acombination of merriment and fascination. ' 'Excellent question. My answer
is, | don't know. Once | performed the action of trawling her, we had a definite cause and effect. Was|
fated to rescue her in that three-tenths of a second, or wasit truly a spur-of-the-moment deci-



son that resulted in an aternate event horizon and therefore a paradox? Which camefirg, the girl's desth
or my decison to prevent it?'

"I didn't see any floating scanner that day," Kane pointed out. "Or any of those other days, elther.”

Sindri grinned. "1 would have been surprised if you had. The devices pack what was knowniill the
techno vernacular as'cloaks...for al intents and purposesinvisbility screens, but in redity, they are more
like low-observable camouflage screens. Within the scanners are a series of microcomputersthat sense
the color and shade of the background and exactly mirror the background image. It automaticaly blends
inwith its surroundings." He paused and added, "Still, they didn't dwayswork."

"Why do you say that?" Brigid asked.

Sindri gestured expansively. "'l don't say it—higtory saysit. Think of dl the reports from every culture
since the dawn of time about lightsin the sky, flying phenomena Small radiant, spherelike objects were
observed during pivota pointsin many civilizations, from the ancient Egyptiansto the so-cdled foo
fightersreported by Allied pilots during World War H."

Shizuka regarded him with inscrutable eyes, but the tone of her voice was doubtful. "Y ou expect usto
believe those remote scanners have been dispatched throughout history from here?!

Asan answer, Sindri's nimble fingers clattered

over the buttons on the console, asif he were apianist warming up to play asonata. All the monitor
screens flashed with aflowing panorama of images, appearing and disappearing so quickly they were
little more than glimpses of people, places and things. Semblances of savages and protohumans, of
pyramids and castles, of Renaissance artists and steam-engine operatorsflickered by in dizzying rapidity.

Kane watched as history unfolded on the screens, but he wasn't moved to awe. The concept of such
power a Sindri's command rooted him to the spot in terror.

Chapter 18

Sindri leaned againgt therailing of the catwalk, resting his chin on hisforearms. He smiled down at the
two-forked pylon asif it were his child. He nodded fondly toit. "And there it is—the absolute pinnacle
of quantum mechanics. Thetempord dilator.”

He turned to face the people arrayed on the walkway around him. Hisbrow furrowed asif he were
troubled. "Which, of course, you caused to be damaged during your last vigit." Histonewasless
accusatory than genuinely puzzled. "Tothisday | have no idea how you managed it.”

"Wedidn't," Brigid replied solidly. "It was afeedback pulse from a secondary energy source. The
electromagnetic discharge of the two signatures meeting and merging caused the damage.”

Sindri's brow furrowed. "Redlly? From where did the secondary energy pattern originate?'

Brigid opened her mouth to speak, then she caught Kane's eye. He shook his head and she stated, "It
doesn't redlly matter."

Sindri'seyes ditted with suspicion. "'l havea



feding it definitely does matter, particularly if the interception was deliberate.”

No one responded to his conversationd lead-in. Even though Lakesh had explained the event to her,
Brigid wasn't certain of what happened on that day. According to Lakesh, Sam—the self-proclaimed
im-perator—could manipul ate the energies of what he called the Heart of the World, an encapsul ated
packet of the quantum field.

Buried beneath the Xian pyramid in China, the Heart was described as containing the energies released
inthefirg picoseconds following the Big Bang, channeling the matrix of protoparticlesthat swirled
through the universe before physicd, rdativistic laws fully stabilized. It existed dightly out of phasewith
the third dimension, with the human concept of space-time. From this centra core extended aweb of
€electromagnetic and geophysica energy that covered the entire planet. Sam himsdlf clamed he had
transported from Thunder Ideto Xian by opening alocdized wormhole in the energy web.

When Sindri redlized aresponse to his query was not forthcoming, he shook his head in exasperation
and returned his attention to the pylon. "Asdistressed as| wasinitialy, the damage was mainly
superficia, even though some of the secondary systems had to be replaced. Most of the faillureswere
software, not hardware.”

"That makes mefed alot better," Grant muttered.
Sindri ignored the remark. "The actud Structure itself remained completely intact.”
Kaneeyed it criticaly. "What'sit made out of 7'

"A blend of conductive dloys and ceramics, which makeit virtualy indestructible. Believeit or not, the
dilator isessentialy agiant electromagnet. It creates two magnetic fields, one at right anglesto the other.
Both of the fields represent one plane of space. But Since there are three planes of space, athud field is
produced through the principle of resonance.”

Sounding dightly surprised, Brigid asked, " Sound?"
"Exactly."

Kane eyed the pylon again, redlizing that even if Brigid seemed dtartled, she shouldn't have been. He
thought back to the infrasound wands wielded by the hybrids a Dulce, to theinstrument played by Aifa
inlreland, and asmilar device Sindri claimed had been found on Mars, arelic of the Tuatha de Danaan.
They al seemed related, devices operating on the same principle of manipulating sound. The infrasound
wands converted e ectricity to ultrahigh sound frequencies by a miniature maser.

Herecdled how Sindri had described the Danaan harp as producing energy ;formswith balanced gaps
between the upper and lower energy frequencies. He

explained if the radiation within particular frequenciesfell on an energized atom—Iike living matter— it
simulated it in the same way a gong vibrated when its note was struck on a piano. Harmony and
disharmony.

Sindri went on to describe scientific precedents cloaked by myth and legend such asthe Ark of the
Covenant bringing down the wals of Jericho when the | sradlites gave agreat shout. He claimed thewalls
were bombarded and weskened by amplified sound waves of the right frequency transmitted from the



Ark. Sindri aso cited Merlin, who was reputed to be of half-Danaan blood, and had "danced” the
megdiths of Stonehenge into place by hismusic.

"From what you said earlier, I'm guessing you haven't been here but for afew months?' Shizuka said.
Sindri nodded. "That'sright."

Two vertica lines of consternation appeared between her nose. " Then you couldn't have been
responsible for the phenomenon that we of New Edo witnessed almost from the day of our arrival on the
manidand."

"How long ago wasthat?" Sindri asked.
"Over eight yearsnow,” shereplied.

New Edo had been settled by the House of Mash-ashige, fleeing political unrest in Japan. The daimyo of
the House of Mashashige, Lord Takaun, made one last attempt to not only reclaim his clan's power,

but aso to restore some semblance of order and dignity to his country. He failed, and had no choice but
toflee, to go into exile. Taking with him as many family members, retainers, advisersand samura asa
amall fleet of shipscould hold, they sat sail into the Cific. Their destination was theidand chain once
known asthe Hawaiians.

But the heavens broke open with the unchained fury of the tai-fun, the typhoon. The storm drovethe
little fleet far off course. The ships had no choice but to make landfall on the first halfway habitable piece
of dry ground they came across.

Thisturned out to be arichly forested ide, thetip of alarger landmass that had been submerged during
the nukecaust. Evidently, it had dowly risen from the waters over the past two centuries and supported a
wide variety of animal and vegetable life. Lord Takaun decreed it would support theirs, aswell. The
exilesfrom Nippon clamed it astheir own, and named it New Edo, after the imperid city of feuda

Japan.

Of course there were many problemsto overcome during thefirst few years of colonization. Demons
and mongters haunted the craggy coves and inland forests. They had amaevolent intelligence and would
creep into the camp at night to urinate in the well water or defecate in the gardens. More than one
samural was dain during that time, their heads taken. The depredations were the acts of creatures

who had made their way from Thunder Ideto New Edo.

When Brigid, Grant and Kane made landfall on theide, they found evidence of radiation poisoning that
extended out from the Chronos facility in a parabolic shape. Brigid theorized the affected areawas
regularly subjected to short bursts of high-power microwave radiation.

Sindri lifted his shouldersin ashrug. "The chronon wave guides seemed to activate random intervals,
ether recondtituting trawled subjects from the matrix or snatching new onesfrom al epochsin history.
When | arrived, | ingtaled agovernor to keep that from happening.”

"Except," Shizuka snapped, "when it suited you.”

"Yes," thelittle man said agreeably. "Except when it suited me.”



"What about Megaeraand her Furies?' Brigid demanded. "Were they trapped in the matrix, or did you
intentiondly trawl them from somewhere?"

