I

"It has tot flatly. "S( solution 1

"Yes, | know." gentle.

"Someone has to save humanity or what's left of it. We have to act for mankind...and even if
we die in the attempt, at least the world will survive to judge us."

Grant said nothing. He stared at Kane across the table, not blinking, not moving, or even
appearing to breathe. Kane felt some of the tension drain away from himself. He was right
and he knew Grant was sure of it. Then he saw a tiny glitter of moisture within Grant's
deep-set eyes.

Grant lifted one hand in a gesture. He spoke one word: "Tomei."

Kane caught only a blurred, fragmented glimpse of gleaming metal from behind him, then
the edge of the female guard's butterfly sword touched his throat, forcing his head back.

"I'm sorry, Kane." Grant's voice was a hoarse whisper of anguish. "Give me the memory
cards without an argument, and I'll arrange for you to get back home safely. But | don't ever
want to see you here again."
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Rent by talon and fang.

Death comes without a pang;

But where its black shadow lay

All of love and hope were torn away.

—Justin Geoffrey
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 iocational
matter-transfer facilities. Some of the redoubts hid clues that had once fed wild theories of
government cover-ups and alien visitations.

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Chapter 1

From the flatlands, the old blacktop road |ooked like a frayed ribbon stretched across the grassy plains
to the foothills of the Bitterroot Range. Deeply cracked and furrowed, the road was dotted with thistles
and weeds that sprouted from the countless splitsin its surface. When the crumbling strip of asphalt
reached the foothills of the mountains, it began looping and curving like asnake crazed by heatstroke.
The ancient two-lane highway wended its way up toward the chain of mountain peaks that comprised
the Continenta Divide and formed the natural boundary between Idaho and Montana. Twigtingina
serpentinetrail through atumble of chert outcroppings, the road climbed toward a hogback ridge.
Againg the blazing glory of fusing sunsat colorsloomed greet crags of granite.

At the crest of the pass, Tanvirah stumbled and fell to her knees. Her lungs burned asif they were on
fire, and her breath came from her open mouth in rasping pants. Swesat stung her eyes as she looked
northward toward aparalel mountain range, the Beaverheads. Its highest pesk, the Garfield, was
snowcapped, and she desperately wished for a sudden wind storm to blow in and cool her off.
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A deep, thickly wooded gully yawned below the crest on which she kndlt. The forest wasariot of early
autumn tints, orange and red and gold. On her |&ft, beyond the tree line, rocky ramparts plunged straight
down to atributary of the Clark Fork River ahundred feet below. Thetdl treeswerefir, pineand
aspen. The shadows between them were very dark and coolly inviting.

She could see how the road leading up from the foothills to the Cerberus plateau skirted hell-deep
chasms and sheer dliffs. Acres of the mountainside had collapsed during the nuke-triggered earthquakes
more than two centuries before. The path was far more rugged than even her father had described, but
more than aquarter of a century had passed since he had even seen it, much lesswalked it.

For the past six hours, she had been dragged behind the eight survivors of the Pischacawar party, two
of whom were serioudy wounded. They left awet red trail in the road dust, but they continued to march.
The Pischacas had attacked the company of half adozen Magistrates her father had assigned to escort
her to Cerberus.

When the Sandcat reached the edge of arockfal blocking the road, the driver was forced to brake. The
entire group disembarked to see what could be done about finding away around or through the
barricade. Tanvirah's father had described a camouflaged egress. When everyone had |eft the safety of
the vehicle, the Pischacas attacked. One group of the stunted, ugly

TALON AND FANG 11

goblin-men had lain hidden in the tall grassesin thetreeline. They rose and loosed ashower of arrows
on the astonished Mags. Tanvirah caught only glimpses of the creatures she had been told were extinct
for the padt fifteen years.

Asthe Magidratestried to retreat to the Sandcat, more Pischacas shoved up from shallow pitsin the
ground, discarding the cut sections of grassy turf they'd used to disguise themsalves. Like the others,
they carried axes and war hammers, swords and clubs, and attacked without fear.

Greasy, greenish-gray skin sagged around their frames, loose and thickly knobbed with fist-sized warts,
tough asleather armor and proof against apoorly amed blaster shot. The clots of hardened flesh gave
them a haf-formed appearance, asif their creator had forgotten to smooth out their bodies—something
that Tanvirah knew was possible. The hairless, goril-loid faces of the Pischacas were broader from side
to side than their heads were deep from front to back.

Their mouths were straight horizontal gashes, with dmost no trace of lips. Their degp-set eyes had hazel
irisesand tiny pupils, like black beads. Shaggy animal hides covered their genitals. Knife and sword
sheaths were crudely woven into them. They carried primitive war hammers and stone axes, aswell as
bows and arrows.

There were scores of the creatures—they sacrificed at least two dozen of their brethren to draw thefire
of the Magidrates, waiting until their Spectre autoblasters
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were emptied before siwvarming out in a howling wave. They pulled the black-clad men down one by
one, wrenching off their hdmets and splitting their skullswith blows from their dedgdike war hammers
or battle-axes. The latest version of Mag armor—jet-black BDUs composed of a

Nomex-K evlar-Neoprene weave and charcoal -colored porcelain helmets with face masks that covered



everything but the eyes—provided only temporary protection from the assaullt.

But the Magistrates weren't accustomed to fighting adversaries as strong and as fierce as the Pischacas.
The creatures courted desth so they could deal death. Tanvirah had often heard her father decrying the
poor combat skills of the postwar generation of Mags.

The Pischacas spared Tanvirah'slife. She knew the reason why; she was awoman, young, fresh and, by
their standards, beautiful. She doubted the Pischacas knew she was the daughter of the Imperial
Authorities of High River—or if they did know, they wouldn't care. In fact, it was best they didn't. When
one of them began to bind her wrists with rawhide thongs, she drew aknife from a sheeath in her boot
and stabbed at its side, but the point of the blade only scraped against one of the cartilaginous knobs,
barely scoring the surface.

The goblin-man had laughed at her attempt to kill him and easily disarmed her. While hetied her, he
indulged in abit of rough fondling, which she slently endured. The Pischacas were tdler than her, and
their oil-sheened flesh gave off avirulently repulsive odor.
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To keep from getting sick, she had to breathe through her mouth.

Tanvirah wasforced to run behind the survivors of thewar party asthey loped off toward the mountains,
arms laden with salvage. She fell severa times but her captors didn't stop for her. She scrambled to her
feet, abrading her hands and knees. She knew if she didn't rise, she would be dragged until she died.

She had never known fear, despite the tales her father had told her of the Pischacas—or at least the
body of myth from which their name derived. According to him, the Pischacas were part of the unholy
family of Rakshashas of Hindu India. The lord of dl of the Rakshashas was Ravana, who had ten heads
and twenty arms that grew again as soon as they were cut off and a hideous body sporting scars and
open wounds. Like dl the Rakshashas, the Pischacas were dedicated evildoers and the vilest branch of
thefamily.

But these Pischacas weren't demons spawned from Hell. Rather they had been birthed from
ganless-sted wombsfilled with synthetic amniotic fluid. They weren't mutants, ether, not the distorted
caricatures of humanity accidentally spawned by the toxic residue of the long-ago nukecaust.

Tanvirah recdled taes her father told her of how, hi thefirst century following the atomic megaculll,
mutants were feared and hated, particularly the stickies. They were monstrous, mutagenically adtered
human beings with sucker pads on their fingers and toes and a great hatred for norma people. The
Pischacas ha-
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tred for humanity was no lessintense than that of the stickies.

If the goblin-men didn't take pleasurein her pain, they were certainly obliviousto it. Every bregth she
took was agony. Thetorture of the tight thongs half buried in the flesh of her wrists soon ebbed to

numbness, but the rest of her body was not logt to fedling. Tanvirah cried out sharply as she ssumbled
and fell to her knees. The Pischacas dragged her the last few yards, the rawhide bindings biting so



deeply into her wrigts that blood oozed out around them. The Uma stone and its coil of silver chain
hidden in an inner pocket of her bodysuit cut into her right hip.

The Pischacawho held the plaited length of leather cast aglance over ashoulder a her and grinned at
her, exposing ssumpy, discolored teeth. He tugged on the tether asif to urge her to rise, but no strength
remained in Tanvirah'slegs. Sharp rocks rasped againgt her thighs, ssomach and breasts.

When they reached the crest of the pass, the war party stopped. A rocky crag thrust out seven or eight
feet above theroadside, like acrooked shelf. Tanvirah struggled dizzily to her knees, blinking at the
descending sun asit turned the blue-gray panorama of the sky into crimson-hued dusk.

The Pischaca dropped the length of |eather to the ground and swaggered toward her on bare,
splay-toed feet He didn't seem the dightest bit out of breath, despite dragging her and other heavy items
savaged from the Sandcat. She lifted her chin and met hisye-
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low gaze defiantly. The goblin-man contemptuoudy kicked her in the left Sde, just between her hip and
ribs.

Tanvirah folded, writhing in the dust, hearing the Pischaca's hoarse laughter over her own gasps. She
struggled to her knees again. Thistime the creature's thickly callused foot caught her on the side of the
head. The kick made athousand multicolored stars flash before her eyes. Shefdl again, only dimly
aware of the Pischacas laughing uproarioudly.

Shelay on the roadbed, tasting blood and gasping through an open mouth. One of the warriors knelt
beside her and pulled her arms back and up, pedling the rawhide thongs from her wrists. Before
circulation could return to her hands, he pinned them against the ground, which she knew didn't come
closetorequiring al of his strength. Her legs were | eft free and a Pischaca knelt between them. Gripping
her knees, he forced them apart effortlesdy.

Deeply socketed eyes gleaming, the Pischacafumbled with hisloin covering. He inhaled deeply through
his open mouth, and the loose flesh at the base of his neck swelled. The swelling rolled down his chest.
His stomach muscles flexed in wide, regular ripplesthat did down to his groin. When the undulation
reached his pelvis, his penis engorged and curved out in an erection of monstrous proportions.

Tanvirah stared, horrified into immobility for along second by its greenish color and wart-encrusted
length. It reminded her of abludgeon, the inflamed crown
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looking dmost aslarge as her fist. The testicles sagging beneeth it were correspondingly huge and
equally revolting in appearance. She had believed the Pischa-cas were bred without organs of
reproduction at dl, much lessfunctiona ones.

The creature gpparently understood her astonishment, because he winked at her conspiratorialy. The
wink broke her pardysis, and she cried out in fear. Tanvirah didn't have much leverage with which to
power akick, but shetried, straightening her legs out and up like springs. The Pischaca caught her by
the ankles and wrenched her violently forward. Her back scraped along the rough surface of the road,



her elbows digging little groovesin the dirt.

Heedless of the zipper, the creature ripped open her bodysuit, from the collar to just above her pelvis.
Arching her back, Tanvirah twisted her body to one side, freeing her right leg with afierce tug. She
kicked him with al of her strength in the lower belly. The Pischaca grunted and she kicked him there
again, thistime pistoning her hedl into his sagging testicle sac. The creature didn't appear to fed the blow.

Panic overwhelmed Tanvirah, causing her to thrash and flail madly at him with her freeleg. She smashed
the sole of her foot into hisface, then into histhroat and chest. The Pischacatook it dl, grunting softly
with each kick. He dlowed her foot to smash him until she was utterly exhausted, panting and covered
with sweeat. When she felt histhick fingers squeezing her breedt,
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she bardly mustered afeeble foot nudge, much less another kick.

Tanvirah lay limp, her respiration labored. She couldn't rise or fight anymore. She decided to let the
mongtersrape her or kill her or whatever the Pischacas did to human women they seized. She kept her
eyes closed, waiting for the entrance of either a blade or adisfigured mae organ.

Neither occurred. The Pischacaremoved his hand from her breast, and she heard the creatures
muttering uneasily to one another. She didn't understand aword of what they said. Infact, shefelt a
distant quiver of surprise that the crestures even had alanguage.

The Pischacarestraining her wrists released her. She sensed and heard the creatures shifting and
shuffling al around. Opening her eyes, Tanvirah carefully raised her head from the roadbed and looked
around. On the crag overlooking the crest of the pass stood atall man.

She couldn't see him clearly, since he was backlit by the fiery setting sun, but she could tell he was Six
feet or morein height and as lean as a spear. He wore along coat that appeared to be made of supple
black leather. A wide, wing-tipped collar was tugged up high around his neck.

Tanvirah dowly hitched around to face the man, haf expecting one of the Pischacasto cuff her. But they
were as entranced by the silent apparition as she. The man grimly looked over the eight Pischacas and
the girl on the road. The creatures eyed him nervoudly,
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but the man neither moved nor spoke. Sunlight winked dully on astrange object cradled in hisarms.

By squinting, Tanvirah could just make out a skeletd, riflelike shape. The sectiondized barrdl terminated
inalong cylinder, reminiscent of an overs zed sound suppressor made of acrystaline substance.

The man met her gaze. Tanvirah suppressed a shiver when shelooked into his cold, pale eyes. They
were dmost the same color asthe high western sky, blue with just atouch of gray. They blazedina
gaunt, bearded face. Tanvirah absently noted how the man's face was too harsh and hard to be
handsome, even without the long, jagged scar cutting like alightning bolt from Ieft to right across hisface,
from hairlineto jawline. His dark, slver-stippled hak hung loose past his shoulders, stirred by atouch of
thewind.



He was alone man, outnumbered and apparently underarmed, yet he exuded an ominous, menacing
aurathat was dmost supernatura. That aura kept the Pischacas from mounting an attack or even
chalenging him. They muttered and grunted apprehensively among themsalves. Tanvirah received the
digtinct impression they knew the man—if not by sight, then by reputation. Sheredized if the
bloodthirsty monsters had encountered any other human on the mountain road, they would have glesfully
dismembered and disemboweed him on the spot.

But the Pischaca apparently knew this man. He. wasn't alegend to the creatures, Tanvirah knew. He
was more of aghost story. The greasy green goblin
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looming over her swallowed noisily and uttered aword that Tanvirah understood.

Gutturally, the Pischacamurmured, 'General. Generd Kane."

Chapter 2

Kanefound himsalf saring fixedly at the vison of dark beauty lying on the road. Even though shewasin
ahaf-prone position, he could tell the young woman wastal, with avoluptuoudy curved body. Much of
it was visible through her torn open garment. Her blood-bedrabbled face was full cheeked and bold
nosed, her skin the rich brown of coffee and milk, her eyeslarge and black and flashing.

Despite the fresh blood staining them, her wide, sensuous lips were set in adefiant line. Her deek,
straight hair was athick, ebony cascade sheening over her shouldersfrom apart in the middle of her
scap. There was something familiar about her, but because of the dimming light and the poor visionin his
right eye, he couldn't be sure. She looked to bein her early twenties. It had been along time since Kane
had been so close to awoman so young and beautiful—or awoman &t all, for that matter.

When the Pischaca with the deflating penis grunted his name, Kane couldn't help but smile coldly. "That's
my name. Y ou have the advantage of me."

The Pischacadapped his chest. "Sweet William. | served under you in the battle of Snakefish.”
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Kane snorted asif hedidn't believe him. "Right. Release the girl, Sweetums.”

Sweet William performed a passable imitation of his own snort. "Kiss my ass. One man with no
blaster— | don't care how bad they say you be, Kane. You ain't givin' us no more orders.”

The other Pischaca growled dobbering agreement with Sweet William's declaration. The goblin-men
gpparently didn't recognize the pulse-plasmarifle in hisarms as awegpon, or if they did, they didn't
congder it much of athrest.



"l wasn't giving you an order, Sweetums.” Kane pitched hisvoicelow. "l was giving you achoice.
Releasethegirl or die

The Pischaca chief laughed scornfully, lips pedling back to reved his discolored, tusklike teeth. *Funny

guy-

Then Sweet William's temper changed in the mercurid way of hiskind. The grin became aferocious
snarl, and he narrowed his eyes. He grabbed the girl by the back of her neck with one hand and clasped
his softening organ with the other. "Shesmine! I'll fuck her brains out with thisand then let my clan have
what's|eft!"

Kane didn't move, keeping the surge of revulsion he felt from showing on hisface. He noted how the girl
grimaced in pain but didn't cry out. The breeze blew the foul stench of the creaturesto him. He knew
their noisome smell had lessto do with matters of poor
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hygiene than with an essentia biologica characteristic of the geneticaly engineered race.
"WdI?' Sweat William challenged.

"Wdll..." Kane narrowed his eyes. In avoice barely above awhisper he said, " Set the girl free and get
off my mountain, shit-spawn.”

Sweat William sneered. "Or what? Y ou kill usal?'

"That'll be up to your clan, Willy-boy, whether they want meto kill them or not. But | sure as hdll will kill
you."

It wasn't aboast, not even athreat. There was a quiet, confident ring of a promisein his tone and words,
and Sweet William didn't like the sound of it. He didn't release hisgrip on the girl, but he loosened it,
judging by therelief that showed on her face.

Sweset William growled, "Y ou and me got no reason to fight, Kane. Thewar isover. All the baronsare
dead, and you're not an imperia genera no more.”

Kane shook hishead asif he found the Pischaca's words so pathetically stupid, he could scarcely
believe the creature had even uttered them. "We're not talking about what we were in the past,
Willy-boy. It'sjust me and you and your piss-breathed crew here on my mountain. It's the next twenty
seconds you should be worrying about, not the last twenty years.”

Sweet William had narrowed his eyesto dits. Kane could easily guessthe kind of thoughts lumbering
through his brain. Regardless of what else was said, the Pischaca chief intended to attack him. He had no
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choice. If he backed down in front of Kane, his clan would not forget and his position astheir leader
was doomed.



"Thisisn't necessary,” Kane said softly. "No more of your kinsmen's blood hasto be spilled here."

The Pischacas swart, greasy face contorted at the mention of blood. He rel eased Tanvirah and shoved
her away asif she were of no more use to him. She sprawled on her face. Moving hi an unintentional but
ludicrous parody of dignity, Sweet William closed up hisloincloth and rose to hisfeet. Kane knew the
goblin-man was no longer intimidated by him, and hisfinger caressed the firing plate of the plasma-pulse
rifleinhisarms.

Sweet William gtared unblinkingly, directly into hisface, inhded deeply, then roared, "Kill him!"

Before the echoes of the goblin-man's bellow had begun to fade, Kane siwung the barrel of therifle in a
short arc, depressing the trigger switch. Lightning burgts pulsed from the smdll, bell-shaped boreina
blinding blue-white flare. There was no recoil. The crackling torrent of incandescence engulfed the
Pis-chaca, and heingantly burst into flame, transformed into aflailing, fire-wreathed scarecrow. Then
Sweet William's body exploded from within, and his viscera splattered the ground for twenty feet all
around.

The other Pischacas recoiled from the spray of warm flesh and ruptured interna organs. They snatched
at their weapons and squaled with fury. Asone, they lurched toward the outcropping on which
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Kane stood. He noted with gpprova how gracefully the captive girl rolled to one side, getting out of their
path.

Kane kept hisfinger tight on the trigger switch of the pulse-plasmarifle and sprayed the wave of
blue-whitelight asif it werewater from a hose, swinging the muzzlein awidefield of fire. The energy
charge diced through apair of Pischacas standing shoulder to shoulder, carving them open at their
waists. Thetwo haves of then: bodies fell awvay from each other and thumped wetly to the roadbed
amid bright showers of blood.

Thefive remaining Pischacas cried out in horror and dismay and retreated from the shelf of rock, then
therifle hi Kane's hands emitted a sputter and the beam of plasma disappeared. He quickly consulted
thesmall LCD window near thetrigger plate. Three zeroes glowed redly against ablack background.
The weapon was drained of energy. With acurse, hetossed it asde. It wasfar too lightweight to be of
much use as a bludgeon.

The Pischacas growled in bloodthirsty gratification when they saw him discard therifle. The growls
turned into mutters of surprise when Kane reached up behind him, over his head with both arms, then
snapped them up and out with aswift, sharp gesture. Sunlight flickered briefly on the polished surface of
the flat sword blade.

Kane cut afigure-eight pattern in the air, the razor-keen sted of the katana humming. Hedidn't redly
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want to stain the sword with foul Pischaca blood, so he gave them the chance to rethink their attack and
retreat. The samural sword was awedding gift from Shizuka, made by New Edo'sreigning craftsman. It



hadn't been forged to draw the blood of submen and he didn't want to sully either Shizuka's memory or
that of her sword amith.

At the same time, Kane recognized the feding coming over him, an emotion he hadn't experiencedina
long time. It was rage, white-hot rage that filled his soul. The very notion that these unclean things would
invade his home territory, bringing both a captive and loot plundered from the dead, drove amost all
rational thoughts from his mind. From within and without he began shaking with fury, with the compulsion
to cleanse from the face of the mountain thefilth shambling below him.

Kane legped from the ledge. He landed on the road and amost went to one knee, wincing at the sudden
spurt of pain stabbing through his ankles. Still, he managed to hold the katana before him, hands locked
around theintricately inlaid handlein atwo-fisted grip.

The goblin-men gaped a him, then three of them rushed him in aclugter. Feinting to the left with the
sword, Kane spun on the ball of hisright foot and came around facing the middle Pischaca. The
Pischaca had his heavy war hammer lifted over his malformed head, holding the four-foot-long shaft in
both hands. Teeth bared in a snarling grimace, the half-naked creature brought down the stone head of
themallet.
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Kane shifted, amocking smile on hisface. He whipped the katana forward. Already committed to the
move, dragged by the weight of the fifty-pound hammer, the Pischaca squealed in panic as he saw Kane
step lithely out of the way, pivot on the hed of afoot and whirl back, leading with the blade in aside

swing.

The edge of the sword chopped into the Pischaca's midsection with asound like ameon splitting. The
cresture's guts seemed to burst out from the long, vertical gashin hisbelly. They spilled to the ground,
worming in al directions. The goblin-man tripped on ablue-sheened loop of intestines, feet diding out
from under him.

Kane whed ed again, dashing backhanded with the sword. The keen edge diced through a Pischacas
squat neck, popping the head free of his doping, wart-pebbled shoulders. For an instant, the malformed
skull seemed to bob atop afountain of blood. Before Kane could move again, the third Pischacawas on
him, roaring in wild madness and swinging hisax as hard as he could.

Desperately, Kane lifted the blood-filmed sword, the edge meseting the ax head. Flint rang againgt sted,
and sparks jumped from the point of the impact, hot enough to burn Kane's skin. As he leaned away
from the weapon, the edge of the ax swept down and opened arent in his shirt and the flesh benesth,
tearing through the skin on hisright side. Fiery pain streaked through his torso. Only a backward wrench

of hisbody
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kept the ax blade from crashing through histhird and fourth ribs.

Kane moved again, instantly on the attack, knowing another Pischaca was dready shifting into position
on hisleft. His movements with the samurai sword were quick and sure, parry and thrust, burying the
point deep in the Pischaca's chest, between apair of the knoblike growths, and piercing his heart. The



scream that issued from the cresture's mouth was surprisingly high-pitched and piping. He raised the ax
inone hand, asif hoping to split hisfoes skull ashisfind act.

Kane lifted hisleg and kicked the goblin-man in the groin, getting rid of hislast dying threet, aswell as
freeing his sword from hisbody. The Pischaca's corpse stutter-stepped backward, blood spewing from
his ches.

Ducking under one of the remaining Pischaca's bare-handed attacks, Kane rammed him low with his|eft
shoulder. It was like body-blocking a Sandcat, and he staggered backward, falling to one knee. Before
he could regain hisfooting, the Pischacalashed out with an arm, knotting ahand in Kane's
shoulder-length hair, holding on tight

Kane gritted histeeth, clamping hisjaws shut on acry of pain. The creature hissed at him, itslong,
mottled gray tongue flicking out for his eyes and face. He twisted his heed, barely able to keep the
Pischaca's barb-tipped tongue from puncturing his eyes. He whipped the sword up between them, first
cutting the
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dithering tongue in two, then placing the edge againgt the creature's throat. He dashed upward.

Pischacaflesh parted ingtantly at the relatively tender underside of the jawline. Hot blood splashed
across Kane's face. He made a swift sawing motion with the sword, fegling the edge bite more deeply,
rasping againgt the Pischacas vertebrae. The goblin-man's severed arteries spouted a scarlet fountain,
briefly blinding Kane. He managed to wrench out of the creature's grasp and step back, trying to clear
his vision with desperate swipes of hisfree hand. The Pischacafell heavily, strands of Kanes hair
clutched within hisgnarled fingers.

The last Pischaca didn't attack Kane. Instead, he whirled on the girl and thrust at her with a crude spear,
evidently obeying the vindictiveimpulsethat if he and his clan couldn't have her, neither would Kane. The
sharpened flint shard fitted into a notch at the end of the wooden shaft jabbed toward her face. She
shifted aside and delivered a surprisingly expert snap kick to the mongter's groin that drove his
penduloustesticlesamost up to hisnavel.

The goblin-man dropped the spear and staggered away, bent double and clutching at his crotch. Blinking
blood from his eyes, Kane saw the girl snatch up the spear and thrust with al her might, burying the
sharpened end into the warrior's chest and shoving the creature away from her.

The dying Pischacatripped over one of his brethren and toppled backward, clasping the wooden shaft in
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one hand as he clutched at his crotch with the other. The girl threw her entire weight againgt the spesr,
trying to drive the shaft completely through him and impale him againgt the ground. One of hisflailing feet
sent her ssumbling backward.

Before the creature could rise, along-legged bound brought Kane to hisside. He lifted the katana over
his head and brought it down in a swift, two-handed, cleaverlike chop. The Pischaca's head rolled free
of hisshoulderslike an awkward ball.



As he watched the goblin-man's body sag limply to the ground, Kane fdt like doing the same. Therage
drained out of him, leaving him wesk and trembling. He leaned againgt the bulwark of stone, taking
inventory of bis aching muscles and joints. He was disgusted to hear how loudly he wheezed from the
unaccustomed exertion.

The Pischaca corpses lay huddled close together on the pass. The fresh mountain air of early evening
was adtringent with the stench of burned flesh. He dragged the deeve of his coat over hisface, wiping
blood fromit.

Kane watched the dark girl striding toward him, picking her way over the bodies. She didn't eventry to
close up the torn bodice of her bodysuit. Her full breasts strained at the lace-edged cups of her
brassere. Shewaslong limbed and fairly tall.

Without preamble, without awords of thanks or so much as an inquiry about his physical condition, she
sad crigply, "Most of these genetically engineered
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warriorsweren't bred for inteligence...which isalucky thing for the rest of us."

"Yeah," hesad dryly, surreptitioudy probing at the cut on hisside. He brought his hand out from
benegth his coat and examined the blood glistening on hisfingertips. "I know | fed blessed.”

Thegirl eyed him speculatively. "Did | hear that mongter right? Y ou're Generd Kane?'
He shook his head. "Just Kane now. Thewar'slong over."

The girl didn't acknowledge hisreminder. "My nameis Tanvirah Singh. Daughter of Mohandas La-kesh
Singh. He sent meto find you, Sir.”

ABOUT THE BEST THING Tanvirah could say for the bearded, long-haired man wasthat he had
been punctua in thetiming of hisrescue and gone about it very efficiently. Still, shewasbardly ableto
conceal her shock when she saw how old and scarred the man was. She had seen pix of him when he
was much younger, of course, but all the softness of youth waslong gone, replaced by scar tissue and
deep lines of hardship.

Tanvirah was certainly aware of his reputation, of the legend that had sprung up around him. No single

man in the past two hundred years probably had areputation to equa Kane's, but in Tanvirah'sview,
reputations didn't resolve long-standing matters of sate.

Kane's reaction to her announcement was not what she expected or hoped for. His expression didn't
dter.
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Casudly, he reached into an inner pocket of his coat and extracted a blunt cigar. He carefully severed

thetip againgt the red, wet edge of the sword blade. Placing the end of the cigar in his mouth, he set it
afirewith asmpleflint-and-sted lighter that looked very old. He began smoking with a preoccupied



intensity.

Tanvirah didn't care for the odor of tobacco, but the smoke at |east softened the harsh stink of charred
goblin flesh. She demanded, " Sir, did you hear me?"

Kanerolled the cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other. He squinted a her with one pale blue
eye. "It'smy eyesthat are going bad, not my ears. | should've guessed you were some relation to
Lakesh. You have hisnose."

Her face tightened as he added, "And your mother's height and figure. How is Erica nowadays?"

Tanvirah checked the sdlf-conscious impulse to cross her arms over her breasts. She was used to being
ogled. "She's probably the same asthe last time you saw her.”

Kane grinned, removed the cigar from his mouth and blew awreath of gray smoke toward the sky. "I
doubt it. The last time | saw her, she was about seven months pregnant. With you, | presume.”

"If it was twenty-three years or s0 ago," Tanvirah replied waspishly, "then you presume correctly. Sir."

Onimpulse, Tanvirah ran ahand over her hip, making sure the Uma stone was till safein its pocket
Kane caught the movement and his eyes narrowed. "L ose something?”
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Tanvirah shook her head. "No."

When she declined to elaborate, Kane hesitated a moment then asked, "What did shetell you about
me?"

"Not athing. She didn't need to. Everybody knows about the great Generd Kane. You'realegend. You
fought in every mgor engagement in the Consolidation War and probably afew minor ones nobody ever
heard of. Y ou destroyed the Scorpia Prime and the Nirodha movement. Then you turned down an
authority pogtion offered by the imperator himsdif, to live lone up herelike the old man of the
mountains”

Tanvirah paused, then said quietly, "And according to my father, you've been conducting illega
temporal-fault-line experiments, too.”

"Ah," Kane said, nodding in satisfaction. " So that's why he sent you up here—he thinks I'm getting too
coseto finding aresolution.”

"No, sr," sheretorted. "He sent me to bring something very vauable back from Cerberus.”

Kane's eyes narrowed in sudden suspicion. "There's nothing in there your father wants. The place was
cleaned out of anything of valuelong before you were born.”

Tanvirah drew in along bresth. "Except for onething, Sr. You."

Chapter 3



Before Kane could formulate even abana response, Tanvirah's face suddenly twisted and she turned
away from him. She walked about four steps before she dropped to her hands and knees and vomited.
Or tried to, dry-heaving convulsively and painfully as her belly stroveto empty itself. Nothing was
gected but strings of bile-laced sdiva.

Kane watched her, not surprised by the delayed reaction to the violent events of the past few minutes—
or the ordeal she had obvioudy suffered on the way to the mountain pass. He had aready figured out
that she wasthe only survivor of alarger party, since not even Lakesh would dispatch his daughter on a
lonemission into the Outlands.

After aminute or two, the shudders that racked her frame stopped, but she didn't stand. She remained
on al fours, hanging her head, her hair screening her face. Kane sheathed his katana and went to her
side, helping her to her feet. ' 'Can you wak or should | carry you?"

Tanvirah laborioudy raised her head, raking her hair out of her eyes. "To where? Are we that closeto
the redoubt?' Her voice was hoarse and weak.

He nodded in the direction of the mountain pesk.
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"Wewon't make it before nightfall, but theres a cave up there. | useit asahunter'sblind. I have food
and water."

She swayed, leaning gratefully againgt him, her left breast againgt hisarm. Kane could fed her heart
pumping hard and fast. She murmured, ' "Thank you, Generd.."

He started to correct her, but decided it wasn't worth the effort. He didn't bother retrieving the
pulse-plasmarifle from the ledge. It was worthless now, since he had no power packsleft for it.

Asthey walked up theroad, Tanvirah feebly gestured to the corpses behind them. "What about their
bodies?'

Kane lifted ashoulder in an indifferent shrug. "There are plenty of animas around here that don't mind
the taste of Pischaca flesh—raw or overcooked."

Tanvirah clapped ahand over her mouth asif she feared she was about to throw up again. Kane
paused, but she managed to get control of herself. After afew moments of deep breathing, she felt
confident enough to walk on her own. Shetilted her head back, looking at the forbidding array of
serrated black crags, broken black rock and cliffs towering ahead of them. The narrow road looped up
through the dopes, wending its way around basdlt bastions and granite pillars.

Squinting against the greet bright furnace of sunset gold burning the sky, Tanvirah said, ' 'So these are the
Darks. They don't seem so dark to me.”

Kane didn't explain to her how nearly two centuries
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ealier, thefew people who lived in the region held the Bitterroot Range—colloquialy known asthe
Darks—in superdtitious regard. Due to their mysterioudy shadowed forests and deep, dangerous
ravines, asinister body of myths had grown up around the Darks.

The enduring legends about evil spirits lurking in the mountain passes to devour body and soul werea
form of protective coloration that every exile in the Cerberus redoubt went to great painsto maintain. Of
course, nobody cared one way or another any longer about the superstitions. The nearest neighbors of
theingalation, Sky Dog's band of Sioux and Cheyenne, were long gone.

"Tel mehow you got here," he suggested.

Tanvkah tossed her black hair back over her shoulders, curtly explaining about the Sandcat journey
from High River and the successful ambush staged by the Pischacas, despite the well-armed Magistrates.

Kane listened without comment, recalling how the Pischacas favorite tactic was the ambush, usualy
Sprung in mountainous areas. He retained vivid memories of an ambush in the SierraMadres—only then
he had been commanding acombined troop of imperia soldiers and Pischacas. An entire division of
baronia infantry had been wiped out in minutes.

About five years after that incident, the Western Pischacas who had survived the Consolidation War
turned to outlawry and began preying on their former masters. Kane had led a squadron of troopsto
clean
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out a particularly vicious Pischaca clan bolt-holed in the Black Hills.

Kane had lured the Pischacas out by alowing them to rout asmall group of trooperswho acted as
stalking horses. When they pursued the soldiers through a canyon, they found themselvesfacing not a
disorganized and demoralized party, but rather acontingent of disciplined troopswho had lain hidden,
waiting for the goblin-men to leave the rocky ramparts and stage afrontal assaullt.

The Pischacas had never truly functioned as soldiers even during the war, but as guerrillas, ruthless
hit-and-run bushwhackers. So when they redlized they had been duped, they broke and ran. Very few
of them escaped dive that day, nor were any prisoners taken.

Kane didn't fed any pride at the memory of the battle, snceit had been primarily a daughter—genocide
pure and Smple against sentient creatures who had been created solely to mete out desth and
destruction to baronia forces. Once their purpose was served, they were hunted into extinction.

Just asfull night fell over the road, the two people reached the cave. It wasn't deep or particularly
gpacious, not much more than a cavity punched into the stone bulwark of the mountain, but it afforded
some protection from the chill wind. The walls were decorated with faded, crude paintings and
petroglyphs, representations of bizarre figures and shapes.

Kanelit asmall campfire with wood stacked against onewall. From arucksack he took out a blanket,
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which Tanvirah draped over her shoulders, a self-heat MRE package and a bottle of distilled water. She
dampened a cloth with the water and dabbed at the dried blood on her face, then rinsed out her mouth
and spit toward the cave opening.

With his back to her, Kane tended his wound with the contents of asmall first-aid kit. The bleeding had
stopped some time before, but bis shirt was stiff with dried blood. He set histeeth on agroan ashe
poured antiseptic into the cut and then bandaged it as best he could with afield dressing saturated with
antibiotic gd.

The ration package contained chicken 2k laking that had the flavor and texture of wallpaper paste.
From previous experiences, Kane knew it was a pretty poor substitute for amedl, particularly after what
the girl had experienced. But Tanvirah ate the bland food without complaint or any sign she even tasted
it. They sat on opposite Sdes of thefire and ate in silence for aminute. Kane couldn't help but be
impressed by the girl's proud, fearless demeanor.

Glancing around the rock walls of the cave, Tanvirah said, "A hunter's blind, you said. What game do
you hunt?"

Kanesreply was uninflected. "Not animals.”
"Mutents?'
"The Pischacas aren't mutants.”

Tanvirah nodded asif she understood completely. Kane assumed Lakesh had raised her to believe that
the mutie species that had once roamed the length and
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breadth of the postnuke world was less the accidentd by-product of radiation and environmenta
changes than the ddliberate practice of pantropic science—aform of genetic engineering devoted to
creeting life-forms able to survive and thrive in the postnuke world.

But genuine muties hadn't been much of athresat for avery long time. The anima mutations hadn't lived
long. Many species were extinct, and had been even before the first mushroom cloud had billowed up
from embassy row in Washington, D.C., more than two centuries earlier.

The few animdsthat survived the freezing temperatures of skydark had mutated into grotesque imitations
of their progenitors. Thefirgt two or three generations of mutant animals had run toward poly-ploidism, a
doubling or tripling of the chromosome complement. Their increased size greatly reduced their lifespans,
only afew of the giant varieties survived more than three or four generations.

"Do you have alot of problems with the Pischa-cas?' she asked.

Kane shrugged. "Ever since the end of the war, they've been drifting down north from the reservations.
First they camein smal scouting parties and kept away from the settlements. They usualy went back.
Then some of them stayed.”

"I didn't think they could reproduce,” Tanvirah commented. " There was only supposed to be one
generation of the ghestly things.”



Kane smiled dourly. ™Y eah, so your old man said.
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But me and alot of other peopletold him that nature always finds away. But he had the blessing of the
imperator and 0..." Hiswordstrailed off.

Tanvirah'sface locked in ahard mask. "My father will be enraged when he hears how the Pischacas
attacked us. Helll want to find their main settlement.”

Kane chuckled, but it sounded forced. "1 wish him luck." Then he scowled and demanded, "Why did
L akesh send you overland to bring me back?’

"Because you dtered the trangit-feed harmonics of the Cerberus gateway," Tanvirah answered stiffly.
"Otherwise | would have gated in normally.”

Kanerolled hiseyesin weary exasperation. "Oh, please. Lakesh invented the damn things. Everything |
know about the units| learned from him or Bry...who aso learned from him. He could have figured out
the right phase modulations and transported you to the redoubt. Or circumvented it atogether with the
interphaser.”

Tanvirah nodded. "True enough,” she admitted. "He was afraid you'd kill anybody who gated in
unannounced—particularly him.”

"So hetold you how | fed about him?'

Tanvirah took another mouthful of food and chewed it dowly and thoughtfully. She washed it down with
aswig of water and said quietly, "He said you hated him, Sr. That you blamed him for the degth of a
woman."

Kane's pae eyes brooded on the dancing flames. "That's not quite accurate.”

40 JAMES AXLER

Shelooked a him quizzicaly, hopefully. "No?"

"No. | blame him for the desths of several women...and men, too."

Anger flashed briefly in Tanvirah'sdark eyes. "It waswar, waan't it? Causalitieswere inevitable.”
Kaneslips quirked in a humorless smile. "Coming from someone who probably never even saw adead
body until today, that's quite the piece of arrogant presumption.”" He stopped smiling. "Lakesh saw to the
creation of the Pischacas so they would diein grester numbers than human beings during the war.
Instead, they ended up killing more of our own people after the war waswon."

"He said you blamed him for that, too.”

"That and many other things."



Tanvirah lifted her chin haughtily. "He aso said you never respected him or my mother...or their decison
tomarry."

Kane looked at her, admiring the way thefirdight sculpted her features. The manner in which she held
her heed was familiar. A memory ghosted through his mind—of lying in atangled bedspreed, hislips
trailing across the swest-damp neck of Ericavan Soan.

Tanvirah went on. "My father said you were embittered because your own true love went to her grave
after spending only ashort timewith you. Y ou were jedlous of him and my mother, that they had a child
and you did not."

Kane didn't answer. The issue of Tanvirah's parentage wasn't one he was ready to address. Even a
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quarter of acentury after thefact, he still felt betrayed by Lakesh's machinations and bis temper rose. It
rose S0 high that it took al of his sdf-restraint to keep from turning Tanvirah over hisknee and sending
her back to Cobdtville—High River, he automaticaly corrected himsaf—uwith theimprints of his hand
on her backside,

He knew agood dedl of the anger should have rightly been directed at himsdlf for not stopping La-kesh
from turning traitor, when hefirst deserted Cerberusto join Sam the imperator. Of course, in gtrict
terms, Lakesh hadn't deserted Cerberus or him. It wasn't asif he had turned his back on aglorious
cause, after dl.

But then, none of thework of Cerberus could be defined as glorious. It had been brutal, bloody and soul
wearying, from thefirst foray againgt the barons until their find defeat. There were no fanfares, no victory
parades, no medasfor the lives he and the people there had led first as exiles, then asinsurrectionists
andfindly assoldiers.

Kane had lost count of the people he had killed during those years, but he remembered those who had
displayed admirable courage, particularly hisdliesin the war againg the barons. In some instances, he
had even admired the idedls of hisenemies. More than once, he had found his sympathieslying primarily
with hisadversaries.

He never blamed the outlanders or the Roamersfor fighting against the forces of the imperator. Had he
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been them, he would have fought just as hard. But he was pledged to end the reign of the nine barons,
and the only way to do that was to make their Outland territories usaless as either refuges or staging
grounds.

He shook his head to drive the memories back into the cobwebbed corners of hismind. "Y ou still didn't
answer my question. Why did Lakesh send you here?’

Tanvirah smiled wanly. "To bring afind peace. So you can bethe hero again, ar.”

Kane stared at her, surprised into speechlessnessfor along moment. At length, he repeated



increduloudy, "'Find peace? | thought that's what the world, the new adaptive Earth has been wallowing
in for these past twenty-odd years. Seemsto me your old man and the imperator himsalf accused me of
trying to plunge the world back into war. That'swhy | was exiled.”

Tanvirah's shoulders stiffened. "Y our exile was your own, Sr."

Hewaved away her words. "That'simmateria.”

"Y ou objected to the formation of the Consolidated Confederation of States." A note of accusation
edged her voice. "Y ou clamed the imperator was corrupt and the CCS was maintained by naked power

and coercion.”

"| objected to aform of government that answered to asingle authority,” Kane replied matter-of-factly.
"At best, the CCSisamonarchy. At worst it'sadictatorship.”

"Theimperator brought peace,” Tanvirah said doggedly. "He ended the tyranny of the nine barons. Y ou
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fought with him to atain that god. Why couldn't you accept those victories and live within the new
Sructure?!

"Because | wasn't afool," Kane shot back.
"Like my father, my mother were fools—like dl of your friends and dlies? Foolslike them?'

Kane sighed, trying to keep his mounting anger in check. He ran both hands through his hair. " They were
fools because they confused what they wanted to be true with what was true”

"And thet is?' she asked curtly.

Quietly, camly, hesaid, "Thered history of our world, instead of the fake one, arranged over two
hundred years ago. That truth.”

Tanvirah tossed aside the empty MRE pack. "Who are you," she asked grimly, "to decide what is our
red hitory, what is not rea? Why do you fancy yoursdlf asthefind arbiter of thered from the unred?"

Kanelooked into Tanvirah's face and cast his mind back over the history he knew. He could easily
imagine Lakesh taking her outdoors when twilight ended a day and pointing toward the buildings of the
High River and the land beyond and saying, "L ook yonder, daughter. Theworld isfindly oursagain. We
fought long and hard for it, pilled and shed much blood. Many good people died to regain our planet.
The old ways of living by violence, by talon and fang, are past. To stop those ways from returning, you
must keep the faith and never question the how and why."

And Lakesh, ever the scholar, ever the historian,
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ever the pedant, would have probably told the young and wide-eyed Tanvirah how, more than two



centuries before, increasingly hostile relations between the United States and the Soviet Union
culminated in an al-out nuclear war.

No one knew who had won or lost the war, because ho government statisticians remained to conduct
body counts. Conservative estimates cd culated that more than two-thirds of Earth's population perished
during those first two hours and forty-five minutes. Since, by then, the entire planet was a smoldering
cinder, there was no sure way of differentiating between the victors and the vanquished.

Sometime | ate that afternoon, nuclear winter—or skydark—began. Massive quantities of pulverized
rubble had been propelled into the atmosphere, clogging the sky for ageneration, blanketing dl of Earth
inathick cloud of radioactive dust, ash, debrisand falout. After nearly thirty years of endless nights, of
freezing temperatures even in subtropical climates, of falout storms, well over another million people had
perished.

When the survivors and the children born after the nukecaust climbed out of their shdters, their bunkers,
their caves, they knew only one dream—to survive.

The old cultures were gone, burned down to their foundations. New societies were formed, with their
own laws, their own rules, their own beliefs and even their own dialects.

These only dimly reflected the changes of the planet itsalf. Most of North Americawas known asthe
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Degthlands, an aptly named home to mutated forms of animad, vegetable and human life, radioactive hot
spots, marauders and scattered settlements of people trying to scratch out an existence in ahostile
environment. Human culture in the seething hellpits of the Desthlands existed at itslowest level sincethe
Dak Ages.

Shortly after theworst of the skydark was over, some descendants of the origina survivors decided they
had outl asted the aftermath of globa devastation for areason. These families knew people would revert
to primitive levels, so they determined to force some sort of order on barbarism. They were better
educated, better bred and better armed than almost anyone el se who shambled across the Deathlands.
The families became ruling hierarchies, and they spread out across the ruined face of America

Theterritories they conquered became baronies. At first, people retreated into the villes ruled by the
barons for protection, then as the decades went by, they remained because they had no choice.
Generations of Americanswere born into serfdom, davesin everything but name,

Many of the most powerful, most enduring baronies evolved into city-states, walled fortresses whose
influence stretched across what became known as the Out-lands for hundreds of miles.

In decades pagt, the barons had warred against one another, each struggling for control and absolute
power over hisor her territory. Then the barons redl-
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ized that greater rewards were possible if unity was achieved, in common purpose and organization.



Territories were redefined, treaties struck among the barons, and the city-states became interconnected
pointsin acontinent-goanning network. A Program of Unification wasratified and ruthlesdy deployed.
The reconstructed form of government was still basically despotic, but now it wasingtitutionalized and
shared by al the former independent baronies.

Nine baronies survived the long wars over territoria expansion and resources. Control of the continent
was divided among nine barons. The pretenders, those who weren't part of the origina hierarchy but
who arrogantly assumed the title to carve out their own little pieces of empire, were overrun,
exterminated and their territories absorbed. The hierarchica ruling system remained, and the city-states
adopted the name of the ruling baron.

Technology, most of it based on predark designs, appeared mysterioudy and smultaneoudy with the
beginning of the reunification program. There was much speculation at the time that many previoudy
unknown Continuity of Government Stockpiles were opened up and their contents distributed evenly
among the barons. Though the technol ogies were restricted for the use of those who held the reins of
power, life overall improved for the citizensin and around the villes. Manufacturing indudtries, totally
under the control of the villes, began again.

What was left of human history belonged to the
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Outlands, the baronies and, by proxy, the Archon Directorate.

That was the history Kane knew, the history Lakesh had told him. He had implied that agents of the
Ar-chons had been the true architects of much of that history, pulling the stringsto trigger coups,
nations, natural disasters, wars and the overall desta-hilization of the entire world.