Sindri pursed hislips. "I honestly know no more about the where the Furies came from than you do.
During my investigation of al Operation Chronos connected ingtdlations, | found aspecia encoded
program that was linked, but separate from Chronos. It was code-named Paralax Points. The subhead
was Alternative Three."

The dwarfish man looked expectantly into their faces. "Does that mean anything to you?"
"Shouldit?" Brigid asked.

"Perhaps not. Alternative Three was a conspiratorial premise that beginswith avirtua epidemic of
mysterious abductions of ordinary people. The theory postulated that they were lifted off to build secret
bases on the Moon and even Mars. Doesthat strike afamiliar chord?!

"Asapoint of fact," Kane answered, "it does. Y ou claimed your ancestors were forcibly abducted to
Marsto serve as dave labor. What does the Pardlax Points program have to do with it?"

Sounding alittle ashamed of himsdlf, Sindri replied, "I haven't been able to overcome the encryption.”
Defensively, he added, "But only because | 've been too busy repairing the damage to the dilator.”

Shizuka stepped to therail and gazed down &t the pylon. ™Y ou mentioned earlier something about
Ar-chons and root races. What did you cal them?

"The Annunaki and the Tuatha de Danaan,” he promptly responded.
"Wheat did they have to do with this?"

"Inaway," Sindri declared smoothly, "just about everything. | know very little about the Annunaki, but
I'm familiar with the Danaan, since evidence of their culture sill exigsson Mars.”

"The Danaan arelong gone," Grant rumbled.

"Yes," Sindri agreed. "But much of their science remained, particularly that which was interpreted as
magic. Onething that had been redlized by the Danaan at the very dawn of their scientific maturity, was
theindivishility of space and time. The mystery of space had seemed easily solvable at firs—there was
matter and there was energy, but the problem of determining which was which became more and more
complex.

"They eventually discovered that matter and energy could be interchangeable—one turned into the other
and vice versa, according to the application. The deeper the Danaan probed into the minutiae of
matter—the building blocks of materid objects—the more they found energy and complexities of energy
at the bottom of everything."

When the little man paused to take a breath, Kane interjected, "That's the entire template for Project
Cerberus.

Sindri nodded, saying waspishly, "Of courseit is. Please be alittle more like Miss Brigid and don't state
the obvious. Burr and the other Operation Chronos scientists proceeded from the same principle asthe



quantum interphase inducers, the gateways. Both Cerberus and Chronos were seeking aform of rapid
trangt ong hyperdimensiond paths. But the tempora dilator caused an overlapping of the third and
fourth dimensons—& mingling of spatia and tempora distance.”

"Therewas abit moreto it than that,” Brigid said dryly. "Baancing out the energy-exchangeratios, for
onething.”

Sindri bobbed his head impatiently. "That was one hurdle, but leaping over preconceived notionswas
another. There were those who ingsted that ultimately everything resolved into eectromagnetic charges,
and since dectromagnetic charges were agpparently without physical substance, it could be claimed that
everything that existed was nothing, smply amatter of subjective perspective.”

The little man began pacing nervoudy back and forth across the catwalk, first to one end and then the
other. "Pursuing thistrain of thought, if the universe and dl of its manifestations were nothing, then the
universewas dl in the imagination. Whether the imagination in question was supposed to be that of a
being prior to and superior to the whole of existence, or was supposed to be that of each individua, was
gtill under debate. The essentid point here wasthat if al existence wasin someway imaginary, then it
need not necessarily adhereto any definite laws.

"Unfortunately for this view, the universe did seem to follow discoverable and even predictable patterns.
It obeyed specific laws, and an action did indeed beget areaction. Therefore, the problem remained
unresolved.”

Sindri drummed hisfingers on the handrail as he paced, a staccato accompaniment to his speech.

"Then there was the factor of the passage of time. Nothing remained a a standtill. What did exist— al
that was known to the Danaan and humanity— wasin a state of motion, of vibrational change. Perhaps
the answer to theriddle lay in eectromagnetic energy in the process of change and movement. Possibly
the meaning of timewas auniversal motion, aglue that maintained the universe in gpparent existence.

"The Danaan had grappled with space, but time was not so easily mastered. How could afly lift itself
from flypaper? How can those who are fixed in the motion of time extricate themsalves from astream
that surrounds them on dl conceivable Sdes?!

Sindri stopped his pacing and speaking. After along moment of silence, asif he were pondering atruly
weighty problem, he announced somberly, "The answer, said the Danaan and their descendants, the
so-called Archons, lay in the mystery of entropy. That was the method used in crossing time, and of the
principlesthat were rediscovered here.”

Grant massaged histemples. With his eyes closed, heintoned, "Sindri, if you don't get to the goddamn
point, you'll be rediscovering aprinciple of my own creation. How asize-14 foot can fit into asize-2
rectum.”

Sindri smiled without mirth. "Very humorous, Mr. Grant. Droll and vulgar at the sametune. But |
doubt Oakshott would alow you to put it into practice. The least you can do isnot to interrupt. If you
don't have theintelligence to follow my reasoning... very well then, that is not your fault. But will you

please refrain from making impotent threets and alow me to continue? Thank you."

Anger dtirred in Grant's eyes, and he clenched hisfists. Shizukanoticed and laid ahand on hisarm,
saying quickly, "Let's not argue the point. Let's hear him out.”



Sindri looked at her blankly and said, "Entropy describes a process by which the universeis dowly
running down, so dowly that it can only be measured in terms of aeons. Every particle of matter islosing
energy, and thisenergy in theform of heat and light gradually accumulates throughout the universe. The
rate at which bodies |ose their energy isthe entropic gradient. It appears that this processis aso part of
the process that we call the passage of time, or our perception of its passage. The entropic gradient is
steady, incessant and inexorable.”

Kane thought about asking for a clarification about the difference between a perception of time passage
and the passage itsdlf, but decided to let the little man continue. Thiswas Sindri's show, and he liked
nothing better than to strut in the spotlight. Such dedication to being the center of attention would
eventualy make him cardess.

Sindri went on, "The physical condtituents of the

universe—oh, let us say in the year from which Oak-shott was trawled, 1899—were quite different than
those condtituents at any other time. That's afundamenta bit of physics, both quantum and rlativ-istic.”

"In other words," Brigid commented, "you can't step into the sameriver twice."

Sindri clapped his handstogether. "Exactly! The implications of that old bromide are clear enough— it
means there's a difference in entropic measurementsin regard to capacity for energy. And the
differences between the universal congtituentsin 1899 and 2199 add up to a substantial amount. Now
we reach the truly fun part—what entropy meansto me."

"Whatever it means," Grant grunted, "it can't mean anything good—at |east not anything good for the rest
of us"

Hislips stretched in agrin, displaying his perfect teeth, Sndri said, "Y ou could be so wrong, Mr. Grant,
that you would cease to be even pathetic. If the entropic gradient of any piece of matter can be
reversed, either organic or inorganic, if it can be restored to the status of matter of say, three hundred
years ago, we don't just have atemporal dilator."

Hewheded toward Brigid, stabbing afinger at her. "Quickly, Miss Brigid—what would we have?'

She frowned and unconscioudy nibbled at her un-

derlip. Kane watched her face and was surprised by the expression that suddenly crossed it. It wasn't
only comprehension; it was horror. Her lips moved, and it took her two attempts before she was able to
husk out, "Immortality. Y ou would have, for dl intents and purposes, a machine to make anything— or
anyone—immorta."

Sindri nodded in smug triumph. "Precisdy, MissBrigid. A god machine.

Chapter"! 9

Sindri's pronouncement brought al conversation to acomplete hat. A number of things popped into
Kane's mind to say, but he knew Sindri wouldn't appreciate any of them.

Shizukabroke the sillence by demanding, "Why should we bdieve anything you say, particularly an



insane boast like that? Y ou're not only amadman— you'realiar.”

Anger made amask of the face of the dwarf. He turned as if to summon Oakshott. Ever so dightly,
Kane shifted position, readying himsdlf to kick the little man full in the face before he could verbdize an
order.

With avisble effort, Sindri regained control of histemper. "Immortality isthe one dream that aways
haunted man yet e uded him. He has hungered after immortaity in the same way he hungered after great
power." He waved toward the forked pylon. "That is the source of both.”

"I won't dispute you on one score,” Brigid said. "But how do you know entropic reversal workson
organic matter? The physica body isachemica ma-

chine. It wears out. Corrosion ests away .at cell structures, at the nervous system, at the marrow of the
bones. Going back in time athousand years, and then returning to thistime period won't insure you'l live
for amillennium. Theré'sno way you can prove your theory."

"Actudly," Sindri said withady amile, "I have empiricd evidence...but | need more. That's where you
three enter the equation. 1'd hoped you'd bring your little pet albino with you, since she has aready been
exposed to the chronon radiation, but | can make do with the materia | have here.”

Kane, Grant and Brigid gaped at him as Sindri pointed afinger at them, one by one. "You I'll send to the
Triassic Age, you to the Bronze. And you—" he chuckled, asinigter rattlesnake laugh that stood the
short hairs on everyone's neck at attention "—you, Miss Brigid, | owe abloodletting and therefore a
lesson in humility. Perhaps1'll send you to Caligulas Rome or inject you into thefal of Troy. If you
survive, you'll have someinteresting talesto bring back."

With awhir and aclick, Kane€'s Sin Eater sprang into his hand. Coldly, he stated, "PerhapsI'll send you
to hdl, Sindri. And you won't have any interesting talesto bring back."

Grant flexed hiswrist tendons and his own auto-blaster dapped into hiswaiting palm. Sindri regarded
both wespons with inscrutable eyes. Sar-

donicdly, he murmured, "'l suppose now would be the best timeto play my ace.”
"Y ou'd better do something,” Grant said grimly. "1 know I've run out of reasonsto keep you dive."

Oakshott lumbered forward, aiming hiswooden pigtal at Grant. "Bang, bang. Behave yoursdf, Sirrah.
Bang, bang."

Grant grimaced in annoyance, lifted the Sin Eater and squeezed off asingle shot. The cracking report
was painfully loud. The round centerpunched Oakshott in his exceptionaly broad chest and dammed
him backward. He dropped histoy gun, and his huge armswindmilled hi aclumsy attempt to keep his
balance. Hefdl heavily onto hisback. His huge hands balled over his sternum, scarlet squirting between
thefingers.

Training the pistol on Sindri, Grant growled, "What was that about an ace?!
Seemingly not the dightest bit perturbed by the shooting of Oakshott, or the gun inchesfrom his

forehead, Sindri held up two gloved fingers. "Two aces actudly. Thefirst isthetried and true tactic of
holding ahostage.”



"And who might that be?' Kane asked.

"Everyonein New Edo."

Shizukas shouldersjerked in reaction.

"Explain," Brigid snapped.

"Gladly. During the late 1990s, there was an epidemic of disappearing nuclear warheads from ar-
sendsall over theworld, in particular the smdll, 'squeeze yidlds ones.”

Brigid frowned, sfting through her memory. "Yes, | remember reading about it. They called them
backpack nukes. Evidently they were stolen and sold to small nations without nuclear weapons

capabilities or to terrorist groups.”

"That was onetheory,” Sindri agreed. "And I'm sure that happened to afew of them. But not dl." He
widened hiseyesin mock fear. "I wonder, oh, | wonder what happened to the others.”

"Bullshit," Grant spit contemptuoudy. "Y ou're bluffing."

Sindri crooked chalenging eyebrows a him. "Oh, redly? If | can snatch ahuman being literaly from the
jaws of death, don't you think it would be easier to snatch up stationary objects from the past? Like
misslesinglos?!

He paused to let hiswords sink in, men continued. "I confess| managed to make only one functiond,
but it's more than sufficient to obliterate thisidand and New Edo. The warhead isfairly smdl, around
200 kilotons, but it's exceptionally duty—a mixture of cobat and iodine. If | detonateit, the yield effect
isroughly three miles. Within one mile of the hy-pocenter of the explosion, thisentireidand would be
vaporized ingantly. Within two and ahalf miles, ninety percent of the population of New Edo would be
killed, and dl the buildingsleveled.”

Shizuka's face paled, but she only compressed her lips.
"How do you control it?" Kane asked casudly.

"That will be my secret.”

"And the other ace you mentioned?’

Sindri gestured toward the falen Oakshott. "The empirica evidence of reverse entropic immortdity.” He
raised hisvoice. "Oakshott! Y ou may get up now."

Grant made anoise of disgust deep in histhroat. "He's not going to get up, you little—"

A deep, gargling groan rose from the black-clad body. Kanefdlt his skin prickle and clammy sweat form
on hisface. The body of Oakshott stirred, his hands came up, the bloody fingers twitching fitfully.
Grasping therailing, he pulled himself to agtting position. Grant, Kane, Brigid and Shizuka stared in
incredulous horror asthe giant reded upright. His smal eyeswere glassy. Blood glistened wetly on his
shirtfront, and his face was screwed up in pain.



"Hurts," hesaid hoarsely. A coughing fit overcame him, and he bent at thewals, hisbody shaking
violently. A jet of scarlet spewed from hislips, and alittle metal cylinder clattered on the grillwork.
Kane, hisheart turning to ice, redized it was the flattened bullet Grant had fired into the giant's chest.
Gasping for air, Oakshott Sraightened. He dragged a deeve across his blood-flecked lips. Sindri

said reassuringly, "Y ou'll be asright as the mail soon enough, Oakshott. That's astout fellow."
Smirking into the astonished faces of the four people standing around him, Sindri declared, "I can only
speculate on the extent of entropic reversal on organic matter, but as you have witnessed, Oakshott's
cdlular gructure renewsitsaf from moment to moment. It rgjectsal foreign bodies from bacteriato
bullets”

His hand trembling perceptibly, Grant raised his Sin Eater and aimed it Oakshottl s head, who merely
blinked at him. "And what happensif | blow hisbrains out? Will that be reversed?'

"I redly couldn't say," Sindri answered. "l was saving that experiment for one of you three. However, if
you do that to Mr. Oakshoatt, I'll have no choice but to retaiate with anuclear detonation. A bit of
overkill, I can't deny, but you would leave me no option.”

Very dowly, Grant lowered hisarm. In aquiet, even tone Sindri said, "Very good, Mr. Grant Now you
and Mr. Kanewill disarm.”

Kane didn't move. "Why should we?" he demanded. "We refused to do it earlier.”

"Then you didn't have an inkling of die kind of power | control. Evenif you're ninety percent certain I'm
running a bluff about the warhead, surely you don't want to gamble the lives on New Edo.”

"I'm sure this has occurred to you at some
point,” Brigid pointed out sardonicaly, "but you'd die dong with them."

"I'm not afraid to die, Miss Brigid," heretorted sharply. "Not in the least. That's one thing about me you
should be certain of." He gazed up & her unblinkingly. "Don't force meto proveit.”

Sindri's voice had acquired araspy undertone of conviction. Kane understood that somewhere inside of
the man's diminutive frame was a soul that had lived with pain since the day he was born—and whose
focusin lifewasto find away toend it.

"So much for your promise you meant usno harm,” Brigid said darkly.

"1 mean to kegp my promise. I'm offering you immortaity. How isthat harming you? | may hurt you, but
| won't permanently harm you. Not if you cooperate.”

Grant cast a questioning glance toward Shizuka. "It's your home at stake here, soit'syour call. Yesor
no?'

Shizuka hesitated and nodded in resignation. "Hai. Y es. We cannot take the chance.”

Kane and Grant pushed their pistols back into their holsters and stripped them off. They pushed them



into Sindri'sarms. Heinclined hishead in aparody of agraciousnod. ' "'Thank you, gentlemen. | dways
knew you could be reasonable...at least when you're forced to be."

He turned, marching back toward the control room. *Come with me now."

Thefour people dowly followed him aong the catwalk. Asthey did so, Kane bent his head closeto
Brigid and whispered, "I'm betting you remember how to activate the dilator.”

Her lips barely moved as she breathed, "Y ou'd win."