That wasthe history he knew, but Kane found fault lineswithiniit. In fact, he found so many fault lines,
he had devoted the remainder of hislifeto tracing them down, to finding where they led, to following
them to the fracture points, regardless of the consequences.

It wasn't asif he could not recognize the inevitables of life. He was too used to them—degprivation,
hardship, loneliness, the emptiness of dreams, the death of hope. He had accepted many inevitablesin
bislife, but the one thing he had never resigned himself to was surrender, not when even the most remote
possihility of avictory remained.

Therewas only one possibility of reversing defeat, and he explored it. If the inevitability of history could
be dtered, even dightly, then his future—humanity's future—could be changed.

Kane dlowed adow, taunting smileto play over hislips. "That'sredly why you're here, isnt i,
Tanvirah? Lakeshisafraid I'vefindly found the main tempora fault line, and in that case, | am theman
who can make the determination between red history and that which the imperator helped to
manufacture.

Chapter 4

When Tanvirah awoke the next morning, she was donein the cave. Thefire had burned to cold ashes
sometime during the night, but she dept warmly in theinsulated degping bag Kane had given her.



Smothering ayawn, she folded back the top layer of the deeping bag and got up, wincing at the aches
and painsin various parts of her body. She averted her eyesfrom the raw red welts encircling her wrists.
They were very tender and twinged with each movement.

Shefound awater bottle and rinsed out her mouth, spitting as discreetly as she could into the ashes of
the campfire. Her lips were swollen, but the cuts didn't seem deep. They had aready scabbed, but
inasmuch as she doubted she would be kissing anyone soon, she wasn't concerned.

It was Tanvirah's custom to deep naked, but she hadn't removed her torn bodysuit, since she didn't want
to bare hersalf before Kane. She had expected to be brutally raped and then murdered by the Hschaca
warriors who had seized her; she didn't want to tempt the man who had saved her life, regardiess of his
reputation for being honorable. She had no idea how long
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Kane had lived in the mountains aone and presumably cdlibate. She knew he had incurred awound in
the fight with the Pischacas, but she wasn't sureif it was painful enough to overwhelm any amorous
energy her presence might simulate.

Shewasn't avirgin—no priestess of the Shakti Ssterhood could be, particularly when the Sati riteswere
practiced—but she didn't find Kane attractive. She preferred young men with fair coloring, who treated
her with the deference due adaughter of an authority. Kane reminded her of agrim, gray timber wolf,
aways stalking in search of prey. Her father had said Kane's Lakota name was Unktomi Shunkaha,
which meant Trickster Wolf. His manner was certainly as dark and harsh asthat of agrizzled old wolf.

Thinking of Kane made Tanvirah wonder where he was. He wasn't in the cave, and for amoment she
experienced asurge of fear that he had gone on to Cerberus and | ft her on her own.

She found him sitting outside the cave in the dew-wet grass, picking through the items the Pischacas had
golen from the Magigtrates. She redlized he had risen early and gone down into the morning miststo
salvage what he could from the scene of the baitle with the Pischacas.

"Good morning,” shesad, shivering alittlein the postdawn chill.

He grunted and examined a Spectre side arm, checking the action. He didn't turn toward her or rise.
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"If you're hungry, there are more ration packsin the cave."

Tanvirah thought about the taste of the MRE of the night before and decided to pass, at least for awhile.
He uttered awordless noise of disgust and tossed the weapon aside. "Thefiring pinis broken.”

Kane picked up another pistol and began examining it, popping the ammo clip from the magazine. It
contained severd rounds, and with amurmured "Ah" of gpprova, he did it back home.

"Y ou don't redlly need that, do you?' Tanvirah asked, not particularly interested but trying to make
conversdion.

Studying another firearm, Kane answered distractedly, Y our old man cleaned out the Cerberus armory



at the beginning of the war. The only wegpons there now are the ones | salvaged from various
batlefields."

Before she could stop hersdlf, she said curtly, "In clear violation of the law. Like the plasmarifle from the
Moon base. Sir."

He swiveed his head toward her, regarding her with an eyebrow arched a achalenging angle. "Just
how much do you know about what went on in Cerberus?'

She started to shrug, then redized the gesture would expose more cleavage than she cared to under the
circumstances and instead crossed her arms over her breasts. "I've been helping Dad with his memoirs.
I've just about finished transcribing the first couple of years worth of hisexploits.”

"His exploits?'
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Tanvirah nodded. "Of course. It'sahistorical record, so were very accurate.”

Kane opened his mouth asif to reply, then shook hishead in disgust and returned his attention to the
Spectre. Tanvirah hesitated, then began " General—"

"Just plain old Kane," he brokein.
Shenodded. "Sir—"
"Y ou can drop that, too."

"All right," she sngpped, louder and more impetiently than she intended. "Will you go with meto High
River?We can gate there from Cerberus.”

"l can't sparethetime." He smiled sourly when hesaid it.

Tanvirah sghed wearily. "Y ou don't trust me or don't trust my father?”

"l don't know you well enough to make a decision about your trustworthiness oneway or the other. But
| don't trust Lakesh or your mother. And eveniif | did, you haven't given me a sound reason to gate to
New Edo, much lessto High River."

Tanvirah smoothed her hair with nervous gestures of both hands. "It's complicated.”

"Then—as your old man liked to say when he was an old man—bottom lineit for me."

Tanvirah frowned. "Bottom line—the Nirodha conspiracy, which arose following the war, appearsto

have been the tip of the iceberg. The entire governmenta structure might be compromised by acaba of
fanatics. Traitorswho will stop a nothing to prevent
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humanity from achieving a secure and peaceful future.”



Although Kane's expression didn't otherwise dter, she saw his hand ingtinctively reach up to touch the
scar on hisface. Shefelt encouraged by his reaction and went on, ™Y ou remember them, of course.”

Kane nodded. In afaraway voice, he said, "Nirodha isa Sanskrit term meaning complete destruction
or the utter cessation of existence. Nihilisminits purest form...nothing from nothing and into nothing.”

Histhoughts flew back to what he remembered of the Nirodha movement, if it could be caled that. The
roots of the organization took seed in India during the Consolidation War. The loose affiliation of fanatics
had emerged fifteen hundred years earlier from the seamy jungles of Indiato loot and pillage everything
from settlements to merchant ships. Its members adhered to the cataclysmic teachings of a
thirteenth-century prophet known as Scorpia Prime.

Its most public incarnation had been in late-twentieth-century Japan, surfacing as adoomsday cult
known asthe Aum Shinrikyo. That particular verson was a heavily financed movement that infiltrated
amogt every aspect of Japaneselife. Itsfollowers were rumored to have been intimately involved in the
development of doomsday weapons to hasten Armageddon. The nuclear holocaust of 2001 wasa
fulfillment of their prophecy, but it hadn't gone far enough, since humanity as a species survived.

In the two centuriesfollowing the nukecaudt, the
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cult dowly revived. The movement regained its former strength during the chaos and carnage of the
Consolidation War. It fell under the control of afemale Sikh militarist who took thetitle of Scorpia
Prime. No one knew where the title originated other than the obvious fact the name trandated as Royal
Scorpion or Scorpion Queen.

By the conclusion of the war, the Nirodha had managed to insert its pincersinto virtudly every city-state
on Earth. It was single-mindedly devoted to achieving one goad—the atainment of perfection by the
annihilation of humanity, both old and new.

To meet this new threst, theimperia army didn't disband, but acted as a bulwark both against the
menace of the Pischaca and the Nirodha movement. In the early stages of the struggle, Scorpia Prime's
role was a covert one.

Kane had suspected for years there was not a single Scorpia Prime, but severa people who played the
part. More than one Scorpia Prime was reported killed. As one of their last acts as partners, he and
Grant had blown up the armory and munitions dump of the movement's centralized headquarters,
obliterating their stronghold in Assam. Both men had fervently hoped they had annihilated the movement
itsdlf.

Asif sensing histhoughts, Tanvirah said, "The Nirodha acted on that philosophy by believing humankind
was fundamentdly evil, base, worthless and deserving only of destruction.”

"Yeah." A hint of anger tinged Kanesvoiceashe
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turned to look at her. "They learned the underpinnings of that philasophy from the barons.”

Tanvirah didn't dispute him. An important part of the Program of Unification of a century earlier wasthat



humanity wasfar too primitive and irresponsible to govern itsdf. Theville bred had been taught from
birth if they made themsdves helpless, bdieved themsdves to be miserable snners, then the barons
would shower them with rewards. Of course, the people didn't have the ability to evaluate anything
outside of their limited fields of experience. The barons and the laws they espoused saw to that.

"It was aphilosophy you helped enforce," Tanvirah gently reminded him.
Kane's eyes narrowed. "1 tend to have a vague recollection of that."

Tanvirah felt asurge of anger at his sarcasm. "The Nirodha have embarked on a series of terrorist acts
over the last year, each one more destructive and violent than the one preceding it.”

"That was dwaysther pattern.”

She nodded grimly. "Y es. Back then they were building to an act of final destruction, but you stopped
them by killing ScorpiaPrime.”

"Then stop them again,”" he said coldly. "Me and Grant showed you how the firgt time. Track them down
and burn them out.”

"True enough. But the tactics that worked over twenty years ago won't be effective now."
"Why not?' he demanded.
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"The Nirodhalearned from their first defeat,” she declared camly. "They aren't attacking from without.
They don't redly exist as acentralized movement any longer, either. Pockets of believers survived on
every continent. They've dready invaded the body palitic of the CCSlikeavirus. In every city, high
places and low, there are people who seem to work for the furtherance and advancement of humanity,
but who in fact have sworn alegiance to only one belief—the Nirodha

"They lead double lives, whether they're administrators or smple fanners. Their rank in our world doesn't
coincide with their standing among the Nirodha. A street cleaner in High River could be the Scorpia
Prime. A cabinet minister in New London could be no more than a clerk among the Nirodha. But dl
they care about isthe Tandava, the Dance of Shiva, the destruction of al creation. As Shivadances, he
brings about the time of Praloya, the destruction of the universe. Everything disintegratesinto
nothingness... even the ego is consumed and everyone is rendered pure and without spirituad blemish.
That isthe philosophy of the Nirodha."

Kane nodded impatiently throughout Tanvirah's melodrameatic dissertation. "Y ou not only inherited
Lakesh's nose, but you also got bisflak for the theatric. | know they're willing to wipe out humanity. Asl
recdl, the barons were willing to wipe us out, too, if they lost. That till doesn't tell mewhy | should go
withyou."
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Tanvirah nodded, closing her eyes briefly asif wearied by the talk. "Would you not agree that one
reason the Nirodha were relatively easy to defeat was they were technologically outmatched by the
forces of theimperator?



Kane's mobile mouth curved in apatronizing smile. "Define relatively easy.™

Tanvirah shrugged. "L osses weren't as high—"

She caught hersdf when she saw Kane's smile disgppear. Softly, she sad, "l gpologize.”
"Get to the goddamn point, if thereisone." Hisvoice was pitched to little more than agrowl.

"The point,” Tanvirah declared, "isthat the Nirodhaare no longer technologicaly inferior. They'vefound
away to destroy the future of humankind."

"How?' Kane demanded.
"By the same method you've been studying to change it. Tempora manipulation.”

Kane stared at her blankly, bleakly, for along moment, then rose swiftly to hisfeet. "Bullshit,” he grated
between clenched teeth.

She remained seated, regarding him calmly. "l am afraid itisnot.”

"There's only once place on Earth where functional Operation Chronos tech can be found,” he declared.
"And nobody hastouched it in the last twenty-seven years but me."

"| didn't say anything about Operation Chronos. There are other methods by which to tamper with time,
asyou are avare."
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Kanedidn't reply, but he knew the girl spoke the truth. Operation Chronos, amgjor subdivision of the
twentieth century's Totaity Concept, had been devoted to manipulating the nature of time, building on
the hyperdimensiona transit breskthroughs of Project Cerberus. During development of the mat-trans
gateways, the Cerberus researchers observed a number of side effects. On occasion, traversing the
quantum pathways resulted in minor tempora anomalies, such as arriving a a destination three seconds
before the jJump initiator was actually engaged.

Lakesh found that time couldn't be measured or accurately perceived in the quantum stream.
Hypotheti-caly, congtant jumpers might find themselves physically rguvenated, with thetoll of time
erased if enough "backward time" was accumulated in their metabolisms. Conversaly, jumpers might find
themsdlves prematurely aged if the quantum stream pushed them further into the future with each
journey. By studying these tempora anomalies, Operation Chronos found its starting point, using the
gateway technology, to develop timetravel.

"'Areyou telling me the Nirodha have found a new way to travel through time?' he demanded.

Tanvirah dowly rose, wincing at the stiffnessin her limbs. "That ismy father and mother'sfear...not to
mention that of the Consolidated Council. But it's not exactly new."

"How can that be?' Kane'stone was chalenging, commanding.
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"I'm not aphysicist like my parents,” Tanvirah answered, "but | know enough of the bare bonesto grasp
basic principles. According to Eingtein'stheory of gravity, anything that has mass or energy distortsthe
dimensions of gpace and the passage of time around it, like abowling ball dropped on atrampoline. By
circulating laser beamsin theright way, by dowing them down and shooting them through anything from
fiber-optic cableto specid crystas, they might create asimilar distortion that could theoretically
transport someone through the quantum field to different times."

Kane eyed her skeptically. "I've read about that theory. It'svery old. Asfar as| know, it was never
tested.”

"My mother claimsthat early Operation Chronos efforts explored anumber of different methods. She
was attached to Overproject Whisper. She herself created a chronon-energy mani pulator—the Sloan
Spati-otempord Dissociator. Y ou might have heard of it in your researches.”

Kane knew of it, but didn't reply. Overproject Whisper was an umbrelladivison of the Totality
Concept, and one of its subdivisions was Operation Chronos, aong with Project Cerberus and afew
others.

Tanvirah continued, " She said that a device was built to test whether it was possible to transport a
subatomic particle, like aneutron, through time. The energy from arotating laser beam warped the space
in
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sdethering of thelight so that gravity forced the neutron to rotate sdeways. With even more energy, it
was believed possible for asecond neutron to appear. The second particle would be thefirst onevisiting
itsdf from thefuture.

"Did it work?' Kane asked.

"Apparently,” replied Tanvirah.

"Then why was Operation Chronos not successful until Project Cerberus made itsfirst breakthroughs?'
She smiled wanly. " Sending anything larger than a subatomic particle through time required more energy
than physicists back then knew how to tap into or harness. However, if it was possibleto uselight to
send a neutron through time, a feat that doesn't require as much energy as sending a human, it wouldn't
have been long before engineers figured out away to send aperson.”

"Except," Kane interjected, "your old man's discoveries made it unnecessary.”

She nodded. " Pretty much, yes. But if the Nirodha employ this method to find the same temporal fault
linesasyou claim you have, they will try to fracture them...not repair them." She paused and regarded

him with suspicion. "At least, we were assuming you wanted to repair mem.”

Kaneturned toward the cave. "That was the generd idea. Let's get ready to move out. It's about a
three-hour hike to Cerberus. | hope you're in as good a shape as you appear to be...it'suphill al the

way.

Tanvirah repressed asmileand asigh of relief.
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Kane hadn't made any promises, but now she detected a softening of his attitude. She had feared he
might be so embittered that once he learned of her parentage he would send her back down the
mountain to find her own way to return to High River. At the very least she could now gate back home.

Under the circumstances, she figured it something of avictory. And with adistant sense of dismay, she
redized she didn't find Kane quite so unappedling as before.

Chapter 5

Tanvirah sumbled to a hdt. She swept her eyesfrom left to right and in atone of awe mingled with
horror, she husked out hoarsely, "Almighty God."

Kane stood beside her, hislong coat dung carelesdy over ashoulder, his katana sheathed at his back.
Thelong wak had opened up hiswound, and the right side of hiskhaki shirt was soaked through with
blood. Heimpatiently brushed away afew flies buzzing around it. He didn't so much asglance a
Tanvirah when he said, "If it'sany consolation, it isalot worse than it looks. But you should've seen it
beforel cleaned it up.”

He started waking again, onto the plateau. On the far Sde, amountain peak lifted gray stone crags and
broken turrets to the blue midmorning Montana sky. After amoment of gazing around with wide,
shocked eyes, Tanvirah hurried to catch up to the man as he strode purposefully toward the Cerberus
redoubt

Onthefar sde of the plateau, the broad tarmac tumbled into an abyss. The precipice dropped a
thousand feet to ariverbed. The ragged remnants of a chain-link fence ran around the plateau. At one

time
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sted guardrails had bordered the rim, but only afew rusted metal stanchions remained.

Very little of the origina outside structure remained. Craters ayard wide and nearly twice that deep
pocked the surface of the tarmac. Chunks of asphat, metal and other lessidentifiable objects were
scattered around.

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

Her eyesfollowing the line of the dope, she saw triple rows of headstones and grave markers projecting
up from the grassy covering. The markers bore only last names, and Tanvirah could make only afew of
them out—Farrell, Falk, Wegmann, DeFore. The others were obscured by high grasses and
discoloration.

A broad-axled SPIDE assault vehiclelay onitsleft Sde afew yards awvay, completely burned out. As
they strode past it, Tanvirah stooped to peer through the cracked, soot-black windshield. The charred



skeleton of ahuman being lay within, the exposure to searing heet contorting him into afeta postion. His
armor had melted down to dag and permanently welded him to the inner hull. She repressed a shudder.

Kane commented mildly, "It took me twenty years
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just to get to this point of cleanup. I'll get around to separating that poor bastard from hiswag one of
these days.”

Kane and Tanvirah crossed the plateau to the massive vanadium aloy sec door recessed into the pesk.
It opened like an accordion, one six-inch-thick panel folding over another. It stood partidly gar, asit
had for the past twenty-seven years, ever since the opening battle of the Consolidation War had
irreparably damaged the controls.

When Cerberus was built in the late twentieth century, the plateau had been protected by aforcefield,
powered by atomic generators. Sometime during the century following skydark, the energy screen had
been permanently deactivated, so Lakesh saw to theingalation of new defenses. Although they couldn't
be noticed from the road, an elaborate system of heat-sensng warning devices, night-vison vid cameras
and motion-trigger darms surrounded the mountain peak.

Planted within rocky clefts of the mountain pesk and concedled by camouflage netting were uplinks with
an orbiting Ve a-class reconnai ssance satdllite and a Comsat. For severd years, Lakesh safely assumed

that no one or nothing could approach Cerberus undetected by land or by air. But when his assumption

was proved incorrect, it was proved wrong in avery big way.

Kane pausad at the sec door, fishing around in his coat pocket and removing aflashlight. To Tanvirah,
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hesaid, "I never did get the lights back on in this section. So watch your step.”

He stepped over the threshold, the white-yellow rod of incandescence piercing the darkness. Tanvirah
followed closely. Kane noticed she seemed too shocked to speak, even though he was sure her father
had told her about what befell Cerberus and most of its personnel on the day the combined forces of
Barons Cobdt, Samarium, Thuliaand Mande had dl converged on the mountain plateau.

Congtructed primarily of vanadium aloy, al design and construction specs had been aimed at making
Project Cerberus an impenetrable community of at least ahundred people, although Lakesh had aways
preferred to think of thetrileve, thirty-acre facility as a sanctuary for exiles. The redoubt contained a
well-equipped armory and two dozen self-contained apartments, a cafeteria, a decontamination center, a
medical dispensary, aswimming pool and even detention cells on the bottom level. The facility dso had a
limestonefiltration system that continually recycled the complex's water supply.

The Cerberus redoubt had weathered the nukecaust and skydark and al the subsequent earth changes.
Its radiation shielding remained intact, and its nuclear generators provided an amost eternal source of
power. At least they had done so until twenty-seven years before.

Painted on thewall just inside the entrance was alarge, luridly colored illustration of athree-headed
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black hound. Fire and blood gushed between yelow fangs, and the crimson eyes glared bright and
baleful. Underneath it, in ornate Gothic script was written Cerberus.

Kane recdled that when Brigid once asked about the artist, Lakesh opined that one of the original
military personnel assigned to the redoubt had rendered the painting sometime prior to the nukecaust.
Although he couldn't be positive, Lakesh figured Corpora Mooney wasthe artist, snce its exaggerated
exuberance seemed right out of the comic books he was obsessed with collecting.

L akesh had never considered having it removed. For one thing, the paintswereindelible, and for
another, it was Corporal Mooney'sform of immortality. Besides, theimage of Cerberus, the guardian of
the gates of Hell, represented avisua symboal of the work to which Lakesh had devoted hislife. The
three-headed hound was an appropriate totem for the installation that, for a handful of years, housed
Project Cerberus, the primary subdivision of the Totality Concept's Overproject Whisper.

The researches to which Project Cerberus and its personnel had been devoted were locating and
traveling hyperdimensiona pathway's through the quantum stream. Once that had been accomplished, the
redoubt became a manufacturing facility. The quantum inter-phase mat-transinducers, known
colloquidly as"gateways," were built in modular form and shipped to other redoubts.
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On the few existing records, the Cerberusingtallation was listed as Redoubt Bravo, but the people who
made the facility their home had never referred to it as such, even during the height of its power and
influence following the immigration of colonistswho had fled from Manitius base on the Moon. At that
point in time, the Cerberus personnel included specidistsin dmost every field of human endeavor or
science— physics, eectronics, medicine and even astronomy.

Tanvirah reached out and tentatively touched theillustration of the three-headed hound. She murmured,
"TheTrimurti."

Kane squinted toward her. "The what?"

"The Trimurti," shereplied. "In Hindu myth it meansthetrinity. The combined essence of divinity."

Her finger touched the snarling heads one at atime, and she intoned, "Brahma, the Cresator. Vishnu, the
Preserver and Shiva, the Destroyer. One body with the heads of three gods. Alonethey could do
nothing, but together they were al-powerful "

Kane nodded. "One created, one preserved and one destroyed the work of the others. Pretty much a
symbol of what went on here."

Her eyesflashed with dark anger. "It'sthe doctrine of unity.”
"Yeah," he drawled with unmistakable sarcasm. "I've had alittle experience with it before.”

Tanvirah sghed in weary exasperation. "Dad told me you tended to overs mplify things.”
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"I had something of areputation for that,” Kane said agreeably.



"He aso told meit was apose...that you enjoyed pretending you weren't asintelligent asyou redly
were. You did it to pisshim off."

Kane smiled sourly. "It was hard to have funin aplacelikethis, but I tried.”
"Don't try to have that kind of fun with me," she retorted sharply. "1've been forewarned.”

Kane and Tanvirah moved carefully dong the wide passageway beneath great curving ribs of metd that
supported the high rock roof. Traversing the twenty-foot-wide corridor was dow work dueto the tons
of stone and twisted metd that had fallen from the ceiling and turned the passage into an obstacle course.

Kane could never walk down it without remembering the long-ago dawn when he was avakened by a
series of loud explosions and rolling echoes. He recalled with unpleasant clarity how heran out of his
quarters wearing only beard stubble and into a choking cloud of dust and smoke that billowed in from
the entrance.

The entire mountain peak shuddered with violent volcanic convulsions that shook loose avdanches of
granite, concrete and steel support beams. Kane remembered trying to get to the operations center,
when aboailing blizzard of dust and stone chips came down on him. He had turned and begun to run, but
hislungs became clogged with grit.

Nearly blind, succumbing to a coughing fit, he dived
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into thefirst open doorway and barely avoided being buried by the collapse of the ceiling. Domi had
rendered him aid—

"Kane?'
Tanvirah's querulous voice brought him back to the present. He turned toward her. "What?"

"Do you redly live here?' Judging by the tone of her voice, she found sad beyond words the concept
that the place truly was hishome.

Kane carefully considered hiswords before answering. Sometimes the sense of dienation, of isolation,
was deeping within him, and then he was reasonably content to be separated from the society of those
who he bardly believed were bisfdlows. But sometimes the ache of loneliness, of futility he saw in his
future, was S0 acute it possessed him utterly. During those periods, he found the notion of walking off the
edge of the plateau congenidl.

Brusqudly he said, "The rent is chegp enough.”

He continued on. The scattering rubble became less dense the farther they walked. By thetime they
reached the entrance to the operations center, the floor wasfairly clean of debris.

Kane fumbled for the light switch just insde the open door and thumbed it into the on position. Tan-virah
wasn't able to bite back a gasp of dismay at what she saw. Naked light bulbs dangled from a crisscross
network of wires and cords crudely affixed to the high ceiling. The vanadium aloy walls were smeared
with scorch marks and perforated with bullet holes.
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The two people stood at the open doorway of the central control complex, the command center,
essentialy the brain of the Cerberusingdlation. A long room with high, vaulted cellings, the walswere
lined by consoles of dias, switches and readout screens. A double row of computer stations formed an
aide, but no circuits clicked, no drive units hummed, nor did any indicator lightsflash.

All the consoles had been blasted into twisted masses of metal, plastic and broken glass. Every piece of
equipment had been shot, smashed and torn. There didn't appear to be a single intact microprocessor
within any of the computer casngs or chassis.

Through an open doorway at the far end of the center, in a separate antechamber, stood the redoubt's
gateway unit. The brown armaglass walls atop the elevated emitter array housing gleamed dully. Asthe
first fully debugged matter-transfer inducer built after the prototypes, it served asthe basic template for
al the othersthat followed.

Most of the gateways were located in Totality Concept redoubts, subterranean military complexes
scattered over the face of America. Even during the height of the Totality Concept researches, only a
handful of people knew the redoubts even existed, and only half ahandful knew al their locations. The
knowledge had been logt after the nukecaust, rediscovered a century later, then jedloudy, ruthlesdy
guarded. There were, however, gateway unitsin other countries—Russia, Mongolia, Tibet, England,
South America

70 JAMES AXLER

But not al ingtallations containing a gateway were connected to the Totality Concept. The gateways
mass-produced as modular units were sent al over the world. Not even Lakesh knew how many were
manufactured or to where they were shipped.

Kane bowed and made an e aborate "after you" gesture. "Find a sedt, if you've amind to, Miss Singh."

Not moving, Tanvirah seemed to have trouble speaking. When she did, her voice was a hoarse whisper,
full of pain. "So thisiswhere the Consolidation War, the find war, began.”

Kaneregarded her with adit-eyed glare, but he didn't refute or rebuke her. In most ways, the important
ways, shewas right, even though her definition of "final war" was open to challenge.

It had been dmost twenty-nine years since Sam, the so-caled imperator, had first gppeared and
factional-ized the nine barons—and, in the process brought a new order to the face of theworld. The
ancient Roman Empire was governed by asenate, but ruled by an emperor, sometimes known as an
imperator. This person served asthefind arbiter in matters pertaining to government. The baronies acted
dependency, unified in nameonly. Thearriva of the imperator changed dl of that.

During a council of the baronsin Front Roya, Baron Cobalt put forth the proposal to establish acentra
ruling consortium. In effect, the barons would become viceroys, plenipotentiariesin their own territo-
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ries. They were accustomed to acting asthe viceroys of the Archon Directorate, so the actual proposal
didn't offend them.



Each of the fortress-citieswith itsindividud, allegedly immortal god-king was supposed to be
independent. Cooperation among the barons was grudging despite their shared god of a unified world.
They perceived humanity in generd as ether servants or asliving storage vesselsfor trangplanted organs
and fresh genetic materid.

The baronswerelessin favor of the Baron Cobalt's proposd than hisintent to be recognized asthe
im-perator. However, they redly didn't have much of achoice—Cobalt had established a monopoly
over the medica treatments the barons needed to reverse their autoimmune weaknesses and Stay dive.

Because of those congenita metabolic deficiencies, the barons lived insulated, isolated lives. The
theatrica trappings many of them adopted not only added to their semidivine mystique, but protected
them from contamination, both psychologica and physical.

Although dl the hybrids were extremdy long-lived, cellular and metabolic deterioration was part and
parce of what they were—hybrids of human and Archon DNA. Just like the caste system in placein the
villes, the hybrids observed asimilar one, dthough it had little to do with parentage. If the first phase of
human evol ution produced a package of adaptations for aparticular and distinct way of life, the second
phase was an effort to control that way of life by controlling the
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environment. The focus switched to cultura rather than physica evolution.

Thehybrids, at least by their way of thinking, represented the fina phase of human evolution. They
created wholesde, planned dterationsin living organisms and were empowered to control not only their
environment, but aso the evolution of other species. At the pinnacle of that evolutionary achievement
were the barons.

When Baron Cobalt dangled the medical treatments before hisfellow barons like a carrot on astick
rather than shared them fredly, war was the inevitable result—particularly after Sam hijacked not only
Cobdt's plan, but the title of imperator. A series of battles began, known as the Imperator Wars. The
conflict was short-lived and ended with the siege of Cobatville and the ousting of its baron. But peace
didn't come with the imposition of imperia rule. To the contrary, it sparked dozens of smdler warsand a
succession of plots and counterplots.

The Cerberus exilesweren't oblivious to these machinations occurring in the Outlands and in the villes,
but they weren't particularly disturbed by them, either. Baron Cobdlt, the only hybrid lord who bore
Cerberus a persond grudge, was missing and presumed dead.

Sam, theimperator, was fixated on unification, as the baronswere, but with a different objective. His
gtated intent was to end the tyranny of the barons and unify both hybrid and human and build anew
Eath.
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In the months following his appearance, the entire structure of the baronies changed. He made
consderableinroadsinto toppling the old order and enfranchising hisforces even though not al the
barons supported him.

The genera consensus among the Cerberus staff was that even the barons who withheld their support



wouldn't undertake organized resistance againgt him. Eveniif al the baronies united against the imperator,
it would require monthsto prepare any kind of military campaign and they had to do so hi secret, ese
they would not have access to the medical trestments. For a short time, an uneasy peace prevailed.

However, Cobat wasn't dead. No one really knew where he had been or why he hadn't died when his
metabolic trestments were denied. But he had been setting the stage for amagjor, winner-take-all
confrontation between the imperator and his allies and the disenfranchised barons.

Cobdt viewed Cerberus as awild card that needed to be dealt out of the equation before Sam could be
chdlenged. The vengeful baron and hisanti-imperid forcesdid just that, by essentidly neutrdizing the
redoubt, destroying the mgjority of its personnel and the advanced tech available to them.

The battle raged for less than an hour, and the plateau literally became sodden with blood, spilled by
defender and attacker dike. Kane remembered with startling clarity how for one glorious moment after
Philboyd crashed the Manta TAV into the Degathbird,
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the Cerberus warriors swept the plateau clear of black-armored Magistrates. But the Mags regrouped
and charged forward and swarmed into the redoubt.

Even after nearly thirty years, Kane fet asurge of pride at the memory of how the people fought back
with anything they could get their hands on. They shot, hacked and stabbed until they themsaveswere
shot, hacked and stabbed. No one gave up, not even the few personnd Kane had once contemptuoudy
dismissed as cowardly "teeks," technica geeks.

Therewere survivors, of course—Grant, Brigid Baptiste, Bry, Lakesh and a handful of Moon base
emigres. They had no choice but to join theimperator in his China stronghold. Even before the smoke
had cleared from the Cerberus battlefield, they planned and launched the first counterattacks against the
barons that became known as the Consolidation War.

By harnessing the energies of the Heart of the World, Sam implemented along-range strategy that
eventualy culminated in the systematic and utter destruction of everything baronid. The Consolidation
War was won by the sheer determination of the newly formed Consolidated Confederation of States. By
war's end three yearslater, the armies of the barons were not only broken and scattered to the four
winds, but the entire feuda system of god-kings was dismantled.

Thus Americawas united again. But soon afterward there were rumblings of new threats, new menaces
to the hard-won peace. Kane couldn't help but suspect
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these new enemies were manufactured to keep him and afew othersfrom turning their atention to the
unresolved questions of the Battle of Cerberus—

When hefdt the hand clap onto his shoulder, Kane whirled, ingtinctively raising hisarmsto draw his
ka-tana. Tanvirah recoiled from him, fear registering on her face. He fdlt his own face contort in aslent,
lupine snarl.

"l didn't mean to Sartle you," she ssammered. "1 asked you aquestion and you didn't answer me so 1—"



"Never mind," he brokein harshly, feding aflush of shame warming the back of hisneck. "I get
preoccupied sometimes. Guessit has something to do with my age.”

She nodded in understanding. "My dad drifts off, too, oncein awhile." She paused and added quietly,
"I've seen him crying when he thinks nobody islooking. I've heard him say 'Domi.' Do you remember
her?"

Kanefelt his chest clenchin apainful spasm. His"Yes' wasaghostly echo in the big room. " She died on
the day Cerberus was attacked...trying to save awoman and her unborn child.”

Tanvirah said nothing, but her long sweeping lashes veiled her eyesfor amoment.
Unbuckling his scabbarded sword, Kane asked, "What were you asking me?"

"I wanted to know if | could take alook at the gateway unit...make sure it's operating.”
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Kane hesitated and Tanvirah interjected curdy, "1 won't break it, if that'swhat you're worried about.
Dad gavemetraining inits hardware.”

Shaking his head, Kane replied, "I'm not concerned about you damaging it. I've been using it for
something alittle different than hyperdimensiond travel, and | don't want you to disturb its new settings.”

Tanvirah smiled wanly. "We know the new settings. Y ou've been trying to turn it into atempord dilator.”
"Actudly," Kanesad, "l cdl it aspatiotempord dissociator.”

She raised a sardonic eyebrow. "You cdl it that?"

Kane shrugged, placing his coat and katana on adesk. "To be precisg, itstechnical nameisthe Sloan
Spatiotemporal Dissociator, but your mom was pretty pissed at me when | stole the plansfor it from
her." He smiled dightly, but without much humor. "When you get home, you can tell her wefinaly got the
damn thing working."

Startled, Tanvirah sivung her head toward him. ""We?'Y ou said you lived here onel”

Kane began walking toward the anteroom. "No, you said that. Do you want to meet my roomie?"

Chapter 6

The stamp of years and suffering accentuated the skull-like contours of the old man'sface. Waxy white
and deeply seamed, it was the face of aman nearing the conclusion of hislife. He wore large dark
glasses with heavy rims. What little hair he had was no more than tufts of tangled coppery curls. Hisfrail,
emaciated body was hunched over in awheelchair. He wore a patched gray bodysuit that looked asif it
had been stripped none too carefully from avagrant scarecrow.

The man grasped the whedl s of his chair with claw-like hands and turned it. Behind the gray-tinted lenses
of hisglasses, his eyes darted up and down Tanvirah's form with an aggressive intensity. Shetried to
meet his gaze with an intimidating one of her own, but his eyes didn't top on her face; they continued



flicking from one part of her body to another. In ahoarse, scratchy voice, he declared, "Y ou're Lakesh's
daughter.”

He made it sound like an accusation, and Tanvirah snapped, "I don't believe I've had the pleasure.”
Doing apoor job of repressing agrin, Kanesad, "Meet Dondd Bry, Tanvirah.”

Her shouldersjerked in reaction to hiswords.
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"Him?" she dhrilled. She bent forward dightly, studying the wheel chair-bound man closdly. "Y ou?"
"Me," Bry said with ashort nod.

Eyes wide with astonishment, Tanvirah exclamed, "I heard you were dead!™

Bry's seamed face seemed to collapse in anetwork of wrinkles. It took Tanvirah amoment to redlize he
was smiling. "Pretty damn neer it, | can't deny. But | pulled through.”

Tanvirah struggled to regain her composure. "Mr. Bry, if my father knew you were dive, you would
enjoy ahigh postion in High River. He has often spoke of his deep respect and affection for you.”

Bry'slipswrithed asif he were either trying to laugh or to spit. "That'swhy he waswilling to let merot in
Scorpia Prime's stronghold, | suppose. Respect and affection.”

Angrily, Tanvirah retorted, "He believed you were dead.”

Bry's body quaked, his gnarled fingers flexing and unflexing on the armrests of the wheelchair.
'Apparently he didn't give much of ashit oneway or the other.”

Tanvirah opened her mouth, but Kane said quietly and firmly, "That's enough from both of you."

Sheturned her dark, furious eyeson him. "I don't think it is, gr. If Dad had any idea Mr. Bry was up
here, dive—" She broke off, groping for words.

"He would have arranged for his repatriation?”
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Kaneinquired quietly. "It was fine with your old man for meto live up here done, but not Bry?'

Tanvirah cast her eyes downward for amoment, then raised them to stare steadily into Kane'sface.
"That's not exactly how | would have phrased it, but yes."

"I didn't want that fuckin' Lakesh to know | was up here!™ Bry'svoice rosein astrident bray of outrage.
"l never wanted to seehim again.”

Heturned furious eyes on Kane. "Wheat the hell is she doing herein thefirgt place?!

Kane quickly explained to Bry how Tanvirah cameto bein the redoubt. As he did so, she gavethe



mat-trans unit aswift visua ingpection. Just as her father had described, on asmal plaque abovethe
keypad encoding pand, imprinted in faded maroon | etters, were the words Entry Absolutely Forbidden
To All But B12 Cleared Personnd. Mat-Trans. Even Lakesh didn't know who the B12 cleared
personnel had been and what had become of them, though he had opined they had probably jumped
from the ingtdlation after the nukecaust, desperately searching for a place better than Cerberus and
doubtlesdy not finding it.

Tanvirah frowned a how the meta plate on the e evated jump platform gaped open, exposing the
confusing circuit network of the emitter array. From the gperture stretched aweb of fiber-optic cabling,

terminating in acontrol console spanning the far wall. The console was crescent shaped, surrounding a
sngle operator's chair in the center. It bristled with thousands
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of tiny electrodes and complexities of naked circuitry, leading to aswitchboard containing relays and
readout screens. Below the console rested a small square generator bolted to awhedled pallet. She
guessed it was there to provide power to some secondary systems.

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

"Sothisisit?' Tanvirah demanded. Her tone held aringing note of challenge, of deep skepticiam. "Y our
homemade verson of atempora dilator?’

"Y ou don't sound impressed,” Kane observed dryly.

"Should | be?!

Bry shrugged. "Thisisn't thefirst time the gateway unit was atered to act asatime machine. Y our father
used the fundamentals of the quantum interphase mat-transinducers to break through the chronon
dructure, utilizing the quincunx effect toitsfull potentid.”

Tanvirah regarded him coldly with an over-the-shoulder glance. "It looks like you cobbled it together
from odds and ends found in—"

"Tom Edison's basement?’ Bry interrupted sardonicdly. "That was one of your father'sfavorite
expressons. It got redly tiresome."
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"Thetruth can be, sometimes,”" she shot back.

Kane smiled wryly. "Bry and your old man cobbled this particular thing together many years ago.”
Tanvirah took a sharp, startled breath. "For the Omega Path?"

"Exactly,” Bry confirmed smugly. "So it'smore than a piece of junk. It'sahigtorica artifact."

Tanvirah couldn't argue with Bry, even had she wanted to. She retained very vivid memories of what her



father had told her about the Omega Path program, his one attempt at tempora manipulation.

Without access to the specs and data of Operation Chronos, Lakesh was unable to duplicate their
accomplishments, S0 he decided to circumvent them. He saw to the creation of the Omega Path
program and linked it with the mat-trans gateway.

The concept was sound—to dispatch Kane and Bri-gid back through time to apoint only a month
before the nukecaust, so they could hopefully trigger an aternate event horizon and thus avert the

gpocalypse.

The Omega Path had worked, &t least insofar as trandating them into apast tempora plane, but they
cameto learn it was not their world's past, but another's, dmost identical to it. Any actionsthey
undertook had no bearing on their world's present or future.

L akesh could only speculate on what had happened, and on the system of physics at work. Operation
Chronos had functioned on the "chronon” theory, that time wasn't continuous, but made up of subatomic
particles jammed together like beads on astring. Ac-
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cording to the theory, between each bead, each individua unit of time might exist in aninfinite series of
parald universes, fitted into the probability gaps between the chronons.

Tanvirah retorted iffly," 'It's an artifact that you've probably damaged beyond all hope of repair with
your tinkering."

"Wefollowed Erica’s specs,” Bry said defensively.
"Asbest we could, anyway," Kane interjected.

Tanvirah said grimly, "My mother said it would never work...you can't recapture something that was.
That's like lighting acandle and trying to get the same flame on the wick asthe time before.”

"That's because you look at time from asingle perspective,” Kane countered. "Just like | wasraised to
believe. I've had to dter my consciousness over the last fifteen years to be able to accept that the
passage of timeislike aperpetual motion machine, which depends agreat dea on subjectivity.”

Tanvirah narrowed her eyes. "That's metaphysical claptrap.”

Bry chuckled, a sound like pieces of dry parchment being rubbed over violin strings. "We know Earth is
in motion, don't we? We have measurable phenomena and reference pointsthat tell us so. We are
moving in relation to something else, the universe at large. But we can't fed Earth turning at twenty-five
thousand miles per hour, can we? We can't fed the fact that the world is going around the Sun or that
the Sunisgoing
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around the galactic center. But we know it to be true, both subjectively and objectively.”

"So you're saying," ventured Tanvirah, "that since were moving forward at the same rate of speed, we
can't actually relate to time except as a subjective phenomenon?!



Kane nodded. "Pretty much, yeah."

She shook her head impatiently. "Time is aso relative to mass and velocity.”

"Which makesit exist asacontinuum,” Bry stated, "a series of events running in a continuous stream
from the ingtant of the Big Bang all the way to the future, when entropy catches up with it. The only way
we can perceive separate moments of time, the events, is subjectively. We believein the flon—ergo we
have the flow. Remember what Einstein said, that the distinction between padt, present and futureis only
astubbornly persgent illuson.”

Tanvirah gave the appearance of pondering Bry'swords, but Kane received the distinct and uneasy
impression shewas only pretending. "So if you don't believe in the flow, then you can dter time?"

Bry nodded. ' 'Essentidly."

"Then what kegps you stuck in one place and one era?" she challenged triumphantly.

"The chronon wave," Kanereplied promptly. "Wereriding it, surfing it.”

"Think of humanity asaglob of mercury on asheet of glass" Bry suggested. "It runs acrossthe glass
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when wetilt it a either dow or fast speeds, depending on the angle of thettilt.”

Tanvirah cast her glance from the console to the modd of Earth to the upright gateway unit. She didn't
say anything, but Kane saw the uneaseflickering in her eyes.

Kanesad camly, "None of thisisredly beyond your understanding. If you inherited even afraction of
your parents 1Qs, everything we've said here must sound pretty childish.”

Tanvirah turned her face toward him but didn't meet his gaze. He continued with aharder edgein his
voice, "You're doing apoor job of pretending we're not onto something. And I'm going to assumethe
Nirodhaare onto something amilar.”

Tanvirah Sghed heavily. "1 admit it. The Nirodharesearch dovetailswith yours. They aretryingtoridea
time wave, aswell. But they intend to ride it over the edge of the sheet of glass Mr. Bry mentioned. And
the edge iswheretime ends, the sum of al existence."

Bry's eyebrows crawled toward his bad pate. "How can they do that? What tech are they employing?’
"Werenot sure," shereplied. "And the equations they're employing are so esoteric that even | have
trouble following them. Hyperdimensional physics depends on the directed acceleration and decdleration
of subatomic particles, but they don't seem to have a propagation medium.”

"Then they'd have asingularity,” Bry said confi-

I
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dently. "And if they do, they don't have it working... otherwise none of uswould be here to debate the
possbility.”

Tanvirah nodded, but she didn't appear convinced or comforted. "What do you intend to do once your
deviceis completed?' she demanded. " Search through al of human history for the point at which to
change the course of technical development and keep now from happening?'

"Wevefound that point dready,” Kane replied with atrace of smug satisfaction.

Tanvirah nodded again, asif she had expected the answer. " So have the Nirodha. And whatever method
they're using would require enormous power. And there's only one place on Earth that has the power to
harness the chronon waves and it must be secured.”

Shedirected aleve gaze a Kane. "It's forbidden to everyone on Earth. Except you."

Kane nodded, feding not in the least victorious that Tanvirah had confirmed his earlier suspicions. Inan
uninflected voice, heintoned, "Thunder Ide. But your newsisold...the placeis off-limitsevento me."

Chapter 7

Although she wanted to, Tanvirah didn't protest when Kane took her on a short tour of the Cerberus
redoubt. She had seen vids of the entire complex, taped by her father before the assault. She knew
about the machine shop, the nuclear-generated power and the armory with its grenades, machine guns
and al the deadly toys men of Kane's generation loved so much.

The ingdlation was a mere shadow of what it had been, barely arough sketch of the sorawling, bustling
underground city of steel and glass as envisioned by Lakesh.

Acceding to her request, Kane took Tanvirah down the emergency stairs to the engineering department
on thethird level. Within ahuge wire enclosure were three ovoid, vanadium-shelled generators. If the
central complex two levels above had served asthe brain of Cerberus, the subterranean room wasiits
heart, pumping life and power to it. Opposite the cage stretched along operations and monitoring
gation. Although afew liquid crysta displays glowed, only a couple of needle gauges wavered. Only
one of the generators il functioned. She knew that the reactor itsdlf
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was buried an additiona hundred feet below the engine room, beneath rock and shield concrete.

Kane escorted her to the cafeteria, where so many briefings, planning sessions and schemes had
occurred. He gestured to the pair of big industrial-sized refrigerators. ™Y ou're welcome to look over our
supplies, but | warn you our menus are pretty limited. We used to trade food with what wasleft of Sky
Dog's band, but they relocated a couple of years ago. They never were much into farming anyhow.”

Tanvirah didn't request clarification about the people in question. She was at the point in her father's
memoirs where he had goneinto great detail about the band of Amerindians who had been the Cerberus
ingtallation's nearest neighbors—its only neighbors, for that matter. Direct contact hadn't been



established between the redoubt's personnd and the tribespeople until shortly after the arrival of Kane,
Grant and Brigid Baptiste. Kane had managed to turn a potentialy tragic misunderstanding into a
budding dliance with Sky Dog.

Not so much achief asashaman, awarrior priest, Sky Dog was Cobaltville bred asthey were. Unlike
them, he had been exiled from the ville while still ayouth, dueto his Lakota ancestry. He joined aband
of Cheyenne and Sioux living in the foothills of the Bitterroot Range, and eventualy earned a position of
high authority and respect among them.

"Dad told me about the dliance you struck with
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Sky Dog," Tanvirah said as she opened arefrigerator door. "What happened to them?”

"They werethefirg causdities of thewar,” Kanereplied. "Baron Cobdt ordered their extermination so
none of Sky Dog's people could warn us up here. Hefelt he owed them amassacre.”

Tanvirah didn't know what to say, S0 she opted to remain silent, dthough she mentaly kicked herself for
not remembering the fate of the Amerindians. Many years before, asquad of hard-contact Mags from
Co-bdtville made an incursion into the Bitterroot Range as part of aville-wide cooperative effort. The
squad's misson was to investigate the Cerberus redoubt and ascertain if it was playing host to three
wanted sedi-tionistss—namey Kane, Grant and Brigid.

The Magistrates were stopped and soundly defeated by Sky Dog's band of Amerindiansin the flatlands
bordering the foothills. Grant and Kane were instrumenta in the victory, athough they managed to keep
their involvement concedled from the invading Mags.

Tanvirah found the makings of asmple sdlad in the crisper drawers of the refrigerator. At alossfor
anything pertinent to say about Sky Dog, she commented, "Dad told me you were very popular with the
Indians. That they adopted you into their tribe.”

"That'strue"

Tanvirah knew that most of the people who had lived in the redoubt—uwith only afew exceptions—
were ville bred and they were accustomed to an artificid environment, particularly the Moon base emi-
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gre's. Rarely did any of them stray more than ten yards from the edge of the plateau.

Her father had often remarked with amusement how Kane frequently complained of suffering from
redoubt fever. He would requisition one of the vehiclesto drive down the treacherous mountain road to
thefoothillsto Sky Dog's permanent encampment.

No one had ever asked what he did down there among the Amerindians, where he was known and
admired as Unktomi Shunkaha. It was a name the band of Sioux and Cheyenne had bestowed upon
him, first conceived as something of an insult. It became synonymous with cunning and courage after he
orchestrated the Indians victory over aMagistrate assault force.

After remaining with the band for afew days, Kane would return to the redoubt, often dirty and



disheveled, but aways relaxed. Lakesh and others wondered if Kane had awilling harem of Indian
maidens who aways|ooked forward to avist from Unktomi Shunkaha, but everyone knew better than
toinquire about it.

Tanvirah shut the refrigerator door and carried the bowl of vegetablesto atable. Striving for abantering
tone, sheinquired, "Were there very many blue-eyed Indian children Ieft in the wake of your visits?'

She glanced toward Kane. Cold steel eyeslooked back at her, unblinking and without a glint of
emotion. She sat at the table and shifted her feet uncomfortably.

90 JAMES AXLER
"| gpologize. Dad wanted meto learn absolutely everything about you | could.”
"And have you?' His voicewas pitched low, barely above awhisper.

"l don't know. Y ou keep looking a melike awolf about to devour arabbit in one gulp.” Tanvirah
forced hersdf to meet hisgaze. "Frankly, you scare the hdll out of me. Sir."

Theman'slips quirked dightly beneath his mustache in what she hoped was asmile. He turned away
from her and went to a nearby table. He dropped into a chair and stretched out hislegs, propping his
feet up on another chair. As he crossed his ankles, she saw that hard glint in his eyes had softened
somewhat. "Did what you |learned about me scare you?' he asked in atone that suggested he was only
mildly interested. ' 'Or have | only been scaring the hell out of you since we met in the flesh?”

Tanvirah mixed the lettuce, carrots and what she hoped were snap peas together in the bowl with her
fingers. She pretended to be totally engrossed in the smple task when in redity she was summoning al
of her willpower to lift her head and gaze directly into Kane's eyes.

"I don't care for your manner very much,” she blurted, surprised by her sudden angry vehemence.
Kane shrugged. "Mogt don't. I've had complaints about it before.”

"l don't likeit," she said between gritted teeth.

"What'sthereto like?' he countered. "Here'sthe
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way it works—you'retheinterloper here. The only reason you madeit thisfar isbecause| alowed it.
The only reason you're Sitting there eating our food is because | dlow it. And | can disallow it pretty
muchwhen | fed likeit."

"Shove your threats up your ass," Tanvirah snapped.

He sighed with aforced, patronizing weariness. 'Y ou apparently didn't learn as much about me asyou
thought, otherwise you'd know | don't threaten. | make smple statements of fact.”

Tanivrah shoved afew scraps of lettuce in her mouth, disregarding the fact some of them were limp and
rusty. She chewed dowly, trying to regain control of her temper. She had been warned by both her
mother and father how infuriatingly contradictory Kane could be, but she till hesitated between letting



him know about her outraged dignity or maintaining ardatively indifferent facade.

She was accustomed to a certain amount of informality from her advisers and colleagues. She had never
ingsted upon the full rendition of imperid rights, even though she and her parents were certainly worthy
of them, dueto their status. But Kane's deliberately disrespectful and casuad manner showed her that no
one had ever really been at easein her presence before, even the lovers she had taken during the
orgiadtic Sati rites.

"We weretalking about Thunder Ide," she said with acold calm.
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"I don't know about ‘we," Kane reminded her. "I mentioned the place. That'sasfar asit went."

Tanvirah ignored the gibe. "It's the only place where Operation Chronos technology was fully functiond.
Y ou cannibalized that tech to build your own backyard time machine.”

"Y ou seem to know agreat deal about what I've been up to,” he said genidly. "How can that be?"
"My mother and father have reports of what you took from Redoubt Y ankee on Thunder Ideyears ago.”

Kane nodded. "And I'm sure they told you I've been monkeying around with the Chronos equipment
without understanding any of it, using the trial-and-error process.”

When she didn't immediately respond, Kane arched a chalenging eyebrow. "Didn't they?'
"Yes" Tanvirah retorted. "Both of them told me how you tended toward recklessness.”

"A tendency," he admitted. "I can till be reckless, | won't deny—and it's adamn good thing too, or you
wouldn't be gtting there.”

Sherolled her eyesin frugtration. "All right, dl right! Y ou saved my life, thank you, thank you! Now can
we get back to—"

"And theway | learned not to bereckless," heinterrupted, ' ‘was through the study of any given
stuation. | studied the Chronos temporal dilator and read everything in Redoubt Y ankee's database

pertaining
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toit, particularly that written by Torrence Silas Burr. I'm sure you've heard your mother speak of him."

Tanvirah nodded in grudging assent, but said nothing. Her mother, by her own admission, had been
beautiful, haughty and arrogant when she earned her Ph.D in cybernetics and computer science a the
age of eighteen.

Before she was twenty, Ericavan Sloan had accepted a position with the Totality Concept. In the vast
ingtalation beneath amesain Dulce, New Mexico, she served as the subordinate, lover and occasiond
victim of aman who made her own officious persondity seem mousy and shy by comparison.

According to what her mother had said, Torrence Silas Burr was brilliant, stylish, waspish and nasty. He



excdled a using hisenormousintellect and equaly enormous ego to fuel his crud sense of humor. He
ddighted in belittling and degrading not just her, but other scientists assigned to Overproject Whisper.
The one scientist he could not deride was Mohandas Lakesh Singh, the genius responsible for the final
technologica breakthrough of Project Cerberus, which permitted Operation Chronosto finaly make
some headway.

"Themainthing | learned,” Kane continued, "isthat the nature of timeisvery, very difficult to handle.
Change one mgor thing, you wind up with approximately the same mess you were trying to fix—or you
make aworse mess.

"Change abunch of smdl thingsin the hopeitll
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end up changing the one mgor thing, and you'l find out you've just shuffled probabilities around, not
averted anything. The disaster—Ilike the nukecaust— will still happen, only the causes and effectswill be
different. All the factors that contributed to whatever you hoped to change are il present in the timeline.
Understand?'

Tanvirah nodded impatiently throughout Kane's dissertation. "Y es, yes. Causdity | understand.”
Kane's eyes widened in mock admiration. "Oh, redlly? Can you by any chance explain it to me, then?"
A little sullenly, Tanvirah shot back, "What does it mean to you?"

"Causd law, conservetion of energy and massto energy ratio involves more than continuous functions. A
spatid and tempora discontinuity isentirely possible, just like Burr and your mother dways suspected.”

Tanvirah pushed the bowl of vegetables awvay from her. "Possble, but not something that can
deliberately be engineered.”

"Of courseit can," Kane said matter-of-factly. "That was your old man's whole thesis, the bones of his
recruitment speech to me, Grant, Brigid and Domi back in the day."

Tanvirah knew exactly what Kane referred to, since her father had often spoken of that particular
encounter, semming asit did from a conversation with none other than Silas Burr nearly two centuries
before. In the Dulcefacility, Burr had confided to Lakesh that
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his staff had used the Operation Chronos technology to peep through a gap in the chronon structure into
afuture date, January of 2001.

They discovered that anuclear holocaust had, for al intents and purposes, obliterated the world. That
news was horrifying enough, but what was worse was that further pegping experiments had shown that
not only was the holocaust preventable, but it wasn't supposed to happen. Operation Chronos had
disrupted the chronon structure and triggered a probability wave dysfunction. They had created an
dternate future scenario for humanity—or so Burr had postul ated.

Tanvirah sad defensively, "My father didn't fully understand the nature of the continuum, the quantum
field back then. Nor did Torrence Silas Burr. It wasn't until my mother—"



She broke off when she saw how Kane's eyes narrowed. He bit out, "Until your mother waggled her ass
at Lakesh and lured him over to theimperator'sside. | still don't know who was the primary seducer...
Samor Erica”

Tanvirah felt the hot flush of anger warming her cheeks. She was barely ableto restrain hersdf from
hurling the bowl of vegetables at Kane's head. "'Y ou're a stubborn fool," she said, her voice shilant with
gpite. "And an ignorant one. The continuum isn't as easy to distort as my dad once believed. The
resilience of the chronon structure was unknown to him.”

"But not to Sam, apparently,” replied Kane. "After
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deserting us here, Lakesh gave up on trying to correct the probability wave dysfunction.”

"Because he came to understand there wasn't one, you idiot!" She despised the shrill, petulant notein her
voice, but she couldn't help herself. "What happened was supposed to happen! There never was an
aternate event horizon. Time and events moved correctly. We now have aworld at peace.”

Kane seemed to take no offense a being called an idiot. Tanvirah guessed he had heard far worse
epithets thrown hisway. Quietly, heintoned, "I didn't much like the world before it was at peace. But |
redly didikeit now. And | know damn and good well it wasn't supposed to be thisway. Whether the
Nirodhaor Sam or the Archons are responsible, it will be changed.”

Tanvirah sat raight up in her chair. "Y ou do want another war! Just like the imperator said!™

Kane shook hishead. ' 'I'm not going to pretend that pre-imperia Earth was anice place. It was damn
ugly. The cost in human suffering was enormous, but the so-called adaptive Earth the imperator wantsis
far worse"

"How can that be?" Accusation edged Tanvirah's question like sharpened sted. "What can be worse
than annihilation?'

"There can be different degrees of annihilation, Tanvirah. A spiritua one, with al free will bred out of
humanity, the entire population changed into drones adapted to fulfill various needs, and al of usworking
for anonhuman overlord.”
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He paused and declared grimly, " That isworse than annihilation. That'swhat | intend to rectify with my
homemade tempord dilator.”

Tanvirah's eyes flashed like polished orbs of onyx. "Let's Sop dancing around the red issue, shall we?
Even quantum physics hasits naturd laws. You can't go back in time and coexist at any point in the past
where you dready existed. So even if you've found the tempora fault lines, there's nothing you can do to
repair them.”

A lazy, amost contemptuous smile played over Kane'slips. "Who said anything about me?”



Chapter 8

Kane refused to answer any more questions or continue the debate. He led Tanvirah out of the cafeteria
and down the corridor. He directed her to turn into the first door on the left. It opened up onto awide,
white-tiled shower room. Each of the six stalls was enclosed by shoulder-high partitions. Rad-counter
gauges were affixed to the wals benegth the showerheads. Outsde of every stal were shelves holding
folded towels and terry-cloth robes.

"Y ou can use ashower," Kane said, absently fingering his nose. "Both of uscan.”

Tanvirah wastoo emotionaly drained to even wonder if he was making a snide comment about her
hygiene or lack thereof.

"This used to be decam,” Kane continued. "It's the only place in the whole redoubt where the plumbing
gtill works perfectly. The en suite bathrooms are iffy."

He strode to the far end of the decam facility, unbuttoning his shirt as he went. Tanvirah stepped into the
tiled enclosure and peded off her clothes, placing them on an empty shelf near the front of the cubicle.
Sheturned on the faucet. A spray of water jetted from

TALON AND FANG 99
the nozzle, and she adjusted it so it was aneedle-like rain.

When the water was hot enough, almost at the tolerance level, she stepped benegath the flow. She used a
liquid-soap dispenser affixed to thewall to work alather al over her aching body, even making a
shampoo of it for her hair. Although her limbs bore contusions and afew abrasions, they weren't
particularly noticeable on her dusky complexion.

The entire room filled quickly with billowing clouds of steam, and she contented hersdlf with luxuriating
benegth the driving jets of hot water, |etting them soothe the muscle ache. Shereveled in them, turning to
fed their impact on her breasts and belly, back and buttocks. After afew minutes, she adjusted the
faucet and streams of cold, clear water gushed down and rinsed the soap from her body.

Shewatched the water drain away, down into anatura limestonefiltration system built under the
redoubt. According to her father, onceit passed through and the chemicals, including the lilac scent, had
been |leached out, the water returned to the complex's water supply.

Stepping out of the cubicle, Tanvirah pulled on along robe, glad to berid of the dirty and torn bodysuit.
The robe was of old satin and amost digphanous. She removed the Uma stone from her clothes and
placed it in the voluminous pocket of her robe. She started to leave decam, but she heard afaint grunt,
full of an-
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noyed pain. She moved toward the furthermost shower stall.

A naked Kane stood there, body glistening with water. His back was turned to her, and she winced at
the mementoes of past violence scattered dl over hislean, long-limbed body. She saw the Sellate scars



of bullet punctures, the thin and jagged white lines of edged stedl that had diced into hisflesh and the
swirling weal of along-ago burn between his shoulder blades. She repressed a shudder at the sight of
whip tracings etched into hislower back, buttocks and thighs. Her mother had told her how Kane had
been cruelly scourged when he was a prisoner of the Scorpia Prime.

Now he stood in frowning reflection, trying to ped away a blood-encrusted bandage from hisright rib
cage. He had reopened the wound in the process, and athin stream of scarlet trickled down his hip and
across histhigh.

She started to turn away when Kane cursed again as the bandage findly came loose. Impatiently he
wadded it up and tossed it away with an angry snarl. As he reached toward an open medicine cabinet
bolted to the stal wall, she glimpsed the raw wound on his Side, a gaping cut surrounded by bruised,
blue-black flesh. As she gazed at the injury, he glimpsed her. He made no move to cover himself. His
expresson didn't change at dl.

Tanvirah, feding like acombination of voyeur and naughty child who had been caught sneeking a snack,
stepped boldly into full view. She gestured toward the
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medicine cabinet. "Would you like meto help you dressthat cut? | have medicd training.”

"Itsmorethan acut," Kanereplied gruffly. "I think some of theintercosta cartilage has been ruptured.”
He hesitated, then said, "Y es, thank you."

Tanvirah entered the cubicle, "Let me see”

Kaneraised his arms and held them high to each sde and began adow turn toward her. Tanvirah; as
both a student of medicine and a Shakti priestess, was not unaccustomed to observing the naked male
body. But Kane produced a startling effect, evoking such astrong sexua response within her she was
both dismayed and enthralled.

Tanvirah's gaze of carefully caculated clinica detachment passed over hisbody. Theway he earlier
reminded her of awolf returned to the forefront of her mind. He was built with a stripped-down
economy, with most of his muscle mass contained in his upper body, much like awalf. His musculature
was long and flowing, like stretched-out bundles of piano wire covered by apae brown lacquer.

The smooth symmetry of the lacquer was spoiled by anumber of scars, one of which cut down from his
amost hairless chest across his muscle-ribbed stomach to a couple of inches above his pelvis. The scar
cameto stop just above histhick thatch of pubic hair. Shetried to stop herself, but her eyes strayed
down and paused on his penis. It was long, and thickly veined, looking almost as Snewy asthe rest of
him.

Despite his age and the scar tissue, Kane's body was
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that of the classic warrior, of the gladiator. She reflected that the ancient Romans built statues to honor
men like him and women murmured &t their feet.

Ashamed of her own frivolity of thought, Tanvirah concentrated on efficiently cleansing the wound.



Under the shower spray, the water swirling down the drain turned red, then apale pink. Her fingers
were deft, probing, and she heard the hiss of indrawn breath as she parted the edges of the wound.

"Just epidermal tissue dashed,” she said. "'If the cut was deeper, you'd have broken and exposed bone. |
don't think you have ruptured cartilage, though, just some bruising.”

"Canyoutreat it?"'
"Eadly."

Tanvirah sterilized the wound with amixture of sulfaand antiseptic. While sheworked, her robefell
open, partly revealing the hollow between her full breasts. She didn't bother closing it up, knowing the
tantalizing glimpse she permitted him was less a brazen invitation than asilent declaration she felt safe
with him now.

She struggled to keep her respiration steady and her expression composed as she applied the bandage
to hisribs, making sure the adhesive strips didn't adhere to the edges of the wound.

She kept casting surreptitious glances downward, but neither Kane's breathing, demeanor nor the
condition of his manhood changed. She, on the other hand, felt adew of swesat gathering at her temples
ad
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she realized she was moist e sewhere. Looking down at herself, she was shamed and alittle shocked to
see her nipples, hard and hot, poking againgt the thin fabric covering her breasts.

Tanvirah fdt asurge of angry humiliation when she redlized her touch and near-naked proximity was
having no apparent effect on the man. More than once during the Sati rites when she danced the sacred
sepsof Kali while dressed in traditiona garb she had seen men aroused to jetting climaxes smply when
she moved her body in the ritua motions of divinelust.

She glanced down at hisorgan, imagining it hard and erect, visudizing him during a Sati celebration,
throwing her down on the dtar stone, pushing her legs gpart and plunging hisiron-hard member violently
into her—

"Done?" Kane asked mildly.

Tanvirah nodded, straightening and closing her eyes againgt a brief wave of dizziness. Shewas Sartled
by her shortness of breath and pounding heart. She said faintly, "In afew daysyou should be pretty
much hedled.”

Face neutral of expression, Kane stepped around her and took arobe from a shelf. He donnediit,
saying, "Thank you. Y ou're very good."

She cast ahim aquick, suspicious glance but there was no hint of mockery in hiseyesor tone. He
strode briskly toward the door. "Let's find you some quarters so you can rest up.”

Following him out of the decani facility, Tanvirah
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hurried to catch up. Thewing that held most of the gpartments was as poorly lit asthe rest of the
redoubt, although most of the debris had been cleared or pushed to one side of the corridor.

Tanvirah passed an open door and stopped to look at what lay beyond it. She saw asmply, but nicely
gppointed, living room, lit by adozen long tapers. By their flickering light she saw a sofa, severd chairs
and a coffee table upon which rested a stack of oversized hardcover books. Atop the stack lay apair of
square-lensed, wire-rimmed eyeglasses, asif the wearer had cardlesdy tossed them there only a moment
before. She knew that was not the case. In fact, she received the distinct impression she was looking
into ashrine, not an apartment.

"What about this one?' she called to Kane, who was severa yards ahead of her aong the corridor.

Rocking to aswift, unsteady hdt, Kane cast aglance over his shoulder and whirled. He stalked back to
her and shut the door firmly. The tone of his"No" brooked no option for either debate or questions.

Mystified, but too tired to argue with the man any further, Tanvirah followed Kane farther down the
corridor. He stopped before adoor and pushed it open. A celling light strip flashed on automaticaly.
"This used to be your old man's place. He took everything persona with him when he joined up with

Without further words, Kane turned and began retracing his steps down the passageway. "Wait," she
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sad. "You haven't told me how | can get back home.”

Not pausing, Kanereplied, "That's because | haven't figured it out yet."

With that he marched away into the murk. Tanvirah clenched her teeth to keep hersdf from spitting an
obscenity at hisretreating back and entered the small gpartment.

AsKane had said, there were no objects of a personal nature within, only the bare essentias of living
quarters. She was disappointed that nothing remained of her father'slong occupancy. Almost everything
sheknew of her father's past was an ord history, with very littlein the way of actual artifacts or even
memorabilia

Going to the door, she peered out into the corridor, making sure neither Kane nor Bry was anywherein
sight, then she closed and locked it. From the pocket of her robe she removed the Uma stone and then
shucked out of it. Nude, she sat in the center of the living-room floor, arranging her limbsin alotus
position. She unwrapped the dender silver chain from around the yellow diamond and held the pendant
up before her eyes. The teardrop-shaped stone, no larger than thefirst joint of her thumb, had been cut
into its present shape thousands of years ago.

Tanvirah placed the ddlicate sllver chain over the crown of her head, arranging it so the diamond rested

agang her ajina chakra, her third eye at the bridge of her nose. The flawless diamond was both a
symbol of
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her office asa Shakti priestess and served as ameans of communication.



She closed her eyes, going through arelaxation exercise by baancing her breathing, her heart rate and
trying to reduce the flow of adrenaine through her body. It wasn't easy, not with the memory of Kane's
naked body so fresh in her mind.

Kane surprised and deeply unsettled her. Like her mother and father had said, he was undeniably a
ruthless man, atrained warrior and killer. By the standardsingtilled in her since birth, hewas abrutish
relic of the bygone days of talon and fang. The genera consensus of authority opinion about pre-imperid
Magigtrates was not high. They were viewed as egotisticd, testosterone-saturated thugs lacking any
qudities of mercy or abilities of higher thought. They were toolsin the hands of the baronsto batter and
terrorize arecdictrant population into submission.

The design of the Magidtrate's badge, a scales of justice superimposed over a nine-spoked whed,
symbolized the oath to keep the whedls of justice turning in the nine baronies. And the Mags turned them
relentlesdy, inexorably, grinding down anyone who stood in their way.

According to Lakesh, if events hadn't forced Kane out of Cobdtville, he might have still been a
Magistrate when the Consolidation War broke out, fighting against the imperid forcesinstead of for
them. Her father claimed that it had only been threats againgt Brigid Baptiste and Grant that had
gavanized Kane
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into leaving. He hadn't | eft the baron's service of his own accord; he hadn't recognized how inherently
evil the baronia system had been.

But now; Tanvirah doubted her father's rather contemptuous assessment of the man as essentidly ablunt
instrument. She sensed an unexpected depth of compassion in Kane—at one time, the man had cared
deeply, not just for other people, but about principles of honor and duty. A killer he certainly was. He
had gone about dispatching the Pischacas very efficiently, but he hadn't taken any overt sadigtic gleein
ending their lives, and he had offered them the chance to retreat, aswell.

Desrerosein her again as she recaled how Kane's skin felt againgt her fingers, thefed of aman who
had fought and shed blood in her defense. Shetried to tell hersdlf that she was smply reacting to the
pheromones of awarrior, the masculine scent exuded by an dphamaewho had killed for her. But in
thisingtance, the male had denied himsdlf the fruits of hisvictory.

Even if Kane had spent the past twenty-odd years celibate, Tanvirah doubted if it was due to a physica
problem. She knew from what her mother and father had told her that Kane was securein his virility.
Certainly hisnow legendary captivity in Area 51 had proved that beyond any shadow of a doubt, not
just to him but to anyone who had ever heard thetale.

Area 51 wasthe predark unclassified code namefor atraining areaon Nellis Air Force base. It was
also known as Groom L ake, but most predarkers preferred
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to call it Dreamland. Contained in the dry lake bed was avast ingtalation, extending deep into the desert
floor.

More than two decades before, Baron Cobalt had proposed to use it as the staging ground for agrand



experiment in hybrid-human reations. Since Area51's history was intertwined with rumors of dien
involvement, Baron Cobalt had used its medical facilities as asubstitute for those destroyed in New
Mexico.

Hereactivated the ingtdlation, turning it into a processing and treatment center, without having to rebuild
from scratch, and transferred the human and hybrid personnel from the Dul ce facility—those who had
survived the destruction, at any rate.

Stll and dl, the medica treatments that addressed the congenita autoimmune system deficiencies of the
hybrids weren't enough to insure the continued surviva of the race. The necessary equipment and raw
materia to implement procreation had yet to be ingtalled. Baron Cobalt had unilaterally decided that the
conventiona means of conception was the only option to keep the hybrid race dive.

Kane was unaware of the baron's decision when he and Domi penetrated the Area 51 facility. He didn't
learn the full extent of the plan until he was agpprehended. During Kane's two weeks of captivity, he was
fed asteady diet of protein, laced with a stimulant of the catecholamine group. It affected the rena blood
supply, increasing cardiac output without increasing the need for cardiac oxygen consumption.
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Combined with food loaded with protein to speed sperm production, the stimulant provided Kane with
hours of high sexua energy. Since hewasforced to achieve erection and gjaculation Six times aday
every two days, hisenergy and sperm count had to be pre-ternaturaly high, even higher than was normal
for him.

She knew that her father had taken apersonal hand in breeding into Kane anumber of superior adaptive
traits. Res stance to disease and exceptiondly potent sperm were only two of them.

L akesh had consulted the findings of Overproject Excdibur, the division of the Totality Concept that
dedlt primarily with bioengineering, to find in vitro genetic samples of the best of the best human DNA.
In the vernacular of thetime, it was referred to as purity control.

Everyone who enjoyed full ville citizenship was a descendant of the purity-control undertaking.
Sometimes a particular gene carrying adesirable trait was grafted to an unrelated egg, or an undesirable
gene removed. Despite many failures, when there was a success, it was replicated over and over,
occasondly with variations.

Some sixty years ago, when Lakesh determined to build ares stance movement againgt the baronies, he
rifled the genetic recordsto find the qualifications he deemed the most desirable.

Despite dl that, the main reason Kane was chosen to impregnate the female hybrids was for amore pro-
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sdereason—male hybrids, even the barons, were physicaly incapable of engaging in conventiona acts
of procreation. They were unable to achieve erections, and even if they could, their organs of
reproduction were so underdevel oped asto be dmost vestigial.

Kane wasn't the first human male to be pressed into service. There had been other men before him, but
they had performed unsatisfactorily dueto their terror of the hybrids. At first the females selected for the
process donned wigs and wore cosmeticsin order to appear more human to the trapped sperm donors.



It wasareviva of an old "dien abduction” scenario, when ahandful of Balam's people still existed and
were forced to undertake extreme measures to stave off extinction. However, most of themenin Area
51 weren't volunteers and had to be strapped down. Even after the application of an aphrodisiac gd,
they had difficulty maintaining an erection.

Kane had not suffered from such aliability. Many of the hybrid women who had been forced to
cooperate with Baron Cobdt's experiment gtill spoke in hushed tones of Kane'stotdly uninhibited
participation—like ademonic force of limitless prigpic energy and powerful semina discharge. And
more shockingly, many of the fema es decided they actualy enjoyed exploring thelong dormant sexud
aspects of their nature, as an adjunct to their high intellectua development.

In many ways, Tanvirah reflected, it was that experiment that proved the essential compatibility be-
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tween old and new human. Even though only one pregnancy developed during that period, the divisions
between hybrid and human were forevermore blurred. Since then, hybrid femaes and human males had
been pairing off, and the past two decades had seen arise in mixed-breed offspring, children bearing the
best qudities of old and new human.

Tanvirah began the dow, deep breathing pattern in preparation for her communication, aigning the
frequency of her SQUID implant with the vibratory harmonics of the Umagtone. It was adifficult
melding, thejoining and the working in tandem of ps energy, organic and inorganic matter, but the
implant made it possible and her mother had made the implant possible.

When theworld blew out on noon of January 20, 2001, Ericavan Soan was safely ensconced within
the Anthill facility. But despite al of the safety precautions, radiation still tackled in. Bomb-taiggered
earthquakes caused extensive damage.

Since the military and government personnel in charge had no choice but to remain in the facility, it took
them awhileto redlize they were just as much victims of the nukecaust as those whom they referred to
asthe "usdless eaters' of the world. They had assumed that after five years or less of waiting inside the
Anthill, anew world order would bein place, but the prolonged nuclear winter changed their ideas about
any kind of order, world or otherwise. Even if the personnel managed to outlast the skydark, they would
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gtill sicken and dig, either from radiation sickness or smply old age.

So they embarked on aradicaly daring plan. Cybernetic technology had made great legpsin the latter
part of the twentieth century, and Erica herself had made some small contributions to those advances.
Operationswere performed on everyone living in the Anthill, making use of the new techniquesin organ
transplants and medica technology, aswell asin cybernetics.

Over aperiod of years, everyone living insde Mount Rushmore was turned into cyborgs, hybridizations
of human and machine. With less energy to expend on maintaining the body, the cyborganized subjects
ate less and therefore extended the stockpile of foodstuffs by severa years.

Since the main difficulty in congtructing interfaces between mechanicd, eectric and organic sysemswas
the wiring, Ericaoversaw the implantation of SQUIDs directly into the brain. The superconducting
quantum interface devices, one-hundredth of amicron across, facilitated the subjects control over their



new pros-theses.

Although Erica hersalf had designed the implants and oversaw the early operations, she certainly didn't
care for the process being performed on her. She knew the SQUIDs could be used to e ectronicaly
control the personnel, and she wasn't fond of being turned into a biomechanica drone. However, she
was even lessfond of the dternative—euthanasa.

Over the past couple of decades, Ericahad found a
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new use for the SQUIDs, by employing them to facilitate |ong-distance Slent communication that didn't
depend on eectronics, transmissions that couldn't be overheard or jammed.

As Tanvirah fet the pins-and-needles tingling of the implant and the Uma stone exchanging energy, arich
warmth blanketed her. She mentally followed the route of blood through her circulatory system, tracing

the autonomic functions back to the controlling portion of her brain. She dowed her respiration rate even
further as her mind went here and there through her body, examining it, adjusting it, honing her responses.

The warmth spread up from the center of her belly, flowed through her arms and legs and collected at
her sahasrara chakra, the Whed of Shiva's Seat at the crown of her head. In her mind's eye she saw a
white blossom opening, the petals reaching out to engulf the universe. Shefet asif shewerefloating,
hovering between the solid materia world and one made of warm, insubstantial light.

Within the white blossom shapes formed, geometric and pristine. Some might have called her vison that
of atemple, aplace built to house agod, adored, adorned by devoted priests. But she knew the
vastness of the huge complex that lay benegth the Xian Pyramid in China. The mathematica form of the
temple designed for maximum efficiency held the beauty of functiond design.

She knew the huge domed space was actudly anatura cavern. The unfinished stone of its celling
gleamed here and there with clusters of crystalsand
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geodes. Thefloor dipped at agentleincline, and at the center, surrounded by a collar of interlocking
slver dabs, wasapool. Theinner rim was lined with an edging of crystd pointsthat glowed with adull
iridescence. At first glance, the pool took up the entire chamber floor, except for awakway around it,
about fivefeet wide.

Ontherim of the pool alone man-shape stood. He looked like ardatively young man, perhapsonly a
few years older than she, but Tanvirah knew his appearance provided no guide to histrue age. He was
pale of skin, and the top of his head was swathed in awhite turban with a blue Uma diamond emblem
pinned to the front of it.

The face he turned toward her was as austere as if it were carved from marble. His high brow came
down and out in awide dope, culminating in a pair of sweeping arches. Benegath the brow arches, sunk
very degp in hishead, asif hiding from the light, haughty golden eyes shone like polished ingots. Below
the crag of brows and probing eyes, his face seemed to taper down like ateardrop. A sharp, narrow
nose and along, thin mouth that never curved far from a straight line completed the face.

Hewasaware of her. A ghostly whisper ingnuated itsdlf into her consciousness, even though hislipsdid



not move.
Sster. Your imperial brother welcomes you.

High Imperator, Tanvirah replied according to ritua, Scorpio Prime greets you.

Chapter 9

Kane stopped by his quarters only long enough to shuck out of his robe and get dressed. He sheathed
his rangy body in the midnight-colored shadow suit that absorbed light the way a sponge absorbed
water.

Although the black, skintight garment didn't appear asif it could offer protection from aflesbite, it was
impervious to most wave engths of radiation. The suits were climate controlled for environments up to
highs of 150 degrees Fahrenheit and lows as cold as minus ten degrees Fahrenheit.

Composed of acomplicated electrospin weave of spider silk, Monocrys, Nomex and Spectrafabrics,
the garment was essentialy asingle crystal metalic mi-crofiber with avery dense molecular structure.
The outer Monocrys sheathing went opague when exposed to radiation, and the Nomex and Spectra
layers provided protection againgt blunt trauma. The spider silk dlowed flexibility, but it traded
protection from fireearmsfor freedom of movement.

Kane had long felt the shadow suit was superior to the standard polycarbonate Magistrate armor, if for
nothing ese but itsinterna subsystems. Built around
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nanotechnol ogies, the microd ectromechanica systems combined computers with tiny semiconductor
chips. The nanotechnology reduced the size of the eectronic components to one-millionth of ameter,
roughly ten timesthe size of an atom. Theinner layer was lined by carbon nanotubes only a nanometer
wide, rolled-up sheets of graphite with atensile strength greeter than stedl. The suitswere amost
impossibleto tear, but alarge-cdiber bullet could penetrate them, and unlike the Mag body armor, they
couldn't redistribute the kinetic shock.

The garment had no zippers or buttons, only amagnetic sed on theright sde, and he put it oninone
continuous piece from the hard-soled boots to the gloves. The fabric molded itsdlf to his body, adhering
like another layer of skin. He smoothed out the wrinkles and folds by running his hands over hisarms
and legs. It had been along time since he had last worn it and he was again surprised by itslight, almost
insubgtantia weight.

He struggled to keep the vision of Tanvirah's dark beauty from dominating his mind. He couldn't allow
himsdlf to be distracted, even by awoman who obvioudy wanted to make love. Even though it had been
along time, he recogni zed the Sgns of awoman wanting to abandon herself to her physica urgings, but
he was maintaining a psychologica distance.

He couldn't help but wonder about her, about her trustworthiness. Erica had been aconniving bitch who
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wasonly asloya to the man whom she married as she was to the directives of the imperator. Kane



assumed if Sam ordered her to leave Lakesh, she would do so with the same unquestioning obedience
as she had shown when Sam ordered her to wed him. Kane didn't get the same sense of duplicity from
Tanvirah, but as Ericas daughter, that made her the imperator's stepsister in arather roundabout way.
That tenuous familia connection was sufficient to prevent Kane from taking anything she said at face
vaue

He supposed the girl could have been conditioned by Sam as a precaution againg her saying too much
to Kane, or she smply could be displaying family loyalty asthe new form of Unity Through Action.

More than a century before, Unity Through Action wastheralying cry of the early Program of
Unification. It awakened the long-forgotten trust in a centra government by offering a solution to the
constant states of hardship and fear—join the unification program and never know want or fear again.
Of course, any concept of liberty had to be forfeited in the exchange.

One of the basic tenets of the unification program involved taking respongbility. Since humanity was
responsible for the arrival of Judgment Day, it had to accept the blame before atruly Utopian age could
be ushered in." All humankind had to do to earn this Utopiawas to follow the rules, be obedient and
accept the new order without question.
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For most of the men and women who lived in the villes and the surrounding territories, thiswas enough,
more than enough. Long sought-after dreams of peace and safety had at last been transformed into
redlity. Of course, flegting dreams of persona freedom were completely crushed, but such abstract
agpirations were seen as nothing but childishillusons.

Infact, dmost every tradition of the predark world that survived the nukecaust, skydark and the anarchy
of the Desthlands was pit upon as an illusion. Even the ancient socid patterns that connected mother,
father and child were broken. That break was acrucia onein order for the unification program to
succeed. The existence of the family asaunit of procreation and therefore asa socid unit had to be
diminated.

But dl that had changed with Sam'srise to power and the establishment of animperia family. Now the
family unit was viewed as the foundation of strength, aforward-looking symbol of the future, humanity's
only salvation.

At onetime, Kane had considered building afamily of hisown, but that was along time ago. Tanvirah's
presence reawakened those urges to procresate, but he wasn't sure why. Just thinking about her evoked
memories of hispreviouslovers.

Kane snarled doud, shaking his head furioudy, tossing back bis mane of hair. He had no timeto
entertain notions of love, romance or smple old-fashioned lust, and less patience with memories of al the
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women he had loved, fought and lost. Memories were the worst. They soured his scomach, quenched
thefirein his spirit and took dl the strength from hislimbs.

He had loved Brigid Baptiste, with her long red-gold hair the color of an autumn sunset and eyesthe hue



of emerdds. She had loved him fiercely in return, dthough they had many differences between them.

She was awoman with abrilliant intellect he had admired, yet it was tainted by a stresk of romanticism
that had findly cost her life. It was atrait to which he had been irresistibly drawn, but now she was dead
and hewas done. That wasthe redity he had forced himself to live with for many, many years, but it
was one Kane had never fully accepted. If he had, he would have taken the plunge off the plateau’s edge
long before.

He knew now Brigid had attempted too much and undertaken too many risks, and he had remained
slent when he should have objected to her plan of action. Even after they were married, he wastoo
impressed by her courage and idedlism to stand in the way of achieving her dreams. The lure of building
aworld free of baronid tyranny, the promise of equality between human and hybrid—even now Kane
couldn't understand how she could have been such afool asto believe the imperator's words, spoken
first by Sam, then stridently expanded upon by Lakesh. Why hadn't she redlized, like Kane, there had to
be something wrong?
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Kanefdt the sting of unshed tearsin his eyes and he began a deep-breathing exercise. He relaxed his
neck and shouldersfirg, then worked dl the way down to histoes. He concentrated on regulating his
respiration, putting himsdf into aquasi-hypnotic date.

Hewastrying to achieve the "Mag mind," atechnique that emptied his consciousness of al
nonessen-tias and alowed hisingtinctsto rise to the fore. He'd been trained to do it while a Cobdtville
Magidrate, and had used it for handling pain when held been wounded, or for degling with physical
exhaugtion. It wasn't quite as effective as dedling with emotiond pain and stress, but he didn't want to
risk medicating himsdlf with the few sedatives dtill in the medical stores, not with the plans he had made
for himsdlf.

After acouple of minutes, the sharpest edge of grief had been blunted and he left his quarters, making his
way swiftly to the workshop adjacent to the vehicle depot. He picked up akit of tools, then reversed
direction and went to the operations center. As he expected, Bry was till there, frowning at amonitor
screen and the text scrolling acrossiit.

Hedidn't look up when Kane entered, but he demanded harshly, "What are you going to do about her?
"l haven't decided yet."

"She knows more than she'stelling...a hell of alot more.”

Kane nodded. "I'm aware of that."

TALON AND FANG

121
Bry pushed hiswhed chair back from the desk and gave him an gppraising glare. "We can't trust her."
"I'm aware of that, too."

Asif he hadn't heard Kane's response, Bry went on, " Stupidity nearly got uskilled before. We made the



mistake of underestimating the Nirodha, and that's how | ended up in this chair." He patted hiskneesfor
emphasis. "Let'snot underestimate the girl."

Kane said softly, grimly, "We have something La-kesh and Ericawart.. .or we have something they fear.
Something of tremendous value, & leest.”

Bry chuckled, a dry-wood-rasp sound with no real humor init. "I wish | knew what it was."

"Me, too. That's why you're going to send me to Redoubt Y ankee, so | can recover the last piece of
hardware we need to finish the retrieva circuit.”

Bry's eyes widened in astonishment, then narrowed in apprehension. "Have you goneinsane? If you're
caught there, monkeying around with what'sleft of the temporal dilator—"

Kane cut him off with ashort gesture of impatience. "Y es, yes. | remember.”
"And you think you're exempt from the death penaty?'

A corner of Kang's mouth quirked in asmile. "I guessif | don't come back, well find out once and for
al”

He turned toward the antechamber and the gateway unit. "I'll disconnect the power couplings while you
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reset the controls. | only want to travel through linear space for the moment.”

"How do you know he didn't block our gateway's phase-transit signature?’ Bry demanded loudly. "If he
did, best-case scenario isyou'll be bounced back here with abad case of jump sickness. At worst case,
you'll just speed around the entire Cerberus network like a handful of eectrons.”

With adisdainful snort, Kane entered the ready room and went to the base of the elevated jump
chamber. "Remember who we're talking about.”

The acoustics of the operation center adequately conveyed Bry's deep sigh. "Right. | stand corrected.
Give me acouple of minutes to reboot and reroute the wave-guide conformals.”

Knedling before the elevated platform, Kane carefully removed the coaxia and fiber-optic cablesfrom
the various ports. Even after al these years, hewas il dightly surprised by the intensity of anger Bry felt
toward Lakesh. Learning that Lakesh had essentidly framed him for acrimein order to recruit him to
Cerberus hadn't embittered him.

Decades before, when Lakesh decided not to remain akey facilitator of the unification program'sams
and goa's but become its most dangerous adversary, he manipulated the politica system of the baronies
to secretly restore the Cerberus redoubt to full operational capacity. But having a headquartersfor a
resstance
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movement meant nothing if there were no resistance fighters.

The only way to find them was through yet more manipulation. Using the genetic records onfilein villes,
L akesh sdlected candidatesfor hisrebellion, but finding them and recruiting were two different things.
With hisauthority and influence, he set them up, framing them for crimes againgt their respective villes.

It was acrud, heartless plan with abarely acceptable risk factor, but Lakesh believed it wasthe only
way to spirit them out of their villes, turn them againgt the barons and make them fedl indebted to him.

By the time Kane had finished disconnecting the cables and seded the access plate, Bry called out to
him from the operations center, "Destination lock encoded. Ready to make the phase trangit.”

Kane glanced toward him, started to lift hisright index finger to his nose, caught himself, then stepped up
into the jump chamber. Using the wedge-shaped metal handle affixed to the armaglass, he closed the
heavy, counter-balanced door. Thelock clicked, circuitry engaged and the automatic trangit process
began. He briefly consdered leaving the chamber and retrieving his katana, but decided it was best to
make bis trespass unarmed except for the tool kit.

Heleaned againg the far brown-tinted wall, folding hisarms over hischest. A low hum rosefrom the
floor, rising in pitch. Asthe pattern of hexagonal disks above and below him began to exude asilvery
simmer,
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Kanewondered briefly if Lakesh ever wished he had taken this particular gateway unit with him when he
|eft the ingtalation for good.

He doubted it, since Lakesh's capacity for sentiment seemed to have been swallowed up by his pride
and ambition to win the Consolidation War by any means necessary. But whether he cared about the
unit or not, the fact remained Lakesh was the first human being ever to undergo the matter-transmission
process, hisbody transformed to digital information, then transmitted along ahyperdimensiond pathway
and reassembled in areceiver unit. Thefirg time, the receiver unit had only been afew feet away.

But even to accomplish such a short jump, both the transmitting and receiving mat-trans units had
required an inestimable number of maddeningly intricate dectronic procedures, dl occurring within
milliseconds of one ancther, to minimize the marginsfor error. The actual matter-to-energy conversion
process was se-quenced by an array of computers and microprocessors with a number of separate but
overlapping operationd cycles.

Matter transmission worked on the principle that everything organic and inorganic could be reduced to
encoded information. The primary stumbling block to actualy moving the principle from the theoreticd to
the practical was the sheer quantity of information that had to be transmitted, recelved and recongtituted
without making any errorsin the decoding.
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The string of information required to program acomputer with every bit and byte of data pertaining to

the transmitted subject, particularly the reconstruction of acomplex biochemica organism out of a
digitized carrier wave, ranto thetrillions of binary digits.

The process had been found to be absolutely impossible to achieve by the employment of Eingteinian



physics. Only quantum physics, coupled with quantum mechanics, had made it work. Asthe physicist
who had made thefind breakthrough in reconciling rdativ-istic and quantum mechanics, Lakesh should
have been as famous and as admired as Eingtein. Instead, he had labored not just in obscurity, but in
government-ordered anonymity.

But he was by no meansthe first to make this discovery. The forebears of Baam's people possessed the
knowledge of hyperdimensiona physics. The so-called Archons had shared this knowledge in piecemed
fashion with the scientists of the Totaity Concept.

But they hadn't shared their knowledge that the gateways could accomplish far more than linear travel

from point to point ong aquantum channel. When Lakesh redlized he was only rediscovering ancient
scientific principles—and only those that had been laid out for him to ssumble over—his ego had been
severely wounded.

And perhaps, Kane reflected, that bitterness had driven him to reach for even greater godls, evenif he
had to not just compromise his principlesto achieve
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them, but aso bury them six feet under. Heaving a profanity-seasoned sigh, Kane decided Lakesh's
moativationsredly didn't matter and hadn't for avery long time.

The plasmawave forms resembling white, early-morning mist began wafting from the emitter array
above and below. Lakesh referred to the wreaths of vapor as a by-product of the quincunx effect, an
infin-itesmaly short period of time when lower dimensiona space was phased into ahigher dimension.

Kane closed his eyes, waiting to be swept up in the nanosecond of comfortable nonexistence.

Chapter 10

With afaint hum vibrating againgt his eardrums. Kane blinked and the world swam midtily back into
redlity. He swayed on unsteady legs, a bit surprised to see he had ended the gateway jump in the same
gtanding posturein which he had begun it.

Usudly, no matter how jumpers arranged themsalves before atrangt, they arrived at their destinations
flat on their backs. Thistime he remained upright, but his back was against the door and he faced the
smoke-gray armaglass rear wall of the mat-trans chamber. He felt remarkably clearheaded, a small
bonus for which he bresthed asgh of relief. Sometimes even the cleanest of jumps had debilitating
effects.

When and if the matter-siream carrier wave modul ations could not be synchronized between receiving
and transmitting gateway units, the usual result was a severe bout of jump sickness, symptoms of which
included minor hemorrhaging, vomiting, excruciaing head pain, weekness and halucinations.

Heaving up on the handle, Kane shouldered the door open. The heavy armaglass porta swung outward
dowly, and he guessed it hadn't been opened—or closed—in avery long time. He strained hisears, lis-
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tening for atense, breathlesstick of time. He heard nothing, so he cautioudy eased through the doorway.



He wasn't surprised by what he saw, only by the fact that it still looked the same asthe last time he had
seenit, at least ten years previous. The same vanadium-sheathed walls, the same armaglass, even the
samefurniture.

Kane stood in avery long room, at least twenty yardsin length. Thewall on hisleft was completely
covered by armaglass, running the entire length of the room. On thefar Sde of it, acatwalk stretched to
acentra control complex. Instrument consoles with glass-covered gauges and computer termindslined
thewalls. Even at this distance, he could hear the purposeful hum of drive units and banks of computers
cluttering like startled crickets.

He strode onto the railed catwalk. 1t overlooked avast chamber, shaped like a hollow hexagon, and
wasfar larger than looked possible from the outside of the building. A dim glow shone down from the
high, flat celling, two faint columns of light beaming from twin fixtures, both the Sze of wag tires. Massve
wedge-shaped ribs of metal supported the roof.