Kane said no more. He lengthened his stride to step in front of her. When they entered the control room,
he positioned himsdf in such away that Brigid was blocked from Sindri'sview. Asit was, thelittle man
was pushing the still-dazed Oakshott ahead of him. Imperioudly, he ordered, " Step lively, now."

Asthe giant obeyed, Brigid did to one side, stlanding at the edge of the console. Sheran her eyes over
the buttons and toggle switches. Her fingersflew over them like a concert pianist's. The throbbing
vibration of the generator suddenly climbed in scale and pitch, becoming amost painful. Sparks flashed
through the facets of the prisms on the arms of the pylons.

Sindri spun, armsfull of pistols and holsters. Hisface twisted in shock. "What are you doing? The
chronon wave guide doesn't have atarget—"

Grant lunged forward in adiving tackle. He ducked under an arm Oakshott flung out and closed his
hands around Sindri's throat, damming him off

hisfeet. As he grappled with the little man, the momentum of hisleap carried him into Oakshott'slegs
and sent him staggering backward. With Grant on top of him, Sindri squalled in pain and anger.

Grant snatched up thelittle man, left hand cupping his chin, while his right forearm came acrossthe
windpipe and hauled back. Sindri uttered asmall, aspirated gurgle. "Tel your lobotomized vaet to back
off, or you're dead in about two seconds,” Grant snarled.

Sindri clawed impotently at Grant's arm, then waved a Oakshott, The giant, in the process of lumbering
forward, froze in midstep. Shizuka glided forward and picked up the Sin Eaters. Carefully, Grant got to
hisfeet, holding Sindri in front of him. Kanewasirresistibly reminded of aventriloquist and dummy he
had seen in an old predark vid.

"Tdl himto back dl theway off,” Grant said.

Sindri squirmed. "Y ou idiot, you don't understand. Y ou've got to cut the dilator's power—"

Grant cinched his grip tighter, increasing the pressure on the dwarfs neck. Sindri yelped in pain. "Tell
him," Grant repested.

Current crackled loudly between the forks of the pylon. From the curving arms hissed bolts of lightning,
which whipped and snapped aong the network of wireslike serpents made of blue plasma.

Exhaling a pain-choked breath, Sindri shouted,

"Oakshott! Go to the corner and stay there until | say otherwise.”



The giant hesitated. "Do as| say, damn you!" Sindri shrilled.

Ponderoudy, Oakshott followed Sindri's command, stepping to the far wal and jamming himsdlf into the
corner. Grant edged toward the door. His companions followed him, keeping their eyes on Oakshott.

They entered a corridor, dimly lit by neon strips on the celling. They had traversed it before and Bri-gid
took the lead, since she remembered al of itstwists and turns. Sindri tried to speak severa times, but
Grant clapped ahand over hismouth. After afew minutesthey pushed their way through a
glass-and-chrome door and entered alarge lobby. The floor was thickly layered with concrete dust. The
walls were black-speckled marble and showed ugly crisscrossing cracks. A litter of office furniture was
half covered by broken celling tiles.

A big reception desk occupied the far wall, and it was nearly buried by plaster and metal eectrica
conduits. On the right side of the room, ahalway stretched away, lined on both sides with wooden
doors. Past the desk lay the entrance door. Beyond it they saw only amurky semidarkness, as of late
afternoon on an extremely overcast day.

"What'sthe plan?' Kane asked.

"How the hdll do | know?" Grant retorted stiffly.

"I'm open to suggestions. I'm sure as hell tired of carrying this dag-ass midget around.”

Tersdy, Shizukasaid, "There may ill be landing boats at the beach, ones we used to get here from
New Edo."

"One problem,” Brigid said. "Once the temporal dilator builds up acharge, it releasesamicrowave
pulse. If were not out of the effect radius, well be cooked.”

Sindri began squedling wordlessy behind Grant's muffling hand, kicking hislegsviolently. Hiseyes shone
withwild, frantic light. "Let him talk," Kane suggested.

Grant removed his hand and after dragging in anoisy breath, Sindri said, "'It's worse than me microwave
pulse! I've got to cut the power. Let me do it and you can go on your way."

Kane stared into Sindri'sface, looking for any signs of duplicity. He gaveit up after amoment asa
pointless exercise. "What's worse than the pulse?’

Sindri struggled in Grant'sarms. "Put me down and I'll tell you."
Kane nodded. "Y ou'd better doiit.”

Scowling, Grant released the little man, allowing him to drop none too gently to the floor. He sumbled
and would havefalen if Kane hadn't steadied him. "Explain,” he snapped. "And makeit fast."

Words tumbled out Sindri‘'s mouth. " Critical mass—critica massl”
"What?' Grant grunted.

Sindri squeezed his eyes shut, hisbody trembling. "Therésacriticad massfor certain
elements—plu-tonium, for instance—beyond which no increase in energy is possible without arelesse.



It's the same with some subatomic particles.”
Green eyes bright with worry, Brigid demanded, "Like chronons?*

Sindri bobbed his head. "And photons. Once critica massisreached, it can only resolveitself by a
venting of energy. There hasto be an escape.”

"Y ou mean an exploson?" Shizuka asked.

"Yed" Sindri blurted desperatdly. "Possibly even adimensiond cross-rip. | wasn't lying about possessing
an atomic warhead—the dilator is running wild without atarget conformdl. If itsenergy buildsto critica
meass, it'll touch off the bomb. A hole haf amile deep could be blasted through the bottom of the Pacific
"And you can keep that from happening?' Grant asked.

"Yes, if you let megoright now!"

Kane and Grant looked toward Brigid in unison. She met their questioning gaze with one of angry
frustration. "Don't look a me! | don't know enough about Operation Chronos to confirm or deny

anything hes saying.”

Kane hissed out an obscenity. To Grant he said, "We can't afford to take the chance.”

Grant'slips peded back over histeeth in asnarl. "I know—damn him to hell.”

Kane stepped aside and waved toward the door. "Go. WEell settle up with you later. Count onit.”

Without another word or a backward glance, Sin-dri immediately broke into asprint, running asfast as
he could, damming open the door with asquedl of rusty hinges.

Watching him go, Shizuka asked apprehensively, "What should we do now?"

Kane handed Grant his Sin Eater and began strapping his own onto hisforearm. "What we always do
whenwerein agtuation likethis.”

Shizuka cocked her head a him quizzicdly. "What's that?"

Bdancing hersdf on the bals of her feet, Brigid spoke asingle word: "Run.”

Chapter 20

In their rash to get away from the Operation Chronosingtdlation, the four of them smply ran— away,
anywhere, beyond the effect radius of the microwave pulse.

Grant dammed open the door and they plunged down ashort, wide set of stairs and out into the
complex of structures. Dusk shrouded them, yet the semidarknesswas ablessing. They were, after dl, in
enemy territory, in Sindri's playground where the possibility of any threat couldn't be discounted.

Kane glanced back at the building they had just lft. It wasthe largest Structure and showed little Sgns of



wear. [t was an dmost perfectly square block, appearing to be hewn from a single monstrously huge
chunk of stone. He had named it the Cube on their prior vist. Its dark facade had no windows, and
when helooked &t it, he again sensed asublimind auraof evil radiating from the structure.

All the looming buildings of the Operations Chronos base were made of blocks of adark, stained stone
that reflected no trace of light. Some of the smaller buildings had eroded so much they had

falen completdy into ruin. Roofless arches reared from the ground, and afew storage buildings were
scattered around the outer perimeter of thewalls.

They clambered over walls, concentrating more on what lay behind them than ahead. Kane, Shizuka,
Brigid and Grant ran across abroad courtyard filled with great chunks of concrete and blocks of basalt
that had fallen from buildings. Asthe fleetest of foot, Kane had to hold himsalf back, so asto not
outdistance his companions, and he chafed at the delay.

They reached a broad blacktop avenue that ran outward from the Cube. The asphalt had a peculiar
ripple pattern to it, and weeds sprouted from splitsin the surface. Kane, Brigid and Grant had seen the
rippling effect before, out in the hell/ones. It was acharacterigtic result of earthquakestriggered by
nuclear bomb shock waves.