Electronic equipment and chasss of machinery rose from plinths and podia, and even after dl these
years, Kane still had only the broadest idea of their functions and purpose. Overhead lights gleamed on
aloyed handrails, glass coverings and the CPUs. Ten chairs rose from the floor before each console.

Crystal-fronted vid screens covered four walls.
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Blinding light shone from some of the screens, while others showed only whorls of color. Others
displayed exterior views of Redoubt Y ankee. The vid network was focused primarily on the Cube and
the buildings around it. A black, almost featureless shape, the Cube resembled a gargantuan block of
black stone squetting in the center of the circle of dead vegetation.

The massive structure looked very much like amedievd fortress, but with astreamlined architecture.
Made of very dark stone, it rosein acomplex of pillars and overhanging buttresses. The sheer-walled
building loomed nearly two hundred feet above smdler structureslike a squared-off mountain pesk
towering over foothills. Many years before, an explosion had blown out chunks of the facade, but the
holes had been repaired.

However, some of the smdler buildings around the Cube had eroded so much they had they falen
completely into ruin. Roofless archesreared from the ground, and afew storage buildings were scattered
around the outer perimeter of thewalls.

A broad blacktop avenue ran inward toward the Cube. The asphalt had a peculiar ripple pattern to it,
and weeds sprouted from splitsin the surface. The rippling effect was a characteristic result of
earthquakes triggered by nuclear-bomb shock waves.

Lampposts lined the road. Most of them had rusted through and were leaning at forty-five-degree
angles. The avenue widened insde the wals, opening into abroad courtyard filled with greet blocks of
basalt and
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concrete that had fallen from the buildings. Secondary lanes stretched out in al directions, a spokelike
pattern of streets, bike paths and pedestrian walkways.



The entire community served asthe seat of Operation Chronos. Code-named Redoubt Y ankeg, it had
been built on one of the Santa Barbara or Channel 1dands, disguised as a satellite campus of the
Universty of Cdifornia. Asone of thefinest and most secret research establishmentsin the world, its
engineering and computer centers were second to none. Its accomplishmentsin thefield of physicswere
never matched. The personnd of the ingtdlation cracked the so-cdlled cosmic code within the walls of
the main building, known asthe Cube.

Kane remembered how Brigid described the cosmic code as vernacular for the unified field theory. It
referred to the mathematical reconstruction of thefirst few seconds of the Big Bang, when the universe
was a prima monobloc without dimensions of space.

Beyond the perimeter lay the green jungle of Thunder 19e, asavage Eden of the like never before
dreamed by any Utopian. At one time Kane had considered renaming the ide after Domi, sinceits
discovery derived more from her than anyone else—or rather the apparent death of Domi.

There was something ominous about al of the Western Idands, and this one, named Thunder Ide by its
nearest neighbors, the inhabitants of New Edo, was extremely disturbing. According to what they had
been told by the then-ruler of New Edo, Lord Takaun, a
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cyclical phenomenon occurred on the idand. He described lightning that seemed to strike up,
accompanied by sounds like thunder, even if the weather was clear.

Takaun had no explanation for it, but he knew that on the hedls 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 Dry-osaurus, aman-sized dinosaur.

She was ableto identify other artifacts found on the shores of Thunder Ide—ahemet from the eraof the
conquistadors, and stone spearhead that resembled a Folsom point, so named for Folsom, New
Mexico, the archeologica site where thefirst one was found. It was evidence of a prehistoric culture,
many thousands of yearsold.

According to Takaun, the phenomena had been very sporadic for the past five years, occurring only a
few times. Then anew cycle had begun, with afar grester regularity.

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

Onceingde theingallation, they found video evidence that Domi hadn't been killed by theimplode
gren—she had been time-trawled. All of them knew how the technicians of Operation Chronos used the
breakthroughs of Lakesh's Project Cerberus to spin off
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their own innovations and achieve their own successes.

Most of the tune-trawling experiments were failures. The living tissue of whatever was trawled forward
from the past usudly broke down. It wasn't until Lakesh made thefirst fully functiona gateway unit

operationa that Chronos was able to assemble the trawled subjects in the mat-trans without organic
de-cohesion.



They learned that at the precise microingtant before Domi was swallowed by the full lethd fury of the
grenade, she was trawled and then suspended in anon-corpored matrix. Brigid activated the instruments
of thetemporal dilator that retrieved the girl, but she had no recollection whatsoever of what had
occurred. They themsdalves saw no onein the ingtalation, but it showed signs of recent habitation.

Only much later did they find out the ingtalation was inhabited by an old enemy, the brilliant but
deranged dwarf, Sindri. He himsdlf told them while investigating the ingtalation, he had discovered a
specid encoded program that was linked to, but separate from, Chronos. It was code-named Parallax
Points.

Thetempord dilator itself had overloaded and reached critical mass, resulting in aviolent meltdown of its
energy core. Kane, Grant and Brigid took refuge on nearby New Edo. When the radiation levelsin the
instalation ebbed to nonletha levels, they returned. No trace of Sindri was ever found, but none of them
redly believed he had perished. It seemed more likely
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he had used the facility's mat-trans unit to gate to his space station haven, Parallax Red, but that was
only speculation, since Sindri had never returned to vex them again.

In the months following the incident on Thunder Ide, Brigid, Bry, Lakesh and severa of the Moon base
scientists made severd visitsto the Operation Chronos redoubt, salvaging what could be used. Most of
the machinery was damaged beyond any reasonabl e expectation of repair, but the Parallax Points data

was retrieved and put to use, including the protective garments Kane had named shadow suits.

A sudden motion on one of the monitor screens caught Kane's attention and brought his mental
mean-derings to a hdt. He tensed, unconscioudy holding his breath as he stared at the image on the
screen, trying to identify it. When he did, he began breathing again, but he didn't relax.

Hewasn't surprised to see that a squad of Tigers of Heaven, New Edo's soldiery, patrolled the grounds.
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 interlocking and overlapping plateswere
trimmed in scarlet and gold. Between flaring shoulder epaulets, war helmets fanned out with sweeping
curves of metd. Some resembled wings, others horns. The face guards, wrought of a semitransparent
material, presented the inhuman visage of asnarling tiger.

Quivers of arrows dangled from their shoulders, and
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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
kill with katanas and the bows was such they didn't really need them— or at least that had been the
case when Shizuka commanded the Tigers. New Edo had sustained heavy losses during the
Consolidation War, so the current generation of samurai might not possess the skills of their forebears.

But Kane wasn't interested in finding out one way or the other. He glanced down over therail of the
catwak. The shafts of luminescence fdl upon ahuge forked pylon made of aburnished metd that
projected up from aconcave areain the center of the chamber. The two horns of the pylon curved up
and around, facing each other. Mounted on the tip of each prong were blackened shards of what



appeared to be quartz crystals.

Twenty feet tall, agap of ten feet separated the forked branches. Extending outward from the base of
the pylon, at ever decreasing anglesinto the low shadows, was a taut network of fiber-optic filaments.
They disappeared into deeve socketsthat perforated the plates of dully gleaming aloy sheathing the
floor.

Kane strode to the end of the catwalk and swung out onto a metal-runged ladder that stretched down to
the concave area. He quickly descended and made his way to the temporal dilator. Many of the floor
plates were buckled, showing bulges and splits. The pylon
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itself was canted forward, about ten degrees out of true.

When the pent-up energies of the dilator built to critical mass and were vented, the floor supporting the
pylon ruptured, rivets popping loose and the crystal spheres exploding. But fortunately, only the
temporal dilator'sindividua power source melted down, and |eft the machine itsdf somewhat intact.

The dilator was composed of ablend of conductive aloys and ceramics, which madeit virtualy
indestructible. Sindri had compared the dilator to agiant €l ectromagnet, creating two magnetic fields,
one at right anglesto the other. Both of the fields represented one plane of space with athird
dimensiond field reproduced through sound manipulation.

Kane dropped to one knee beside the base of the dilator, and his fingers explored the support column,
seeking out atiny, nearly invisblelatch. After running hishands over and around it, he found the proper
prong and depressed it. A section of the pylon sprang open and out, revealing a complexity of circuits
and crystal memory cards.

Kanelad out thetool kit and removed first asmal flashlight, then an array of tiny metal instruments. He
strapped the flashlight around his head, then fit the blade of atiny screwdriver into the dot of an equaly
tiny screw on the underpart of amicroprocessor panel. He didn't have Brigid Baptiste's gift of perfect
and total recal, but he had spent years studying the diagrams of the dilator's molecular imaging scanners.
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Quickly but carefully he began removing the data configuration cards.

He knew the purpose of Operation Chronoswasto find away to enter probability gaps between one
interva of time and another, using much the same scientific principles and hardware as Project Cerberus.
Project Cerberus and Operation Chronos were all aspects of the same mechanism; only the applications
of the principle differed. It had occurred to Kane that the entire undertaking might have been
code-named the Totality Concept because it encompassed the totality of everything, the entire workings
of theuniverse.

Inasmuch as Cerberus utilized quantum events to reduce organic and inorganic materid to digita
information for transmission through hyperdimensional space, the temporal dilator was built on the same
application to peep into other time lines and even trawl living matter from the past, and perhapsthe
future.

Although the temporal dilator had been built to access and manipulate the chronon subatomic particle



string, Lakesh had postulated that Operation Chronos had triggered a probability wave dysfunction.
According to him, the dilator disrupted the chronon structure and created an dternate future scenario for
humanity that led up to the nukecaust itself. Kane had never quite been convinced of Lakesh'stheories,
but over the past twenty years he had come to believe he spoke the truth—even if the scientist no longer
subscribed to the same beliefs.

But Kane had gone even further than Lakesh's hy-
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potheses. He knew that time was mdleable, aseries of events running in a continuous stream from the
Big Bang dl theway to thefuture. But for dl its maleability, there were limitations—no one could
coexist a any point hi the past where he or she had dready existed. A temporal fault line would then be
created, fataly underminhig causdlity.

Kane had spent agood dedl of the past two decades looking for evidence of trips back in time that had
resulted in the fault lines, and he was convinced he had found the mgjor fault The crack in the continuum
had began on Thunder Ie, on acertain day, decades before.

Thefirst memory card came free of the panel. Kane very gently tucked theflat, rectangular wafer of
pressed crystal into a padded pocket of the shadow suit. As he began to insert the screwdriver back
into the pandl to remove the other three, he sensed rather than heard a presence in the huge chamber. A
voice, more of afuriouslion'sroar than aman's, bellowed, "Are you fused out completely, you stupid
bastard?’

Thelight shining down abruptly dimmed, asif agargantuan shape blocked its path. Keeping his
expression calm and composed, Kane looked up at the sudden shadow. A brown-skinned giant stood
wide-legged above him, heavy boots planted like tree trunks on the floor of the catwalk. Thick hands
gripped thetop rail. He towered six feet four inchestal, his shoulders spread out on either side of a
thickly tendoned neck like massive planks. Behind him Kane saw apair
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of Tigers of Heaven, bows drawn and arrows nocked, ready to let fly with three-foot-long feathered
ghafts.

Light gleamed dully from Grant's shaved head. Like Kane, amultitude of scars showed on hisface, bare
arms and hands. Almost every type of weapon in existence had made those scars. Although helooked
too huge and brutish to have many abilities beyond sheer strength, Grant was an exceptionally intelligent
and talented man.

Behind the deep-set eyes, fierce, down-sweeping mustache, granite jaw and broken nose lay a genius of
tactics, Srategies and leadership. He was a so the best pilot Kane had ever known, flying with equal skill
everything from Deathbirdsto the swift and difficult Manta TAVs. It didn't matter what the flying
machinewas, or whether it was powered by rotors, jets or mag-netohydrodynamic air spikes. Grant
could pilot it through al weathers Uke an angd, or adevil.

Like Kane, he had lived agreat dedl of hislife by and in violence. He had been shot, stabbed, battered,
beaten, burned, buried and once very nearly suffocated on the surface of the Moon.

All of thisflitted through Kanes mind in an ingtant as Grant's bellow till echoed in the vast chamber,



Ukethe vibrations of agong after it had been struck. No man aive dared to speak to Kane with the
unchecked rage Grant directed toward him. Nor would Kane have accepted it from any other man dive
except Grant.

Blandly, he said, "Good to see you, too. How're the kids?
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Grant blinked down at him. ' Tomel ison New Edo. Kiyomasais on atrading voyage up along the
coadt, not that you give ashit. Y ou tripped aslent darm when you gated in. If | hadn't been here on the
idand, my Tigerswould've cut you up and used what was left of you as chum.”

"Tasty," Kane commented, tapping the screwdriver againgt the pam of his hand. "Isthat the standard
pendty for trespassing on Thunder 19€?"

"You're out of your fucking mind, you know that?' Grant's voice was ho longer the
eardrum-compressing roar. Now it sounded like the distant rumble of thunder.

"So you'vetold me" Kane presented the image of trying to dredge something up from his memory.
"Cometo think of it, as| recdl, that was pretty much the very last thing you told me. How long ago was
that now?'

Grant gusted out asgh and pushed himsalf away from the handrail. "At least ten years, Sncethefirst
time | caught you dicking around down there. Y ou damn well know what you're doing earnsyou a
mandatory desth sentence, don't you?"'

Kane returned his attention to the pylon. He raised ashoulder in anegligent shrug. "Y eah, but | figured it
wasworth therisk thisonetime."

"Aslong as you know where you stand." Grant nodded to the two samurai and made a downward
gesture with one hand. They obediently relaxed the tension on their bowstrings and unnocked the arrows.
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Kane repressed asigh of relief, despite the fact he knew Grant would not have ordered the samurai to
let fly. Grant had been with him through every kind of thick and thin, every variety of horror and joy.
They had fought shoulder to shoulder in battles around half the planet, and even off the planet. They had
fought everything from Magistrates to Martian transadapts, carnobots and carnosaursto wily and savage
swamp-ies. They had battled against the massed firepower of the baronia armies and the Mongol
fanatics of the Tushe Gun—they had made war against nature, natives, professiond's, madmen, geniuses
and finaly, even each other.

Grant had been through al of it covering Kane's back, patching up hiswounds and on more than one
occasion literdly carrying him out of hellzones. Kane knew he was dtill dive only because of the man,
even though he had twice flaunted Grant's death-sentence edict, put into New Edo law twenty years
before and grimly enforced. Kane knew of at least three operatives dispatched by the imperator who
had been put to death for just setting foot on Thunder 19e, much less actually tampering with the
tempora dilator.

Grant spoke again, his voice a hushed, hollow echo. "It wasn't something you can change, Kane. It
wasn't amistake that you can erase. It dl really happened.”



Kane began removing the second memory card. "'l know. | just don't want it to have."

Grant didn't reply. Finaly he asked, "Are you hungry? It's about my dinnertime.”

Chapter 11

The med was nutritious but plain—white rice mixed with various steamed vegetables, little cubes of raw
fish and garnished with hastily prepared sauces. It was ameal Kane would have disdained twenty years
ago, but now he ate it with relish, pleased to treat his paate to anything other than MRES.

Although the food was something less than ddlicious, the view was magnificent. Kane and Grant sat out
on the balcony of the old palace, enjoying the late-afternoon sea breeze wafting in from New Edo's
harbor. It stirred a set of wind chimes, adding atinkling musical accompaniment to the soothing sound of
the ocean waves.

Kane was dwaysimpressed by the little kingdom, with its cobblestone roads winding up and over a
seriesof gently ralling hills, dl green with luxuriant grass. Cattle grazed ingde split-rail fences. Cultivated
fields made a patchwork pattern over the terrain. Gravel-covered footpaths branched off from the main
thoroughfare, leading to modest, single-level homes made primarily of carpentered driftwood, each one
with gardened terraces.

Therewas no litter anywhere, and dl the shrubbery
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and undergrowth was trimmed nesatly back. Some of the hedgerows had been clipped into shapes
resembling snails, cranes and dragons.

The fortress of New Edo's daimyo, Lord Grant, dominated the southern side of the idand settlement.
Built on aspur of land that jutted into the luminous blue weaters of the Cific, the smdl peninsularoseina
flat, broad hill toward its center. There the palace had been raised over three decades earlier.

It was a sprawling structure with many windows, bal conies and carved frames. The wide gates were of
metd set with suspended gongs. Deep moats surrounded it on three Sides, and cliffs formed a boundary
on the side that faced the sea. At the top of the walls were parapets and protected positions for archers
and blastermen.

The columns supporting the many porches and loggias were made of lengths of thick bamboo, bent into
unusua shapes. The curving roof arches and interlocking shingles al seemed to be made of lacquered
wood. Aninner courtyard held apool and afountain shaped in the aspect of intertwined figures.

New Edo was aliving testament to the strength of human will, not just to survive, but to transcend any
and dl hardships. Hacking alittle storybook civilization out of the rock of one of the Western Idands
was more than just difficult; it had been damn near impossible. Keeping it athriving society was a series
of hardships, but Grant had managed to do it even after the death of Shizuka. But Kane figured that by
now
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much of the day-to-day adminigtrative tedium was | eft to the coupl€'s children.

Both men sat cross-legged on atatami mat with alow table between them. Grant wore adark green
kimono, which left hisarms bare except for adelicate slver filigreed bracelet around hisright wrist. After
Kane brought him up to date on the arriva of Tanvi-rah, the two men ate and drank in sllence.

However, Kane was very aware of aguard standing slently behind him, leaning againgt therailing of the
gdlery that overlooked the lawn leading down to the sea.

The guard was awoman, but she stood in harsh contrast to the serene surroundings. Each segment of
her armor was made from strips of lacquered bamboo laced together with chains. A meta kabuto war
helmet fanned down at the rear of her head and bore a sickle moon at the crest. Her black hair was cut
square a her ngpe. Curved butterfly longswords hung from each hip. Her complexion was like that of
honey mixed with butter, a shade darker than he was accustomed to seeing among the average New
Edoan.

Grant hadn't made introductions, but Kane could fed the woman's hostility toward him, like an aura of
datic eectricity. He wondered briefly if shewaswaiting for asigna from her daimyo to cut off the gaijin
intruder's head. Kane wasn't surprised by the gender of the guard—even before the nukecaust, the

traditionad femaerolesin Japanese society had changed. Women had the right to pursue whatever
vocation they
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wished. Shizukas own sister had become a geisha, while she had chosen the path of the samurai.
Ousting out aweary sigh, Grant asked, "What am | going to do with you, Kane?"

Kane shrugged. "Y ou know the answer to that aswell as| do. Nothing."

"Y ou violated sovereign New Edoan law. Thunder Ide has been forbidden to everybody for over twenty
years. | cut you dack once before when you disobeyed me—"

"And now you'll cut my throat for disobeying you?' Kane tried not to sound too scornful. "What
happened to live and let live?'

"Kind of asmpleminded philosophy in today'sworld, isn't it?"
"Grest truths often seem smpleminded...even when they're actualy profound. Sort of like Domi."

Grant's face creased in adeep frown and he reached out for his cup of sake. "What's she got to do with
anything?'

"How long hasit been since you even thought about her?' Kane chalenged.

"About an hour ago." Grant's voice was muted to arumble. "1 think about her every day...| even think
about you every day, you saf-righteous son of abitch.”

Kane didn't respond. He dropped his gaze to his plate, not wanting to look into the man's eyes. He
remembered the discussons held had with Grant in the past when the full impact of Domi's degth had

TALON AND FANG 145



findly registered. Though the girl had died trying to save Quavdl and himsdlf, she had loved Grant. Still,
she had probably known more pure enjoyment in her few short years than both he and Grant in their
combined lifetimes.

Quietly Kane said, "I didn't go back to Redoubt Y ankee because | got bored in Cerberus.”

"l didn't think you did." Grant swallowed amouthful of sake, grimaced and said, "Evenif | waivethe
death pendlty, | can't let you take the memory cards back with you. | know what you're trying to do."

Heregarded Kanewith adark, level stare. "I know how you fed, | redlly do. But what you want to
accomplish isn't within your power—it isn't within anybody's power. | thought you had accepted thet a
long time ago. Make the best of your life, of the years you have lft. Y ou and Bry are more than
welcometo make alife here. Stop fixating on the past.”

Kane felt athickness growing in his chest, and histhroat was congtricted. He knew hisformer partner
was right, but his dreams aways returned to Brigid, Domi and DeFore and even Grant. He had loved
them dl so very much, and he missed them terribly.

He had redlized years before, with more sorrow than surprise, that he would willingly go back to the
worst hour of hislife, when helay with hisback being flayed open within the Scorpia Prime'storture
chamber, if it meant he could share an hour with his comrades who were gone. The time he had spent at
the Cerberus redoubt battling the barons had been the happiest, most
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productive years of hislife. He waswilling to trade dmost anything to live them again.

"Grant," Kane said with al the conviction he could mugter, "it'sa past that was changed—"

Grant straightened, voicing agroan of exasperation.

"—altered somehow in the past,” Kane went on doggedly. "A fault line that has to be repaired. It wasn't
supposed to happen thisway. | know you're worried that to fix one fracture will create a dozen more,
but I know how to do it without making any more tempord ripples.”

Between clenched teeth, Grant growled, "Weve had this fucking conversation like about what—fifty
times before? Y ou don't know what will happen. Just when you think you understand time travel, some
goddamn X factor pops up and bitesyou in the ass."

Kane struggled to keep his own temper in check. He didn't want areprise of the decade-old argument
with Grant that had resulted in hisvirtua banishment from both New Edo and the company of hisformer
partner. "There might be an X factor inal this, but it could be hi our favor thistime.”

"How the hdll do you figure that?" Grant demanded.

"Because something has Lakesh and Erica scared to desth—s0 scared they risked their own daughter's
lifeto find out what I'm doing."

Grant scowled, his prominent brow ridges casting his deeply socketed eyesinto shadow. "And just what
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Kaneforced agrin. "I think I'm on the last stanza." His grin vanished as he added, "But more than
that...the Nirodha might have figured out the words to the song, too."

AsHE HAD MANY TIMESin the past dozen years, Kane began to justify the actions he had in mind.
No one could take thislife asared oneif he stopped to think about what had come to pass.

Nearly three decades before, the nine baronies were poised on the brink of civil war, sparked by one of
their own, but the internecine strife had its roots thousands of yearsin the past, beginning with the
so-called Archons.

All of the Cerberus warriors had believed the barons were under the sway of the Archon Directorate, a
non-human race that influenced human affairs for thousands of years. In fact, Lakesh claimed the entirety
of human history was intertwined with the activities of the entities called Archons, dthough they were
referred to by many names over many centuries.

The supposed god of the Directorate and the barons was the unification of the world under their
complete control, with al nonessentia and nonproductive humans diminated. Nearly two hundred years
after the nukecaust, that objective had dmost been achieved. The small population was easier to
manipulate. But unification wasn't as easy to maintain asit wasto gain.
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But eventudly al of them in Cerberus had learned that the elaborate back story was al aruse, bits of
truth mixed in with outrageous fiction. The Archon Directorate didn't 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 Baam, the last survivor of an extinct race that had once shared the planet with
humankind. Nor could the Archons be properly described as extraterrestrias, since they had been born
on Earth, eveniif their forebears had not.

Bdam findly reveded the truth behind the Directorate and the hybridization program initiated centuries
before. He claimed that the Archon Directorate existed only as an appellation and amyth created by the
pre-dark 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.

The nine barons weren't immortal, but they were as close as flesh and blood creatures could cometoit.
Dueto their hybrid metabolisms, their longevities far exceeded those of humans. Barring accidents,
illnesses—or nations—the barons life gpans could concelvably be measured in centuries. Even
the youngest of them was close to ahundred years old.

But the price paid by the baronsfor their extended life spans was not chegp. They were physically
fragile, proneto lethargy and their metabolisms were easy prey to infections, which was one reason they
tended
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to sequester themselves from the ville-bred humans they ruled. Once ayear, al the baronstraveled to
the Dulcefacility to have their blood filtered and their autoimmune systems boosted. In severe cases,



even damaged organs were replaced from the storage banks of organic material stockpiled there.

All of the hybrids reproduced by aform of cloning and gene splicing, but it hadn't seemed reasonable
they would rely completely on the subterranean Dulce facilities. If they didn't have access to a secondary
ingtalation, then extinction for the barons was less than a generation away. Or s0 dl the Cerberus exiles
fervently hoped, once the Dulce ingtallation was destroyed.

That hope vanished quickly when they learned of the Area51 complex and the body of legends that had
sprung up around aien involvement with the top secret facility. The so-called dienswerent referred to
by name, but they fit the generd physica description of Baam's people. If that was indeed the case,

L akesh theorized that the medica facilitiesthat might exist in Area 51 would be of great useto the
barons, since they would aready be designed for their metabolisms. Baron Cobalt reactivated them,
turned them into aprocessing and trestment center, without having to rebuild from scratch.

It was during Kane's captivity in Area51 that they learned about amysterious figure called the
imperator. He intended to set himself up as overlord of the villes, with the barons subservient to him.
That bit of news
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was surprising enough, but it quickly turned shocking when they found out that none other than Balam,
whom they had thought was gone forever, supported the imperator, who liked to be called Sam.

Sam not only claimed to carry the DNA of Ericavan Soan and Enlil, the last of the Annunaki, but he
had also restored Sloan's youth. In order to swing La-kesh to his side, Sam had accomplished the same
miracle with him. Only much later did Lakesh redize the imperator's restoration had been something less
than miraculous.

None of the Cerberus warriors found the concept of an entity bearing the blended genetic materia of
three races disturbing. However, the powers he appeared to wield and his autocratic attitude were
frightening. Sam hadn't comeright out and threatened the lives of thosein Cerberus, but he hadn't

needed to. The inference that he could do o if they turned down Sam's offer certainly hadn't been subtle.

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

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

Sam's proposal thus made perfect sense—perhaps that was what made al of them so suspicious. And
now, decades after the imperator's first gppearance, the new free culture he claimed he wanted to build
was aredity—and it had the skids under it, diding down adippery dopeto thelip of aprecipice,
overlooking the red mists of Hell itsdif.



Inthe political backwash of the Nirodha conflict in Asa, and asthe standard of living for the population
a large dropped off, individud governmentsfell and the combined military forces of the imperator
stepped in. Most of Europe and amost dl of Asiacame under aworldwide military dictatorship formed
by imperid forces.

But the American confederated states hadn't fared much better than the rest of the world. The economy
was ligble to collapse a any moment. The culture groaned under the weight of countless unskilled
un-employableswho had to be fed, clothed and housed at the expense of the states. The corrupting
influences of state-supplied SQUID implants kept the idle from rioting and committing crimes, true
enough, but it aso deadened them to truth and individud initiative, blinding them with acloak of illusory

beauty.

No one knew or cared any longer about the difference between freedom and cushioned davery. Behind
the facade of well-being created by the SQUIDS, the culture seethed with indolence and ugliness.
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The SQUIDs a so kept the population of old and new humansin check by numbing the driveto
procregate. It was acleaner way to exterminate the useless eaters than pogroms and mass executions, for
the population would be dashed from millions to mere managesble thousandsin less than adecade. And
those thousands would be daves adapted to meet various needs.

The hybridswho now coexisted peacefully with humanity were a risk, even if they were the chosen ones
of theimperator. No matter that they were not completely human, they sprang from essentidly the same
roots as humankind, so they were still acontinuation of the race.

The world may not have been asviolent and bruta as before, but it was far from being the Utopiathat
Sam had described. 1t was a comfortable prison, but a prison nonetheless. Kane hated it, and that
hatred didn't derive from a sense of dissatisfaction—he knew the world was trapped in awhirlpool of
Wrongness.

He had contemplated the whirlpool for many, many years, since the apparent destruction of the Nirodha
movement. He had tried to decide whether the sense of wrongnesswas a girictly subjective impression
brought about by emotiond trauma, or was atrue physica distortion of redlity.

Finaly he reached the conclusion that it was a combination of both—grief and loss had helped him see
the distortion. And now that the distortion had been observed and identified, it could be rectified. The

plan
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Kane had worked out was both direct and clever, athough he knew options should be left open for
elementsof improvisation.

"It hasto be done" Kanetold Grant flatly. " Someone hasto find a solution and call ahdt to thisinsanity.
Right?'

"Yes, | know." Grant's degp voice was surprisingly gentle.



Encouraged by Grant's comment, Kane continued, "Sam islike awizard, a sorcerer with his
mind-control techniques through those goddamn SQUIDs. He owns most people. He's accomplished in
one generation what the baronstried to do for ninety years...unifying the world under onewhip, likea
team of dogs. Someone has to save humanity or what's lft of it. We haveto act for humankind...and
even if wediein the attempt, at least the world will surviveto judge us.”

Grant said nothing. He stared at Kane across the table, not blinking, not moving or even appearing to
bresthe. Kane felt some of the tension drain away from himself. He wasright and he knew Grant was
sure of it. Then he saw atiny glitter of moisture within Grant's degp-set eyes. It took him afew seconds
to redlize the man's eyes were glistening with tears.

Grant lifted one hand in agesture. He spoke oneword: "Tome."

Kane caught only ablurred, fragmented glimpse of gleaming meta from behind him, then the edge of the
femde guard's butterfly sword touched histhroat, forcing his head back.
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"I'm sorry, Kane." Grant's voice was a hoarse whisper of anguish. ' 'Give me the memory cards without
an argument, and I'll arrange for you to get back home safely. But | don't ever want to see you here

again.

Chapter 12

"I wouldn't think you'd have me beheaded for trying to savelives" Kane said quietly. "Particularly
Shi-zukas."

The pressure of the sword blade againgt histhroat increased, and he clenched histeeth, glancing up into
the face of the guard. Her lips were compressed in atight, white line and her dark eyes gleamed with
fury. With acold rush of recognition, he understood why her complexion was so dark.

"I'm sorry, Tome," he said to her in as measured atone as he could manage. "I'd forgotten your name.
Y ou and your twin brother were only four the last time | saw you."

"I never forgot you, Godfather," shereplied, her voice shrill with hatred. "I remember thelast time | saw
you like it was an hour ago—you and Daddy brought my mother's body back here. She died saving
your worthless ass."

For amoment, Tomei's figure faded and was replaced by avision of an armored Shizuka, standing in the
courtyard of Scorpia Primé's stronghold. Monstrous, semihuman Pischacas came at her, and her swords
carved them up. They died screaming beneath
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her whirling blades, voicing ether criesof pain or pleasfor mercy.
When shefindly fell under amassed assault, the surviving goblin-men hooted and jumped up and down

on her corpse, performing antics like a crowd watching a sporting event They cheered when one of the
Pis-chacas held doft her disembodied head by itslong hair.



"Someone | loved more than anyone or anything in the world died that night, too." Kane did hisbest to
keep hisvoice from quavering with emotion. He didn't want the girl to think he was afraid of dying.

"Hai." Tome spit out theword. ™Y our brilliant and beautiful wife who had come to negotiate your
release from Scorpia Prime. Both she and my mother died for you. And what have you done to honor
their sacrifice? Become an obsessive, delusiona madman who does nothing but bring pain to those who
onceloved him."

Kane cast hiseyesfrom Tomel to Grant. "Isthat what you think | am? A madman?"'

Grant pressed the hedls of hisbig hands againgt hisforehead asif to keep his skull from breaking apart.
He spokein aguttura growl. "I don't want to talk about this anymore. I'm sick of it, sick of you, sick of
your fucking fantasies. Even if you could get those data cards to work in whatever machine you and Bry
have cobbled together, you're too goddamn crazy to trust with it. | wouldn't send you to the harbor to
bring back afish, much less send you back intime."
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Kane swallowed asurge of sudden fury, and the up-and-down motion of histhroat opened asmall
laceration. The dmost weightless crysta cards now felt as heavy asbricks, hidden asthey werein adit
pocket of his shadow suit.

Coldly, hesaid, "I've spent years on this, Grant. Years. Do you understand? I've got it al reasoned ouit.

I've traced the primary fault line back to the fracture. / can change things. None of what happened
these past twenty-seven years need happen, none of those people need die—"

Grant dropped his hands from his head to the table-top with a crash. Dishes and cups jumped and fell
clattering to the floor. He snarled, "Turn over the cards, Kane."

"No." Kane bit out the word.

Tome did the blade of her sword under his chin and exerted pressure. "Do as my father, the daimyo of
New Edo, commands. Ikazuchi Kojima—Thunder Ide—is part of New Edo's sovereign territory.
Therefore you are no better than acommon thief.”

Kane stared directly into the girl'seyes. Y ou're going to have to kill me, kid."

"Do you think | won't?" she challenged, poising hersdlf for a decapitating stroke. "1 would love for you to
suffer the same fate as my mother. It would be truly justice.”

"I loved your mother," Kane said. "More than that, | respected her and her devotion to otoko no michi,
the ancient and honorable samurai tradition. Shewas
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afiercewarrior, but she wasn't an assassin. Do you think she'd approve of what you're doing now?"

Tome made agrowling sound deep in her throat, a sound Kane recognized. He had heard it issuing
from Grant countlesstimes over the past forty years. He hoped it meant the same thing with Tomel as



with her father—anoise of frustration when reason won out over angry impulse.
Grant echoed the growl and gestured impatiently. "That's enough, Tome."

She glanced toward him, her eyeswidening in surprise. "Daddy—"

"Doit."

The girl rlaxed some of thetension in her sword arm, but the blade wasn't withdrawn. "He's a thief!
Y ou've executed men for just trespassing on Ikazuchi Kojima. Y ou can't let him—"

"Yes, | can." Grant'svoice wasaweary rumble. "Do as| say, sweetheart.”

Blinking back angry tears, Tome whipped the butterfly sword away from Kane'sthroat and, with an
eye-blurring swiftness, resheathed it. Kane gingerly touched the skin at the base of hisjaw and examined
hisindex finger with rueful eyes. A spot of blood shone damply against the black fabric.

"I'm glad you're being reasonable," Kane said dryly.

Grant rose, dowly coming to bisfull height like amountain pushing itsway up from the surface of the
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sea. He extended hisright hand toward Kane. "L et's see how reasonable you can be. The cards.”

Kanelocked eyes with Grant. "Are you getting deaf in your old age? | dready said no."

"If you don't turn them over, I'll take them from you...and | won't be gentle about it. Y ou may end up
wishing I'd let Tome cut your throat.”

Kane exhaed along breath through his nogtrils. Using the top rail of the balcony as abrace, he got to his
feet. "Grant, you're going to haveto try to take them from me."

Grant dtared at him gtolidly, expressionlesdy for along silent moment. Kane met his gaze, but he saw
how pain creased his dark, scarred face. Bleskly he redlized he had known Grant for nearly half a
century and ill didn't fully understand him. Even the yearsthey had spent together as Magistrates and
then fighting the barons hadn't made them much closer than the first day they had met. He knew
why—Grant feared not having any control over eventsthat determined the fates of others.

Like Kane, he remembered how every battle they entered, they lost people they had considered friends.
Each degath hurt far worse than a bullet glancing off their Magistrate polycarbonate armor. Findly, out of
asense of saf-preservation, Grant adopted a pragmatic philosophy: If you don't make friends, you can't
losefriends. If you have nothing, you can't suffer losses.

Grant had refused to acknowledge Domi's declarations of love, ddiberately dismissing her as something
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of acaricature of an outlander. He had tried to make the gap in their ages the reason he didn't want to



get involved with her, sexudly or otherwise. Domi had been patient and understanding for ayear, until
she grew tired of waiting and the love she had fdlt for him turned to resentment and then anger.

Intruth, Grant had ddliberately maintained a distance between him and Domi so if either of them
died—or smply went away—the vacuum wouldn't be so difficult to endure. Then he had met Shizuka
and falen deeply inlove. Domi had died never knowing how Grant redly felt about her. And then
Shizukawas ripped ruthlesdy from Grant'slife, and he was till struggling with the pain of her losstwenty
years later.

Kanewell remembered his own helplessness and rage when Brigid had been torn from him on the same
night Shizukawaskilled. Like Grant, the hole her absence left was never filled, but unlike him, the pain it
left in its wake strengthened him—he had silently vowed never to let anyone he cared about be taken
away from him again, evenif he had to warp the laws of science and nature to fulfill that oath.

"Kane" Grant said quietly, an dmost pleading notein his voice, "the only reason you've never tried to
rulean army or aville of your own is because you never gave ashit about pushing people around. But if
you have the power to change history, you could rule the damn world without giving asingle order and
nobody would know it. That's too much power in the hands of anybody, including you. That'swhy |
mede
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Thunder Ide off-limitsto the rest of the world. Even Samis afraid to send people here. Now maybe
you've got afoolproof plan—"

"l do," Kane snapped coldly.

"—hut you'll never know if it works or not because it's too fucking dangerousto find out!" Grant bared
bisteeth inasnarl of frugtration. "Give me those goddamn cardd™

Kane shifted hisweight on his hedls, then to the balls of hisfeet, glancing over toward Tomel to make
sure her blades were till sheethed. "No."

Grant blinked, lifted hismassve amsasif in ashrug, then he lunged forward, kicking the smdl table out
of hisway. He cannonballed into Kane, who whipped out hisarms asif embrace him. He locked his
arms about Grant's body, trying to pinion him.

Grant rammed the crown of his shaved skull savagely againgt Kane's forehead, and little multicolored
spirals erupted behind his eyes. His grip loosened and Grant broke free of it, snarling and growlingin
bloodthirsty gratification. The only words Kane understood were " Shizuka died for you!"

He dapped both hands around Kane's neck and began to squeeze. Kane jabbed his thumbsinto the
sdes of Grant's neck, seeking out the nerve centers. But al of Grant's tendons and muscles were tense
with the fury of hisintention to choke Kane into unconsciousness. Kane jabbed three fingersinto the
man'ssolar plexus. It waslike jabbing a plate of flexible stedl. Grant grunted in pain but held on,
tightening histhick
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fingers until Kan€'s breath blew hoarsdly out of his mouth.

Grant applied histhumbsto the blood vessals on his neck. Kane shoved himsdlf away from the gdllery,
catapulting them both through the wall, taking lathwork and oiled paper squareswith themin aloud,
clattering crash. They kicked and tore their way through the wreckage as they grappled with each other
on wide-braced legs. Tomel shouted shrill words at them, but the men paid her no attention.

They lurched back to the gallery, and Tome was forced to spring aside to avoid being bowled over.
Grant forced Kane's upper body over the top wooden rail. Although tempted, Kane didn't knee himin
the groin. He used the hed of hishandsto force Grant's head up and back. Grant removed hisleft hand
from around Kane's neck and planted it againgt his face for further leverage. Kane sank histeeth into the
base of the bigger man's thumb.

Grant howled in furious pain. ™Y ou son of abitch! Cut it out!"
"You cut it out,” Kane managed to growl around Grant'sthumb joint. Y ou Started it!"

"I'll finishiit, too!" Bellowing, Grant tore his hand |oose from Kane's mouth and stumbled backward, il
clutching Kane by the throat. The two men staggered drunkenly from one end of the gdlery to the other.
Kane strained, kicked and fought hisway out of Grant's stranglehold.

Grant siff-armed Kanein the chest, damming him
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back againg therailed galery. He flung himsalf upon Kane again and seized histhroat, squeezing it asif
wringing out atowe. Kane didn't have the timeto pry the big man's fingers from around his neck. Their
combined weight was too much for the wooden railing. With aplintering crack, it gave way and both
men plunged to the ground.

Thefdl was bardly fifteen feet. Falling backward with Grant atop him, Kane doubled up hiskneesand
planted hisfeet againgt the man's midsection. When he hit the turf on his back, he straightened hislegs

like stedl prings. The soles of his boots pushed solidly against Grant's belly and propelled him up and

over.

The man performed aclumsy midair somersault, amswindmilling wildly, the belled deeves of his
kimono flapping like the wings of a crazed bird. He dammed down full length on the ground, the top of
his head bardly three inches from the crown of Kane's head. The wind left hislungsin an explosive gasp.

Both men elbowed themselves over onto their knees, faces contorted in bare-toothed grimaces. Kane
sruck first, aswift left jab againgt the hinge of Grant's prominent jaw. Grant'simmediate response was a
looping right hook that collided againgt the side of Kane's head with a sound like a concrete block hitting
ablock of wood.

For along moment, the two men crouched on hands and knees, snarling into each other's face asthey
exchanged aflurry of blows. Then Tomei's shill cry of "Enough!™ cut through their grunts of exertion and
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pain. Kane glanced up just as Tome somersaulted completely over the broken rail of the gdlery likea
trained acrobat. She landed beside the two men and came up as though she had sted springsin her legs.

Almost in the same motion, she crossed her arms over her waist and whipped her butterfly swords from
their sheathes with ssmimusica chimes. She placed the flats of both blades againgt Grant's and Kane's
chests, shouting again, "Enough!™

The two men glared at each other, respiration harsh and labored, then they glared up at the girl. "Stay
out of this, sweetheart,” Grant husked out hoarsely.

"Yeah," Kane agreed in adrained, haf-strangulated voice. "Thisisn't any of your business.”

Tomei snorted out acontemptuous laugh. "What isn't my business—watching two old men snap and dap
and paw at each other like a couple of bear cubsinstead of the trained killers both of you are? If either
one of you redly wanted to kill the other, one or both of you would aready be dead by now."

Tome removed the sword points from their chests and stepped back. "If I'mwrong, I'll give you the
chancetodoit right." She jammed the blades point first into the ground and released the hilts. "Have at
it

Grant and Kane stared at the lengths of mirror-bright sted. They shone with the reflected highlights of
the setting sun. Kane nodded toward the sword closest to Grant. "Go ahead.”

"Youfird," Grant retorted.
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Both remained on their hands and their knees, eyeing each other warily. Then Kanevoiced a
profanity-salted sigh and struggled to one knee. "It's getting late. | should be getting home."

Grant dowly pushed himself up to hisknees. Joints popped audibly and hewinced. Lipscreasedina
small smile, Tomei reached down and hel ped both men stagger to their feet. A squad of Tigers of
Heaven jogged around the corner of the palace, armor and swords clanking. Tomei caled to them,
waving them away. They hesitated, then dowly withdrew.

Kaneturned his head and spit alittlejet of blood that had flowed into his mouth from acut inflicted on
histender cheek lining. Grant dabbed at the blood flowing from hisright nogtril with the deeve of his
kimono.

Tomel touched his nose gently. "Isit broken?"

Kane uttered a derisive chuckle. "That thing has been broken so many times he wouldn't be able to tell.”
"Areyou going to give me those memory cards?’ Grant demanded in asnuffling, nasal voice.

Kane shook his head. "Uh-uh."

Grant's brow creased and his big hands knotted into fists. Kane declared in aflat, neutral tone, "They're
al the hopel have, Grant. My only reason for living, for waking up every day. Y ou have your daughter

and your son and New Edo to give you purpose.” He patted the left hip of his shadow suit. "Thisisit for
me— misisal I'vegot. Y ou can kill meto keep mefrom
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taking them, if that's the only option you've left yoursdlf. | won't give adamn. I'd much rather be taken
out by afriend than astranger.”

Grant groaned in angry exasperation. "l want to believe your motives are as unsdlfish asyou clam.”
"All I want," Kane said evenly, sincerdly, "isto undo aterrible thing that was done to people who didn't
deserveit. That'sthe smplest way to put my moatives. If | diminate the cause of theterrible thing in the
past, then the nature of timewill arrange to diminate the terrible thing from the future.”

"Y ou hope," Grant observed sourly.

Kane nodded. "Despite dl the calculations I've done, dl the studies, dl the computer smulations and
scenarios 'verun, that'sredly al it gets down to— hope.”

Tentatively, Tomei ventured, "And if the Nirodha have actualy found an dternate means of tempora
manipulation, then Kane may be the world's only chance after dl."

Grant folded hisheavy arms over his chest. He grunted, "lsan't that afrightening thought?*

Kanefrowned at hisold friend, trying again to identify the exact, but minuscule, philosophicd difference
that kept Grant from trusting and joining forces with him. He noticed the subtle change in his bearing at
the mention of the Nirodha. With a sense of shock, he understood it was amemory, not a difference of
opinion that maintained the wedge between them.

"It'sthe Nirodha, not me, that have you scared,
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it it?" Kaneswords, if not histone, were chalenging.

Grant stared at him levelly, then shook his head. "It's not them so much as your connection to them,
Kane. And Lakesh and Erica's connection, too. And now to hear that they sent Tanvirah to you..."

Grant's words trailed off when he saw the expression of incredulity on Kane'sface.

"What the hell are you talking about?' Kane's voice was as sharp asawhipcrack. "1 don't have a
connection to the fucking Nirodha—neither do Lakesh and Erica”

Grant heaved asigh of soul-deep weariness. "I dways think back to that night when Shizuka and Brigid
died."

"l wasthere, too" Kane snarled.
"Y ou were and you weren't.” Grant's voice was alow rumble.

Kanebaled hisfists and took a menacing step toward bun. "What the hell do you mean? My back still
hurts mein wet weether!"

Grant shook his head again. "It's been over twenty years...! guessit'stimeto get thisall out in the open.



Let'sgo back inddeand I'll tell you.”
Kanefdt hisstomach turn acold flip-flop. "Tell mewhat?"

Grant'sreply was short and brusque. "What | saw...and what you did, but apparently can't bring yourself
to remember.”

Chapter 13

A gibbous moon seemed precarioudy baanced atop the spired minaret. It thrust up from the center of a
huge mass, which hi itself rose from aclearing in the Assam jungle. The red sandstone of the ancient
walled temple, once a pa ace dating from the days of the Moguls, held arusty hue like old bloodstains.

The northernmost of the old Indian states, Assam was bracketed on the north and west by the
Himaayas and Tibet and by the brooding Naga Hills on the southeast. The land itsdf was primarily
swamps and jungle. The Brahmaputra River dashed through the forested vastness like agreat knife. At
onetime, the region had been considered the premier spot to partake of the roya sport of tiger hunting.
At least, that was what Lakesh had claimed.

Heaso cited locd legend that held when the great god Vishnu dismembered the body of Shivas
beloved consort Shakti, Shiva carried the parts away, but her yoni, her sexud organ, fell into thejungle.
The fortress gppropriated by the Nirodha was built on that precise spot. There Shakti worship
flourished, which honored women and extolled them to the heavens—in theory, at any rate. A Shakta
scriptural text read, "Whosoever
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All of the back story Lakesh provided flitted through Grant's mind as he and Shizuka crouched in the
shadows and eyed the Nirodha fortress. It had been dmost ridiculoudy easy to breach the security
perimeter of Scorpia Prime's stronghold, even if the overland journey from the Godpara River had been

gruding.