Lampposts lined the road, most of them rusted through and leaning over. Secondary lanes stretched out
indl directions, like the spokes of awhed. Legs pumping, lungslaboring, the four people sprinted
through the empty streets, bordered by the empty husks of buildings. One of the structures had
collgpsed entirdly, folded in on itsdf like ahouse of dominos, with thefalen rear wal knocking down all
the interior sections one by one.

Once beyond the complex area, abitter, acrid odor stung their nogtrils and coated their tongues.

Their pounding feet churned up ash and grit. They had entered the dead zone, aflat, sandy plain at least
half amile across wherein the microwave pulses had rendered the soil sterile. What little grass grew was
thin and brown, little more than stubble.

Eveninthefading light they could seethe circle of demarcation. On the far sides of the circle grew thick,
lush grasses and ferns. Sprinkled across the barren and sere landscape were the browned skeletons of
birds, their featherless wings outstretched asif they had dropped dead in midflight. Here and there were
smaller collections of bones, like those of rats and other animals,

Light gleamed dully through the layer of ash, and when they drew closer, Shizuka couldn't swalow asob
of grief and agroan of horror. She dowed her pace, rocking to a stop, her small breasts heaving beneath
her cotton shift. Grant grabbed her by the arm. "Come on,” he wheezed.

She refused to move, and her three companions followed her gaze downward. All of them recoiled in
revulsion. Two nearly fleshless faces grinned up at them from the soot-covered ground. Radiation and
exposure had turned the faces into mummified travesties. They wore full suits of samural armor and had
apparently been caught in amicrowave burgt. It had literdly cooked them insde their armor, like
lobgtersin thelr shells.

"They camelooking for me," Shizuka murmured

in acongested voice. "l ordered them to stay with the boat, but they—"



She swallowed hard, bent and pulled apair of bladed weapons from one of the corpses, along ka-tana
sword and a shorter-bladed tanto. Kane relieved the other corpse of his pah" of wegpons, handed the
katana to Brigid and they started running again.

When grass swished against their ankles, the four people redized they were out of the dead, defoliated
zone. Shizuka panted, "When can we—"

Therest of her question waslost in adistant thunderclap. They skidded to ahdt, twisting their heads as
adeafening, concussive blast cannonaded up from the complex of buildings behind them. A consecutive
series of brutal, overlapping shock waves rolled over the ground like invisible breakers, hurling up dust
and ash and knocking the four of them flat.

The ground heaved violently, and they heard aclash of rending rock and adistant shriek of rupturing
metd. They saw the Operation Chronos complex seeming to shakeitself to pieces. Cornices and basalt
blocks toppled, crashing and colliding. All of them shared the same terror—that a chain reaction caused
by the dilator's energies would touch off the atomic warhead and a mile-high mushroom cloud would
swallow not just Thunder 1de and New Edo, but most of the Cific coast.

A reverberating, extended thunderclap rolled asthey saw the wals of buildingsfolding in on themselves
and cascading down in acontained avalanche. In the dim light, velled by swirling clouds of dugt, the
entire complex seemed to implode. Findly, the cataclysmic sounds began to fade, replaced by the
crunch and grate of settling stone. Planes of dust and ash rose toward the sky.

Kane squinted through the vapors and saw the dark edifice of the Cube still towering in the distance but
its facade was riven through with cracks from which shimmers of light glowed. He spit some of the sour
ash from his mouth and asked, "What the hell happened?

"I don't know," Brigid said. "Maybe the dilator reached a point of critical mass and Sindri was ableto
contain it beforeit touched off the warhead. | don't know whether to be relieved or worried.”

Grant pushed himsdf to hisfeet, pulling Shizukawith him. "For right now, let'sberdieved. It's Hill a
least aforty-minute walk to the beach. Sindri will do whatever he can to stop us from reaching it."

Shizukathrew him a startled look and gestured to the complex with a katana. "Surdly you don't think he
survived dl of that!"

Fatly, Kane declared, "He had as much time to escape aswe did. Don't assume anything abouit that little
man—particularly that he's dead.”

Shizuka gazed a him steedily, then flicked her

gazeto Brigid. "Y ou respect him, don't you?' Her voice carried anote of incredulous chalenge.
Neither Kane nor Brigid responded to the query, but Grant intoned, "'l don't."

They walked toward the jungle as the sun dropped lower in the sky. Twilight deepened over theidand.
This close to the dead zone, the fronds of the palm trees and leaves of shrubbery were stained and
gpotted with livid streaks of yellow. The swest, fetid stench of decay was so thick it was dmost

sckening. Breathing through their mouths didn't help much, sincethe air tasted like acompost heap.
Only Grant didn't gppear discomfited by the odor.



They strode among the close-set pam trunks, draped with loops and curves of flowering lianas hung
down like nooses. Kane's point man's sense felt danger, and the feding increased so it was dmost
tangible. On every hand, wherever they |ooked, there were growing plants, most of them ferns. Thesize
ranged from tiny seedlings to monstrous growths the size of oak trees. Tangles of creeper vines carpeted
the jungle floor. The aamosphere was like that within a greenhouse—impregnated with the overwhelming
odor of vegetation and nearly impenetrable with water vapor.

Grant's, Kane's and Brigid's bodysuits kept them cool, astheinterna thermostats adjusted to the heat
and humidity. Shizuka suffered in silence, her face

and limbs sheened with perspiration, her hair hanging limp and damp.

They stopped for amoment to rest and get their bearings. They couldn't hear the crash of breakerson
the shordline, but the gurgling of running water, either ariver or astream cameto them faintly. Another
sound reached their ears, agrunting, snuffling noise. The four people froze in place, rooted to the spot.

The foliage shook, the leavesrrattling. Behind atangled screen of greenery they glimpsed a shaggy,
lumbering beast. "What the hdl—" Grant began, but Shizuka shushed him into slence.

The creature suddenly reared up, standing at least ten feet tal. The black, curving claws of the
fore-pawswere at least three incheslong, as were the yellow, saliva-dick caninesreveded by
black-rimmed lips. Its shaggy coat was adark brown in color, tipped in Silver.

"It'sabear," Shizukabreathed in disbdief. "A bear on anidand in the Pacific?"

"It'sacave bear," Brigid whispered. "Extinct for at least fifty thousand years. It must have been trawled
here and rel eased—"

The bear sniffed the air, blinked itstiny eyes at them in utter disinterest and dropped back down behind
thewall of shrubs. The four people waited, not daring to relax, to move, spesk or even breathe hard.

After aminute, Kane said lowly, "I think it moved on."

With an explosion of leaves and twigs, the bear burst through the wall of foliage, giving voiceto a
prolonged, eardrum-compressing roar. Grant and Kane instantly snapped their right arms up, flexing
their wrist tendons againgt the holsters actuators to pop the Sin Eatersinto their waiting hands. Nothing

happened.

With ajolt of fear, Kane redized the microwave pulse might not have damaged him organicaly, but it
had fried the tiny electric motor that activated the spring and cable mechanismsin the holsters. He came
to animmediate and, on the face of it, insane decision. Hefting the tanto sword, helunged in front of his
companions, shouting, "Hah!"

The cave bear changed coursg, its claws tearing up clots of soft ground. Kane held steady. "What are
you doing?" Brigid cried.

"Run!" Kane yelled. He sprang to one side just before the animal was on him and dashed a backhanded
groke at its hind legs that missed narrowly.

Roaring in maddened fury, the bear dug in al four paws and skidded to a clumsy halt, loose leaves and
loam cresting up in front of like awave. Kane bounded away from his companions, shouting again,



"Run! I'm the fagtest! I'll draw it away and meet you on the beach!”
"Kane, you goddamn—" Grant bellowed.

Therest of the diatribe didn't reach Kane's ears as he sprinted into the jungle. Snarling dobberingly, the
bear pounded after him. He began aflat-out run through the tangled green hell, ducking and dodging
along pathsthat zigged and zagged like the trail |eft by abroken-backed snake. He could hear the
animd's crashing progress through the undergrowth and its panting grunts of exertion.

He hazarded only one quick backward glance. The bear was only three or so yards behind him, loping
aong with aclumsy rocking gait, but not faltering at al. Foam flew from its open mouth, its red tongue
lolling out between the fanged jaws.

Kane did what he could to increase his speed, dashing through overhanging branches and vines. The
skin between his shoulder blades itched in anticipation of ataloned paw tearing into his spine. He
gplashed through many shalow pools of stagnant water and jumped over anarrow channel that cut
across his path. Ashe did so, he glimpsed the black water beneath him roil and bubble ominoudy, asif
something large moved off the bottom toward the surface. However, the cave bear plowed through it
without being molested.

The pain of agtitch stabbed along Kane'sleft side, the muscles of hislegsfdt asif they were pressed
between the jaws of atightening vise and hisvision fogged. Nevertheless he kept running, even though
the blood thundered in hisearsand his

lungs noidly labored to suck in oxygen. He began to hope he had outdistanced his pursuer. With its
greater weight, it couldn't redly have the same staminaas him. As he contemplated dowing, the ground
disappeared beneath hisfeet. He caught only aglimpse of the surface of awide ribbon of water.

The drop to theriver wasten to twelve feet. Hetried to align his body into avertica position so he
would enter theriver in adive. Instead, he haf belly flopped againgt the surface, and it was al he could
do to keep theair in hislungs. Water gushed up his nose and filled his sinus passages, trickling into his
throat.

Ressting the impul se to stroke for the surface, Kane allowed the weight of his Sin Eater and short sword
to keep him submerged and out of sight of the bear. The current tugged at him and he kicked and
pushed with it, Since it was carrying him in the direction he wanted to go, toward the ocean. During his
Magidtrate training, he used to practice holding his breath under water, and rarely had he managed to
exceed four minutes, even when he hyperventilated after the fashion of Polynesian pearl divers. Though
he waan't exerting himself and expending oxygen, hislungs were dready aching with the srain.

He opened his eyes and saw aschool of smdl fish dl around him, the silvery moonlight glinting from their
delicate scales. He hoped they weren't carniv-

orous. Thewater buffeted him, making him lose al sense of direction and time.

Kane stayed benesath the surface until the thundering of blood in histemplesand thefirein his chest
became intolerable. He kicked upward, alittle surprised by how much effort it required. His head broke
the surface and he fought the impul se to cough and gasp.

The current carried him around a bend, where the waterway narrowed. Tree limbs, like gnarled fingers,
reached down toward the river from both banks. Blinking the water from his eyes, Kanetilted his head



up and back, scanning the paleindigo sky. He saw nothing but the risng moon and a scattering of stars
abovethetreeline,

Kane knew better than to put the double-edged tanto blade between histeeth. The current was so
strong it could dam him againgt an obstacle and cut half of his head off. With one arm, he stroked for the
right-hand bank, reaching up to grasp alow-hanging limb. Using the branch and roots as hand-and
footholds, Kane clambered his way up the muddy bank until he reached the top.

He sat down to catch his breath. After a couple of minutes, he got up and walked inland, tanto in hand,
moving quietly through the brush. The Sin Eater in its holster was a waterl ogged encumbrance, and he
contemplated removing the pistol from it but he knew it would take time. The sound of asome-

thing—or someone—moving swiftly, if not noisdesdy, through the foliage reached him and he
immediately sank to his knees beneath aleafy bush. Hetried to penetrate the dark, overgrown tangle
with his eyes, searching for any movement. Leaves crunched somewhere on the other side of the bush.
Holding his breath, he waited for another sound. It camein the next few seconds, a hoarse, liquidy
panting intergoersed with grunts.

Although he couldn't seeit, Kane knew it was the cave bear, stalking along the riverbank, loath to give
upitsprey.

He saw the shaggy beast lumber to within ten feet of him, turning its huge head to and fro like afoxhound
casting for a scent It padded forward another few steps. Kane lay flat and could only hope his recent
dousing had muted his scent.

The cave bear moved on, the shadows between the tree ferns swallowing up its monstrous bulk. Kane
waited three minutes to be sure then dowly rosein acrouch. He was turning when the foliage behind him
rustled violently. The bear surged over the ground in ajuggernaut-like charge. Its lips were drawn back
fromitsfangsin acontortion of rage, its eyes glistening. Kane threw himself backward, but die anima
lashed with apaw die size of hishead. Even as athick-soled paw dammed into his|eft shoulder, his
blade lashed out and he felt it Sink briefly into yielding flesh.

The impact of the blow jarred through the bones of his upper body, down to the small of hisback. He
didn't try to resst the kinetic force or keep hisfooting. He allowed himsdlf to fal into the brash,
reflexively dapping the ground to absorb the momentum and minimize the chances of having thewind
knocked out of him. Shoulder throbbing, he rolled and got to hisknees, knife ill in hisfist. The tapered
tip gleamed with wet crimson.

The cave bear thrashed on the ground, blood shooting from his severed neck arteriesin ajet. It wasin
too much pain to even think of charging Kane again. It forced itsdf up on dl foursand ran blindly until it
rammed its head into the bole of atree. It collapsed there, snarling until it choked on its blood and died.

Sowly, Kanerose, his back throbbing with intense pain. His dash with the tanto had been exceptiondly
lucky and wouldn't have been so effectiveif the blade were not so sharp. He inhaled a deep breath,
wondering if he should fed pridein his accomplishment or pity for the bear, which had not asked to be
snatched from its native environment and forced to survive in astirange new world.

After amoment, Kane decided alittle pride wouldn't hurt. Then he heard an ululating, croaking bellow



fromright behind him.

Chapter 21

A trumpetlike cry pierced the murk, followed by a deep-throated bawling. All of it was overlaid by the
crack of branches and the hollow snaps of green timber. The dull reverberations of aheavy weight
damming repeatedly against the marshy earth made aracket that sent ashiver up Kane's spine, despite
the heat and humidity. He dived into ahollow between intertwining ferns and lay there, fisting the tanto
and cursing himself for not using it to cut the Sin Eater free of its holgter.

V egetation swished and crashed from somewhere behind him, and the ground shook incessantly. A dark
shape loomed out of the gloom, propelled by a pair of massvely muscled rear legs. The clawed forelegs
were small in proportion to the rest of its body, but the curving, sted-hard talonstipping each of the
threefingerswere at least Sx incheslong. They were drawn up to its chest admost in an attitude of
praying. Grinning jaws bared rows of glistening yellow fangs. The saurian snout bore apair of flared
nogtrils that seemed to dilate and twitch. The head,

twicethe size of that of a horse, turned thisway and that upon an extended scaled neck.

Huge cold eyeslike those of aserpent's a hundred times magnified stared unwinkingly from beneath a
pair of scaled knobby protuberances. Two huge legs, dmost as big around as some of the palm trees
he'd seen, supported the massive, barrel-shaped body. They were enormoudy overdeveloped. A long
tall trailed from behind, disgppearing into the undergrowth. It apparently used itsthick tail to balance
itslf. Its damp hide bore a pebblelike pattern of dark brown scales.

Therevolting odor of rotted meat and the sour stench of reptiles clogged Kane's nostrils. So great was
the monster'sweight that its huge, three-toed feet sank deep into the damp ground with each hopping

tep.

Despiteits Size, the most frightening aspect of the creature wasitsfangs. They gleamed in the blunt,
scale-armored maw that gaped wide to alow along black tongue to dart to and fro. Kane guessed that
like asnake, itstongue was extremely sengitive, and it tasted the coppery tang of the bear's blood. Kane
didn't know if the thing was amedium-sized Tyran-nosaur or an overly large Dryosaurus, and at the
moment he didn't give adamn. He assumed it was the same monster that had bitten off the head of the
hapless Magistrate. The dinosaur bounded past him, then stopped abruptly, standing spraddle-legged

over the dead cave bear. Its tongue continued to flicker in and out of its mouth asif it weretasting the air.

Then, it opened its jaws and voiced aroar that combined the worst aspects of asiren, steam valve and
the howl! of adying dog. The massive cresture spun toward Kane's hiding place. Itstail lashed back and
forth, shredding shrubbery and ferns. Asit lowered its heed, the flaring nogtrils dilated. His blood running
like ice water, Kane redlized the creature had scented him, and it either perceived him asathreat to its
meal of dead bear, or it preferred human meet to ursine. The monster rushed him.