Grant, Shizuka and aten-man contingent of Tigers of Heaven avoided the armed guards essily, the
steady booming of drums smothering the rustle of vegetation. They flitted like swalowsfrom treeto tree,
not even cracking atwig, in ademongration of stealth that perhaps only bats could have equaled. They
used the ruins of outbuildings as cover. Despite their armor and the swords, the samurai moved almost
asslently astheir namesakes.

Grant was the only one carrying firearms—astreamlined Steyr AUG autorifle, and apair of .45-caliber
S&W Modd 645 double-action handguns. A dender pulse plasmarifle, a so-cdled Quartz Cremator,
was dung over hisright shoulder. A dozen grenades were packed into a zippered war bag dung over a
shoulder. He had never been able to convince the samurai that guns were just as efficient as blades, their
tradition of bushido notwithstanding.

Of course, their dmost supernatura skill with ka-tanas and the bows was such they didn't really need
guns. Even before he had married Shizuka, Grant had
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offered to supply the Tigers with guns and ammunition from the Cerberus armory, but he had been
politely refused.

It wasn't asif the Nirodha sentries carried their own fireearms hi away that suggested much expertise or
experience. Asfar as Grant could see, they were al men, and dl of them wore smple uniforms
consigting of deevelessjerkins, shorts and turbans, but they were bright red in color. Apparently they
had never serioudly entertained the concept of camouflage.

Their weapons were streamlined and skeleta, reminding Grant of the spidery SIG-AMTsin use by
imperial forces. The faces under the turbans were painted red on the | eft Sde and dead white on the
other. On the right cheek of each guard, starkly outlined in black, was the silhouette of a scorpion.

Grant and Shizuka examined the building from the shelter of ahaf-tumbled-down wall. Inthe sickly
lunar glow, they saw how the pillars were carved to represent every conceivable sexud joining of mae
and female, male and mae, female and female.

Lakesh's briefing jacket had footnoted the Nirodha's worship of Shakti and the practice of Tantric rites.
Grant didn't quite understand the sect's devotion to the eterna principle of female sexuality, an aspect of
the Mother Goddess Devi, the wife of Shiva, but he figured Shizukadid, and that was enough for him.
Light glowed between the columns, aflickering, lurid radiance intercut with black, diding shadows.

Bidding the Tigersto wait for them, Grant and Shi-
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zuka dunk into the palace grounds. Both of them were dressed in dark clothing—Grant in ablack
shadow suit and Shizukain apartia suit of armor. Her milk-and-roses complexion was blackened by
stripes of combat cosmetics, her long black hair bound up at the back of her head.

They entered the fortress through a deserted courtyard full of shadows and overgrown shrubbery. Inside
the paace, Grant and Shizukafollowed the distant thumping of drums. They made their way slently
through vast, empty rooms, up spiraling staircases and aong hollow corridors, in and out of dining halls
and even storerooms.

The smell of mold and mildew was redolent enough even for Grant's thrice-broken nose to detect. The
lack of guards didn't comfort either him or hiswife. Instead, they were so suspicious and wary, they
tended to overreact to any stimulus.

They heard other musica instruments other than drums—finger cymbas, brassbellsand flutes all
undercut by wild laughter. The two people rounded a corner and both of them bit back curses of
revulsion a the scenethat lay below them.-

From an inner balustraded gdlery, they stared down at the vast central hal serving asthe temple of
Shakti. Theareawasilluminated by flaming braziers and lanterns that threw a shimmering veil of color
over the naked celebrants. Torches sputtered at equidistant points around the chapel, the wooden
columnsthrust
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into buckets of sand. The glow of the torches was dimmed by shifting planes of hot, acrid smoke.

There were at least fifty people scattered around the circular chamber, some lounging on low divans,
othersindulging themselves from the food on long banquet tables, cramming it into their faces. Many
more sprawled on nests of cushions and pillows, their faces dack, their eyes glazed.

The odor of the smoke was familiar. He recognized it as cannabis lupus, known in the Outlands as the
werewolf weed. Composed of a mutated form of marijuanaand various other herbal narcoticslike
opium, the werewolf weed stimulated the hindbrain, causing an atavigtic regression.

It had been outlawed for many yearsin America because of its popularity. Its primary attraction wasto
dlow theimbiber to wdlow in artificia bestidity for atime. Some bands of Reamers and marauders
appreciated the weed's influence before araid, since it made them fearless and even immuneto pain.
Grant redlized that the blend of the weed grown in Indiawas probably far more potent and addictive
than that found in the Outlands.

He caught glimpses of cudgel-wielding Pischacas lumbering about at the edge of the temple, apparently
acting as sergeants at arms. He wasn't surprised by their presence, since one of the disadvantages of
werewol f weed was that the user could turn on hisfriends as quickly as an enemy, while under its
influence. The fumes stung his eyes and coated his tongue with afoul,
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sulfurous tang. He breathed shalowly through his mouth, hoping the smoke wouldn't affect him.

Sinuous serving girls did among the celebrants, alowing themsalvesto be fondled, caressed and groped.
Their tawny, oiled bodies were naked except for jeweled bangles. Grant guessed there were an equa
number of men and women in the temple, but asfar as he could he see, none of them were engaged in
overt sexua activity. Their attention seemed focused on asmall stage a one side of the hall. Grant
followed their gaze and stiffened. He felt Shizukatense up beside him.

Kane hung spread-eagled between two of the obscendly carved pillars, hiswrists lashed to iron rings
sunk deep into the stone. He was naked and his back was araw, red ruin of dashed and diced flesh.
Blood trickled down the backs of histhighsto hisankles. His head hung limply between his shoulders,
and Grant guessed him to be unconscious. He quickly scanned the crowd, looking for any sign of Brigid
or Bry.

Suddenly the tempo the drumbeats changed. Grant saw the musicians tucked away in awedge of
shadow. They pounded hide-covered drums with their fists, setting a hypnotic rhythm. Strings and bells
and cymbals clashed and whined deafeningly. The musi cians shouted words in asingsong chant, but
Grant didn't understand them. They didn't sound Like any language he had ever heard.

From abrass-bowled brazier near the stage, acloud of greenish-yellow cloying smoke poured, smelling
far
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worse than the werewolf weed. The opiated stench filled the temple, collecting in a cloud beneath the
domed ceiling. Shizukainhaled abit of it and nearly succumbed to acoughing fit. Grant felt dizzy for a
moment and had to turn away, gulping for fresh air.



When the vapor thinned, atal femae figure sood motionless before Kane on the stage, but the face
wasn't human. It required afew seconds of squinting through the vells of sweet smoke and blinking his
blurred eyesfor Grant to redize the woman wore an el aborate helmet. It was apparently crafted out of
burnished silver and fashioned to resemble the body of agreat scorpion.

The gleaming mandibles swept over the forehead and formed amask over the woman's eyes. The
fore-claws and pincers curved along the sides of her face, resembling the jaw guards of ancient Roman
helmets. The stinger-tipped tail curved up over theridged crown of the headpiece like acrest.

From the crowd a chant arose, a babble of confusing voices but one word finaly became identifiable:
"'Scor-pay-alz/ Scor-pay-ah! Scor-pay-aA/”

Grant exchanged stunned glances with Shizuka. It hadn't occurred to him that Scorpia Prime might be a
woman. With her features obscured, he couldn't see much of her face, but agraceful swanlike neck led
to voluptuous body draped in athin, gauzy sk, which only blurred, not obscured her long legs and firm
round breasts. Taut nipples pressed againgt the thin fabric, asif she werein ahigh state of sexua arousdl.
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Her body was too perfect. She waslike the idedlized mae image of feminine beauty, rather than ared
living woman. For an ingtant, Grant wondered if a cunningly crafted mannequin had not been placed on
the stage under the cover of the smoke, but then he saw Scorpia Prime gesture and he knew she was
definitdy dive.

Inaloud clear voice, Scorpia Prime began speaking. Shizuka hurriedly trandated: " The enemies of
divine annihilation gather in the darkness. They would continue to ravage Earth by burning away the
green from our jungles, turning flower to ash, clean water to poison!”

The assembled horde howled in approva, but Grant sensed acurioudy rituaized quaity about their
reaction, asif they had rehearsed it for many days prior to the ceremony.

"Tonight the forces of annihilation are drawn together!" the woman continued. "Tonight we sedl our pact
to serve Shivato bring about the Pralaya, the destruction of the universe. Asa scorpion stingsitsdlf to
death in the hot sun, we shdl seeto it that humanity doesthe same! The moment of our triumph isupon
us." She gestured to Kane, sagging in his bonds between the pillars. "As we possess him, so do we
possess the secret steps to the Tandava, the dance of destruction. He came here to destroy, to prevent
usfrom fulfilling our pact with Shiva. So we will mingle this man'stwo life forces as a consecration of our
pact! Tonight, Shakti stridesamong usl™
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The cymbals clashed again, strings sighed and the drums throbbed. Scorpia Prime began to dance
around Kane, moving her hands and armsin ritudigtic, intertwining angles and arcs. Sted gleamed in
both of her hands. Her thumbs were tipped with curving tips of metd, like claws—or Grant redlized
bleskly, the stingers of scorpions.

He watched the woman, recalling Lakesh's description of the sacred dances of Shiva, the divine cregator
and destroyer who haunted graveyards asthe lord of ghosts. Scorpia Prime danced the part of one of

Shivaswives, Kdi, who feasted on sacrifices of human blood. At that point, the woman swept her right
thumb down Kane'storso, the sted spur inflicting a crimson-welling incision from his chest to hispelvis.



Hedidn't so much asjerk in response.

Grant made amotion asif to shoulder his Steyr and start firing at the masked woman, but Shizukalaid a
restraining hand on hisarm and shook her head urgently. Her face beneath the stripings of combat
cosmetics was very pae. She whispered, "Kaneisdready in so much pain at this point, he can't fedl
much of anything."

Bleakly, Grant knew she spoke the truth. He couldn't help but wonder &t the extent of hisfriend's
numbness, whether he was either suffering from adrug-induced pardysis or smply faking
UNCONSCi OUSNESS.

Grant could only watch as Scorpia Prime continued to dance around Kane with the consummate grace of
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an artigt, yet with the abandon of anymph. As Sati, another wife of Shiva, she mimed sacrificing herself
to her lord by legping into imaginary flames. It was the ritual act of suttee, the long-banned custom of
Hindu widowsjoining their husbandsin their funerd pyres.

The masked woman then began Shakti's dance of divine lust to the pulsing begt of the drums. In dow
motion, Scorpia Prime danced around Kane, embracing him, diding her aams around him, smearing the
blood from the cut she had inflicted al over hisbody. She assumed avariety of erotic posturesto
suggest intercourse. Although Kane's head didn't rise, his penisdid. Scorpia Prime lowered herself to
her knees before him. What followed was dmost too sickening for Grant to watch. It was what Lakesh
had vaguely referred to as Tantrikarites, theingestion of the two fluids of life and what ScorpiaPrime
hed called Kane'stwo life forces.

The drumbest increased its tempo, and the writhing shadow cast on the wall behind Kane and the
knedling woman was of amultiarmed creature of cosmic lust. All during the act of raw carndity, Kane's
eyesdidn't so much asflicker, but shudders racked hisframe. After afew moments, Scorpia Prime
pulled away and majestically rose to her feet. She faced the crowd, thefirdlight glistening from reddish
moisture on her lips. Sheraised both armsin an imperious gesture and shouted, " Avatara Shival”
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Shizuka bresthed atrand ation in ahorrified tone, "Incarnation of Shiva."”

The announcement and her performance had its desired effect on the celebrants. The men and woman
clutched at each other wildly in amad variety of sexud joinings. They cried out to Shakti to appear
among them. They chanted " Shakti! Shakti!"

The crowd suddenly parted and severa of the red-turbaned Nirodha soldiers dragged awoman into the
center of the temple. They were laughing, echoing the chant of the celebrants, " Shakti! Shakti!™ but they
made it sound asif they were delivering a package.

Grant craned to his neck to get a better view of the captive who was being hauled forward. He groaned
deep in histhroat when he recognized Brigid Baptiste. She was humiliatingly dressed in little more than
twists of silk around her breasts and loins. She looked like a prostitute one might find in the street
bazaars of Cdcutta. Her long red-gold mane of hair hung loose, and it was twined with bright jungle
flowers. They had powdered and rouged her cheeks, painted her lipsabright red.



Beneath the harlot's mask they had daubed on her, Grant could read fear and anger in equa measure on
her face. Her eyes glinted emerald hard, but they went wide with shock when she saw the spread-eagled
and bloody Kane. She struggled to no avail between the turbaned men who pinioned her aams and
dragged her toward the stage.

They hauled her up ashort set of sone stairsand
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brought her face-to-face with Scorpia Prime, who eyed her haughtily. Grant could see Brigid'slips
moving, but he couldn't hear what she said. He guessed the fate Scorpia Prime had hi mind for he—she
was to be the centerpiece of an orgy while she and the helpless and drained Kane watched.

Suddenly, Brigid kicked hersdlf off thefloor, using the cultists as braces. Her long legs flashed and bare
feet came up and connected solidly againgt the underside of the Scorpia Prime'sjaw, lifting her up on her
toes and sending her staggering back against one of the pillars to which Kane was lashed. The woman's
scorpion helmet was didodged and fell from her head, but she managed to catchiit.

The Nirodha soldiersingtantly tightened their brutal grips, forcing Brigid to her knees. ScorpiaPrime
held the mask with both hands for amoment, glaring over it in maddened fury before putting it back on.

Brigid met that glare and her ddlicate features twisted first hi astonishment, then arage that overwhelmed
the same emotion imprinted on Scorpia Prime'sface. Grant felt the reaction to the woman's unmasking
like aforty-pound dedge.

hi the couple of seconds before the helmet went back on, he saw how the woman's complexion wasthe
flawless hue of fine honey. Her long, straight hair, siwept back from a high forehead and pronounced
widow's peak, was caught up in abraid at the back of her head. It was so black asto be blue when the

light caught it.
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The large, feine-danted eyes above high, regal cheekbones looked amost the same color as her hair,
but glints of violet swam in them. The mark of an aristocrat showed in her sculpted features, with the
arch of brows and her thin-bridged nose.

Grant was too numbed to shoulder hisrifle, too stunned by the sght of the woman to move, speak or

even bresthe. He had only seen her afew timesin the past, but with a marrow-freezing sensation of
horror, he recognized her immediately.

Chapter 14

"Erica?' Kane's voice was aragged growl of incredulity. "Ericavan Soan?’
Grant nodded only once. "Unless you know another Erica, yeah, that'swho | mean.”

Thetwo men sat in aroom on the far Sde of the palace from where they had dined. The room opened
onto abalcony that overlooked ashoa of craggy rocks and asmall bay. The rocksthrust up out of the



foaming surf like blunt fangs. They led in anirregular path to the smal idet of Thunder Ide.

The chamber, which was on an upper floor of the fortress, served as Grant's office, study and even his
trophy room. Light gleamed on upright glass cases holding mementoes of Grant's past. There were
kniveswith old bloodstains on the stedl blades, guns of different makes, his Sin Eater and Copperhead
from hisyearsasaMag.

Even Domi's knife, the one with the nine-inch-long wickedly serrated blade that had cut Guana Teague's
throat when the Pit boss of Cobaltville was strangling the life from him, was on display. In acase beside
it rested her Dectonics Combat Master autopistol, the blue-stedl frame oiled and polished.
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Reverently spotlighted in atall display case were two suits of body armor mounted on metal
frameworks. One was asuit of samurai armor, standing like asilent sentinel. It was topped by awar
helmet that bore twin sweeps of metal, curving out from the sideslike dark wings seen edge-on in flight.
A sickle moon made of brass served as a crest, positioned between adender pair of foot-long antlers
mede of asoftly gleaming aloy.

Kane didn't need to be told the armor was Sni-zuka's, nor did the scabbarded long-bladed katana and
shorter tanto sword resting on pegs insde the case require identification asto their former owner. The
blades were dmost supernaturaly sharp, able to cleave smoothly even through polycarbonate. Shizuka
had once attributed the cutting qudity to an old technique of laser sharpening the edgesto only afew
molecules of thickness.

A ceramic jar painted with a stylized tiger rested on a small wooden pedestal at the bottom of the case.
Kane knew that within the jar were Shizuka's cremated remains.

Standing beside her samurai armor was the black, close-fitting exoskeleton of a hard-contact
Magistrate. Made of molded polycarbonate, it conformed to the biceps, triceps, pectoras and
abdomen. The armor was lightweight and had the ability to redistribute kinetic shock resulting from
projectileimpact. The small, disk-shaped badges of office were emblazoned on the lft pectoral.
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Grant and Kane sat at adesk and dabbed at their injuries, mainly minor contusions and abrasions, with
sponges soaked with water and a hedling but strong-smelling unguent.

Too stunned to speak for amoment, Kane stood and went to the balcony, propping his elbows against
thetop rail. He vacantly gazed out at the harbor. A number of quays and docks were built around a spit
of volcanic rock that jutted into the blue waters. A cluster of vesselswastied up there, mainly barges
and skiffs, but dso aflotillaof larger vessalsthat had dl the characteristics of warships. They were dl of
atype, riding high above the waterline, consisting of sharp angles, arches and buttresses, with sails made
of waxed and oiled paper.

The port was abeehive of activity, with the fishing boats returning with their day's catch. Dusk was
creeping up over the sheltered cover, and the orange bal of the sun had aready lost its brilliance. Green
nets hung from pilings and were spread out over the docks. People wearing asimple ensemble of cotton
T-shirts and shorts swarmed all over the waterfront area, laughing and singing as they worked. It wasa



pretty scene, with astorybook quality, even though Kane retained vivid recollections of repulsing an
invasion force of Mags dispatched from Baron Snakensh in those same waters. He remembered how,
shortly after the battle, when the tide went out the crescent moon of sandy white beach had been stained
red at the waterline.
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"Kane?' Grant's voice was both impatient and concerned.

Turning toward him, Kane said, "'l don't remember anything likethat. All | recall iswaking up right as
Brigid—" He clamped hislips shut on the rest of hiswords, unable to put avoiceto (he memory.

Histhought processes moved duggishly, like haf-frozen mud as he strained to dredge up even a
fragmented recollection that corresponded to what Grant had just told him of that night.

"Y ou were drugged,” Grant replied in alow, even voice, stepping out on the bal cony beside him. "Andin
shock. Besides, even if you could remember, Ericas back was to you when Brigid unmasked her.”

The blood pounded in Kane's temples, and he felt like smashing the flimsy door of paper and lathwork
with hisfigts, but he decided he had caused enough damage to Grant'shome for one visit. He
demanded, ' 'Why didn't you tell me about this then, after we blew the munitions dump?*

"l wasin alittle bit of shock mysdlf that night,” Grant snapped bitterly. "1'd been shot like what, about
three times and stabbed twice? And | was positive | saw the Scorpia Prime being burned dive by one of
the incend grenades you threw. One of my Tigersfound her body, but it was burned beyond
recognition... that helmet was welded to her head.

"So when Ericaturned up later, dive and without so much asahank of hair smdling like smoke, |
figured I'd made a mistake because of the those damn
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werewolf weed fumes. | wasalittle out of it, even before dl hell broke loose."

Kanetook adeep, caming breath, trying to control the adrenaine-fueled spasmsin his ssomach
muscles. His mind started to glue the bits and pieces of new information onto the old. With an dmost
suffocating sense of defeet, he redized that with only aminimal amount of turning and twisting, the pieces
al fit together.

Sam, the self-proclaimed imperator who wielded control over the prana, the old Sanskrit term that
referred to theworld soul...

L akesh and Erica, who had sworn undying alegiance to Sam after he used the prana energy to not only
restore, but dso maintain their youth...

The SQUID implants, which supposedly connected dl the new world's citizens with the world soul, and
hence to Sam, and thus making them citizens of the adaptive Earth...

The Nirodhas sudden rise from obscurity to ultimate power in the Indian subcontinent, evolving amost
overnight from asmall sect of fanaticsto awell-armed nation within anation because of their devotion to
bringing about the time of Pralaya, the complete destruction of everything except for the world soul...



Brigid's death and Ericas pleathat Kane become her consort, choosing Lakesh only after he rejected
her...

Therift that developed between him and Grant after the desth of Shizuka, leaving her children without a
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mother, him without awife and akingdom without aruler...

Kane's two-decades-long obsess on with understanding the work of Burr and other Operation Chronos
scientists, and how it proceeded from the assumption that the nature of time was like an ever rolling
river, then learning from Ericahow the very existence of time depended on the presence of space...and
that if pace could be measured, so could chronon strings...

The sudden appearance of Tanvirah at Cerberus, coinciding with acritical juncture of his
tempora-manipulation researches, with atae of how the Nirodha had made smilar discoveries, but
intended to use them to bring about the time of Pralaya...

Tanvirah's subtle urging that he go to Thunder 1de and the Operation Chronosingallation there,
pretending that she knew nothing of the hard fedlings between him and Grarnt...

All the arrows pointed in one direction and they pointed so blatantly, Kane wondered if he had been
mentally incompetent for the past twenty years, or if he were now suffering from the paranoid delusion to
enddl ddusions

Although hisflesh fet dlammy and dl the moisture had dried in his mouth, he sounded eerily cam when
he said, "Weve been duped, Grant. Played for fools since the day Cerberusfell.”

Grant grunted in acknowledgment of Kane's declaration, asif he weren't hearing anything he hadn't
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aready suspected. He stared at the bay and the boats bobbing on its surface, without really seeing them.
"What do you mean?"

"I mean when Sam and Ericafindly redlized none of usin Cerberuswere going to join themwillingly in
their war to overthrow the barons, they decided not to give us much option. They purposefully alowed
Baron Cobalt to return and take over again.”

Grant frowned skepticdly, then relaxed with dawning comprehension asthe implications of Kane's
words sank in. In ahoarse whisper, he said, "There was no way Cobalt could have secretly enlisted the
backing of the other barons and managed to grab the reins of power back from Ericawithout help from
some quarter. We dways knew that. And you aways suspected Sam had something to do with it."

Kane nodded. "That help might have been nothing more than Sam and Ericasmply stepping aside and
alowing Cobadlt to complete his plans. Or Sam could have pretended to negotiate termswith Cobdlt,
knowing damn well the treacherous son of bitch would crawfish on any promises he made, and turn on
him. In that case, Sam would have essentidly financed hiswar of attrition.”

Grant vented a heavy sgh. "For the sake of argument, let's believe that's exactly what Sam and Erica



did. Areyou saying they manufactured the Nirodha movement?'

Kane absently drummed hisfingers againg the bacony railing. "No, the movement itsdf wasred
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enough. That checked out. They were just asmall rag-ass sect of fanatics, controlling an isolated part of
Assam. Welve seen it happen before.”

Grant said nothing, knowing what he meant. Despite the globa megacull two centuries previous, many
concepts survived and even thrived in the new, post-nuke environment. Rituas of sex and ataste for
organized religion echoed in oneform or another down through the years following the nukecaust.

"However," continued Kane, "the Nirodha received some kind of aid, drew on resourcesin order to
expand their field of operations and sphere of influence and gain new recruits. The practice of Tantric
sex worship never died out completely in India...that's a powerful tool and inducement to join up.”

"If Sam provided the aid,” Grant said, "then there had to have been a payoff of some sort. What could it
have been?'

Kane paused, eyes narrowed as he pondered the question. At length he said, " The most obvious
objective would be to build a power basein Southeast Asia. Another reason would have been to keep
the pot bailing, the shit stirred up.”

"Wha'?'

"After the formation of the CCS, we had only a couple of years of relative peace, right?"

Grant nodded reluctantly. "If that. There were Roamer gangs trying to organize and divide up the
Outland territories, the Pischacarevolts...and then the Nirodha started their brush wars and exporting
their
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terrorism. A pretty damn busy time...not really peaceful.”

"Maybe too damn busy,” Kane commented reflectively.

Grant cocked hishead at him. "How s0?"

"'A society built on war and threats of war isusudly too distracted to question itself."

Grant pursed hislips thoughtfully. Kane paced away from the balcony, crossed the room and then
returned to it. He didn't fedl as agitated as he appeared, despite the topic of discussion. For thefirgt time
in many years, more years than he cared to remember, his point man's sense was awake and dert again.
During hisMag days, because of his uncanny ability to sniff danger in the offing, he was dways chosen
to act asthe advance scout, as the point man. When he walked point, Kane felt eectricdly alive, sharply
tuned to every nuance of his surroundings and what he was doing.

Hefédt alive now, no longer out of sync with the flow or direction of hislife. Ashe and Grant reasoned
out aproblem that a self-styled genius had concocted to stymie lesser intellects, it was areminder of an



aspect of hisyears battling the barons he had keenly missed. If only Brigid had been there to round out
the triumvirate, to bounce back ideas, possibilities and counterproposas, then the world would be the
way it was supposed to be—the three of them, the living incarnation of the Trimurti, contending again
with un-
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knowns, facing down amenace, defusing athreat and outwitting deeth.
"A patternisforming here" Grant murmured grimly.

Kane nodded in silent agreement. It was a pattern of such long-range, intricate and complex evil, it made
hisbelly twist in knots. " Twenty-seven years of undergoing wars, hardships, strife, loss, both of us
growing very old very fast...while Erica, Lakesh and Sam retain their youth...and they stay together while
we were driven gpart, separated. Everyone and everything that meant anything to either one of uswas
taken away, while they built the world they wanted. Their adaptive Earth.”

"A world of survivorsand victims," Grant said dourly. "No different than the one we were born into.”

"Survivorssurvivein different ways," stated Kane. "Wedid it by being tough but not very conniving. So
when being conniving became the prerequisite for surviving, we turned into victims.”

Grant chuckled, but there was no real humor hi it. "I guessyou're right. But that doesn't mean you can
change things by tampering with the tempord flow."

"Doesn't it?" Kane fastened a challenging gaze onto Grant's face. "Think about it—time and mind have a
way of dedling with thingsthat go wrong. Right at this second, just by discussing what we're discussng,
you've joined mein thelong process of undoing
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what has been done. That's the subjective dement of quantum physics.”

Grant snorted. 'Y ou've been living with Bry for too long.”

Kane smiled sourly. "Try to dissuade me from the conviction that domestic Situation shouldn't be
changed by any means necessary, and well be rolling around on the grass again.”

"Where are you going with this?' Grant asked sternly.

Kane shook his head dowly, hislong hair stirred by the breeze coming in off the bay. "I think you know.
Everything that has happened to us, to the world from the moment Sam first gppeared nearly thirty years
ago, was staged. All the events were parts of aplan he— and for al we know, Balam—devel oped.
Maybe even before Sam made his public debut during the baronia council, after we destroyed the
ArchuletaMesafacility.”

Grant stared a him with open dishdlief. "That's stretching things alittle, isn't it?"

"What were we taught about strategy back at the Mag academy? It's al about multiple scenarios. When
we raided adaghole, we didn't have just one plan, we had ten. So look at al the evidence.”



Kane began ticking off the points on hisfingertips. "If Lakesh had joined Sam when they first met, then
morethan likely Baron Cobat would have never returned after the Sege of hisville. Or if he had, he
would have never been ableto pull off the coup that
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he did. We wouldn't have had a Consolidation War, or a Pischaca uprising, since there would have been
no reason to breed them. And | doubt we would have had to contend with a Scorpia Prime.”

He paused, inhaed a deep breath then plunged on. "Brigid, Shizuka, Domi and maybe everybody else
we knew would probably still be dead. More than likely, so would we."

Grant grunted, knuckling his chin contemplatively. "Because we till would have refused to join the
im-perator, even though he wanted to overthrow the barons. Eventually, we would have ended up

fightinghim."

"Exactly. Baron Cobat and the others did Sam an enormous tactica favor by destroying Cerberus. That
act left usno choice but to join him. It'sa pretty fragile chain of coincidence to hang our perceptions of
redlity on, wouldn't you say?'

"I would. But what about Balam? Lakesh claimed he saw him in Xian, but only once. If hewas
supporting Sam, mentoring and counsdling him, where did he go?"

Kane shrugged. "Who the hell knows? Who cares? Sam claimed to have Enlil's genetic Structure, and
Baam had EnUl's—"

"Judt like dl the other hybrids" Grant brokein peevishly. "That's not particularly sgnificant.”
"Maybenot."

Kanefdl silent. He remembered how Baam was anchored to the hybrid barons through some hyper-
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gpatid filaments of their mind energy, akin to the hive mind of certain insect species. Inasmuch asdl of
the Archon genetic materid in the hybrids had derived from Balam, that connection wasn't particularly
urprising.

Lakesh had learned that the DNA of Balam'sfolk wasinfinitely adaptable, malleable, its segments able
to achieve anear seamless sequencing pattern with whatever biologica materia that was spliced toit. In
someways, it acted like avirus, overwriting other genetic codes, picking and choosing the best human
quditiesto enhance. Their DNA could be tinkered with to create endless variations; it could be adjusted
and fine-tuned.

Even more shocking was Balam's admission that he and his ancient folk were of hybridized human stock
themselves, not dien, but dienated.

Kane declared, "Whether Bdam wasredly guiding and counseling Sam way back when isn't very
important now."

"Wheat the hdl is, then?" Grant sngpped impatiently.



Inaflat, unemotiond voice, Kaneintoned, "That we accept once and for al that everything that
happened over the past twenty-seven yearswas al part of a schemeto breed people like me and you
out of existence. We'reintdligent dinosaurs but dinosaurs nevertheless. If we couldn't be controlled or
exploited, then we had to be isolated, like zookeepers used to do with rogue animals.
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"Our support systems were taken away from us— our wives, our friends, our beliefs and findly each
other. In short, Sam, Ericaand Lakesh clipped our talons, pulled our fangs and gelded us.”

"Speak for yoursdf," Grant muttered darkly.

Kane went on asif he hadn't heard. "We also have to accept that none of it was supposed to happen. It
was an unnaturd twisting of events, of forcing the flow of our livesinto directionsthey weren't meant to
go, adigtortion of thetimeline.

"And findly we have to accept that we must take any chance, jJump at any opportunity, to make things
right agan.”

Reaching into his pocket, Kane brought out the four memory cards, fanning them in hisright hand. The
Setting sun struck dull glintsfrom their crystaline corners.

Grant regarded the little wafers with suspicious, narrowed eyes. His eyes widened with astonishment
when Kane declared blithdly, "'l can use these to make thingsright again. | can findly implement my own
plan, working backward from now to make sure this now, never is."

"What?' Grant's voice was adangerous, threatening rumble.

"It'srisky—I won't deny that. | may trigger atrans-dimensional discontinuity and al of uswill be sucked
into atempora crossrip, with our headsin the Triassic Age and our asses stuck in the Renaissance. Or
I'll bring into existence abranching probability universe,
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and nothing will change here and none of us herewill bethewiser. But—"

"But," Grant broke in harshly, "you might do nothing more than fuck up afew key eventsin the past, so
that our now isessentidly the same asit isat thismoment, only worse. Like, | never had children, |
never met Shizukaand I'm ablind cripplein the Outlands begging for food from Dregs.”

Kane opened his mouth to counter Grant's objection, then he swallowed hard. "'l understand. Who
knows, maybe I'm under the control of Sam, maybe Ericainjected those damn SQUIDs into me twenty
years ago and |'ve been doing theimperator's bidding dl dong.”

"l get the point,” Grant growled. "We can fuse oursalves out by counting up al the possibilities.”

Kane nodded. "Y es, but that doesn't invalidate your fears.”

Grant grinned lopsidedly, placing hishandsflat on thetop rail of the balcony. "It doesn't vaidate them,
ether. All right, you can take the dilator's memory cards. But you still haven't explained to me how you'll



get around the double-occupancy paradox. Neither me, you nor Bry can go back to the time before the
attack on Cerberus, sncewe al existed then."

His shoulders stiffened as a sudden notion occurred to him. Y ou're not planning to send Lakesh'skid,
Tanvirah, through, are you?"

Kane smiled wryly. "Niceidea, but no. Wed ill have atempora paradox to try to get around. If | dis-
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patch her back in time and her actions keep our present from coming into being, then shewon't have
been born and therefore she won't be here for me to send back—"

"Oh, do tell memore," Grant cut in sarcagticaly. "Thisis S0 like having Lakesh vist I'm abouit to cry with
thenogagiacof itdl.”

Kane didn't blame him for becoming irritated. He remembered how sorry he used to be after asking
such questions of Lakesh. They inevitably led to brain-battering concepts better |eft done by minds
steeped in the dementary ABCs of mathematics and physics.

"So noted," Kane said, folding hisarms over his chest, clicking thelittle crystal waferstogether in his
hand. "To get back to your question of who to dispatch—for the mission to have any chance of success,
it requires someone who was completely out of the chronon stream during al those key years, someone
who didn't contribute to the temporal fracture lines, someone who can understand these particular
principles of quantum physicsin order to initiate the proper sequence of eventsto change things.
Someone who knows us, someone who has avested interest in thiskind of world not cominginto
exigence."

AsKane spoke, Grant's forehead acquired deep creases of consternation and confusion. " Someone
who was completely out of the chronon stream? That would have to be someone who wasn't even born,
right?’

Kane shook his head. "Not necessarily."

I
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"It can't be someone who died before dl of this happened, can it? Does that means you're planning to
trawl somebody we know from the past like Sindri did toDomi—"

Grant broke off when he saw the dmost imperceptible change come over Kane's studious expression.
He gtared at him silently, wonderingly, mind whedling with conjecture and wild speculations. A chill hand
caressed the base of bis spine. His own face contorted in amask of appalled incredulity.

Pushing himsdlf away from the bal cony, Grant took two stumbling steps back, nearly colliding with a
display case. He bellowed, "Now, wait just adamn minute!”



Chapter 15

The breeze waslight and not particularly cold, even at such ahigh dtitude. It caught Tanvirah'shair and
blew it in adelicate tracery over her face, even asit pressed the thin fabric of her robe againgt the
contours of her body.

A haf-moon splashed the plateau with an ecto-plasmic radiance, small gleamsreflecting from the
scattering of old metal. Some of it was so corroded, it wasimpossibleto tdll its true shape, while other
bitswere as shiny asif they were freshly minted.

She found herself not quite as distressed as she thought she would be after her communication with Sam,
but then she hadn't been able to tell him about Kane's apparent disappearance from the redoubt. She
had only discovered he was missing an hour ago, and Bry refused to supply any information about where
he had gone.

During the telepathic exchange with the imperator, Tanvirah had expected to be chastised by her half
brother for having so littleto tell him, but she wasn't surprised when Sam only inquired asto the
disposition of Kane and the status of the misson. Hewas disgppointed in her lack of hard intelligence,
however.
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Tanvirah thought, / amwilling to be questioned. Do you wish a summation of events?

Unnecessary, came the razor-thin menta response. | see what transpired in your mind. So you have
not learned anything of value from him?

Tanvkah winced when the Uma stone transmitted the acidic texture of accusation into her mind. Nothing
specific. | amstill trying to gain histrust.

She supplied theimage of treating Kane'swound in the shower, accentuating the proximity of his naked
body to her own.

/ see. Thevigon of Sam'sfacein her mind seemed to smile, coldly and mockingly. Behind the smile
Tanvirah sensed adreadful hunger, an equaly strong distrust for what it needed to control—human life,
human aspirations, human dreams. Theimperator would not have admitted to distrust, however. He
referred to his objective to control humanity as the Great Plan. She had been a part of it since the day,
the very hour, of her birth. She considered it agreat honor.

In many ways, her relationship and interaction with Sam was similar to the manner the Trust of theold
baronia system was organized, which in and of itself wasthelast in along line of secret societiesthat
held and conceded the knowledge of the Archon Directorate from the world. Such societies traced their
roots back to ancient Egypt, Babylon, Mesopotamia, Greece and even Sumeria. Throughout
humankind's history, secret covenants with the entities known as Archons by kings, princes and even
presidents were struck. It

200 JAMES AXLER

was probably the only workable tradition from the barons Sam had retained.



Sam said, A subtle seduction is taking too long to resolve the problem. | perceive a more direct
approach might be necessary,

Into her mind swelled an image of her thighs gripping Kane, of her hands stroking his swest-filmed back.
Tanvirah hesitated before replying, / under stand.
Good.

Tanvirah understood that ambition, even the emotionless aspirations of an imperator, had to accept the
limitations of redlity. It took time to control the wild, mad human beingswho infested the planet. It had
required decades before the dominion of the imperator could be firmly established on one continent,
much less on four. The planet was so vast, and even after severa wars, people were so plentiful the task
seemed too great to ever be accomplished.

And there were till people scattered throughout the Outlands who refused to become part of the
imperia society and therefore had not been subjected to the SQUID implants. There were not agreat
number of them any longer, nor wasit quite the same stigmato be an outlander asit had been a
generdion earlier.

In baronia days, aperson's classification as an out-lander was in some ways worse than adeath
sentence. It was aform of nonexistence. For people who had been born outside the direct influence of
the villes, who worked the farms, toiled in thefidlds or smply
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roamed from place to place, being an outlander wasn't a punishment; it was smply the way things were.
They knew they were reviled by the ville-bred. To be recognized as a person with aright to exist, one
had to belong to ville society, evenif only in the lowest caste.

Those who weren't chosen to belong, or chose not to, were the outlanders. They were expendable, the
free labor force, the cannon fodder, the convenient enemies of order, the usel ess eaters. Brigid Baptiste,
Grant, Kane and al of the exilesin Cerberus were reclassified as outlanders.

Although the advent of the imperator had changed the old caste system, those who didn't submit willingly
to his authority were threats to the Great Plan.

The sheer enormity of the Great Plan was enough to intimidate anyone. But Sam'sideals governed his
life, and those closest to him—to dominate everyone, control every destructive urge, to eiminate waste,
to unify, to establish thelaw of pitilesslogic and cold reason wherever humanity could be found. The
only way the species could survive was by domination.

However, the neuronic energy provided by the SQUIDs channel ed through the Heart of the World did
not alow the imperator to read or directly control minds. It did, however, permit him to give and receive
impressions, ideas and visualizations. From these various stimuli, Sam possessed the ability to
extrapolate from a handful of known facts and to predict the logica sequence of events. It wastruly a
talent, not necessarily alearned skill.
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To gauge and evaluate and to reach a conclusion that was so probable asto be dmost certain, was



more than precognition. Tanvirah had often secretly suspected the imperator was ng acomputer
program of some sort. He had blended technology to augment his own natura psionic abilities.

Certainly Sam employed molecular technology to maintain hishedth. Theill, theold and theinjured al
auffered from misarranged patterns of molecules whether damaged by invading viruses, passng time or
genetics. Sam's nanotechnology rearranged cells a amolecular level and set what was wrong aright.

Kaneisthe only failure | inherited from the reign of the barons, Sam said sadly. All of them,
particularly Baron Cobalt, tried but failed to control himor destroy him.

Tanvirah knew how deeply Sam was disturbed by Kane, by the very fact he il lived despite
forswearing alegiance to him. He was aman who had defeated the barons on numerous occasions and
who merited degth for al the chaos he had wrought, but who had, incredibly, managed to €l ude the traps
et for him, the snares designed to hold him fast.

He has been lucky, Tanvirah said soothingly.

Luck or something more? An attribute as unusual as his physical prowess. We know the nature of
the human mind. We know that the SQUIDs enable my mind to become the mind of the human,
old or new, in almost total assimilation. But only of those born in the last twenty or so years.
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Kane and his friends were of a very specific mindset—headstrong, brilliant, even domineering.
They filled an important niche before, when the planet was struggling to recover from the nuclear
holocaust, but they became obsolete. Nature abhors more than a vacuum, it also abhors and
eliminates evolutionary dead ends. | helped nature along, even prodded her, when circumstances
required it. | should have devoted more time to neutralizing even the potential for a threat.

You had other things to do, Tanvirahtold him. 1m-plementing the Great Plan was far more
important than dealing with a couple of malcontents with deficient comprehension abilities.

Now you must supply my own deficiencies, Scorpio Prime, Sam replied, deliberately using her roya
title. You must make sure that his foolish tamperings with the quantum field do not impinge on my
—our—work. It hasreached a critical juncture and will not abide the kind of interference that
Kane and Grant were renowned for employing when they were younger.

There are just two of them, said Tanvirah. And it appears that the wedge driven between them
years ago is still intact. Sngly, they can do nothing. Even together, they would only be a
nuisance. It would not be like the days when this place, this Cerberus, was a focal point of
destructive energy, when the world was full of unbridled savagery, of killing, of torture and
hatred.

Perhaps, sad Sam musngly. Only Kane and Grant remain of those chaotic days. Nature no longer
has
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any use for them, except where and how they may serve others. But as long as one of them exists,
they are an energy focus.



Hestantly, with trepidation, Tanvirah said, / do not under stand.

Sam's mind probe carried within it the abrasive texture of condescension. The universeis a violent
mael strom of energy, of forces that could ravage this world flow just outside our boundaries of
perception, but those forces are only destructive when interference is created. And if nothing else,
Kane and Grant are creatures of interference. | believe it isingrained, perhaps even in their
DNA. The stronger must survive, and those two men are the ultimate survivors. But they have
outsurvived their time. Thereis no place for them here.

For the imperator, the words and emotions he had just conveyed were the equivaent of not only baring
his soul, but aso alengthy statement of policy. She felt her heartbeat speed up due to the course of
action theimperator implied.

They have been controlled for two decades or more, Tanvirah said. Through personal loss,
confusion and manipulation they have posed no threat to you or the Great Plan.

Plans are brittle, came the cold response, great or otherwise. And like glass, they can shatter if the
proper forceisapplied in just the right place. There are times when events shoulder aside and
ride roughshod over the most intricately constructed plans. Our
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work is a very delicate balancing act to bring together powerful forces and events, so they will
create what the world needs so desperately.

The Tandava? sheinquired. The time of Pralaya? Try as she might, Tandvirah was not able to
eliminae afant touch of sarcasm from her question.

Sam picked up on it. Hismental response was so powerful she nearly cried out in pain. Do you think |
will employ excessive force to solve this problem? That it is a demonstration of misplaced and
lingering resentment toward those two men who fought with me but not for me?

Carefully, shereplied, Not at all. | only suggest that to divert resources to neutralizing Kane and
Grant might be a waste of potential energy.

Perhaps so. The response was as sharp as awhip-crack. But would you not agree that any loss
would be minimized against the greater gain?

Tanvirah recognized the trap. To question him further or to disagree was to betray aweskness. If she
chalenged him, no matter how diplomaticaly, then shewould be classified asadreamer, an idedist. She
would be denounced as one who could not abide efficiency and applied logic. She would stand with
Kane, with Grant, with al those who were the natural enemies of the imperator. Once they had been
eliminated, the rest of the populace would be relatively easy to control—or at least that was the common
philosophy as espoused by her parents.

She knew Sam was as close to agenuine messiah
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aswas ever born in the history of the world. She aso knew that such messianic clamswere usudly
based on prophecies recorded earlier in history, and there was only one sure way of separating a



pretender from atrue messiah. Thetitle had to be earned by deed, not by word.

It was a cold and uncompromising way of looking &t it, sinceit ruthlessy stripped away the facade of
magic and mystery, and forced whoever claimed thetitle of messiah to actually bring about prophesied
changes.

Sam could do that, and he had been doing so, but only because he brooked no interference from those
who didn't share hisvison or hislofty goas of aunified world.

Rather than directly address his question, Tanvirah confidently stated, / follow you, brother, no matter
where you lead or what path you direct me to walk.

The answer satisfied Sam, at least for the time being. Then gain Kane's confidence. It is unimportant
how we do it, but I must know his plans.

And you shall, Tanvirah responded. By any means at my disposal.

And there the communication ended, which was fortunate because the notion of how the means dways
shaped the ends had crept into the forefront of her mind.

The night breeze suddenly carried with it the rich whiff of burning tobacco, and Tanvirah turned swiftly.
She saw Kane standing no more than ten feet away,
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thetip of acigar glowing like ared Cyclopean eye in the shadows of hisface. Chagrined, sheredized he
had crossed the plateau without a misstep or making anoise. Helooked like a shadow, dressed in
formfit-ting black.

"Y ou need to be careful walking out here," he said in adightly mocking drawl. "Onewrong step and all
the imperator's soldiers and al the imperator's ass-kissers won't be able to put you back together again.”

Tanvirah didn't carefor histone or demeanor. She was disturbed more than angered, however. "'l
looked for you earlier.”

"l just got back afew minutesago,” he replied noncommittally. "Bry told me you were taking an evening
conditutiond.”

Tanvirah nodded. "It's beautiful out here" she said softly. "I've dwaysloved the night. It hidesal the dirt
and ugliness and suffering, and coversit with mystery and the promise of hope for anew day. My
mother and | used to take walks on the walls of High River. All the bright lights of the city, the smells—
everything seemed wonderful .

"When it was called Cobdltville," Kane said around the cigar in acorner of hismouth, "all you could
amel wasthe Tartarus Fits, and that sure as hell didn't smell wonderful.”

Tanvirah brushed strands of hair from her face and said, "'Y oure acynicd man, Kane. Were you dways

thisway?'

Removing the cigar from his mouth, he blew a
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plume of smoke toward the sky. He presented the image of serioudy pondering the question. At length
he said, "Pretty much, yeah."

"My father has said that those who live the most restricted lives are often the most intolerant. And |
suppose there are few lives as redtricted as the one you and Bry have been living up here.”

Kane blew out another stream of smoke. "1 still get around. For example, | just made atrip out to the
coad”

"Towhere?' sheinquired, despising how forced and ingenuous her voice sounded.
With adry chuckle, Kanereplied, "Where you wanted me to go—lkazuchi Kgjima."
"Where?" She knew exactly what he meant and she involuntarily hugged hersdlf.
"Thunder Ide"

Tanvirah didn't reply, but she turned dightly away from him, gazing up at the sky. Her profile was sharp
againg the moonlight, the smooth mounds of her breasts enhanced by the wind-tautened fabric. Thelong
smooth curves of her thighs were parted, and the materia of her robe formed a concavity between them.

"Must wetalk about that again?' Her voice was breathy, husky. "Let's just enjoy the night and each
other's company.”

"Y ou're wasting your time, Tanvirah." Kane's voice was aghostly whisper. "Y ou're certainly beautiful,
but I'm not aroused by tools, by walking, talking, performing instruments.”
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She knew she should have felt rage a hiswords, but instead she experienced only awave of sadness so
soul deep that she could barely keep a sob from catching at her throat. "No, not you, Kane."

She turned to face him, one hand lifting to press againg his chest. "Never you...aman who has been hurt
by loss and then adjudges dl the world responsible for hispain. Y ou havefire ill in you, but not
warmth.”

He said nothing, but he met her gaze olidly. With adistant sense of shock, Tanvirah redized he was
indeed the ultimate survivor, a creature of the wild, perhaps the most dangerous cresture in the world.

She understood why Sam resented him so. Kane was a man who had learned early to live without any
protection other than that provided by his own prowess and wits. Unlike Sam, she admired his
survivability. A warrior, one not afraid to kill, an explorer, one never afraid to plunge into the unknown, a
peacemaker, one compassionate enough to extend the hand of friendship to a defeated enemy.
Compared to him, despite his staggering intellect, Sam seemed a petulant, fearful child.

Tanvirah removed her hand from his chest, but she continued to gaze searchingly into Kane's pale eyes.
In aflat, uninflected voice he intoned, "Tanvirah, | hope you're not expecting meto bresk into tears
because you've touched my heart and I'm desperate to unburden mysalf to someone, particularly a
woman."



She shook her head in pity. " 'I'm not expecting any-
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thing, Kane...except maybe for you to tell me when | can go home. Since you gated to Thunder Ide, you
must have reconfigured the mat-trans for norma use.”

Kane examined the wet end of the cigar before putting it back in hismouth. "True, but Bry isright now
reconfiguring it again, back to the spatiotempora dis-sociator settings.”

Fear leaped through her, galvanized her. "What? Why?"

"Y ou know why. Y our mother, your father and Sam know why—so | can start to undo al of their
perfect orchestrations of people, power, governments and more important, time."

She struggled to tamp down her rising terror. ™Y ou don't know what you're doing, Kane! Y ou power
that thing up without the preset reference conformals and—"

She bit back her words when she saw him angle ironic eyebrows at her. He grinned around the cigar,
but it wasn't an expression of amusement as much as one of triumph. " So you do know a bit more about
the functioning principles of the dissociator than you let on. Why am | not surprised? But | am surprised
that Lakesh would agree to have his daughter act as the imperator's whore to fuck information out of
me"

Tanvirah'slips peded back in asnarl. Shelunged a Kane, swinging her fist at hisface. "Bastard!"

Kane only leaned back abit and easily caught her wrist. Spinning her around, he jerked her arm up
between her shoulder bladesin ahammerlock, dragging
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an aspirated cry of pain and frugtration from her. "Let me go!™
Kane said casudly, "Just asecond, kid."

With hisfree hand he patted her down, and for an instant, Tanvirah wondered if Kane had lost what was
left of hismind and was groping her asaway of destroying her dignity. When shefdt hishand dideinto
the pockets of her robe, she began struggling in apanic. " Stop! ™

Removing his hand from her right pocket, Kane pushed her away from him and released his grip on her
wrigt. Tanvirah whirled and saw him twirling the Uma pendant by itsslver chain. She snatched at it
franticdly, but he evaded her reach, alowing it to wrap around his hand with the diamond nestled snugly
inhispam.

Shrieking wordlessly, Tanvirah lunged for him, fingers seeking his eyes. Kane planted ahand on her
forehead and pushed her away. She sat down heavily on the tarmac with alittle "Oof!" of expelled air.

Kane stepped away from her, his face momentarily clouded by awreath of smoke. He turned his head
and spit the stub out of hismouth. "Like your old man said, | only pretend to be stupid. Didn't you think
| knew about the Uma stones, how they're used as forms of communication between the SQUID



implants and Sam? | was pretty sure you had one on you, since you were acting as his ambassador. Just
like I'm sure you've dready reported to him. That'swhy | don't have the luxury of performing further
experiments”
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Tanvirah started to push herself to her feet, but Kane said sharply, " Stay there, or I'll kick you assfirst
off the diff. What did you tel Sam?"

Sullenly, shereplied, "Nothing. | had nothing to tell him.”

"Let me guess, then." Kane grinned coldly, showing only the edges of histeeth. "Y ou told him how | was
half-fused out, tinkering around with my time machine and drooling in my beard, al heartbroken, forlorn
and desperate for acause, an enemy to fight. The story of the Nirodha and the return of the Scorpia
Primewasjust the thing... offering me another menace to go after and maybe getting alittle revenge for
the deeth of Brigid."

Tanvirah didn't reply, but she knew her expression had to have betrayed her fedlings, because Kane
laughed shortly and contemptuoudly. "I thought so. And hetold you to ease my suffering and in the
process find out just exactly what my plans are with the dissociator. After that—did he order you to kil
me, or did he hope that would happen if | trespassed on Thunder 1d€?"

She blinked up at him in confusion. Neither possibility had occurred to her, but she spit angrily, "You're
the Srategist—you tell me."

"I'll do better than that." He took a step forward, extending ahand to her. "I'll show you.”

Tanvirah recoiled & firgt, thinking he meant to strike her, then she stared at his hand suspicioudly,
digrugtfully, asif the black-gloved fingerswere redly ven-
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omous serpents. Then she reached up and took it. Kane easily pulled her to her feet. " Show me what?*
she demanded.

He marched toward the sec door, striding with along-legged purposefulness. She hurried to catch up.
When they entered the main corridor, she was ingtantly aware of a high-pitched hum, adistant vibration
emanating from the operations center. Her belly turned cold. "What are you doing, Kane?'

Without breaking stride or looking at her, Kane said, "Bry is powering up the dissociator.”

He wended his way through the debrisin the passageway, and Tanvirah rushed after him, scraping her
knees and bumping her elbows. "Y ou can't useit!" she blurted. " ou can't change the present in the
past—time ripples away from an event horizon and flattens out at the edge, so that'll leave you hanging in
aparadox that timeitsef will haveto resolve.

Heignored her. He marched through the operations center and into the antechamber holding the
gateway unit. She dogged his hedls, still babbling. The door of the jump chamber was sedled, but from
within flared a constellation of sparks, blurred and smeared due to the tranducent quality of the



armaglass. From the eevated platform, anerve-stinging hum wafted.

Bry sat insde the curve of the crescent-shaped console. He said loudly, "The data cards are uploaded.
Retrieva process engaged.”

Tanvirah'sverba ondaught of scientific principle clogged in her throat. She swiveled her head so swiftly
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toward Kane, her neck tendonstwinged in pain. "Retrieva process?'

Kane nodded, gesturing to the gateway unit. "Y ou, your parents and Sam were al wrong about my
plans. | wasn' trying to build adissociator to go back in time mysdf, but to pull someone out of nontime,
zero time. For the past twenty-eight years, he's been in the Operation Chronos memory buffer matrix,
reduced to digita information. He's been outside space-timefor al those years, more or lessin atate of
nonexistence. It's not too different from a gateway's quincunx effect, which I'm sure your old man has
explained to you."

"That'simpossible!" Tanvirah exclamed. "Nobody could exist outsde time!™

"Y ou apparently never had Operation Chronosstemporal dilator explained to you,” Bry said with a
snide snicker. "In certain circumstances, photons—the particles of which light is made—can jump
between two points separated by abarrier, and freeze in what appearsto be zero time. That's where our
subject has been for nearly thirty years. In aholding pattern.”

"Who?' Tanvirah dhrilled. "Who has been in zero time?"

On the other sde of the armaglasswalls, great blossoming splashes of color filled the gateway unit The
whine climbed higher in pitch, to such a painful volume everyone covered their ears. All of them stared
wide-eyed at the mat-trans.

Faintly at firdt, as through rolling multicolored clouds, a shape began to materiaize, surrounded by
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an iridescent hao of white mist shot through with cor-ruscating particles of brilliance, like afireworks
display as seen from avast distance. The multicolored clouds overlapped, and the throbbing vibration
continued to climb in scale and pitch, becoming dmost painful. Sparks that were more energy than light
flashed on the other sde of the armaglass dabs.

Theair around the gateway unit wavered with ashimmery blur like heat wavesrising off sunbaked
asphdt. Then abone-jarring crack of thunder compressed their eardrums, hammered at the marrow of
their bones. A deafening, concussive blast cannonaded from within the enclosed jump chamber, then a
consecutive series of brutal, overlapping shock waves crashed into the armaglass barrier. The door
gorang open asif kicked violently from within.

A terrible shrieking and wailing filled the room, like ahundred steam valves venting smultaneoudy. The
sound tore at their ears even asthe display of pyrotechnics stung their eyes.

Kane pulled Tanvirah back asatorrent of dazzling white flame and variegated lightning strokes blazed
out of the unit. The room shook asif battered by aheavy surf, pounding rentlesdy against their



eardrums and bones. Crooked fingers of energy continued to boil and hiss and flare insde the gateway
unit, forming acat's cradle of red crackling threads.

Gushing lines of energy formed aluminous cloud hi the center of the cradle and then burst gpartina
bliz/ard of sparks. Amid the glowing plasma splinters,
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asmall body plummeted out of the heart of the cloud and fell heavily to the floor. The body appeared to
have been dipped in jet-black dye from the neck down. After a second, Tanvirah redlized the figure
wore the same kind of formfitting bodysuit as Kane.

The three of them watched in shocked silence asthe smal figure of aman pushed himsdlf to dl fourson
trembling arms and shaking legs. Sindri looked around unfocusedly, then lowered his head and vomited.

Chapter 16

Sindri tried to shift position away from the pool of vomit, but in doing so hefeD onto hisright side, Ms
limbs twitching spasmodicaly. His eyeswere tightly closed and foam flecked hislips, oozing from the
cornersof hismouth.

"Hessazing!" Bry cried.

Kane went to him ingtantly, dropping to his knees beside the little man. He lowered his head to his chest,
listened and said, "Irregular heartbest, some arrhythmia.”

Kane heaved him up effortlesdy and, holding the three-foot-plus man in hisarmslike a child, rushed out
of the operations center. Over his shoulder he barked to Tanvirah, "Y ou've got medica training! Come
withme!"

The note of command was so powerful in hisvoice, Tanvirah didn't redlize she had obeyed him until she
was hafway out of the control complex. She continued after Kane, her mind spinning with questions,
anxietiesand outright fears.

"Who isthat man?' she demanded loudly, catching up to Kane. "Where did he come from?"
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"Hisnameis Sindri," Kane said over his shoulder. "Origindly he came from Mars."

"Mars?' she echoed increduloudy, scornfully. "Y ou didn't materidize him from Margl"

Kane entered the infirmary and laid the little man on the nearest examination bed. She glanced around
the big room, noting its orderliness as Kane said tersdly, "I pulled him from the Operation Chronos
memory buffer, where subjects who had been trawled from the past were stored as digita patterns. He
jumped into the tempord dilator amogt thirty years ago, and he's been locked in zero time ever since.
Giveme ahand here."

Tanvirah moved to the bedside, looking down at the man who resembled achild lying in his parents
bed. Although he appeared to be only three and a half feet tall, his perfect proportions confused her



sense of perspective for amoment. Unlike other dwarves she had seen, hislegs weren't sumpy or his
armstoo long, or hishead too big, but she couldn't hel p notice the impressive size of the bulge outlined
by the tight black fabric at the juncture of histhighs.

Hisdark blond hair was swept back from an unusually high forehead and tied in aponytail at his nape.
He was ashen, with amixture of bile and sdivadripping from the corners of his mouth, but he was il
one of the most handsome men she had ever seen.

Kane opened Sindri's bodysuit by releasing aseal on the right side and roughly pedling it down over his
torso, reveding abroad chest with adownlike cover-
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ing of hair. Kane turned, took a bag from a shelf and removed a stethoscope. He listened to Sindri's
heart, took his pulse and examined his eyes, moving from one task to the other with agrim, brisk

effidency.

"Weve got auricular fibrillation,” Kane announced.

"Do you have any supplies of digitais or guani-dine?' Tanvirah asked. "Or adefibrillator?'

Shaking his head, Kane reached into the medica bag again. "No, but | prepared for thisalong time ago.”

He removed ahypodermic syringe with afrighten-ingly long needle. It wasfilled with afaintly amber
liquid. Tanvirah grimaced. "What isthat?'

"Adrendin," he said, then jammed the needle into Sindri's chest. "Hold him down."

Tanvirah did ashe said. Therewas afaint crunch of gristle asthe needle penetrated the chest cavity.
Sindri didn't react to the sensation, but when Kane emptied the syringe's contentsinto his heart, he gave
out aloud, gargling cry and tried to jackknife up from the bed. His legs kicked madly asif he were
running in place. His back arched asif he had received akick between the shoulder blades.

Then thelittle man fell back onto the bed. Tanvirah released him, looking down into his sweat-sheened
face. "'l don't think he's breathing,” she said worriedly.

"Thelittle pissant isbreathing, dl right,” Kanesaid
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roughly, removing the hypodermic. A little pinpoint of blood shone on his skin.

Sindri's chest rose and fell. His hands and feet stirred, and then the tirrings became movement. Findly,
his eyes, which had been tightly closed, fluttered and opened. They were glassy but aclear, clean azure.
Helooked around vacantly, his mouth open. His eyes held no recognition of the man or woman leaning

over him. From his open mouth came awordless gargle, either apleaor aninquiry.

"Welcome back to theworld," Kane said to him. "It's not any richer for having you back in it, but maybe
you'l be able to change that.”

Sindri's blue eyes contained a dim, conscious spark, but they were il glazed and unfocused. Hislips



writhed, and reedy sounds neither Tanvirah nor Kane could identify whispered ouit.

Kane dapped Sindri across the face, once, twice, three times. They weren't gentle, attention-getting
taps. Theinfirmary echoed with the loud smack of his gloved hand striking flesh. Sindri's head rolled and
wobbled on his neck. Between clenched teeth, Kane grated, "Get it together, goddamn you. Y ou're not
going to be brain damaged after dl the trouble and time I've spent retrieving your dagging ass. Get it
together!"

Tanvirah reached across Sindri to grab Kane's hand, to keep him from striking the little man again. " Stop
it! Hell either come around on hisown, or hewon't! Hitting him like that will only—oo/z/"
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Kane gaped a Tanvirah as she bounded away from the bed. She let loose with a stream of profanity,
hastily closing her robe over her half-exposed breasts.

"Thelittle pervert grabbed me!" she shouted in outrage.

Kane couldn't help it. He laughed uproarioudy as dl the tenson drained out of him. He leaned over
Sindri, hands on either side of the small man's shoulders. The dwarf blinked up a him Wearily, a
crooked grin creasing hislips. In ahoarse, scratchy whisper, he asked, "Did | dream those boobs? |
hopenot...."

Kane decided not to answer that particular question. "Do you know who you are?'

A glint of the man's old characteristic arrogance showed in hiseyes. "Of course | do. But | don't know
who thehell you are.”

"Take agood guess, Sindri."

Sindri squinted up at him, hisforehead wrinkling in concentration. His eyesflicked back and forth. Then
his face became a dack mask of shock, and in adumbfounded tone he said, "It can't be."

Kane chuckled. "Oh, but | assure you, it be. It very much be. Y ou thought you'd escaped from me,
didn't you? It took me damn near thirty years, but | have you again.”

While Sindri stared a him in disbelief, Kane swiftly applied the bed's restraining straps to the man's

ankles and wrigts. By the time he had recovered somewheat from his astonishment, he was securdly
affixed to the bed.
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Findly Sindri asked, "Mr. Kane?'
"Thesame"

"Good God, what happened to you?"

In anonchaant tone, Kane replied, "About three decades of hard living, Sindri, which you were



fortunate enough to miss out on. But I'll guarantee if you don't cooperate with me, I'll make your next
thirty daysahdl of alot worse than the thirty years | went through.”

Kane waked toward the adjacent |aboratory. "I'll get you some water."

Tanvirah stared at Sindri who stared back, then she joined Kane in the laboratory. He stood at asink,
filling a pitcher with water from afaucet. ' 'Who isthat man?' she demanded.

"Y ou mean your father never told you about Sindri?"
She shook her head.

A smirk lifted the corner of hismouth. ' 'l guess| shouldn't be surprised. He was the only other manin
the world who was able to figure out the workings of the mat-trans units and overcome al of Lakesh's
security settings”

Impatiently, Tanvirah declared, " That doesn't answer my question!™

Kaneturned off the faucet. In adistant voice, he said, "Have you ever heard the old saying about hate
being as strong abond aslove?"

"No," she snapped.

Asif hehadn't heard, Kane said, "There's abond
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of hate between me and the little man in there. The hate he feel s toward me made him the most vicious
enemy | ever faced, and that's saying something. But as Sick asit sounds, that hate links usin an intimate
way. I'm putting dl of my faith and dreams and aspirations of the last twenty-eight yearsinto hislittle

baby hands."

Tanvirah frowned, nibbled nervoudy on her under-lip, and then said quietly, "Tdl me about him."

KANE RARELY ENGAGED in any nostalgia about his enemies, even the ones he had cometo
respect. Before the Consolidation War, he, Grant and Brigid had collided with, rebounded from, were
captured by, dmost killed by but findly defested adversaries with the most deadly ambitions and equally
lethal weapons. Thewar had thinned out most of the salf-styled conquerors.

Although the mgjority of them had either died at his or Grant's hands, or through their own machinations,
Sindri was one of the exceptions. He had apparently perished twice, and after the second encounter,
Kanedidn't figureit was reasonableto think they'd ever contend with him again. But Sindri delighted in
unpredictability. The fact he existed at adl was due to unpredictability and the often cruel whims of nature.

Thirty years before, while exploring an anomaly in the Cerberus network of functioning gateway units,
Lakesh, Brigid and Kane visited Redoubt Papa near Washington Hole.

They found the body of astrange, stunted troll-like
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man, and returned with it to Cerberus. After a postmortem, the troll was found not to be amutant or a
hybrid, but a human being modified to live in an environment with ararefied aimosphere and low gravity.

After ahbit of investigation and a process of elimination, 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
side of the Moon, known as Parallax Red.

Kane, Grant and Brigid gated to it, finding the station functiond, if not exactly comfortable. It was
populated by the group of stunted people known as trans-adapts, and led by an ingenious gnome of a
mean caling himsaf Sindri, after the master forger of thetroll race in Norse mythology.

Sindri impressed them al with hiswit, his charm, his probing 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.

They later encountered Sindri on Thunder 19e, where he had commandeered the Operation Chronos
facility. There his experiments with the tempora dilator had saved Domi'slife. But unfortunately, he had
a so brought through Megaeraand her group of fanatics, aswell recongtituting ahomicida maniac from
nineteenth-century England, whose pattern had been held in the matrix.

When the dilator reached critical mass, Kane had assumed Sindri had gated back to Parallax Red. He
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awaysfigured the little man with the space-station-sized ego would return to vex him and hisfriends
again with some other destructive scheme. After the passage of many years with no sign of him, Kane
began to suspect Sindri had met an atogether different fate—unable to use the mat-trans unit to escape
the ingtdlation, he had instead used the machinery to digitize himsdlf, so hisenergy pattern was stored in
the dilator's memory buffer.

Asfar as Sindri's perceptions were concerned, he had made the rash decision to expose himself to the
dilator's chronon radiation less than aminute before. Asfar as Kane was concerned, Sindri had
managed to duck out on thirty years of war, terror and hardship.

Helooked forward to giving the little man a crash course in history. He expected Sindri to extend himself
to changeit—even if it meant killing him.

Especially if it meant killing him.

Chapter 17

Kane knew Sindri wouldn't take long to orient himself to his new circumstances and start scheming how
he could affect them to serve himsdlf. He was atrue survivor and exceptionally adaptable. Moreover,
thelittle man saw his purposein life asan integra part of the flow of the universe, so the very ideahe
couldn't beinvolved in it wasinconcelvable. He dso believed his very existence served asaforce for
socid change, and therefore that made him pretty much alaw unto himsdf.

Inthe past, Sindri's vision of himsdlf had brought him into conflict with Kane and hisfriends. They tried



to impose a degree of order on chaos; therefore he was chosen by fate to be an agent of anarchy. He
never would have admitted such athing, however. He would have referred to it asworking to achieve a
dtate of equilibrium. Now Kane intended to persuade him that the universe was seriously unbalanced,
and only he could set it right again—and that meant doing what Kane told him to do.

Dueto the method by which he wasretrieved from the pattern buffer matrix, Sindri was physicaly weak
and hismentd faculties|essthan razor keen. By using
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the dissociator rather than the tempord dilator to snatch Sindri from zero time, Kane had circumvented
hundreds of built-in security and safety protocols.

Bry had warned him on more than one occasion that by jury-rigging the dissociator's hardware to
accommodate the dilator's software and then to engage the gateway's energy-to-matter conversion
process might initiate an irreparable breach in the quantum field. That was the wordst-case scenario. The
best case was that Sindri might recongtitute as three feet worth of shapeless protoplasm and powdered
calcium. Kane had never doubted for a second it was worth the risk. Asfar as he was concerned, if the
worst and best cases occurred, it wasawin-win.

However, judging by Sindri's lasstude, the latter outcome might have only been narrowly avoided. After
afew minutes of lying quietly in restraints and drinking the water from a.cup held by Tanvirah—who
kept her face averted from his hungry eyes—Sindri finally felt confident enough to start making demands.

"Mr. Kane," hesaidin hissonorous, lilting voice, "are you not going to introduce me to my dusky femae
attendant”?'

Kane, ditting on astool at the foot of the bed said, "Tanvirah, thisis Sindri.”

Sindri smiled up a her ingenuoudy. "Tanvirah? A lovely name, evoking imagery of sultry junglesand the
palace of King Solomon.” He paused, his smile broadening, and he quoted, " And when the queen of
Sheba had seen al Solomon's wisdom, there was no
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more spirit in her." How isyour spirit faring, gorgeous?’

With a stony expression and tone of voice as hard asflint, Tanvirah shot back, "My father hath
chastised you with whips, but | will chastise you with scorpions.™

She swept Kane with aquick glare, then velled her dark eyeswith her lashes. If she hoped Kane would
outwardly display asign that he found her quote significant, she was disappointed. He pretended not to
have heard her.

However, Sindri's blue eyes widened with genuine surprise, then he laughed loudly. "Mr. Kane,
regardless of al your other faults—and they are legion— your taste in femae companionship isaways
without peer. Like MissBrigid and Captain Shizukawith whom | was briefly acquainted, Tanvirahis
equaly witty, knowledgeable and beautiful to afault.”

Kane quoted quietly, " 'King Solomon loved many strange women.™



Tanvirah swung her head toward him, eyes glinting briefly with suspicion. Sindri regarded Kanewith a
mixture of surprise and resentment. " Despite the three decades of hard living you aluded to, you
evidently found time to further your education.”

Kane shrugged. "Not ahell of alot to do up here on long winter nights, except to read.”

Sindri eyed Tanvirah dyly. "I think with such acompanion | could come up with a pastime far more
entertaining than memorizing the Bible."
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Tanvirah'slipsworked asif she were going to spit at the little man bound to the bed. Then she speared
Kane with astare of pure venom, spun on her hedl and flounced away. Sindri uttered an exaggerated
groan of disappointment.

He caled, "Come back, little Sheba, don't be so sengitive. | was complimenting you!"

Turning pleading eyestoward Kane, he said, "Please smooth things over...tell her | meant no offenseto a
gracious and lovely hostess.™

"She'sjust aguest, Sindri, like you. She's only been here since thismorning. But, if not for her, you might
not be lying there right now ableto play the mmilech.”

Sindri's brows knitted at the bridge of hisnose. "What do you mean?"

"I mean she more or lessingpired me to move on aplan I've had in the works for many years.”
"What planistha?’

"To retrieve you from the tempord dilator's memory buffer.”

Sindri smirked contemptuoudy. "Are you telling me her soulful eyes melted your heart asto my
incorpored plight?"

Kane stood up from the stool, shaking his head. "I'm telling you the exact opposite. | think the
im-perator hasaway of monitoring what | was doing with my own version of the dilator and somehow
figured out what | had inmind."
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Sindri glowered a him. "Who the hdll isthe im-perator?”

Kane chuckled dryly. " Somebody who by al rights should be your role modd. But right now, if hefinds
out I've hooked and landed you from zero time, helll be wanting to fillet you dive.”

Blowing out an exasperated sigh, Sindri fixed his eyes on the ceiling and strained briefly againgt the
canvas straps holding him to the bed. In avery cam but aggrieved tone of voice, he said, "Mr. Kane, in
any enterprise thereisa point where awise man accepts bis limitations.”

“"Meaning?"



"Meaning | have no idea of who or what you're speaking. Therefore| see no profit in continuing to
verbaly spar with you or flirt with the girls. Y ou definitely have me at adisadvantage in just about every
way concelvable. | can't even be sureif you are you."

Kane nodded gracioudy. "I'm impressed, Sindri. Y ou reached that concluson in haf thetime | expected
you to. So we can talk now without either one of us resorting to threats or boasts or bullshit?

Sindri removed his gaze from the celling and gave Kane adow, speculative sare. "'I'm the one who's
impressed, Mr. Kane. Y ou are displaying adegree of mental acuity and depth of emotion | didn't think
was possiblefor you. That'swhy | harbor abit of doubt asto your actud identity."

Kane frowned at him. The old smugness, the old superiority was cregping back into Sindri's tone and
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manner, and it made him impatient. In acold, dmost menacing haf whisper, Kane said, "It realy isme,
Sindri and it redlly isyou...two old friends reunited &t last."

Sindri's handsome face registered gpprehension at the grim, dmogt fatdistic note underscoring Kane's
voice, but he said nothing.

"You and | are going to have along talk, Sindri. At the end of it, I'm going to present you with a
proposa. Depending on your answer, thisvery well may be your last measurable hour on Earth. Y our
own zero hour so to speak. So—" he began unbuckling the restraints, enjoying Sindri's startled
expression "—I'll arrange it so you'll spend that |ast hour as afree man...or at least as free as you can be
on the impe-rator's adaptive Earth."

USING CLEAR, CONCISE language, without trying to dramétize or minimize, Kane related everything
that had happened in the world and to him since he and Sindri had last seen each other.

Kanetold him about the rise of Sam and the so-called Imperator War, which had actually happened a
few months before he and his friends encountered Sindri on Thunder Ide.

Hetold him about how Baron Cobdlt, thought dead for many months, had secretly enlisted the aid of
severd disaffected members of the baronid oligarchy. Since they were autocratic by birth and
treacherous by
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nature, they formed acovert aliance to bresk the influence of the imperator.

The war that followed, the Consolidation War, lasted for nearly five years. Early on, the barons scored a
string of impressive victories, occupying severa villes with troopers conscripted and recruited from the
dumsof the fortress cities and Outland pestholes.

Atrocities became commonplace, wherever baronid armies marched or encamped. However, Baron
Cobdt's policy of merciless cruelty boomeranged againgt him. Instead of breaking the spirit of the
conquered outlanders, it only fired resistance, particularly when people knew there was aviable
aternative to baronia rule. Many of the hybrids who shared the Archon-derived DNA of the barons
joined imperid forces, dthough most of them made very poor soldiers, dueto their physica fragility.



To offset this deficiency, Sam saw to the creation of geneticaly engineered warriors, the Pischacas. They
augmented the imperid armies. Part of Kane's dutieswas to go into the Outlands and recruit people
there, if not making them official soldiersin Sam's armed forces, at least convincing them to become
guerrillafighters. The ones who refused to take Sides were neutralized.

Over the course of the war, the entire system of baronia rule withered from within and without. More
and more Outland territories split away from the direct influence of the barons. By the time the imperator
claimed those territories, the baronies lacked the for-
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mer strength in unity that had once enabled them to hold firm againgt dl threats.

The end, when it came, was swift. All the surviving baronswere killed, either in battle or executed. The
Consolidated Confederation of States was formed shortly thereafter. Victory, athough absolute, was not
celebrated for very long, due to the revolts of the Pis-chacas. They were created to wage war against
baronial forces. With those forces defeated, they turned on their creators.

Shortly after the worst of that threat was ended, the Nirodha movement extended its claws acrossthe
sessto laich on to like-minded fanaticsin America

Asamethod of insuring that menaces from within the body politic would be minimized, Sam ordered
that every citizen of the CCSwould be required to have SQUID implants. During the last severd years
of the Consolidation War, the implants were mandatory for new recruits. Now, even infants born within
the direct sphere of influence of the CCS cities were implanted with the devices.

By thetime Sam ingtituted this policy, the Consolidated Confederacy of States was completely
entrenched asthe form of government, far more securely rooted than the god-king system practiced by
the barons. With every citizen now linked by the neuronic energy of the SQUIDSs, old and new humans
dikelived in harmony. Sam announced hisintention to build a new world—an adaptive Earth, ashe
caled it. He described it as aworld where everyone had an
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important nicheto fill. Therefore, they would be able to adapt to any changes or new set of
circumstances that might arise, confident they could ded with it efficiently.

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

It was aworld of peace, of modern cities that were connected by monorail tunnels, where hellzones had
been remade into Eden-like parks. The ruins of nuke-scarred cities were torn down and playgrounds
were built in their place. Human and hybrids, once bitter enemies, each perceived the other much like the
Cro-Magnon had looked at the Neanderthal. Now they coexisted, even married. They had adapted.

Sam envisioned transforming Earth into a garden of beauty and knowledge, but only if the planet's
inhabitants could adapt to hisvison....

SINDRI RUBBED hisforehead and said ruefully, "Soundsided ."



"Tooided," Kanereplied.
Sindri frowned at him. "Nothing can betoo ided.”

"It can when you make everything so easy for ahuman that he loses hisingtincts, hisindependence. His
ability to effect change on hisown.”

"Thiswhole sory...it's not easy to accept.”
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"Think how | fed," Kane countered. "And | lived it."

Sitting on the edge of the bed, hislegs dangling, Sindri regarded Kane with alopsided grin. "Inal my
dreams of punishing you, Mr. Kane, what you just told me of your suffering makes them seem like petty
little resentments.”

"Good," Kaneretorted gruffly. "Then you don't have any reason to waste time trying to get revenge on
mefor past defeats. And we can move on.”

Sindri cocked hishead a aquizzical angle. "Move on to what?'
"To start undoing the events| just described. To make sure they never cometo pass.”

Sindri's eyeswidened. "And how do you figure to do that? With the temporad dilator at the Operation
Chronosfacility?'

Kane shook hishead. "No, that's wrecked. Brigid caused it to hit critical mass, remember?’

Sindri snorted. "Of course | do. To me, it happened only an hour or so ago. Y ou let me go in the hopes
| could disengage the chain reaction. | was ableto, just barely. However, | knew therewould be a
venting of energies, of the subatomic particle stream. So | jumped into the memory buffer matrix to save

mysdf.”

Kane nodded. ' 'It took me awhile, but | figured out that's what you did."

Sindri made a spitting sound of derision. ™A whil€? 1t took you over twenty years." When he saw

236 JAMES AXLER

Kaneseyesglint hard with anger, Sindri amended his statement by saying, "But I'm grateful
nevertheess"

"Y ou should be," Kane stated. "Because now you'll have a chanceto actualy contribute something
worthwhile to theworld, rather than teke fromiit.”

Sindri crossed hisright leg over the other and cupped the knee. "Beyond the fact you've threatened to
kill meif I don't cooperate, why shouldn't | try to introduce myself to thisimperator of yours and hook
up with him, gtrike an dliance? From what you've told me, it sounds like heand | have similar attitudes...
particularly in regardsto you."



Kanefolded hisarms over his chest and smiled without humor. *Because he would see your attitude asa
threat to his own. Theré'sroom for only one imperator, and held definitely think you'd be trying to steal
his crown. And of course, you would."

Sindri nodded agreeably. "True enough.”

"Besides," Kane continued, "even if you escaped from this place, it's not like the wild old days when you
had free rein to try and carve out your own little piece of empire someplace. Y our helper monkeys, the
transadapts, are most likely al dead by now, since you told metheir life spanswere around thirty years.

And the few who might survive either on Mars or Parallax Red would barely remember you. They sure
as hell wouldn't obey you. So there goes any potentid followers."

The frown tugging at Sindri's mouth deepened as Kane continued to talk. "About the only halfway or-
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ganized bunch that you could maybe persuade to follow you would be the Pischacas...but in my opinion,
they'd be having you for lunch before you finished your first recruitment speech.”

Kane grinned bleakly. "Y eah, it'll be pretty damn hard to reestablish yoursdlf as amessiah, aconqueror
or smply asaplain old crimina mastermind on the imperator's adaptive Earth. He's just about got a
monopoly on al your old vocations.

Sindri sighed mournfully. "I see your point, Mr. Kane. What's your proposition?"

"It's pretty smple, actudly.” Kane paused, took a'bresth and stated, "I've built amachine called a
Spa-tiotempora dissociator—"

Sindri's eyebrows crawled up hishigh forehead. "You built?'

Kane paid no attention to the interruption. "It's linked to the autosequencers of the mat-trans gateway
unit here. With the data cards | took from the temporal dilator, we can transmit a channel through the
guantum stream and focus an injection point in aparticular time and place...in this case, thetimeis
twenty-seven years ago. The placeis here, Redoubt Cerberus and our gateway unit.”

Sindri'slips pursed as he considered Kane'swords. "I thought old Lakesh had set up a security lock on
the sysem.”

"Hehad. Y ou overcameit before. You candoit again.”
"True," Sindri conceded. "But what kind of tests
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have you conducted? How do you know thiswill work?'

Bluntly Kane answered, "I redly don't know if it'll work at al. We only attempted one test about aweek
ago. Wetried to send an old coin through, but we weren't successful.”

"Did the coin come back whole?"



"Actudly, no," replied Kane breezily. "It reassembled asits congtituent parts, likelittle meta and dloy
particles”

Sindri'sface paled by severa shades. "Then how the hell do you—7?"

Kaneraised apreemptory hand. "I'm not done. | have avague recollection of aparticular day
twenty-seven years ago, when an unauthorized carrier wave activated the gateway. It lasted only a
minute and nobody could figure it out. Bry and Lakesh just wroteit off as some sort of electromagnetic
interference, aglitch in the network.”

"How do you know that's not exactly what it was?' Sindri demanded hotly.

Kane chuckled alittle salf-conscioudly. "I don't. But inasmuch as you're the only man | know who has
been out of the time stream for the required twenty-seven plus years, that makes you the only man
perfectly suited to find out if the dissociator works or not."

Sindri shook hishead in disgudt. "Lucky me."

"Y ou've been given asingular honor, Sindri. Y ou can findly undertake an action that might justify your
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exigence...and the best part of it is, you'll dso be doing it for asdfish reason. If you survivethetrip,
you'll be back in your own time period, free from the memory buffer and able to implement your own
dreams of empire again. WEl be back at each other's throats just like nothing ever happened. Brigid will
be alive for you to try to seduce, you can attempt to take Thunder Ide away from New Edo once more,
or even try to conquer abarony for your very own."

Sindri waved away Kane'swordsimpatiently. ™Y ou make me sound like some kind of sadigtic little boy."
Kane shrugged. "If the digper fits—"

Rage glittered in Siridri's blue eyes, but he managed to keep histemper in check. ' 'Assuming | live
through the trip, how do | convince the you in the past that the you in the future sent me back? How can
| affect achange or keep the you of twenty-seven years ago from killing me on the spot?’

"I've got that covered,” Kane replied, turning toward the door. "1've had yearsto think about this. Wait
hereand I'll show you."

"Send Tanvirah in here to keep me company,” Sindri called after him.

"Y ou two wouldn't have anything to talk about,” Kane said over his shoulder. "She's alittle out of your
league™

"But not yours?' Sindri'stone was chalenging "I can tell her about thetime |l tricked you into hel ping
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me sted the Auroraspy plane. That might impress her.”

Kaneignored him. He stepped out into the corridor, wondering as he knew hewould, if he hadn't made



agrievouserror in retrieving Sindri. As brilliant asthe little man was, he was dso as untrustworthy as he
was ingenious—as his parting shot about the Aurorareminded him. However, he could only hope that
Sindri would swallow down his ego-fueled hatred and make common cause with him.

He went to his quarters, the same ones he had been assigned by Lakesh nearly thirty years before. They
hadn't changed much, except for the computer terminal and desk held brought in some years ago. He sat
infront of it, making surethelittle vid cam was connected.

From a padded deeve envelope he withdrew a small compact disc and inserted it into the port. He
touched the drop-down window's Play option. Pixels sparkled on the monitor screen, and a
head-and-shouldersimage of himsdlf appeared, appearing to stareinto hisown eyes.

"I'vejust gotten back from Thunder I9e" he heard himsdlf say. "I already turned the data cards over to
Bry, and welll be making the retrieval attempt shortly. Before we do, | need to locate Tanvirah because |
don't trust her to be out of my sight when we power up the dissociator—"

Kane stopped the play and fast-forwarded the CD until the screen glowed blue and blank. After making
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the proper adjustments with the vid cam, ared-time image of his head and shoulders appeared on the
computer's monitor screen. He used the mouse to click the record icon.

"It worked," he announced. "Sindri came through aive and whole and apparently as nasty as he was
when |—you—Iast saw him. I've already briefed him on what Bry and | hope to accomplish by injecting
him into your time period. He's agreed to it, but then | haven't given him many options.”

He paused to smile, but he knew it would look forced. "1 hope thisworks, but if it does, | won't know it.
| won't be hereto think about it. But if it doeswork, do me and yourself afavor, even though you won't
like hearing this..." Hetook a deep breath, then declared in arush, "The next time you're done with
Brigid, stop acting like anidiot and tell her how you—"

A distant sound like awet paper bag bursting suddenly echoed down the passageway and into his
quarters. Kane paused the recording, his nape hair tingling. The noise was vaguely familiar, but he
couldn't immediatdly identify it. Pieces of the redoubt's roof still came down occasiondly, so he
atributed it to that at firdt.

He listened for a count of five for another sound. When one was not forthcoming, Kane g ected the CD,
dipped it into the padded deeve envelope and went out into the corridor. The fact that the sound was
not repeated did not comfort him. He experienced the op-
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posite emotion, so he hurried on to the operations center, carrying the CD.

Even as he entered the central control complex, Kane sensed something was terribly wrong. Quietly, his
flesh crawling a the oppressive sllence that filled the room, he went forward through the big,
vault-walled room and into the anteroom, breathing shal-lowly.

Bry lay sprawled facedown on the floor underneath the dissociator's control console, blood oozingina
dark pool around his head. Hiswheelchair was pushed into a corner, canted up on itsleft whedl. Above



the chair, smeared on the wall was spread a great durry of blood and brain matter amid a scattering of
bone chips.

Heart trip-hammering within his chest, he knelt beside Bry, pressing hisfingers againg the sde of his
neck as he did so, knowing in advance he was wasting the effort. Only amoist, pulsing cavity occupied
the back of Bry's skull, and he recognized the kind of weapon that had made the ghastly wound. From
the way the blood was gtill spreading and had yet to begin to congedl, he knew whatever had happened
hadn't been that long ago, perhaps only a matter of aminute.

Suddenly, he sensed a presence in the room and he cameto hisfeet in arush, knee joints popping.
Tan-virah stepped out from behind the mat-trans unit. "Hetried to stop me. | didn't want to kill him."

Gripped in her dender right hand was a pistol that looked asif it were made from brushed duminum. It
TALON AND FANG 243

held the generd configuration of arevolver, but instead of acylinder, asmall round ammo drum fit into
the place where there was normally atrigger guard. There wasn't atrigger, just acurving switch inset into
thegrip.

The barrd was unusudly long, nearly ten inchesin length. A unit of energy inside the grip moved apiston
that propelled the explosive projectile made of tungsten carbide. The handgun had been in use on the
Manitius Moon Base, part of the materiel salvaged from there and stored in the armory. It possessed
almost no recoil to speak of.

Kane didn't raise his hands, noting Tanvirah had put her bodysuit back on even though the front il
gaped open. In an unruffled, uninflected voice he asked, "He tried to stop you from doing what?"

Tanvirah patted the pocket of her garment and Kane heard faint clicks. "I have the data cards. I'm taking
themwithme"

"Towhere?"

"To High River first. Then to my brother, to Sam." Her tone was matter-of-fact, busnesdike. "I'm sorry
| must do this, but | can't dlow you to send Sindri back intime."

"Actudly,” Kanesad, "Sam cant dlow it. HE's contralling you, don't you redlize that?'

Her knuckles whitened on the firing switch as she gestured with the pistol'slong barrel. Tightly, she said,
"I don't want to haveto kill you, too. Youwerea
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great man once. Now, remove the dissociator's power cables from the gateway. | can reset it mysdlf.”
"I'm sure you can. Y our old man taught you well."

Tanvirah'slips compressed. "No moretak. Just doit, or I'll kill you and do it mysdif.”

Kane shuffled forward, surreptitioudy placing the CD on the console on hisway to the elevated gateway
platform. He began unscrewing the coaxid couplings from their deeve sockets. Tanvirah watched him



dertly. He removed them in sllence, not even looking at the woman.
"Tanvirah," he said as he tugged on the last wire. "1 doubt you'll believe me, but I'm not crazy.”

"l know you're not," shereplied darkly. "Just selfish beyond belief. Y ou want what you want and to hell
with therest of humanity.”

Kane worked the length of cable loose and straightened with aweary sigh. He used hisfoot to close up
the cover plate. "Tanvirah, if | could only—"

He gave the cable ajerk and whiplashed it across the intervening yards between him and the
dark-haired girl. He had accurately gauged the length he would need. The metal-collared end of the
cable struck the back of her right hand with aloud, meaty impact. Crying out in shock and pain,
Tanvirah'sfingers opened and the pistal clattered to the floor at her feet.

She stumbled backward, nursing her injured hand. Kane bounded forward to scoop up the pistol, but
her leg flashed up, the foot catching him solidly onthe
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jaw and knocking him backward. He would have falen if he hadn't grabbed the edge of the console.

Kane was shaken by the force of the kick, half-stunned. The sty tang of blood filled his mouth as
Tanvirah went into a series of graceful, diding dance-type steps. She moved her arams and handsin
intricate motions, and her expresson became one of cam, masklike beaity.

Kane pushed himself away from the console, recognizing the fluid, forma grace of the movements. A
fragmented memory of the Scorpia Prime's sinuous dance flitted through hismind. A cold sick anger
rilled him, and recklesdy he bounded toward her. Tanvirah whirled on the bal of onefoot. The other
gprang up and out and glanced off Kane'sright ribs.

Despite the protection offered by his shadow suit, the ax-inflicted wound flared with aburst of agony.
Clutching at himsdlf and gagging, he backed away. He found Tanvirah's expression of serene detachment
chilling. Her dark eyes were wide and seemed to give off aluminous, maignant light. She amost
appeared to be in an dtered state of consciousness; with her SQUID implants, that was avery red

possbility.

Kaneredized that Tanvirah was as determined to kill him as any opponent he'd ever met, and she was
probably agood dea more capable than alot of them. He moved toward her, kicking hisright legina
long arc, intending to catch her on the chin with the toe of his boot.

Almost negligently, yet with blinding speed, Tan-
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virah shifted laterdly to the left. Kane did his best to shadow her fluid movements, filling the air around
her with aflurry of closed-fist karate blows. The punches she couldn't duck or dodge she blocked, her
arms as graceful and swift as snakes, but feding as hard muscled as oak.

Angry and frustrated, Kane put al of his upper-body strength into an uppercut. Hisfist missed the
underside of her jaw by afraction as Tanvirah's body abruptly doubled like an edl. She bent backward



at thewaist, her spine seeming to be asflexible as rubber. She somersaulted backward agood four feet
and turned to snatch up the pistol. Shewasin the process of firing it when Kane legped forward and
stab-kicked at her hand. His foot struck the long barrel and wrenched it from her fingers.

The explosive tungsten-carbide pellet crashed into the generator with awhomp of impact and a shower
of white sparks. A cloud of greasy black smoke belled out and up.

Even asthe pigtol hit the floor, Tanvirah was lunging to the counterattack. Kane shunted aside a crescent
kick, but couldn't fend off the edge of the flattened hand dashing into the side of his neck. Pain streaked
up and down his spine like needles of fire, and the room grew blurred at the edges. Fighting
unconsciousness, he staggered to the right, shifted position in afeint and then reached for her. Hishands
closed on empty air as Tanvirah danced gracefully out of reach,
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Her timing was a shade off, alowing Kane to sdestep and latch on to her ankle. He pulled upward,
intending to dump her onto her back. To his astonishment, Tanvirah sprang into the air as he pulled,
amogt asif she and Kane were partners practicing an acrobatic trick. Holding her body almost perfectly
perpendicular to his, she hugged hersdf and pirouetted clockwise in midair, twisting out of Kanesgrip.
At the same ingtant, she used the torque of her spin to kick with her right foot, the hedl catching Kanein
the chest and driving hm backward against the console. She performed a somersault and came up on
both feet, facing him.

At that point, kneading his sternum and gasping for air, Kane realized he had better not take any more
chances with Tanvirah. She was one of the most skilled and deadly opponents held ever faced in
unarmed combat—or at least he couldn't think of anyone with superior abilities at the moment.

Tanvirah sdled toward the gateway chamber, and Kane moved to cut her off. Helaunched a
roundhouse kick in the same split second she did. The calves of their legs collided, but since hewas
stronger, he knocked her off balance. She stumbled but didn't fall. By the time she recovered her
footing, he wasinsde her defenses.

As he clutched a handful of her bodysuit, shetried to jack her kneeinto his groin, but he managed to turn
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aside so the blow landed on his thigh. Kane closed both hands around her shoulders, intending to
out-muscle her, since he knew he had the advantage in strength.

She knew it, too. Teeth bared, Tanvirah tried to butt him under the chin with the crown of her heed, but
Kane contorted his body, avoiding the blow. He wrestled her around and applied afull nelson, bearing
down, trying to force her to her knees.

Tanvirah bunched the musclesin her legs and sprang upward, planting the soles of her feet againgt the
armaglasswalls of the mat-trans chamber and kicking rearward. Both of them stumbled backward, and
Kanefelt hisgrip loosen. In the split second it required for him to bear down with the full nelson again,
Tanvirah flung her arms straight up over her head, relaxed, bent her knees, wriggled her hips and dipped
down between hisarms,



Kane knew what her next maneuver would be, but his mind and hisreflexes didn't work in tandem. As
he expected, Tanvirah knocked hislegs out from under him with ascything arm sweep. Kaneféll
heavily, therear of his head striking the edge of the console. Even as he heard the crack of bone hitting
metd, little multicolored pinwhed s exploded behind hiseyes.

Kane wasn't aware of losing consciousness completely. He had avague recollection of fdling, then a
sound like agae-force wind wasfilling his head. He levered himself up by his elbows and squinted at the
bright flares bursting on the other side of the armaglass
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walls. The hurricane howl! climbed in pitch asthe device cycled through its dematerialization process.

Then the dectronic wall from the jump chamber faded, dropping down into slence. The bursts of energy
behind the brown-hued trand ucent dabs disappeared. Clamping his jaws on agroan, Kane dowly
dragged himsdlf to hisfeet. The back of bis head hurt abominably. He touched it and felt alump, but his
fingers came away dry. He glanced toward Bry's corpse and hissed, " Shit."