Kane sprang to hisfeet and ran as he had never run before, starting to dash to the I eft, then whedling
over to theright, lunging into abed of ferns. The dinosaur clumsly turned and wallowed confusedly in
the copse of vegetation for amoment. Kane guessed it was unaccustomed to having quarry evade it by
the process of strategy. The monster appeared to be dow in getting itself organized.

Lungs straining with the effort of breathing in the thick, humid air, Kane warred with the fear that



threatened to engulf him. Complete panic gnawed at his nerves. He had an ahnost overwhehning desire
to surrender sanity and plunge shrieking madly through the jungle.

The ground trembled underfoot as the Tyran-nosaur changed course and pounded after him.

Through the mist, Kane glimpsed a branch of atree fern arching over the path he had taken. His
sted-spring legs propelled him upward in an adrenaline-fueled legp. The fingers of hisleft hand grasped,
closed around it and with a back-wrenching twist got himsdlf atop it.

He had only a second to wonder if the monster had seen the maneuver when it came blundering through
the murky mist like an out-of-control locomotive. He redlized the dinosaur wasn't aslarge as he had
initidly thought, maybe twenty-five feet long and between twelve and fifteen feet tall.

Stll, it weighed in the vicinity of threetons, if not more, and it crashed into the trunk of the tree fern with
agplintering impact. Kane dapped his hand around the branch, but because of the damp, smooth
surface, hefailed to cling and he fell from his perch. The Tyrannosaur was directly beneath him, and he
landed astride the monster's neck.

Morefrightened than a any timein hislife, feeling asif he were trgpped in a hideous, ongoing nightmare,
Kane clamped hislegs about the creature's throat, wrapping his arms under itslower jaw and locking his
anklestogether.

The Tyrannosaur was bewildered, astounded and even alittle outraged. It shook its head furioudy from
ddeto sSdein an attempt to didodgeitsrider, but Kane clung tightly to keep from being hurled off. He
knew if that happened, hislife could be mea

sured in seconds. A sweep of a clawed foot would disembowel him or a snap of the jawswould
decapitate him.

The gigantic reptile attempted to rub him off by bending dmost double and scraping its head againgt the
turf, then againgt the trunks of the tree ferns. Even though the jungle growths had fairly smooth bark, his
skin felt abraded despite the fabric of the bodysuit. Kane gritted histeeth against the pain and kept his
legs locked at the hinges of the mongter'sjaws.

The cresture spun in atight circle, twisting its head around to snap at him, performing alittle spinning
dervish dance like adog chasing itstail. Its clawed feet tore up huge chunks of junglefloor.

Then, in awild panic, the scaled monster went charging through the jungle, hissing, bawling and roaring.
Asthe mongter'sfear grew, Kane's receded just enough so he could think tacticaly, if not necessarily
rationdly. He redized that though the gargantuan reptil€'s body was sheathed in powerful muscle,
armored in acoat of thick scales, the flesh under its jaw was comparatively tender. It wasn't covered by
the scales.

Taking adeep breeth, Kane clamped histhighstighter around the monster's gullet and removed hisright
hand from where it had gripped hisleft wrist. He drove the eighteen-inch stedl blade of the tanto

to haf itslength into the dinosaur's throat, as close to the jaw hinge as he could manage.
The Tyrannosaur screamed and exploded in awheding, writhing fury, tail thrashing like awhip through

the undergrowth. Kane tightened hislegs around the monster's neck while he stabbed again and again
with hislong blade.



Hot, thick blood spilled over his hand and wrist, soaking his deeve hafway to the elbow. The
Tyrannosaur crashed through the jungle, battering its head blindly againgt trees. Kane was shaken and
struck and leaf whipped, but he continued thrusting with the razor-keen sword.

He caught aglimpse of along branch drooping in the Tyrannosaur's path as the dinosaur bounded
beneath it. The blunt head cleared it by lessthan afoot. Kane released his tanto and relaxed his
scissors-lock around the reptile's neck. In the same instant he threw his arms up and caught hold of the
limb. t

The limb sagged beneath hisweight, but the dinosaur continued its thundering charge, itsduggish brain
not immediately registering the fact that the presence of the prey turned tormentor was gone. By thetime
it did, Kane had dropped to the jungle floor, retrieved his knife and glided into the undergrowth.

Hekndt down, breething heavily, his heart pumping hard. He tried to repress histrembling. He bit his
lipsand clutched the handle of the tanto. After

afew minutes, when the crash and thud of the Ty-rannosaur's mad flight had receded in the distance, he
dowly got to hisfeet. Hislimbs gtill shook with atremor, but he wasn't ashamed. He couldn't think of
any reason to be, not after the past half hour.

IF BRIGID, GRANT and Shizuka had spent a more uncomfortable hour in their lives, they couldn't
eadly recdl it. Blood-curdling screams echoed from one end of the idand to the other.

They could hear vast bodies dogging and crashing through the dense vegetation, some moving with greet
hops, others lumbering on dl fours. Finding a placein the jungle to hole up and rest was completely out
of the question. The three people waited in expectation of sudden death at any moment.

A heavy rain begantofdl, atropica downpour that lasted only afew minutes. But it was sufficient to
raise the humidity level and create clouds of fog. Water dripped from the low branches. Damp-feathered
birds sat hunched in the trees making sad clucking sounds. They sounded as though they dl suffered
head colds. .

At one point, they came across afour-legged lizard stting in the middle of their path, egting at the
carcass of some small dead cresture. It hissed at them, and they gave it awide berth. None of the three
spoke much. Brigid's and Grant's thoughts were with Kane and what he might be going

through. Even when they heard the rhythmic boom of the surf, they didn't smilewith relief.

They came out of thewall of palm trees and labyrinth of underbrush onto arocky beach. They aso saw,
moored to one of the tree trunks, atwelve-foot-long landing boat from New Edo. Grant quickly
ingpected it, making sureit il had its oars. Itskeel looked intact.

Shizukawent to hisside. "How long do we wait for Kane?"

Brigid answered for him. "For aslong asit takes."

Shizukaglanced a her abit reproachfully. "I was not implying otherwise. | was about to suggest we wait

until daybreak. If he's not back by then, we make our way to New Edo and return with amuch larger
and better armed party.”



Grant knuckled his chin thoughtfully, then he stiffened, eyes narrowed asthey fixed onthejungle
perimeter. Brigid and Shizukafollowed hisintense stare. "What?' Shizuka asked in atense whisper.
"Wheat did you see?’

"I'm not sure. | thought | saw something moving." Grant stepped dowly forward, feet crunching on the
gravel. He stopped and listened. He didn't hear a sound, and he searched the dark spaces between the
treeswith his eyes and saw nothing.

Then Sherrinford Oakshott stepped out of the shadows. His baby mouth glistened with saliva. He

stood quite still and looked impassively at Grant. His huge shoulders hunched, and heraised an arm. He
gripped adouble-bladed hatchet in his enormous balled fist.

"Shit," Grant said softly.

Shizukatossed him the katana she had retrieved. Grant snatched it out of the air and lunged forward,
driving the curved point of the blade a Oakshott's chest. The giant dapped the blade contemptuoudy
adde.

Oakshott, in asurprisingly swift movement, swept aleg into Grant's ankles. Taken completely off guard,
Grant couldn't jump away. He was bowled over and cracked the back of his head sharply on the rocky
shordine. Multicolored pinwhed s pun behind bis eyes and he clung to consciousness, groping for the
katana. He thought he heard Shizuka scream hisname.

"Stay back!" he shouted. Abandoning the sword, he managed to get to hisfeet just as Oakshott closed
with him, trying to bury the blade of his hand ax in the crown of Grant's head. The former Mag hit him
with al the strength he could muster, the hedl of one hand under the giant's chin. It waslike punching a
granite statue. Oakshott swiped overhand blows with the hatchet at Grant's head, trying to split his skull.

He deflected two of the blows, feinted with hisright fist and smashed hisleft into Oakshott'sface. Pain
seared up Grant'sknucklesinto hiswrigt, as

bone crunched beneath hisfist. He sdled away. Oakshott remained standing, blinking abit in mild
bemusement, ignoring the blood trickling from the two-inch cut on his cheek. He dropped the hatchet at
hisfeet asif he had forgottenit.