Sindri chose that instant to stroll in. He glanced around the smoky, gore-soaked room without aflicker
of emation and inquired mildly, "She was out of whose league again?'

Chapter 18

While Kane tended to Bry's body, Sindri sauntered around the mat-trans unit, pursing and unpursing his
lipsin thought. The dit pockets of his shadow suit were too shalow to dlow himto put hishandsin
them, so he clasped his hands behind his back.

"WhereisthisHigh River place shetold you shewas going?' Sindri asked, nudging the elevated platform
with afoot.

Kanerolled Bry over, dragging him away from the pool of dark blood. The wound on hisforehead was

small, but the pellet had broken through the skull bone asif it were old plaster. Bry's eyes were partidly
open and even through the blood masking hisface, Kane saw adight smiletouching hislips. It wasa

smile of peace.

"Colorado," he answered absently. "On the site where Cobaltville used to be."

Sindri nodded and stepped up onto the platform, jiggling the wedge-shaped door handle of the unit. "
presume some security measures would have been taken to keep us from pursuing her via the mat-trans.”

With thumb and forefinger, Kane closed Bry's eyes. "1 would imagine so. ..but even if there weren', if we
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Sindri cast him an annoyed look over his shoulder. "So your whole plan is screwed, right? Y ou can't
send me back without those data cards?*

Kane stood. "Not through the dissociator, no."



"Thedilator?"

Kane shook hishead. "No. It'sinoperable.”

"Thenwha—?"'

"I'll explainlater,” Kane brokein sternly. "' Give me a hand with Bry's body."
Sindri sniffed diffidently. "I'm not an undertaker."

Kane stared a him in silence for a couple of seconds, then he crossed the room in two swift strides.
Sindri saw thelook on hisface and tried to jump down from the platform, but Kane caught him. He
latched his hands around Sindri's neck and heaved him from the floor, damming his back against an
amaglassdab. Hehdd him a eyelevd.

"Youll by God need an undertaker if you don't do as| say,” Kane spit between clenched teeth. "I'm not
in the mood for your above-it-all horseshit, pissant.”

Sindri's feet kicked impotently as he clutched at Kane'swrists and glared at him with pure, unadulterated
azure fury. Y ou don't dare kill me, Mr. Kane. Y ou need meto bring Bry back to life...to bring back al
your friendstolife.

Kane pressed histhumbs against Sindri's larynx, evoking from him an aspirated cry of pain. "'l won't kill
you," Kane growled. "But therés nothing in the
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manua that saysyou can't travel through time with didocated arms and legs and even a skull fracture.”

He shook him for emphas's, bouncing the back of his head off the gateway'swall. "Do you understand
me?'

Mouth working, Sindri gasped for air around his protruding tongue and he nodded as best he could. 'l
understand,”" he managed to husk out.

Kane relaxed the pressure around the little man's neck and lowered him to the floor rather than drop
him. Picking up the CD from the top of the console and pocketing it, he turned toward the door. "Come
withme"

Adopting ademeanor of wounded dignity, Sindri followed Kane out of the operations center and back
to theinfirmary. From a storage closet on the far side of the laboratory, Kane pulled down afolded
plastic body bag and a number of thickly napped towels. These he shoved into Sindri'sarms.

The two men returned to the anteroom. Sindri, his mobile mouth twisting in disgust, helped Kane wrestle
Bry's corpseinto the body bag. The scrawny man weighed not much more than a suit of clothes, and
Sindri knew Kane could have done the insertion by himself.

After Bry was snugged within the zippered cocoon, Kane and Sindri began swabbing up the blood and
wiping down thewall, cleaning it of viscera. After afew minutes of hand-and-knees mopping, Sindri
exclamed peevidhly, "Throttle me again if you wart,
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"Not inmy opinion,” Kanereplied flatly. "And in this place, my opinion isthe only one that matters.”

Sindri's body stiffened with barely repressed anger. "Have the last three decades of hardship and
deprivation addled your memory?Y ou ought to remember that | can be pushed only so far.”

Kane'sface—what Sindri could see of it through the black, slver-stippled beard and long,
forward-falling hair—was a mask of bemusement. He continued to work but quietly he said, "Donad
Bry was an obsessive-compulsive pain in the ass. But when al was said and done, he remained afriend
to me when most did not. Well be going after Tanvirah, but | won't leave the manto lielikethis, asif
he's no more important than asquirre run down by awag. Were going to clean up in hereand give him
aproper burid. Then well be about our business.”

Sindri sighed. "All right. But how can we be about our business? Colorado isalong way from here.”
"Just wait and see”

After the mop-up was completed to Kane's satisfaction, he and Sindri carried Bry's bagged body out of
the operations center and the redoubt atogether. The air was till surprisingly mild, even at hard on
midnight. Sindri appeared alittle startled by the warm breeze, then disconcerted when he glanced up at
the vast, star-speckled canopy of the sky overhead.

As Sindri had been born in an enclosed, artificid
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environment, and after spending most of hislifein specidly built habitats on Mars and then Parallax
Red, Kane figured the little man had atouch of agoraphobia, afear of open spaces. However, he didn't
complain as he gripped the body bag by its strap, lugging his burden at an oblique angle acrossthe
plateau.

At the edge, where the tarmac disappeared into grass and shrubs, they struggled up adopeto arow of
grave markers. At thefar end, apair of graves gaped open. They were partialy obscured by tangles of
scrub brash with high mounds of dirt between them. The headstone of the one on the end read Donald
Bry. Theinscription on the one beside it was even more succinct. It bore only asingle word: Kane.

"| can seeyou were prepared for thiseventuaity,” Sindri remarked dryly. "Or wasthisthe work of Bry?"

"I dug them both," Kane said with astudied indifference. "I figured if | went first, the best Bry could
manage was to haul me up here and dump me. Since he preceded me—"

Kane shrugged and did Bry's body into the waiting hole. Sindri watched him do it in silence, dert for any
sgn of tears. There was none. From benesth a clump of bushes, Kane pulled out a canvas-wrapped
bundle. He tossed aside the flaps and removed a pair of T-handled spades. Tossing the shorter oneto
Sindri, hesaid, "Let'scover himup.”

Asthey dug into the mounds of earth, breaking
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through the dried outer crust, Sindri asked, ' "Was Bry born a cripple?’

"No," Kanereplied, dumping aspadeful of dirt onto the body bag. "Over twenty years ago he and
Brigid tried to rescue me from an enemy stronghold in India by trading tech for my freedom. Bry came
along with her more or less as a Trojan horse, ageek who was supposed to explain and demonstrate the
ingruments.”

Sindri grunted, jamming the blade of histool deep into the soil and levering it up. "Apparently his
masquerade wasn't successful.”

"It wasto apoint,” Kane said. "During the negotiations for my release, he planted incendiaries al around
the place. But—"

Kane'swordstrailed off, and he began spading up and dumping the dirt with asudden fierce vigor.
"But what?' pressed Sindri. "What happened to him and to Miss Brigid?"

Kane hesitated a moment then declared flatly, "Brigid was killed. So was Grant'swife, Shizuka We
cremated their bodies there. Grant kept Shizuka's ashes, | scattered Brigid's here. We dl thought Bry
was dead, too, consumed by the fires. He was serioudy hurt, but he was dive. He crawled off into the
jungle where he was found and nursed by locas. A year later | came to the place as a sort of memorid,
and that'show | found him again.”

Sindri nodded and said softly, "'I'm sorry about MissBrigid."
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Kane glanced at the small man across the open grave and redized he was trying to extend sympathy, the
little of which he was capable. Kane was once more reminded that even the darkest of hearts harbored
aglimmer of light. Asit was, Kane never had been able to dredge up much genuine hatred for Sindri.
Brigid had once referred to him as awarped little man with ambitions enough to chalenge God. He was
certainly that, but he had aso proved he operated on his own skewed code of honor.

Also, and Kane had never admitted it to anyone, he had dways felt agrudging admiration for thelittle
madman, and he was never surewhy. He wasjust as crazy as some of the enemies he had killed and
even more fixated on carving out a persond empire as others, but the one characteristic that separated
Sindri from that kind was his ability to entertain. The man possessed a childlike enthusiasm for wresking
havoc, and Kane had always related to that, as ashamed as he was of it now.

By working in tandem, the two men filled the grave within afew minutes. After tamping down and
smoothing the dirt, they stood on elther sde of it, leaning on the spade handles and panting. Sindri
gestured toward the headstone bearing Kane's name. "Who is there to bury you now, Mr. Kane?'

Kane chuckled, aharsh, bitter sound without mirth. "I charge you with that respongibility, if the Stuation
aises”

Sindri matched his chuckle, but added asinister rat-



TALON AND FANG 257

tlesnake rasp of hisvery own. He nodded gracioudy. "I accept that responsbility if you grant me one
codicil—that | have your permission to piss on your grave after I'velaid you to rest.”

Kaneimitated hisnod. "Permission granted.”

He placed the spades back within the canvas square, rewrapped it and shoved the bundle back beneath
the bundle. Then he started climbing up to the ridgeline. "Follow me"

With amystified expression on hisface, Sindri did so. At the top of the dope, Kane waked amore or
less straight route for ascore of yards, then down the face of theincline. He marched through closdly
growing treesfollowing afaint path that Sindri wouldn't have noticed as such if he hadn't been following
Kane. After they had walked some hundred yards from the burial ground, Kane cameto a hdlt.

At firg glance, they stood in asmall, bowl-shaped clearing, with atal tangle of bushes, shrubsand
foliage making up the inner curve. Sindri's eyes picked out shorn saplings and tree ssumps protruding
only afew inches above the ground.

"Why are we here?"' he demanded.
Kane gestured. "To go about our business.”

Sindri followed the taller man's gesture and saw only the snarl of overgrowth. Kane stepped to it, thrust
hisarmsinto the tangled vines and leaves and pulled. Helifted away alarge section of acarefully
camouflaged shelter made of cross-braced tree limbs interlaced with grasses, weeds and shrubs. The

forepart
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came away in three large pieces. Indde he saw the outline of atdl, streamlined shape, which at first
glance was unrecognizable in the darkness.

Kane tugged away camouflage netting, and Sindri saw a meta-sheathed object that reminded him of the
generd shape and configuration of aflattened javelin head, not much more than awedge with wings.
Stepping closer, he asked, "What the hell isit, Mr. Kane?"'

"It'sa Transatmospheric Vehicle," Kane replied, pulling away more of the screen of shrubbery. "We
found severa of them on aMoon base nearly thirty years ago and flew them down. Thisisthe only one
remaining. We cdled them Manta ships.”

Sindri's eyes passed over the ship's contours, seeing that the resemblance to seagoing mantarayswas
more than superficid, particularly with its pair of extended, curving wings. He judged the wingspan at
around twenty meters and the fuselage at fifteen. A short tail assembly wastipped by an
ace-of-spades-shaped rudder.

The hull's composition appeared to be aburnished bronze aloy. Covering dmost the entire surface were
intricate geometric designs, deeply inscribed into the meta itsdf. There were interlocking swirling glyphs,
the cup-and-spiral symbols, even the elaborate cuneiform markings. The hull was smooth, with barely
perceptible seams where the metal platesjoined.



The craft had no external apparatus at all, no ailerons, no fins, no airfoils. The cockpit wasamost in-
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vigble, little more than an elongated symmetrical ova hump in the exact center of the deek topside
fusdage.

"ThisTAV doesn't look like Terran manufacture or design,” Sindri said skepticaly. "Not likethe
sub-orbital X-planesthe Air Force was designing before the nukecaust, or the Aurora stedlth plane.
Those markingslook like Sumerian.”

Checking out the landing gear, Kane replied casualy, "That's because they are Sumerian. We never
knew for sure, but these craft were more than likely created by the Annunaki.”

Sindri's eyes widened in astonishment. "The Annunaki? Do you know how old that would make that
crate, then?

Kane answered, "Only approximately. The metdlurgica analyss Bry performed on the hull suggested it's
aminimum of ten thousand yearsold. It could be twice as old. But don't worry—being stored on the
Moon for al those millenniakept it in perfect working order.”

"How in God's name did you get to the Moon?' Sindri's voice hit a high note of incredulous challenge.
Kane sad dismissively, "It'snot realy important. I'll tell you about it when we have moretime.”

Sindri made aspitting sound of derision. "Pun intended?”

Kane came out from benesth the Manta and clambered up awing to the fusdage. "Actudly, no."

Sindri gave the machine along, distrustful stare. "What powersthat thing?"
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Kane found the canopy latch and popped it open. "Two different kinds of engines—aramjet and
solid-fuel pulse detonation air oikes.”

Sindri nodded in understanding. " So working together, they enableit to fly inavacuum and inan
amosphere?’

"Exadtly.”

"The maximum cruise speed should be around Mach 20."

"Morelike Mach 25, on agood day." Kane extended a hand downward. "Come aboard.”
Sindri started forward, then hesitated. " There's enough room?”

"'l ingtalled a secondary jump seat afew years back. Anyone else would be cramped, but you should
have plenty of leg room."

Sindri flushed inirritation, but he took Kane's hand and alowed himsdlf to be hoisted up onto the hull



and the cockpit. As Sindri strapped himself in, Kane did into the pilot's chair. He directed Sindri to put
on aradio headset.

A bronze-colored helmet with afull-face visor was attached to the headrest of the pilot's chair. A pair of
tubes stretched from the rear to an oxygen tank at the back of the seat. The helmet and chair were of
one piece, asdf-contained unit.

Theingtrument panel was dmost dismaying in itssmplicity. The controls conssted primarily of a
joydtick, dtimeter and fud gauges. All the labeling wasin English.
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When Kane dipped the hedmet on over his head, he heard the whine of an interna power sourcejuicing
up immediady. Theinterior curve of the hdmet'svisor svarmed with asgual of glowing pixels. When
they cleared ananosecond later, he had CGlI icons of sensor scopes, range finders and various
indicators.

At the same time the helmet automatically extended alining and sedl around the base of hisneck. Ashe
srapped himsdlf into the chair, he heard ahiss of static and asked, "Can you read me, Sindri?'

"Loud and clear.”

"I'm powering usup.”

"Don't | get ahelmet or an oxygen mask or something?' Thelittle man's voice was plaintive yet peevish.
"Y ou won't be needing an oxygen mask," Kanereplied. "My god is speed and stedth not dtitude.”
"Whet about a helmet?'

"Y ou won't need one of those, either. At the speed well betraveing, if we crash, theimpact will kill you
ingantly. A helmet might prolong your agony by asecond or two."

"Safety fird." Sindri's voice was heavy with sneering sarcasm. "Asaways.”

Kane was glad the visor concealed the grin that had crossed hisface at Sindri's discomfort. He closed
and latched the canopy, then pulled the joystick lever back dightly. Herotated it and pushed it forward.
It caught and clicked into position.

The hull began to vibrate around them, hi tandem
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with an dectronic whine that steadily climbed in scde. The CGl inventory of dl thedias, switches,
gauges and fire controls flashed across the helmet's visor. Each one showed green. Then on HUD inside
of hishelmet glowed thewords. VTOL Launch System Enabled.

The cockpit resonated with a high-pitched whine as Kane engaged the vectored-thrust ramjets. The
Manta began to rise straight up with a steady grace, and Kane withdrew the tripoda landing gear. Fine
clouds of dust puffed up al around. Kane nudged the control and increased the speed of the lift.



The humming drone changed in pitch as with a ssomach-sinking swiftnessthe TAV lifted upward as
smoothly asif it were aneedle being drawn by acdestid magnet. Kane's helmet HUD displays offered
different vantage points of the ascent, and his eyesflicked from one to another. He watched asthe
burying ground and the plateau quickly receded. The mountain pesksthat contained the Cerberus
redoubt shrank into gray cones. The Mantamade awide, dow, circling turn that gave Kanetimeto
double-check al engine and flight instruments. The precison-tuned machine operated flawlesdy.

Sindri remained silent in the jump seat behind him during the maneuvers, ether too enthraled by the
experience or too terrified to speak. Grinning within his helmet, Kane engaged the pul se detonation wave
engines and the Manta hurtled across the sky like an artillery shell exploding from the barrdl of a cannon.
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Thetralling sonic boom dammed its thunderclap behind the Manta, and Kane felt the concussion running
through the hull of the ship.

Sindri yelped in astonishment as he was dammed back againgt his seat. Kane couldn't help but laugh.

Chapter 19

The Mantafollowed an NOE course, nap of the earth, skimming above and flattening the treetops
beneath the fury of its passage. Kane flew with unerring precision from Montana and into Colorado by
cutting across southern Wyoming.

Kane didn't want to fly too high, nor did he want to fly too dowly. He compromised with agenera
atitude of 150 feet and 300 miles per hour. He kept to the wilderness areas, skirting mesas and
mountains, forests and waterfals, basins and plateaus. The LARC subsystem, the low-dtitude ride
control, fed him turbulence data. The controls automatically dampened the effects of turbulent air
pockets by the deflection of two small fins extending down from beneath the cockpit area.

When the Manta entered Colorado's Canyon Lands, Kane increased the dtitude. The TAV wended its
way around the Grand Mesa and skimmed the Book Plateau until it reached the Gunnison National
Monument, arugged wilderness of gorges and cloud-scraping pinnacles of rock. Once past it, they
would bein the officia Outland territories of High River, but Kane didn't relax.
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He was not surprised when his ears started buzzing. He recogni zed the sound as the radar lock-on
warning, piped from the forward sensor array into his helmet. Glancing out of the starboard Side, he
glimpsed abrief flash of distant slver. It was high and moving asfast asthe Manta. It grew larger until he
caught the reflective glint of moonlight on the sllver backswept wings.

Seeming to float in the air between his eyes and the visor, acolumn of numbers appeared, glowing red
againgt the pale bronze. When he focused on adistant object, the visor magnified it and provided a
readout as to distance and dimension. Now he focused on the aircraft soaring in from the direction of
High River. Kane had expected an airborne welcoming committee.

The aircraft looked like one of the supersonic Drag-onfliesthat had seen brief action toward the end of
the Consolidation War. As he recaled, they were good for high-dtitude recon work, or bombing runs,
but not so suited for low infighting or fast, tight maneuvering.



However, the Dragonflies were equipped with amurderous array of firepower, including acomplement
of short-range-attack minirockets and a 30 mm Vulcan cannon. For inflicting destruction at asafe
remove, the aircraft had dung benesath its scanard outrigger fins Sx homing cruise missilesfor use againgt
moving ground targets, like armored divisons or supply convoys.

The Mantawas at one thousand feet. He shoved the joystick forward and pushed the TAV toward the
rocky ground. The Dragonfly followed, for amoment flying at awing-to-wing level, though separated

by

266 JAMES AXLER

severa hundred yards. Still, it was close enough for Kane's helmet sensorsto alow him to seethered
triple-elongated trianglesinggniaon the ddtawings. Then the craft rose above and ahead of him,
sweeping into a screaming, high-speed curve. If he had been trained properly, the pilot would try to
maneuver behind him.

Kane reduced his dtitude even further, until the Manta skimmed barely a hundred feet above the
stone-littered plateau floor. He watched the Dragonfly complete its turn and disappear briefly from his
line of Sght behind adliff.

Kane yanked back on the stick and fed the ramjet thrusters full power. The acceleration dammed him
againg his chair and dragged ashort, breathless cry of pain from Sindri.

The Mantawhipped over on its port-side wing in a steep bank just above the rushing earth. A second
later, a stream of tracers blazed through the darkness like phosphorescent threads and exploded against
the ground.

Sindri, oblivious to the Situation until the moment of acceleration, cried out wordlesdy in shock, then
demanded, "What the hdll isgoing on? Who is shooting at us?'

Kane hooked athumb to starboard. " See for yoursdlf."

The Dragonfly flashed by the Manta, and Kane caught ablurred glimpse of ahelmeted head with a
grimacing face below adark visor.
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Kaneleveled off the TAV. On his new course, he headed toward the gaping jaws of the Black Canyon.
Beyond it rose the peaks of alow mountain range, the Sangre De Cristo, he thought it might be. The
mountains were four or five miles away, just about perfect for his next tactic. Keeping the Mantalow, he
maintained watch on the CGl sgnature representing the angry Dragonfly.

He could easily imagine the kind thoughts—and profanity—going through the pilot's head. No doubt he
had been scrambled out of awarm bed to fly arecon with ordersto destroy the Manta on sight. Kane
was sure the orders made no alowance for failure.

The pilot seemed rdlatively skilled, at least in high-altitude and substratsopheric flights. But the ground
had to have seemed frighteningly close, and maneuvering at such high speeds would make him nervous.
Kane decided to stress him out even more. Sidedipping the Mantato port, he guided the machineinto
the Black Canyon.



Sindri groaned in sick terror, " Oh, my God."

Flying through the Black Canyon was like trying to thread a needle with arunaway locomative. The
sheer rock walls grew closer and more threatening with every maneuver. Treacherous downdrafts
buffeted the Manta periloudy close to the foaming rapids of the Gunnison River, which gushed through
the ramparts of stone. Kane's hands were congtantly busy with the pitch, tab and trim controls.

He gazed at the computer-generated image of the
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landscape on the HUD. Data scrolled down the side of the display, reviewing and ng primary
areas of danger beyond hisline of vison. Each boulder, outcropping and curve in the canyon showed in
detail.

At the beginning of the flight some thirty minutes before, Sindri had yipped and crowed with delight at
the precision flying. Kane remembered the little man'sjubilation thirty years before when he put the
Aurorathrough its paces. Now he was having adifficult time keegping the yips of ddight from turning to
bleats of terror, asthe walls of the gorge whipped by inablur.

Suddenly afirebal bloomed port Sde, barely two yards above the Mantaswing. The aircraft shuddered
from the ralling concussion. Kane felt the shock from the fuselage traveling through his body.

"What the fuck wasthat?' Sindri screamed.
"A rocket with alow-impact warhead," he answered camly. "He's trying to shake us up.”

Kane swerved the Manta around an outthrusting shelf of rock. As he completed the maneuver, the ship
lurched Sdeways as a piece of the canyon wall exploded in aflaming, flaring shower of rock chips. The
fragmentsrattled noisly againg thefusdage.

Sindri shouted, "Dammit, why don't we defend ourselves?”'
"Because we aren't amed,” Kanereplied, unruffled.

Sindri‘sresponseg, if he had one, waslogt in the shrill keening of wind as Kane pushed the Mantaiinto a
steep dive, down toward the foaming surface of the
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river. The ship skimmed over the top, sucking up plumes of water initswake. A column of water
erupted off to their right as another minirocket detonated in the riverbed. The Manta was splashed and
jarred by the shock waves, but Kane kept it steady.

The canyon'swinding and twisting course became worse instead of better. It was a hdter-skelter jumble
of outcroppings, detritus and scatterings of house-sized boulders. It looked asif this particular part of the
gorge had been the playground of gargantuan children, and they had |eft the place asit was after
particularly protracted temper tantrums. The only good aspect was that the terrain was far too confusing
and obgtructive for the Dragonfly to try launching another attack. The pilot gained as much dtitude as
possible and hung back.



After five or so minutes of the nerve-jangling flight, the canyon walls receded and the gorge widened out
into avalley. Ingantly, Kane heeled the Manta over, working it into aflat spin. It was adangerous
maneuver o closeto the ground, but he had cal culated the risks. The range was till too long for the
Dragonfly's minirockets, but Kane figured the pilot would remedy that very quickly.

The HUD showed the Dragonfly banking and diving in pursuit, shortening the distance between them
very swiftly just as Kane had predicted. Because the pilot had been trained in the techniques of
high-atitude, maximum-power approaches, but was too nervousto cut in histhrottle so closeto the
ground.
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Hewas askilled air jockey, nevertheless. He performed a smooth barrd roll to shorten a pass that
would have carried him miles away and made aroaring return for another strafing pass. But the fast
decreasing dtitude made him back off after launching only one rocket. It went wide, doing nothing more
than coating the Manta's hull with dust.

Stll, the pilot had his orders and apparently a set of Sainless-sted testicles. Even asthe Manta skimmed
swiftly above the ground, casting a shadow ahead and below it dmost identical to its seagoing
namesake, the Dragonfly prepared for afina effort.

It rose up on an arc, then soared down at aforty-five-degree angle, its cannon thudding, atongue of
flame dancing from the barrel. Kane saw the fountains and divots of dirt and rock explode asthe rounds
hammered a cross-stitch pattern into the terrain.

A minirocket exploded on theright, abrilliant red-yellow spout of fire. The control stick fought his hands
asthe sudden concussion made the TAV shudder. Clods of turf and shrapnel raitled briefly againgt the
hull's undercarriage. He banked the craft afew degreesto starboard, but maintained the atitude.

The mountains came toward them rapidly. Both aircraft were well below the summits. Kane saw no
vegetation to speak of on the higher dopes, just a Utter of stone. Under the cold moonlight, the range
looked menacing and the deep dark valeys between them filled with forest weren't much more inviting.

He pushed the control stick forward, and the Manta surged ahead, its speed increasing to 500 miles per
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readings, which clocked the enemy ship'srising speed levels. He knew that in order to catch them now,
the pilot would haveto kick in the afterburners.

Kane dowed the Manta at the precise ingtant the Dragonfly's afterburner spit blue flame. 1t soared
overhead, like a projectile loosed from a dingshot, heading directly toward the mountains. The pesks
were very close, and Kane held the TAV's nose toward the nearest one.

"Whet the hdll are you doing?' Sindri screamed.
Kane didn't answer, watching as the Dragonfly's pilot struggled to reduce his craft's speed asit closed in

on the mountain range. The sheer, deeply fissured rocky pesk swelled in hisvisor, and according to the
measurements scrolling madly within the helmet, a collision was unavoidable. The conica massloomed



up over them like athundercloud.
Sindri began shrieking and kicking the back of his seat. "Veer off! Well crash! Veer off!"

Kaneignored him. Sindri's cries reached a peak of hysteria, then he lapsed into a hypnotized silence. A
red square of light suddenly appeared on Kane's HUD, superimposed over asmall, grid-enclosed digital
smulation of the mountain and the Dragonfly. Simultaneoudy, the warning chime sounded. Then theicon
representing the Dragonfly seemed to be sucked into the CGI mountaintop.

Instantly, Kane pulled back on the control column and the TAV swept into a steep climb, the pulse det-
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onation jets roaring. The Manta skimmed across the crest of the peak with only afew feet between it
and the TAV'sundercarriage. A shaved diver of asecond later, he was blinded by ahell-hued blossom
of light asthe Dragonfly'sfud tank ruptured, ignited and exploded. Tongues of flame balooned in all
directions.

Bouncing pieces of metd rang reverberating chimes on the Manias hull. Fragments of the aircraft,
pinrwhedling a incredible vel ocities, smashed into the TAV'sfusdage, actudly scoringit.

Kane swung the Manta around and headed back away from the mountains. As he recrossed the peak,
he saw agreet bal of flame marking the crash point of the Dragonfly. It had collided with the mountain
lessthan fifty feet below the summit. The wind of the TAV's passage tore enough holesin the pal of
smoke o he could see the burning, blackened hulk of the Dragonfly.

The Plexiglas canopy was too flame scorched to discern movement behind it. Sparks corkscrewed into
the air. Theimpact and explosion started asmall avalanche, and pieces of wreckage tumbled down
aong the mountaingde.

Sindri's headset accurately conveyed hisrelieved sigh. "Mr. Kane...I can't believe you managed to
accomplish themiracleyou just did.”

"Neither can |, retorted Kane. "1 thought my miracle-making days were behind me. But before you put
too much faith in me, we ill have to makeit to High River in one piece.”

Chapter 20

The Manta soared over theirrigated greenness of cultivated fields and over the silvery windings of the
Kanab River, atributary of the Colorado.

Kane looked down at the clean, well-lit city spread below. High River was built on the bluffs
overlooking the waterway, on the foundation of Cobatville, which in turn had been built on the
foundation of Vigtaville, once the domain of Baron Alferd Nelson. He was now avery long time
moldering in an unmarked grave, but even after the city became Cobdtville, the streets fill seemed
haunted by the memories of hisbloody deeds.

Thewallsrosefifty feet high and at each intersecting corner, awatchtower protruded. At onetimethe
towers had housed V ulcan-Phaanx gun emplacements, but those had been removed years before.



The walls themselves had been rebuilt in the years since the Consolidation War. The old stone was
sheathed in ablue-gray aloy. Initsflat expanse were faint, swirling patterns, but no seamsor cracks.
The congtruction technology that had refurbished the walls and changed Cobdtville to High River was
far beyond what had been in use, even before the nukecaust.

There were no longer any checkpoints on the road
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leading up to the city's gate, no "dragon's-teeth” obstacles, no armed patrols. But, asin the old baronia
days, powerful spotlights still washed theimmediate area outsde the walls, leaving nothing hidden from
their glare. One of the officia reasonsfor fortifying the baronies was a century-old fear—or paranoid
deluson—of aforeign invasion from other nuke-scarred nations. It had never happened, and Kane had
awayswondered how the barons figured any country could mount alarge enough army to establish
anything other than aremote beachhead.

Insde the walls il stretched the complex of spired Enclaves. Each of the four towers wasjoined to the
others by pedestrian bridges. Few of the windows in the towers showed any light, so therewasllittle to
indicate that the interconnecting network of stone columns, enclosed walkways, shops and promenades
was where thousands of people made their homes.

The dark and noisome streets of the Tartarus Pits no longer crisscrossed at the base of the Enclaves.
The ville baronia society had been gtrictly class and caste based, and the design of the villes themselves
reflected the cultural demarcation—the higher acitizen's standing in society, the higher he or she might
liveinthe Enclaves.

Thelowest leved of the ville castes were the servant classes, who lived in abject squaor. The population
of thisclasswas ruthlessly controlled. Thoselower levelswere known in the ville vernacular asthe
Tartarus Pits, named after the abyss below Hell where Zeus confined
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the Titans. But the seething melting pots of cheap labor and crime had long ago been rehabilitated and
merged with the rest of the community.

However, the Enclaves ill formed alatticework of intersected circles, al connected to the center of the
circle, from which arose the tower known in baronia days as the Administrative Monolith. The massve,
round column of white stone jutted three hundred feet into the sky, standing proud and haughty, but now
asymbol of consolidation.

It was from this structure thet the city of High Tower took its name, since dl other monalithshi al the
other former baronies had been either demoh'shed during the war, or torn down afterward. The only

reason this particular one till existed was out of deference to the wishes of the imperia mother, Erica
van Soan.

AsKane piloted the Mantain awide, low-dtitude circuit around the city, Sindri commented, "L ooks

pesceful enough.”

Kanesad, "Wait."

Asif hisone-word response were acue, circular hatches opened up dl over thewalls, dilating like the



lenses of cameras. From the hatches rose disk-shaped lifts, depositing uniformed troopers at various
points on the parapets. They swarmed out and took up position in well-ordered drills. At aquick count,
Kane estimated there were perhaps twenty of them.

Their boots, coverdls and hemets were midnight-blue, with facings of bright scarlet. They brandished
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streamlined rifleswith barrels like truncated cones. Power cablestrailed from the stocks to bulky power
units attached to their belts.

All the troopers were dender of build and so blank of expression they might have been mistaken for
mannequinsin military dress. The faces under the polycarbonate helmets were of human shape and
features, but dl of them were identical asto complexion and expresson—paper pae with astrange
waxy sheen. Ther eyes benesth the overhang of their headgear barely blinked, and their small mouths
did not so much astwitch.

"Whet the hell arethey?' Sindri asked.

"Soldiers of the CCS," Kane answered in asardonic drawl. "Generation 2.5, I'd guess. Frightening
spectacle, aren't they?"

Sindri snorted. "Arethey droids or something?”

"Something. A hybrid of hybridsisthe best way to describe them. They're synthetic, not necessarily
artificid. All their parts are organic, except for the SQUID implants, which more or less program them
likedroids."

Tower-mounted searchlights tracked the TAV, white funnels of incandescence sweeping up and across
the ramparts of the city walls. Two of them struck the Manta and stayed there. Despite the tinted canopy
and Kane's visored hemet, the light was blinding. But the light activated the eectrochemica polymer of
the canopy and it immediately polarized, cutting off at least hdf of the lights candlepower.
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Asthe Manta made another pass, the troopers lifted their rifles and triggered them amost in unison.
Neither Kane nor Sindri saw or heard anything but brief flashes of light. However, both men felt the
Manta shudder beneath multiple impacts before Kane whisked the craft up and out of range.

"What kind of weagpons arethose?' Sindri demanded. "L asers? Tasers? Phasers?'

"None of the above," replied Kane. "They're called ASPs—A ccelerated Streams of
Protons—something Sam devel oped.”

Sindri grunted in grudging admiration. "Very inventive. The wegpons accelerate protons to grest speeds
and discharge them as bolts of plasma. They must pack more kinetic and therma power than alaser.”

"Exatly.”

With asnide chuckle, Sindri asked, ' "Then perhaps you will be good enough to explain exactly how an
unarmed aircraft will be able to land without being protoned to pieces.”



Kane matched his chuckle. It sounded hollow and false within the confines of hishelmet. "Onething |
learned about the Mantas—they don't aways need weaponsto be deadly. With theright pilot at the
controls, they become wegpons.”

Before Sindri could request clarification, Kane twisted the control stick and the TAV surged upward,
amog stlanding the ship onitstail. He made an dmost vertical bank, and the Manta plunged directly
toward
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the surface of thewall. The cockpit resonated with the high-pitched whine of stressed engines and the
dipstream of air diding around them.

The soldiersraced back and forth, putting the ASP riflesto their shoulders again. Light flared from the
barrdls, and the TAV's fusdage shook from jarring blows.

Static discharges crackled inside the cockpit, crawling and leaping from one piece of eectronicsto
another. Sindri howled in pain and clawed the radio headset avay from hisface. Kaneignored him,
waggling the Maniaswings, tilting the craft up from sdeto Sde. He steepened the angle of the diveto
gather momentum. The searchlights still tracked across the empty sky, swinging to and fro.

At the very last instant, Kane pulled back on the control stick and the Mantaleveled off, roaring above
theraised lip of parapet by scant inches. Troopers dropped flat as the undercarriage skimmed over their
helmeted heads, but afew of the massed soldiersweren't so fast or so lucky. The wings of the TAV
scythed into them, bresking them in the middle or crushing their skulls. They were swatted off thewalls
like red-and-blue bugs.

The violent downdraft of the Manta's booming passage buffeted afew others, damming the soldiersup
and over the edge of thewall. At least four of the uniformed troopers were sucked up in the wake of the
ship and dragged behind it for several hundred feet
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before their bodies |ost momentum and plummeted into the streets of the city.

The facade of the white tower swelled inthe TAV'sview port, and Kane kicked the Mantainto atight
orbit around it, asif the huge structure were amaypole. He retraced his course back to the wall. The
few remaining troopersfired their rifles at the ship, halos of white energy dancing around the barrels.

Engaging the vectored thrust ramjets, Kane dropped the Manta straight down and gracefully brought it
to rest on the extended tripodd landing gear right in the center of the parapet.

"Now what?' snarled Sindri. "The soldiers have guns and we have shit!"

"You didn't listen to me very closely, did you?' Kane touched the controls and changed the angle of the
ramjet vents.

Five-yard-long tongues of blue flame licked out from the apertures and touched the soldiers gpproaching
the ship from the rear and to the Sides. Ingtantly their uniforms burst into flame, and they became
capering scarecrows made of fire.



Kane touched the controls again, and concussive bursts of superheated gas battered the burning men,
driving them back with drunken, redling steps. They vanished over the edge of thewall, either hurling
themselvesto safety or to their deaths. Kane didn't know which and at the moment didn't give adamn.
He cut power to the engines.
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In avoice breathless with awed tension, Sindri said, "Y ou're a cold-blooded bastard, Mr. Kane."

"That's quite the compliment coming from you," Kane shot back, removing hishelmet. "Or wasit a
compliment?'

Sindri shrugged. "'I'm not sure.”

Kane unsealed the canopy and did it back. He and Sindri climbed out and down. The odor of scorched
flesh and heated metal hung heavy in theair and Sindri wrinkled hisnose at it. "Now what?"

Kane gestured to the nearest corner tower. "We can get to the street level through there."
"And do what?' Sindri demanded in angry frustration. "Get shot a some more, arrested, killed? Y ou
don't even have agun! When | knew you before, you were always loaded down with enough firepower

to take out hdlf of the Cydonia colony!”

Kane waved a negligent hand through the air and started toward the corner tower. "We got thisfar
without guns, didn't we? Besides, | lost my faith in musketry along time ago.”

"And when wasthat?' Sindri hadn't moved. "Around the time you moved out of the playpen?’
"Around thetime Brigid waskilled." Kane's voice held no particular inflection.

Sindri sighed with a soul-deep, put-upon weariness and hurried after Kane. "Where arewe going? To
seethe imperator?”’

Kane shook hishead. "No, he sees nobody, not no way, not no how. Besides, he doesn't hang out here.”
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Sindri scowled. "Whoever hangs out here hastried to kill ustwice!”

Kane nodded genidly. "Very true. But now that we're here, I'm betting that Lakesh won't want us dead
until he's had the chanceto talk to us.”

"What are you basing that bet on?"

"| think Tanvirah reported only to her mother about me bringing you out of zero time. Ericawasthe one
who gave the orders to have us intercepted and shot down...not to mention killed if wetried to land. But
by now, Lakesh has seen the vid of thetwo of us—" Kane sdluted the air in the direction of the tower
and the small spy-eye atop its spire "—and helll give us safe passage. At least so we can be questioned.
Hell be sending an escort.”



Sindri shook his head in exasperation. "It would be niceif you had informed me of your wagers, plans
and hopes before we embarked.”

Kane amiled. "That would spoil the spontaneity.”

The men had walked alittle over hdf the distance to the tower when alift disk hatch irised open directly
intheir path. It didn't disgorge more troopers. Instead a SPIDE rested on the platform.

Sindri gtiffened, mouth dropping open in astonishment. "Whét the hell isthat thing?"

"The escort | mentioned,” Kanereplied camly. "It'scaled aSPIDE."

"A SPIDE?" Sindri echoed, sounding on the verge of panic.
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"A SPIDE," Kane confirmed. "It's an unmanned drone, based on the old hover tank designs.”

The SPIDE's bulbous metal body was about the size of asmall wag. A dome-shaped turret-head
dominated the top of it, with Six glassy eyesthat looked very much like convex crystal lenses. On each
sde of the body protruded four jointed rods ending in bifurcated sted claws. Alternating between the
legs were long, flexible tentacles. The entire body was mounted on acircular base about ten feet in
diameter.

The SPIDE didn't produce a clatter of treads or rumble of whedls or even the growl of an engine. All
they heard was afaint throb. Kane heard Sindri's breath coming hi quick pants, and he didn't blame the

little man one hit.

"They ride on a cushion of air provided by huge turbine fans,” Kane continued. "So we can't redly
outrunit."

Sindri swallowed hard. " Another invention of this Sammy the imperator?'

"Actualy, no. They were put in use by die barons as Sege engines. Severa of the origind versonswere
kept in the Anthill. Y ou might recall seeing a couple of them in the same place the Aurorawas stored.”

Sindri's brow wrinkled as he tried to match the machinesin his memory with the device that stood before
him now. "It doesn't ook like die same things | remember,”" he muttered.

"Sam improved onthem.”

Even though Kane knew the SPIDE was only are-
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mote-controlled automaton, not a demon, the machine still wasn't exactly asight to soothe the nerves.
He eyed the mechanoid, noting the design differences between this modd and the ones used during the
Consolidation War. Sindri shifted hisfeet, asif heintended to return to the Manta.

"Don't run," Kane sdemouthed to Sindri.



Instead of areply, he heard Sindri suck in his breath with a hiss. There was afaint whirring sound and
the SPIDE extended its tentacles. They snaked aong the surface of the wall toward them.

Sindri watched the metd serpents dink closer and closer. He shouted a curse as his courage deserted
him, and he did the exact opposite of Kane's warning—he turned and ran, dashing back toward the
Manta. Before he had crossed more than five feet, an eardrum-compressing hoot blasted from the
SPIDE. Itsglassy eyesflashed. A gust of compressed air heaved it severd feet from the surface of the
lift platform, and with awhine of turbofansit glided after him. The four legs provided extra support while
both of its tentacles shot out after thelittle man.

Kanethrew himsdf to one side, barely avoiding being struck by one tentacle asit lashed out and
whipped around Sindri's knees. He was jerked off his feet and lifted into the air. The SPIDE dangled
him upside down. Heyeled in fright, asamsflailing as he pried a the flexible metal conduit entrgpping his

legs.
Kaneleagped after the machine, jumping onto its back, hisfeet skidding and seeking purchase on the
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dippery dloyed surface. He crawled toward its head, hoping to deactivate the sensor array in the turret.
He bardy made it halfway. With awhir, the head swiv-eled to face him, and Kane experienced a
shuddery ingtant of staring into the crystal eyes and sensing outrage.

Then the other tentacle coiled up and did over him like anoose, cinching tight around hiswaist. Kane
struggled as hefdt it raise him above the surface of the SPIDE. Hetried to fit hisfingers between the
tentacle and his body—but the world dissolved around him in ablaze of blue flame and atorrent of pain.

Chapter 21

Kane dreamed in fragments, but none of the fragments made any sense. A humid cloak of darkness
swathed most of hismind in sweaty, ebony folds. Only infrequently came brief flares of light and cogent

thought.

The wavering lights took on the appearance of faces, faces that somehow resembled his mother, his
father and other people he knew, but couldn't name dl a the sametime. He had an inchoate avareness
that he had promised to do something for that face, but he couldn't remember what.

He knew hewas dreaming, just as he knew it was pointlessto try to remember what kind of promises
he had made to dream faces. He doubted he would remember the dream or the facesin the light of day.
There were far too many dreamsto recall over alifetime of them. Aloofly, he wondered just how many
dreams he might have experienced over a pan of decades. Daydreams didn't count, for they alowed
the dreamer to possess at least amodicum of control, and most of his daydreams had been pleasant.

No one except the incurably psychotic would daydream a nightmare when more pleasing fantasies of
power and sex and simple happinesswere but a
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thought away. So Kane redized he wasin the throes of anightmare, smply because he wasn't enjoying
himsdlf. Time seemed to hang motionless, even while hismind raced onward like arunaway war wag



with the peda bolted down hard to the metal. He was aware of nothing but avoid surrounding him.

Then with the kind of abruptness that happens only in dreams, the void ended against a huge iron-braced
door. It loomed up before him, but he didn't dow his mad flight. Right before he thought to crash
headlong into it, the door opened directly into along, broad hall that grew indistinct in the murky
distance. Kane raced aong the corridor, not alowing himsdaf amoment to clear the confusion from his
thoughts. The corridor wallswere lined by flickering torchesin metal sconces. The floor, walsand
ceiling were of stone, cut into huge square blocks. The walls on ether sde of him were covered with
brightly colored friezes, portraying men and women he thought he recognized.

The imagesflickered and changed whenever Kane tried to focus his eyes on them. As he plummeted
pas, it amost seemed that the women in the friezes bore Tanvirah'sface or hair or eyes. The women
smiled astheir bodies were fondled by various mae partners, some of them with handsome, finely
chisded features and others who looked more like animals.

Sweset William stepped out from the frieze, 00zing dime from every knobby wart, ridiculoudy clad in the
open red jacket of one of Lord Strongbow's dragoons and nothing more. The Pischacas greeted him
with
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outstretched talons and foam-flecked fangs. Kane flashed through him asif the goblin-man were no
more substantia than a shadow.

V oices spoke, aman's degp rumbling tones and another woman's, achildish piping. It took Kane along
time to visudize the people who belonged to the voices. At firgt, hetried to outrun the voices, to leave
them behind in the void, but they followed him. Not caling him, but smply talking asif hewere privy to
long-forgotten conversations.

"You're breaking old, ingrained habits and acting out of character... that can be deadly.”

Grant...

"You brought all this up. Curiosity always hasits price, you know."

Brigid...

"/ mean if you keep on pretending you're too professional for Brigid, she'll find somebody who
doesn't think heis."

Domi...

Grant...Brigid...Domi...the names echoed in the hollow halls of his memory. There were other voices,
other names he knew he should remember, faces he knew he had seen somewhere.

Hetried to cdl out into the dreamscape surrounding bis racing body, but he could force out no sound.
The only noise he could hear was ingide his chest, the oxygen within hislungs echoing heavily with the
dull thump of amultitude of air sacs expanding open and
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damming shut. With each new opening-and-closing sound, hefelt hislungs congtrict.

Kane kept flying, feding his heart cenching and unclenching painfully insde his chest. He dashed through
aseries of empty chambers, lit by aghodtly, illusveillumination. Thelong corridor abruptly ended in
utter, impenetrable blackness, like a sepiasea. Kane couldn't stop himsdlf and he plunged into it.

All around the darkness wasfilled with stars. His vision blurred, and he wondered to himsalf which
would kill him firs—his heart bursting or soaring into the heart of a star. He managed to twist hisneck
and look down and around. There was no horizon, no land, no Earth, only stars, and he realized he was
surrounded by an inky black curtain dusted with amillion grains of diamond-dusted starlight.

The stars were everywhere at once as he plunged through them. All around him suns burned with apure,
clean radiance. The clouds of nebula glowed silver againgt the prima black. Congtell ations wheeled and
glittered. He could fed the movement of the universe pulsing againgt him, hear the songs sung by the
dars.

Somehow, he realized he was floating through a point in nonspace and time from which al spaces and
times were accessible. He also knew a single consciousness was responsible for that accessibility, and it
was unnaturdl.

Almost as soon asthe notion registered in hismind, he saw apair of crimson stars smoldering among the
millions of congtelations. They glittered before him,

TALON AND FANG 289

glowing like maignant eyes. They drew Kane forward asif his consciousness were made of meta filings
and the eyes were magnets.

Hetried to stop, to dow down, to change direction. Instead, he plummeted toward hell-eyes, dl control
gone. The crimson radiance grew brighter, more vivid, and around the crimson stars formed aface.

It was aman'sface, undeniably human, yet with dien, hellishly glowing red eyes. The high-boned face
was very pae, with sharp cheekbones and ajutting chin. His ears were very small and delicately shaped,
nestled closeto the hairless skull. Hisinhumanly large, curved eyes had no pupils, only obsidianirises
with abare hint of white at the corners. The eyeswere less organs of vision than apertures leading to the
fathomless ends of the universe.

Then the flesh seemed to melt away, reveding agleaming metallic mask of burnished slver, made even
more ghastly by the red eyes burning in sunken sockets. Ddlicate inlays of circuitry coated hisfleshless
skull. Small whiteteeth grinned in amirthless|eer.