Oakshott didn't move for along moment. Grant prayed he was suffering from adelayed reaction to his
blow and would smply drop over unconscious. It didn't happen. His head twitched from sdeto sde, his
little eyes searching for hisweapon.

Grant jJumped for the fallen hatchet, but the giant moved to cut him off. He dodged aside and eluded the
great grasping ams. As Oakshott came after him, Grant rammed the crown of his head into the man's
face.

Oakshott stumbled and tottered but kept his feet. He blew scarlet bubbles from his split lips. He grinned,
exposing red-filmed teeth. "Y ou behave, srrah.”

"Wherésyour kegper?' Grant asked him, |etting ataunting smile play lazily on hisface. "He send you out
here or did you take the initiative?'

Oakshoitt acted asif he hadn't heard. He bent and picked up the ax and spun it skillfully around by the



handle, the double-bladed head dancing like a cobra preparing to strike. His familiarity with the weapon
was apparent.

Grant watched his opponent as they circled on the beach. He darted forward, feinting to the left. As

Oakshott siwung the hatchet, Grant dived under the edged stedl, plucked up the sword and lashed out
with it one smooth motion. The blade razored dong his somach, dicing through his coat and shirt and
opening along, shalow cut. Oakshott gazed down &t the wound with dispassionate eyes.

Grant closed with him, not bothering with the feint, trying for contact with the katana. Oakshott blocked
with his hatchet, and stedl rang on steel. He was strong enough to stop Grant's knife, then brought the ax
downinasdewaysdash.

Once again surprised by the giant's speed, Grant narrowly avoided the blow. The hand ax whistled
through the air, missing Grant's shoulder by afractiona margin. The hyge man came a him at once,
exploding into mation. Giving ground before the charge, Grant kept the katana flashing, meeting a
half-dozen attacksin arow, sparks skidding in al directions as he met adozen more.

He listened to Oakshott's breathing, hoping with al the weight he carried he would get winded quickly.
Hewasn't sureif it made any difference. A man who could cough up a9 mm hollowpoint dugin his
lungs and recover from hydrogtatic shock inside of a couple of minuteswasn't likely to tire eedlly.

Grant launched afront stab-kick that caught Oakshott in the chest. Oakshott staggered backward,
then set hisfeet and charged again, holding the ax high.

Staying loose, bouncing on the balls of hisfest, his bresth ragged in his own ears, Grant danced with
death. Glittering sted edges dashed by hisface, missing by scant millimeters, turned or parried by
Grant's weapon or hisforearms. Perspiration beaded his forehead. Oakshott brought the hatchet down
inavicious overhand blow, aiming at Grant's upturned face. Grant Sidestepped, using dl of hisMag
skills and experience to avoid the giant's rush.

Grant leaned in, closing hisfist around the ax’s haft. He dipped hisforearm in front of Oakshott'swrigt,
blocking the blow with bone-jarring contact, hoping to knock the weapon free. But Oakshott's grip held.
Concentrating on his moves, keeping the weapon locked down, Grant brought aknee up and dammed
Oakshott inthegroin.

Thekick knocked Oakshott backward, but he managed to lift the hand ax. Grant dived in again, driving
his opponent back with sword dashes and thrusts. Oakshott managed to avoid mem.

Grant lashed out again, turning the huge man's hatchet away, but was not able to beet through
Oakshott's defenses. He landed three kicks againgt the bigger man's side and stomach, but before he
could disengage, Oakshott's ax diced athin, shallow furrow aong hisright temple. Grant felt the flow of
blood running down his neck.

Oakshott came for him, ajuggernaut of flesh and blood and glittering stedl. Grant's sword moved
mechanicaly, blocking the attacks, feding the man'sincredible strength, listening to the quick flicking
scrapes of stedl.

Oakshott lunged a him, but Grant Sdestepped easily. He rammed the long katana blade through
Oakshott'sribs, hoping to drive it home into the man's heart. Oakshott turned enough to make him miss



his heart, and the blade was locked in the clutch of ribs. Oakshott swung the hatchet in a backhand blow.

Ducking, Grant caught himsalf on hisleft hand in acrouch, then shot hisright foot out at his opponent's
knee. He aimed the kick from the side, with Oakshott totally exposed and vulnerable. Oakshott grunted
but didn't go down. Droplets of blood sprayed from hislips, and Grant knew the knife might have
missed the man's heart, but it was buried deep in alung. An ordinary man would have drowned in his
own blood as his lungsfilled.

Oakshott grasped the handle of the long sword and drew it from his body, the length of stedl car-mined.
He groaned between clenched teeth ashe did so. Heglanced at it, asif surprised to find it in hishand
and dropped it to the beach.

Grant bounded to recover it. Oakshott pistoned out hisleft arm and his right hand grasped Grant around
the neck. Gagging, Grant pried at thefingers

crushing flesh, tendon and cartilage into bone. Oakshott lifted him from the ground and dammed him
down, putting hisweight on Grant'sthroat to hold him in place. He lifted the hatchet for a skull-splitting
blow. Either Brigid or Shizuka or both screamed.

"Son of abitch!™ Grant snarled. He drew up hiskneesin a protective gesture and shot both hedls
upward with a pistomng force into the giant's crotch. Lifted inthe air, Oakshott sailed backward. He hit
the ground hard on the back of his head and neck, the ax blade chiming against the rocks.

Grant staggered to hisfeet, vision clouded, breath clogging in histhroat. Oakshott rose, aswell, hatchet
in hand. Without looking behind him, Grant rasped, "Brigid, Shizuka, push off in the boat. If | can—"

Whatever ése heintended to say was drowned out by agrunting roar. The stamp of heavy feet
propelling amonstrous body filled Grant's ears. He dimly heard Shizuka shouting awarning in Japanese.

Propelled by gargantuan legs, a creature lunged out of the jungle. Before Grant, Brigid and Shizuka
could move, the mongter landed on the beach right behind Oakshott. He turned, chopping at it with the
hatchet. The mountainous mass of muscle that made up most of the bulk of the dinosaur did not even
flinch asthe blade rebounded fromitshide. Evenin

the feeble light, Grant saw blood gleaming darkly on itsthroat. The creature was wounded, in afrenzy of
pain and attacking anything that caught its eye.

The creature lowered its head, its great jaws opened, then closed with aloud snap. Caught by the head
and shoulders, Oakshott waslifted highin the air. Hislegskicked in afutile spasm. The mongter
bounded away, its huge fangs shearing through flesh, crunching through bones. Grant saw the lower half
of Oakshott'sbody fall to the ground. Then the dinosaur was gone.

Grant, Shizuka and Brigid stood rooted to the spot, staring in wide-eyed shock. Brigid wasthefirst to
speak. "Entropic reversd isn't going to help him now.”

"No shit," said Kane's voice. He came limping out of the jungle. Brigid ran to him but he waved her
away. "I'mdl right. I'm al bloody, but it's not mine. It'sthat dinosaur's. He's been after me for the last
haf hour. I'm glad somebody else caught his attention.”

"I'mjust glad it was mat madman,” Shizuka said, going to Grant's Side. They looked thoughtfully a each
other in Slent surmise.



Fedling suddenly awkward, Kane said, "We can dways go back to the ingtallation and seeif the
gateway unit survived."

Grant didn't even look at him when he said,' 'I've got a better idea. Let's go back to New Edo—at least
for afew days. Then we can decide how to get back to Cerberus...or even if weredly want to."

He cupped the side of Shizuka's face and she embraced him. They kissed passionately. Brigid and Kane
stepped away, toward the edge of the jungle. She gazed into it without redlly seeing it. Kane guessed she
was looking beyond the vegetation to the distant Operation Chronos complex—or what was left of it.

"| think we should stay in New Edo for awhile," she said softly. "We should check out the Chronos
base. There are too many secrets there just to turn our backs on.”

"What kind of secrets?" he asked suspicioudly.

"The secrets of creation,” she said dreamily. "The secrets of the beginning of life on Earth." She glanced
over a Kane questioningly. "Y ou understand me, right?"

Kane looked down at the deep, three-toed imprints of the dinosaur's feet in the sand. His voice was flat
when he said, "Not in amillion years, Bap-tiste.”