The grinning naked skull floated in the sepiasea, agleaming slver inwhich sparks of livid red flame
danced within the shadowed sockets.

A suddenriot of images exploded in hismind. They were only whedling pieces, splinters of fireand
blood and the gulfs of deep space. He fdt acrazed tumble of emotions, al different but all
smultaneous—anger, stark terror and agrief so deep it seemed his heart would shrivel.
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Hefdt asckening sensation as dl stability and sanity crumbled, then he careened through scenes of
carnage, of blood and fire.

Mongtrous pillars of flame roared above the skyline of cities. Men, women and children fled, howling
likesoulsin Hell.

He saw rows of red things strapped to tables, living human beingsin the process of dissection. He
glimpsed white bones and blood and strips of flesh laid back for the ingpection and removal of interna
organs.

He stared at aworld, at many worldsin torment, of skies across which curtains of black smoke
scudded, of blistering shock waves wrenching mountains from their beds, flattening cities, monuments
and al the works of humankind.

A voice seemed to whisper to him, not from far away, but from everywhere. It was a voice he had heard
before, just like the gpocayptic images his mind swam through were frighteningly familiar.

Thevoicesaid, "l penetrate al the barriers between casements, going back into the pagt, infiltrating the
highest corridors of power, so that when the proper historical moment arrivesto strike, the world
changes. Forever."

Kane struggled not to scream in horrified redization, as recollections of the warning from so many years
before flooded into hismind. "Y ou will know my presence in your own casement soon enough. By then,
| hope you will have resigned yoursdlf to what
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cannot be changed. Do not fight anymore. Thereisno useinit.”

Kanewas no stranger to fear. He had lived with it daily, and it was an emotion he long ago had learned
to bottle, to contain. Now it escaped and spread through him like avirus, consuming him with terror,
horror and panic. He set histeeth on the scream rising from histhroat.

The death's-head leered at him and the jaws of the skull opened. A pedl of hideous laughter poured from
the yawning jaws. Kane plunged toward that gaping maw, determined not to give voiceto his surge of
terror.

KANE FELT aningstent, jiggling pressure, as though he wereriding on the back of awag asit jounced
over abumpy road. Hetried to roll with it, but he couldn't seem to move. Findly heredlized ahard
object was prodding bisright shoulder.

Hedidn't open hiseyes, but tried to decode his surroundings and circumstances with his other senses.
Warmth surrounded him and the ennui it evoked kept him from responding to the pressure. His nostrils
filled with arich flord odor.

"Kane." It was awoman's voice, one he had heard before, but not in avery long time. She sounded
worried, impatient.



With hiseyes ill shut, he managed to reach up and hisfingers closed on something that felt likeawrist
covered by asatiny fabric. Hiseydidslifted. The
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lighting was muted, diffused, and the world looked strange. Shadowy figures moved, wavered back and
forth.

"Kane..." the voice said again, thistime underscored by anote of relief.

The woman who leaned over him seemed grotesque at first, impossibly deformed asif stretched by
some monstrous torture device. Then Kane redlized the impression was one created by his poor vison
and artifice. The woman's pants hugging her long, lithe legswere cut high at thewaist and fell over
dtilt-heeled boots that gave theillusion of great height. Her waist wastightly cinched by ared sash and
the narrow shoulders of her black tunic were lifted by tapered pads.

The fabric wastailored to conform to the thrust of her full breasts. Emblazoned on the left breast was a
familiar symbol. A thick-walled pyramid was worked in red thread, enclosing, and partialy bisected by,
three eongated but reversed triangles. Small disks topped each one, lending them aresemblance to
round-hilted daggers.

Kane squinted up & her, trying to pierce the fog that seemed to float over his eyes, and see her face. At
the same time, he redlized helay in an uncomfortable bed, covered from the neck down by athick quilt.
Hewas surprised not only by the bed, but also by the fact he was dive so he could wake up, the bed's
discomfort notwithstanding. His thought processes moved ponderoudly, like haf-frozen mud, but he re-
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aized the SPIDE had rendered him unconscious with ajolt of voltage, rather than frying him likeadab
of bacon.

Hedidn't fed particularly grateful for the machinesrestraint. The back of his head ached fiercely, and his
skin prickled painfully, asif he were suffering a body-wide sunburn. He started to sit up, but pain hit the
back of his head like aclub and the bed spun. A wave of nausea churned in hisbelly, and he lay down
again, closing hiseyestightly.

Ericavan Soan said softly, "Don't move too quickly...you're still recuperating.”

Kane nodded asif he understood, even though he didn't. "Isit redly you, Erica?'

"You know it is, Kane. It's been many, many years. When Tanvirah told me that you would be coming
after her, | didn't know what to fedl. | gpologize for the reception. | didn't authorize the airborne attack
or the soldiers assault.”

"But the SPIDE was your idea?"

"Yes" Theflat, dmost dead intonation of her voice caused the hairs on his ngpe to tingle. She sounded
old and wesk and helpless.

"How long have | been out?' He was disturbed by how raw hisvoice sounded in hisears.



" Around fourteen hours."

He opened hiseyesadlit, and his sense of perspective dowly returned, in a piecemed fashion. He
dowly looked around, gauging his surroundings, feding adistant sense of familiarity with them, despite
thefact
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the room was small with chesp furnishings—a narrow bed not much better than a cot, a cabinet and
small table on which was placed aframed photograph. He squinted &t it, trying to identify the three
peopleit featured. Then heredlized it was apic of himsdf sanding between hisfather and mother. He
hadn't seen the photograph in many, many years, or the peoplein it.

Helooked at the image of the cocky, eager kid he used to be. He was smiling in the picture. Hisfather
and mother weren't. His dad had the same dark hair and high-planed features as he did, but he looked
brooding and unhappy. His mother's somber expression spoke of the same emotion.

Kane's mother had vanished from hisliferight after he entered the Magistrate Division training academy.
Her disgppearance wasn't unusud. Though matrimony and child producing were considered the supreme
socia responsibility by the barons, it was aso consdered only atemporary arrangement.

Children were anecessity for the continuation of society, but only those passing stringent testswere
alowed to bear them. Genetics 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 divisions, the parents were required to
separate, particularly in the case of mae children recruited by the Magistrates. So his mother had
removed her-
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sef. She had probably redlized there was alimit to the pointlessness she could endure of being a parent
in absentia.

Kane had never redly known, but he had often wondered if the entire purpose of her life had been to
give birth to him. After he entered the Division, her duties discharged, the rest of her life had to have
been onelong, total anticlimax.

Asfor hisfather, thelast Sght of him wasimpressed indelibly and eterndly in Kanés mind. He knew
even if some horrible accident wiped his memory clean of everything dsein hislife, he would never
forget hisvist to Nightmare Alley in the ArchuletaMesaiingdlation.

Asthe center for advanced and ongoing genetic experiments, Nightmare Alley was well named. It was
horrible, unbelievable, insane. There he, Brigid and Grant had found Kane's father, suspended in cryonic
das's, hisbody now supplying its superior genetic materia for later hybridization. Hisfather'sfate
remained unknown, even after the incendiaries they had touched off during their first incursion had
wreaked wide devastation. The oddsthat hisfather had survived were exceptionally remote, but Kane
was by nature a percentage player and even a one percent chance provided afeeble ray of hope.

However, the devastation caused by the crash of the Auroraayear later was certainly more
widespread, and even if hisfather's cryostasis canister had come through the incendiary explosions



intact, thelast wave
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of destruction more than likely engulfed it, asit had the rest of theingtalation.
Trying to clear adry-as-dust throat, Kane croaked, "I'm in Cobaltville, aren't I? In my old flat?"

Ericapushed aflexible straw between hislips. As he gratefully drew in amouthful of cool water, she
sad, "You'rein High River in the Enclaves, yes. They were restored many years ago as away to honor
you, if you ever decided to join us. Like amemoria for the services you rendered to the cause of unity
before, during and after the war."

Kane nearly choked on the water as the absurdity of her statement sunk in. All four-room apartmentsin
the resdentia Enclaves were essentidly interchangeable. Conformity, standardization, whatever the
euphemism, the flats were about as homelike as a cdll block.

None of the doors on any Enclave level had locks. It was a carryover from the Program of Unification,
when the Council of Front Royd had decided that privacy bred conspiracy. The council had further
decreed that since everyone had the same possessions as everyone el se, there was no need to stedl,
especidly among the dite. The desirefor privacy was viewed not just as gauche, but as an expression of
deviant thinking.

Herecadled hisfew paltry persond possessions from those days. He had owned absolutely nothing
anyone would want. Most of his property had been inherited from his grandfather and father, including
the photograph. Since the gpartment was more or lessthe Kane
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ancestra home, it should have been filled with relics of earlier generations.

It wasn't. There were a couple of lamps, achair, atable, asofa, the futon in the bedroom, afew antique
books wrapped in plagtic, a couple of ancient muzzle loaders confiscated from Tarer traders nearly sixty

years ago.

Wincing againgt the pain hi his head, he mumbled around the straw, " This must be the ugliest and most
boring museum display in the entire history of theworld."

Ericadidn't laugh. She sat on the edge of the bed and held the cup of water with one hand while stroking
his forehead with the other. "The pain will soon pass. Once you hedl, you won't even have ascar.”

Stll swalowing water, Kane squinted up at her, findly able to see her face clearly. The mirrored lenses
of the sunglasses covering her eyes gave her the expressionless stare of an bisect. Her black hair hung
loose around her shoulders, pushed back behind her ears. It looked lusterless, dmost like a cheap wig.
Spitting out the straw, he echoed uneasily, " Scar?”

"From the surgery,” she replied matter-of-factly. She touched the back of her head. "Y ou now have a
SQUID inyour brain, just like everybody ese. Welcome to the CCS. Welcome to the adaptive Earth.”



Chapter 22

Heart pounding franticaly within his chest, sseming to hammer againgt hisrib cage asif trying to escape,
Kanelevered himsdlf upright.

Histemples throbbed with the effort. He noted he was naked except for apair of briefs.

Hisfingers explored the occipital region of his cranium, and they touched a scabrous lump at the vertex
point. A sharp needle of pain stabbed through his skull from back to front and made his eyes water.

"Why?" he demanded hoarsdly, flatly.

Ericasmiled, but it looked mechanical. "I'd like to say it's SO you won't be so hard to get dong with."
The smile vanished. "But in redity it was done o you'll understand how being linked with Sam, with the
Heart of the World, isnot quite the form of cyber-davery you think it is. You'll adapt in time."

"Woasthisdoneto Sindri?' he demanded.

"Not yet," Ericaanswered. "Asthe authorities of High River, Lakesh and | are il trying to decide how
much of a contribution he might make, how adaptive he would be." She paused and added with awan
amile, "Besides, he's been telling usthe most inter-
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esting stories about what you've been up to with my spatiotemporal dissociator.”

Struggling with hisfury, trying to restrain himsalf from striking her, Kane saw his distorted reflectionin
her glasses. Hisface looked different somehow, but he couldn't ingtantly identify the changes. Then with
asurge of shock, heredized al the gray was gone from hisbeard and hair and the fine h'nes around his
eyes had been replaced by firmer flesh.

Snarling, he raked the glasses from her face. She didn't move or even react, except to smile at him sadly.
He had hdf expected to see red eyes bright with the fires of Hell, but did not. Thefury rising in him was
choked off, replaced by asick horror when he looked into her blind eyes.

The violet glints were covered by amilky sheen. They were old eyes, eyesthat had seen too much and
given up trying to make sense of the visions. He noted the deeply etched creases of weariness at their
corners, the half-moons of puffy flesh beneath them, the seams and lines she had tried to bury beneath
coatings of cosmetics.

"Not much to look at nowadays, am |?" Her voice was arustling Sigh of regret.

Still angry, Kane put a hand around the graceful column of her throat, seeing the wattles sagging benesath
her chin. " Sam has et you grow old, but he makes me younger?

"Sam sees himself asateacher,” she murmured. "He teacheslessonsin humility and obedience.”
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"Did you need such alesson?!

Ericatried to shrug. "Perhaps | did. Perhaps not. I'm no longer strong enough to know. It's been ahard
life, Kane, damn hard."

She caressed hiswrist with along-fingered, delicate hand. It, at least, bore no signs of aging. "Sam has
dready begun the lessonswith you."

"How did he do thisto me?' Kane demanded. "He didn't touch melike he did you and Lakesh al those
years ago. Isthe implant the secret?’

She nodded and Kane removed his hand from her throat, pulling away from histouch. '
'Nanotechnology is,”" shereplied softly. "It took me yearsto learn the true source of my son's powers.
They are not organic—they're not psionic.”

Kane edged off the bed. "I never redly thought they were." He placed his feet on the floor and stood,
swaying, unnerved by how rubber kneed and lightheaded he felt. " Can you get me some clothes?"

Ericagestured to the cabinet across the room. "L ook there."

Kanefollowed her hand wave and opened the doors. He snorted, then removed a pearl-gray,
high-collared bodysuit. He recognized it asthe old day-duty uniform of the Magidtrates. It smelled
dightly musty, but it wasthe only article of clothing insde. He knew asking about his shadow suit would
garner only evasive answers, particularly if he asked questions about the data cards and the CD.

As he pulled on the bodysuit, Kane said, ' 'l remem-
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ber how DeFore found nanitesin Lakesh's blood along time ago. They had attacked his cdllular
sructure, asl recdl.”

Ericanodded. "The smplest medica gpplications of nanomachines didn't involve repair, but selective
destruction. Cancers were only one example. Infectious diseases provide another. The naniteswere
programmed to recognize and destroy the dangerous replicators, whether they were bacteria, cancer
cdlsor viruses."

Kane tugged up the collar, fegling his strength and equilibrium return. " So Sam's nanites performed
selective destruction on the genes of DNA cells, removing the part that spells aging?”

"Something likethat," Ericaadmitted. "Or in my caseright now, removing the part that spells youth."

Kanefaced her, eyebrows knitting in afrown. "Wherein the hel did the nanites come fromin thefirst
place? Did Sam make them or find them?'

She shrugged, groping on the bed for her sunglasses. "'l redlly don't know. | never found out, even after
all these years. But Sam has to have access to a huge database somewhere. Repairing damaged or
cross-linked moleculesis one thing—identifying them is another.”

Kane reached around her and picked up the glasses from the quilt and handed them to her. "What
would be the most efficient way of doing that?"



Slipping the sunglasses back on over her eyes, Ericaanswered, "Faced with adamaged protein, a
cdl-re-
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pair machinewill first haveto identify it by examining short amino acid sequences, then look up its
correct sructure in adatabase. The machine will then compare the protein to this blueprint, one amino

acid a atime”

AsKane pulled on the ankle-length boots, Ericaprovided him with aswift overview of the function of
the nanomachines and how they had restored her and Lakesh's youth and maintained it for so long.

She told Mm how repair nanites stimulated the heart to grow fresh muscle by resetting cellular control
mechanisms. The list continued through problem after problem, physica alment after physica allment,
until Kane grew impatient.

"| get the picture, Erica," he stated tersdly. "What about the damn SQUID in my brain?’

She hesitated before answering, "That's alittle different... alot more complicated. | could tell you what |
designed them to do over two hundred years ago, but Sam has twisted their operating principlesinto a
totaly different direction.”

"| figured." He put his hands on his hips, finding it strangely comfortable to be wearing the gray uniform
of aMag again. He watched Ericadowly rise from the bed, saw the stir and lift of her breasts benesth
the glossy fabric of her tunic. Her figure appeared to be the same as he remembered it, despite the
changesin her face and demeanor. Hetried, but failed, to reconcile the tired, saddened woman standing
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before him with the fragmented memories of the wild and imperious Scorpia Prime.

"Take meto Lakesh and Sindri," he said curtly.

"That'swhy I'm here." Ericagtarted toward the door, moving uncertainly at first, reaching out for the
frame. Kanetook her by the elbow to guide her, but with a short laugh, she pulled free. "Thank you, but
| don't redlly need your help.”

He gazed at her in momentary confusion. "But your eyes—"

"Still work." She tapped the lenses of her sunglasses. "With the hel p from the nanitesin my system. The
microprocessorsin the frames hook up with them and generate aweak eectromagnetic field that
dimulates my optic nerves. The glasses give me photomul-tiplier vison, gathering dl availablelight.
Ancther setting givesmeinfrared.”

"Nice," Kane grunted. "Better than your own eyes."

"Moreefficient,” she sad hitterly. "Not necessarily better."



They left hisflat and entered the main promenade. The wide, curving passageway was thronged with
movement, with people heading to and from their duty stationsin the Administrative Monalith. Ericaand
Kane skirted aknot of black-and-red clad functionaries milling around the sweeping curve of the
promenade, officials, clerks, bright of eye, brisk of manner and neetly dressed. They made him fed that
hisdrab gray
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bodysuit was distinctly out of step with the current fashion, which of courseit was.

But then as he and Ericamoved dong, he noticed the heads of men and women turning toward him,
eyes widening with recognition, and he heard his name whispered. If nothing e, I've got fame, he
reflected sourly. I'm alegend.

Kanetold himsdlf hislegendary status sprang less from his exploits than from being the only man to
refuse an authority's position in the CCS, in theim-perator's adaptive Earth, but he knew that wasn't true.

A number of the people who stared at him and the imperia mother were small and compact, with
ddicately featured faces that seemed to be primarily brow, cheekbone and chin. Their craniumswere
large, but not inhumanly so. Their heads bore wisps of thin, fine hair. The eyes beneath ddlicatdly arched
supraorbital ridges were big and danted, but white could be detected around theirises. Their stepswere
graceful, dmost mincing, their hands long and dender. Severd of the men wore Magistrate black and
had plastic tube-shaped holsters strapped to their thighs.

Kane experienced an instant of shuddery dread when he saw the holsters. One part of his mind knew
the infrasound batons, which converted electrical current to sound waves by amaser, weren't very
precise wegpons and were very limited in range, aswell. But he had been on the receiving end of the
wands too often to dismiss them as unthreatening.

Ashe and Ericareached the elevator bank, atiny
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hybrid femae, pretty and crisp in awhite bodysuit, despite her large cranium and oversized eyes, gave
him astartled look of appraisa, then of recognition. Kane fdt his heart clench in his chest dueto her
resemblance to Quavdl. Like her, the femae's huge blue eyes were startlingly clear and cam.

Kane found himself unable to hold her gaze and he heaved asigh of rdlief asthe doorsto thelift did shut
on the staring eyes. He could only assume that the hybrid woman had been one of the many ordered to
participate in the breeding experiment over aquarter of acentury before. Since the hybrids aged very
dowly, she could very well look the same now as she had al those years ago. She was probably
disturbed by how old Kane appeared, despite the lack of gray in hishair.

To hisirritation, Ericavan Soan had observed the slent exchange and smiled wryly. "There are many of
her kind serving in High River, Kane. Y ou know they can never forget anything." She paused and
added, "And | have afew memories of my own that have never grown stale with the passage of time."

Kane only grunted.

Thelift disk upon which they stood shot upward. In lessthan haf aminute, thedisk hissedto a
pneumeatic stop and the door opened automatically. Erica and Kane strode quickly down the ramp and



onto the uppermost leve of the Monoalith. It had once served as Baron Cobalt's suite, the Olympian seat
from which dl strings of power in the ville extended.
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The foyer was as magnificent as Kane remembered it. Glittering light cast from many crysta chanddiers
flooded every corner of the entrance hall.

At thefar end of the foyer loomed huge ivory-and-gold-inlaid double doors. They were open and the
two people strode through them. Kane recalled how on hisfirgt visit to the level, on the night he was
inducted into the Trust, only adeep, prima dark lay on the far sde of the doors.

At onetime, the baron'slevel wasthe only onein the Monolith without windows, but the deficit had
been remedied since Cobadltville became High River. Round portals containing beautiful stained glass
illuminated amost every wal in every room, giving it acathedra-like fed. Ericaand Kanetrod on
colorful disksof light cast by the sunlight flooding the tower.

One room led to another, through awide, low arch. Another room lay beyond, and another, all
illuminated by thelovely, tnultihued circles of light. In thefifth and find room, Kane and Ericavan Soan
stopped.

Kane barely managed to keep the surprise he fet from showing on hisface. A shaft of sunshinefroma
skylight fell onto three peoplein the center of the chamber. A young dender man wearing awhite turban
and Sindri faced each other over a chessboard, with Tanvirah looking on disinterestedly.

"Hereweare," Ericaannounced listlesdy.

The man in the turban sat straight up in his chair. When he turned his unlined, clean-shaven face toward
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them and grinned, Kane was too stunned to do more than gape in openmouthed silence.

"Friend Kane!" the man exclaimed in afamiliar singsong cadence, his voice vibrant with the strength of
youth. "Oh, my dear friend!"

THE TURBANED MAN PUSHED his chair back from the chessboard and crossed theroomin a
rush, catching Kane up in acrushing embrace. If not for the fact of the man's blue eyes, startlingly bright
in the deep olive of hisface, Kane would not have believed him to be Mohandas Lakesh Singh. The last
time he had seen the man, some twenty-three years before, he had looked to bein early middle age, a
few years older than Kane himself. The temples of histhick, jet-black hair had held some gray threads,
and his complexion had shown afew creases from either age or siress; he certainly had astockpile of
both.

Of course, his gppearance had been an astonishing improvement over the first time Kane had met him.
Then he was awizened cadaver of aman, hisonly hafway youthful feature being apair of blue eyes.
Kane recdled how in the year before the nukecaust, L akesh had been diagnosed with incipient
glaucoma. The advance of the disease had been halted during his century and ahdf in cryostasis, but it
had returned with a double vengeance upon hisreviva. The eye trangplant was only thefirst of many
recongructive surgeries he underwent, first in the Anthill, then in the Dulce ingtdlation.
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After hisbrown eyes were replaced with blue ones and hisleaky old heart exchanged for a sound new
one, hislungswere changed out, his arthritic knee joints were removed and traded with polyethylene.
But by thetime dl the surgeries were completed, Lakesh had changed from arobust, youthful-looking
man to aliver-spotted scarecrow. His glossy jet-black hair became athin gray patina of ash that barely
covered his head. The prolonged stasis process had killed the follicles of hisfacid hair, and he could
never regrow the mustache he had once taken so much pridein.

His once clear, olive complexion had become leathery, crisscrossed with anetwork of deep seams and
creases that bespoke the anguish of keeping two centuries worth of secrets. For along time, Lakesh
could take consolation only in the fact that although he looked very old indeed, he wasfar older than he
looked.

But now, he could have passed for aman in his early twenties, more like Tanvirah's contemporary than
her father. It was dmost asif Ericahad aged in direct proportion to the years Lakesh had shed, in the
time since Kane had last seen them both.

As Lakesh hugged him, crooning endearmentsin Hindu, Kane caught Sindri's eye. Thelittle man ill
wore his shadow suit. Surreptitioudy he pointed to Lakesh, then placed hisindex finger againgt his
temple and inscribed a counterclockwise circle, theimmemoria signd of mental derangement.

Carefully, Kane disengaged himsdlf from Lakesh,
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patting his shoulder. The man seemed sincerdly overjoyed to see him, if thetears glimmering in hiseyes
were any indication. They rolled down his cheeks as he clutched at Kanésarms, asif to assure himsalf
the man wasindeed redl.

"It'sdl right, old man," Kanetold him quietly, faling back into his habitual form of address. "It'sredly
rre.ll

"Unfortunately.” Tanvirah's voice was sharp and icy. "Get away from the generd, Dad.”

Sindri's eyes widened in mock astonishment. "Genera? ' he echoed with a heavy, ironic emphasis on the
word. "Generd of what? Confuson?’

Kaneignored both Sindri and Tanvirah. Shewore aduplicate of Erica's black-and-red ensemble, but
with aplunging neckline. It revealed not only agoodly amount of cleavage, but aso asilver meddlionin
the shape of ascorpion. Her hair was coiffed and glossy, but the look she directed toward Kane was
pure venom.

"ScorpiaPrime, | presume,” he drawled casudly. "Isthetitle agenerationd thing, or isit only a
masguerade when it suitsthe imperator? Or isit amatter of what Slly dut fits the crown, rather than the
other way around?'

Tanvirah merdy smiled at him enigmaticaly. Shetoyed idly with the data cardsin her hands, shuffling
them back and forth between her fingers. Kane stared at her stolidly, and she stared back, beautiful,
formidable and dangerous. He redlized she hated him, not
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so much because he had tricked her, but because he had rgjected her, and like Kali, like Shakti, her
pride demanded aredress. He had ruined any possible chance of winning her over as either afriend,
lover or dly.

Tanvirah's melted-chocol ate eyes seethed with a challenge, slently daring him to reclaim the cardsin her
hands. He knew that in order to take them from her, he would haveto kill her outright.

Kaneforced alazy smileto hislips. "What are we doing up here, Lakesh?Isit recrestion hour?'
Beaming in deight, Lakesh announced, "Making you one of ug"

Kane matched the wide grin with agoofy one of hisone. In the same enthusiastic tone, hereplied, "Over
my stinky corpse, old man!™

The grin on Lakesh'sface faltered, and he gazed into Kane's eyes asiif trying to ascertain his degree of
sncerity. Tanvirah said coldly, "1 told him those would be your sentiments. But it doesn't redly matter.
Theissue of your death or lifeisno longer up to you. It'sup to Sam.”

L akesh turned away and returned to the chessboard asif he had forgotten all about Kane. "Friend
Sindri, I'll have you checkmated in two more moves."

Sindri groaned and said, "'I've told you and told you... the gameis over. | beat you thirty minutes ago.”

Kane shot aquizzicd glance at Erica. She murmured, " The nanites can regenerate fresh brain tissue, but
sometimes you lose skills and short-term memo-
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ries. If aunique neura pattern wastruly obliterated, then cell-repair machines could no more restore
them than art conservators could restore a burned tapestry fromitsash.”

Kaneinquired, "So physically Lakesh isyounger than he's ever been, but mentally he's senile?’

Tanvirah said defensvey, "Certain tasks are beyond the abilities of nanomachines or the SQUID
implants. Maintaining mental hedth isalmost impossbleif the causeisn't biochemica or neurologicdl. If
the menta impairment is due to extensive emotional or menta stress—" Shelifted ashoulder in ashrug,
her breastsrippling in the deep V of her tunic. "A machine might be able to repair acomputer's
hardware while neither understanding nor changing its software.”

"The question begsto be asked, then,” Sindri said. "Why bother improving his hardware—returning him
to the physicd condition of ayouth—while dlowing his software to completely degenerate?”

Kane stroked hisbeard. "Very good question. Why start shaving years off my hardware when my
software won't fed anything gpproximating gratitude?"

Ericasaid softly, sadly, "It's not gratitude the im-perator wants. He wants you to be in good health for
the ordedl yet to come.”

Kanefet achill hand stroke the buttons of his spine. "What kind of ordeal ?*



Tanvirah eased around the table where Lakesh and Sindri sat, provocatively clicking the cards together,
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Setting up an unnerving castanet-like rhythm. " Sam wants to know your plansregarding a
space-and-time penetration.”

"He could dways ask."

Tanvirah amiled a him lazily. "Heintendsto...nisway."

"When you were recuperating from the implant surgery, did you dream?" Erica asked.
Kane glanced toward her, startled. "Asamatter of fact | did. Rather vividly."

"Did you experience visons of sars, of gaaxies?'

Kane's brow furrowed, and reflexively his hand went to touch the back of hishead. He checked the
movement. "If | did, isthat Sgnificant?’

Tanvirah nodded. In aslky-soft tone she said, "It isindeed. That means your neuronic energy is now
linked to Sam. Y ou are part of the Great Plan, whether you likeit or not.”

"What the hdll isthat?' he demanded.

He received no response. Kane glared first at Tanvirah, then at Ericaand finaly back to Lakesh. The
man sat staring at the chessboard, chin supported by ahand, poking at the pieces, pushing apawn to
one sgquare and arook to another.

"Lakesh!" Kanesad loudly.

The turbaned man didn't glance at him. In asharper, sterner voice, Kane repeated, "Lakesh! I'm talking
toyou, old man!"

Lakesh swiveled his head toward him, blinking his
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blue eyes asif he had just been awakened from anap. "Friend Kane? Isthat you?'
"Yes. It'sme. Lakesh, tell me about the Great Plan."

Lakesh smiled impishly. "I'm the only one who figured it out. For along time, | thought the imperator
was just another false messiah working to make ancient prophecies about the end of time cometrue.”

"And hesnot?' Sindri inquired.

"Oh, no," Lakesh replied. "He's actudly doing it.”



"How?' Kane snapped, moving closer.

L akesh's smile widened, then it froze on hisface. "He's building awindow that will reach into the past or
the future, and inject matter into the present or place it throughout the chronon stream whenever and
wherever hewants.”

"What kind of matter?' Sindri demanded.

L akesh pinched the air between thumb and forefinger. "Hewill sart smdl, targeting nations united in
mutua dependency, then move on to those that are self-sufficient The nations of the past that are barriers
to unity. Hell break the barriers by the introduction of plague.”

"Plague?' Kane repeated in ahusky horrified whisper.

"A mutated virus," Lakesh went on. "It will decimate population centers and empires, monarchies and
democracies. Didn't like the outcome of World War n? Wdl, what difference would it maketo an
Ameica
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laid low by an incurable and virulently toxic pathogen? Unhappy about how Emperor Congtantino
converted to Chrigtianity? Hey, presto! One sprinkle of virus and you'll have a superpagan Roman
emperor coming in to take hisplace."

Kane said dowly, "Killing off haf the planet with a plague virus doesn't seem avery effectiveway to
implement unity."

"Think about it, friend Kane." Lakesh's mouth was creased in asmile, but his eyes shone with tears. "The
survivors will be struck down by an enervating weakness. Resentments and jeal ous es between nations
that were once dlieswill be exacerbated, since none of them can extend aid to the other. They will look
for asavior. And onewill be there with his nanotechnol-ogy treatments.”

"Sam?' Kane's voice was barely audible.

Lakesh nodded. ' 'By the time Sam isdone, he will not only have everyone hi thistime period
neuroni-caly linked by the SQUIDs, hell have accomplished it throughout the past. Everyone who was
ever born, or who will ever be born will be his servant. No one will know it, because after the tempora
manipulation ripples fade, the whole of humanity's history will have dways and ever been determined by

Sindri stared at Lakesh in goggle-eyed shock. The man met that stare with a sweet smile, then returned
his attention to the chessboard. Tanvkah continued to click the data cards together hi her hands.

Finaly Sindri turned to Kane and intoned flatly, "I
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can only think of threethingsto say.... Oh. My. God."

L akesh made a swift but elaborate motion over the chessboard. With aflourish like a conjurer, he



placed awhite knight on a center black square and favored Kanewith ady smile.

Chapter 23

The Moon floated within aslvery aurabehind the top of the vast pyramid, its glow varnishing the
beautiful snow-covered valey below. A keen, cold wind raised swirls of snow up toward the

star-speckled night sky.

Kane had never forgotten hisfirst sight of the Xian pyramid, nearly three decades before. It was as vivid
in hismemory now asif he were seeing it for thefirst time. He, Sindri and Tanvirah stood shivering at its
base. They could only see asmdl portion of its staggering proportions.

The gargantuan structure was composed of countless fitted blocks of stone, the top quarried perfectly
flat. Moonlight played dong its painted facade, lending an air of otherworldly mgesty to the huge
monolith. Even in the uncertain light, they could see how the immense structure was painted black on the
north side, blue-gray on the east, red on the south and white on the west.

In predark days, archaeol ogists had theorized the Great Pyramid of Chinawas part of the tomb complex
of Emperor Shih Hunag Ti. The purpose of the pyramid or tomb was never known, though Taoist
tradition attributed its congtruction to a very powerful race
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caled the Celestia s—which Kane had assumed to be Baam's people, the First Folk. Whoever was
respongblefor its building, one thing was certain: the pyramid of Xian wasacardind point in theworld
grid harmonics, anetwork of pyramids built a key places around the world to tap Earth's natura
geomantic energies.

Sindri eyed theimmense structure and said only, "I've seen bigger.”

Kane knew he was referring to the mile-high pyramid on Mars and so didn't dispute him. Tanvirah
looked to be on the verge of it, when an armed sentry appeared from the square-cut doorway. He was
agmall Agatic man in the black-and-red uniform of the CCS, wielding an old-fashioned SIG-AMT
autorifle. A black truncheon was attached to hisbelt. Two small meta prongs gleamed at itstip, and
Kane guessed the instrument was asmaller version of the Shocksticks once used by the Magistrate
Divisons. In aflat ato voice, the sentry announced, " The imperator wishesyou to join him."

The man stepped aside with adeferential nod as Tanvirah swept past him into the pyramid. Kaneand
Sindri followed her, aware of the trooper bringing up the rear. She stalked purposefully down the
passageway, taking long-legged strides, adopting a hip-swinging swagger. Her self-confidence reminded
Kane of Ericasformer arrogance, but he didn't fed impressed, only saddened.

Lessthan thirty minutes ago a High River, Erica
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had informed Kane that Sam wished to see him, Sindri and Tanvirah in Xian immediately. Tanvirah had
led the two men to the gateway unit on Level A of the Administrative Monolith. They hadn't been givena



choice.

But right before they entered the jump chamber, Erica dipped the compact disc into Kane's pam and
brushed her lipslightly over his cheek. She breathed into his ear, "Good luck...and | hope this makes up
for some of things|'ve doneto you...and caused to be done."

Sindri tugged a Kane's deeve, indicating he should dow down. He whispered, "Why are we doing this
again? We could have just taken the data cards from that snooty bitch and escaped.”

"Taken them from her, maybe," Kanereplied in the samelow tone. "But | probably would have had to
kill her."

Sindri bared histeeth in agrimace. "No great |0ss.”

Kane let the comment pass. "But we wouldn't have been able to escape. The gateway inthe Monolithis
adirect unit-to-unit lock—from there to here."

Sindri began, "Now that we are here—"

"Shut up, you sawed-off bit of nothing," Tanvirah snapped over her shoulder. "Well soon be with the
imperator, and if you don't show respect to him, none will be shown to you."

Sindri glared at her, but decided the threat implicit in her words was enough to prevent him from
responding with aninsult of hisown.
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The passageway subtly changed. The floor became smoother and the square-cut blocks of stone on the
walls gave way to smooth, seamless expanses. They glittered dully with inestimable flecks of dl colors,
providing asoft light. The ceiling rounded overhead like an arch, winding gently in an ever widening
curve. Thefloor, gleaming like oiled date, gave asolid footing.

The corridor opened onto arailed bacony that ran around avast circular chamber, more than two
hundred feet across. All around the balcony were arrayed consoles, conduits, displays, switchboards
and computer terminals. In the center of the chamber, somefifty feet below, lay what appeared to be a
pit or apool. Kane couldn't be sure what lay in the pool, but he knew what was supposed to.

"The Heart of the Earth," he murmured.

"Not exactly," said asoft voice from aset of control consoles. "I've expanded it sSince you were last
here...it might be more accurate to cal it the Heart of Cregtion.”

A tdl figurein awhite linen suit stepped out into the light. Kane hadn't seen Sam in many years, and even
though he had changed in the interim, he ill didn't look right. He wastall and thin, so exceptiondly lean
helooked like a poster child for anorexia. His hollowed-out cheeks stressed his high, jutting
cheekbones. He had no facid hair to speak of, not even eyebrows.

A white turban covered the top and sides of his
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head, so even if he had any, Kane would not have been able seeit. Thelight glinted from the blue
diamond brooch pinned at the turban's forefront. The dight dant of his golden eyes benesth prominent
su-praorbitd ridges gave hispale, narrow face adightly feline cast.

Asaways, hishandswere his strangest physicdl attribute, inhumanly long and dender, but the backs and
palms were crackled and crisscrossed with a network of deep lines, like those of avery old man.
Glistening between the exceedingly long fingers was afaint pattern of what gppeared to be scales.
Judging by his smooth, unlined face, Sam looked to be no more than twenty.

Tanvirah ducked her head and handed the data cards to Sam, who took them with a detachment
bordering on disnterest. "Kane," he said mildly. Hiseyesflicked over Sindri. "And guest. When
Tanvirah conveyed to me the use to which you put the spatiotem-pora dissociator, | must admit to being
astounded. Out of al the possible combinationsthat | assessed you might attempt with the device, the
possibility of pulling asubject from zero time completely euded me.”

"Thanks," Sindri said snidely. He hooked his thumb toward Kane. "But it was hisidea, so blame him, not
r.rell

Sam's mouth turned down at the corners. "I had no intention of complimenting or blaming you."
"Whatever," retorted Sindri. "But you sure look sad about something, your imperianess.”
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Tapping the edges of the data cards againgt his chin, Sam said, " Stop needling me, short pants.”

Kane, Tanvirah and Sindri al reacted with various degrees of surprise to Sam's sudden lgpse from
formdity. His posture even became more relaxed. "Of course I'm sad. For al intents and purposes you
ceaseto exist today, Sindri."

Kanetried to fix the position of the guard out of the corners of his eyes, but he was unable to locate him.
Heressted theimpulse to turn and look, fearing that would tip off Sam and Tanvirah asto what was

flitting through hismind.

"Greet," Sindri said withicy sarcasm. "Thanksalot, Kane. Y ou pull me out of my nice, comfortable zero
time, just S0 this hat-challenged asshole can kill me."

"Kill you?" Sam looked disturbed, even vaguely insulted. "Not at al. True, your blood, skin and bone
will be removed and reduced to thek basic congtituent elements, but your brain will remain. I'll make use
of itselectromagnetic energy. It'sal amatter of maximizing potentid.”

He waved extravagantly to the machines and the pool below the walkway. "Just like I've done here."

Kane carefully walked toward therailing. "I thought your Heart of the World was anexus point, a
convergence of geomantic energy.”

Helooked down over therail and instantly dapped his hands around the meta bar, as a surge of vertigo
assailed him. In aserenetone, Sam said, "That's ex-
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actly what itis...spirit of the Earth Mother, the Gaiaforce. Or if you care to be more scientific, it isthe
essentia building block of the universe, the prima monobloc of creation.”

Kane pushed himsdlf away, turning toward Sam. Sindri and Tanvirah stared at him in puzzlement. He
husked out, "My God, Sam...what have you done?'

Sam smiled amost shyly. "The universe was formed by an explosion of gases, plasma and matter known
asthe Big Bang. A collection of those proto-energies exists herein atempora pocket, aripplein the
quantum field. All | did was expand theripple.”

Tanvirah and Sindri eyed him curioudy and then joined Kane a therailing of the balcony. Sam
continued, "The Heart contains the energies released in the first picoseconds following the Big Bang,
channeling the matrix of protoparticlesthat swirled through the universe before physicd, rdativigtic laws
fully stabilized. It exists dightly out of phase with this dimension, with our space-time.”

Kane, Sindri and Tanvirah looked down and felt asif invisible forces were tugging at them, asthough
waves of energy flowed around their bodies. And for what felt like hoursthey smply stared, their minds
numb with amazement, shocked into silent paralyss.

They werelooking into what seemed like outer space itsalf. They looked down and outward, and what
they saw was asphere of dense black dotted with brilliantly gleaming pinpoints of intenselight. They saw
adow swirl of white vaporous dust, forming along,
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sweeping curve that dissected the main half of the black mass, cutting through the center.

The black mass was not solid. It gave theimpression of being utterly empty, and yet sprinkled with
myriad infinitesma number of tiny sparks, shining and glowing within it. There wasthe effect of motion,
asif each gpark was moving and asif the central spird masswas dowly revolving, each glittering facet of
it dive and fighting againgt the eye-hurting blackness— which Kanefinaly redized was not so much
blackness as deep emptiness, atotd lack of existence.

Looking into it, they had the impression of gazing down into infinite depths of being, about to fall
outward into unending space. The glittering points of light pained their eyes and tantaized them at the

sametime. They wanted to look away and they were afraid that if they did, they would miss something
wonderful. It was an entrancing masterpiece, but it was aso subtly terrifying.

After acouple of minutes of staring with unblinking eyes, Kane wrenched his gaze away, looking toward
Sam, who smiled at him genidly. "What isit?" hedemanded. "A Singularity?"

"No," Sam replied camly. "Nothing so prosaic asablack hole"

"It'slikelooking into the universe" Tanvirah murmured in astunned voice. ' /A miniature universe next
door to our own."

Sam'ssmilewidened. "It'slike looking into the universe becauseit is, for al intents and purposes, the
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universe. It'sthe microcosm, adice view of the universe compressed and condensed. We're looking at it
through adimensond window."

Sindri whirled, brows knitting at the bridge of hisnose. "That'simpossble!”

"No," Sam said smoothly, "it's an aperture into our universe, aporta through which al places and times
are accessible. Come over here and seefor yourself."

Tanvirah and Kane turned toward the grouped banks of instruments—they recognized telescopes and
spectroscopes tied into monitor screens. Also, there were several machines they weren't familiar with a
al.

Sam walked over to the nearest telescope, adjusted it on itstripod, then flicked aknob on a monitor
screen. Theimage showed afield of stars, shining hard and bright. He turned the dids and the view
shifted steadily. Suddenly abright object sprang into view. It was astar, abrilliant burning disk of white,
with theflaring arms of its corona shimmering around it.

"Isthat our sun?' Sindri asked in ahushed voice.

"Sol," said the imperator with atrace of smugness. "We arelooking at it from adimension outsde the
Space-time continuum.”

Kane found himsalf amost too parayzed to speak, but he managed to ask, "What useswill you put it
(/g

Sam shrugged asif the question were dmost irrelevant. "Thiswas an idea that arose from a conjunction
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of two laws of physics. Thefirst hasto do with the changesin the mass of aparticle asit approachesthe
speed of light. Many predark physicists determined that a moving object gained mass and lengthened in
the direction of infinity asit approached the speed of light. Theoreticaly, at the speed of light, aparticle
would be of infinite mass and infinite length.

"In my work with the Heart of the World, | determined thiswasindeed so. Definite measurements of
particles that had been accel erated close to that speed showed astrong and rapidly rising increasein
their mass—so much so that it seemed asif it would aways be impossible to supply enough energy to
bring the particlefindly toits ultimate speed.”

He paused asif waiting to be interrupted. When no one spoke, he continued, " The other factor that
occurred to mewas a first immateria. Thisisamost the opposite end of the research spectrum. The
ideaof absolute zero in temperature. It isknown that the temperature of an object isthe product of the
relative speed of its molecules. Asabody heats up, its molecules are farther apart from each other and
move faster. Asit loses heat, they dow down and approach each other.

"At absolute zero, the molecules would lose all motion and come to a dead stop. Such astop would
presumably cause dl the moleculesto come together to form one mass without internd motion. This,
t00, seemed an unattainable outcome. Experiments had
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produced temperatures of only fractions above absolute, but again the fina zero could not be attained.

"It was my ideato combine both operations. To attempt to have a particle of matter reach both the
gpeed of light and absolute zero smultaneoudy. It was achalenge, but | had plenty of time. | dsohad a
hunch—one of those queer inspirations that come out of nowhere sometimes, when you are consumed
by adifficult problem—that by combining the molecular speed-up with ultra-low-temperature physics|
might solve both. The addition of massto a particle brought near absolute zero might be the extrafactor.
Andviceversa"

Sam gestured to the pool benesth the balcony. "For asyou see, thereisthisinteresting quality about the
speed of light and the absolute zero of temperature— both are apparent boundaries of our universe.
Both are part of the restraining wals of our particular continuum.”

"What happened?' Kane asked, dreading the answer.

"The result of the experiment,” Sam replied camly, "the achievement of bringing a particle of matter to
infinite mass and infinite length at absol ute zero was the creetion of astate of existence that could not
possibly exist in our universe. Do you understand that? Our universe cannot contain something of infinite
length and mass, nor could a particle at absolute zero remain fixed in our perceptions of space or time.
Therefore, the Heart of the World became atruein-
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dependent space-time unit, free from the congtraints of our continuum, yet still connected.”

He eyed Kaneintently. "Now do you understand why | was concerned with your own temporal
manipulations? | feared your blundering might cause chronon ripplesthat could impact negatively on my
own ambitions™

"What do you mean by ambitions, exactly?' Sindri asked skeptically.

"Exactly?" Sam chuckled patronizingly. "That would be difficult to describe. However, the entire
principle of causality, that causes precede effects, would be toppled. There will be no more tempora
paradoxesto contend with."

He nodded toward the computers. "1 can enter the proper coordinates of a particular point in space, or
even time, and inject whatever ements| choose from here. And now the Great Plan isno longer aplan,

but has become the sole redlity.”

Tanvirah gazed at Sam with something akin to adoration in her eyes. "That meansyou aretruly the
madgter of the universe, agod. No, not just a god...but...God!"

There was dead silence on the platform for along, tensetick of time. It was broken by Sindri sticking
out bistongue and voicing aloud, very wet and very rude raspberry.

Chapter 24

"Give me afucking break," Sindri snarled. He put his hands over his belly and mimed an attack of
nausea. "How much of this ass-kissing frenzy are we expected to tolerate before we puke oursavesto



death?"

"How dare you!" Teeth peeled back over her clenched teeth, Tanvirah made amotion to kick Sindri in
the head. He scuttled out of range, standing between a computer console and Kane.

The smile Sam bestowed upon Sindri was so condescending, so inspid, that for an instant Kane
wrestled with the insane urge to wipeit off hisface with hisfist. But despite the smile, Kane could tell
Sindri's sarcasm had penetrated the imperator's carapace of self-assurance. He began clicking the data
cardsin his hands nervoudy.

In asoft, gentle voice, asif addressing acranky child, Sam said, "Even taking into account my half
sgter's penchant for the theatric—partly due to her upbringing by Lakesh, and partly dueto her devotion
to me—you il can't deny my accomplishment deserves more of an acknowledgment than you have
givenit."

"The accomplishment, perhaps,” Sindri shot back.
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"But the opinion that it elevates your status from some kind of hybrid mutie to adeity... no, | don't think
so."

A faint flicker of anger glinted in Sam'seyes, like adistant flash of heet lightning. The clicking of the
memory cardsincreased in rhythm. ™Y ou are in no position to judge me, little man. What are you but a
geneticaly engineered monstrosity, created to serve as a beast of burden?

"Oh, yes...I know dl about you, and your own petty ambitions to conquer and rule. But you never rose
much above acommon crimind. Y ou haven't done afraction of thethings I've done. I'velaid the
groundwork for humanity's salvation, I've seen to the creation of anew life-form—"

"Life-form?' Sindri brokein with ajeering laugh. "Mr. Kane told me about the Pischacas. In the predark
days, the poor and underprivileged served as cannon fodder. All you did was artificialy raise cannon
fodder. That doesn't meet my criteriaof anew life-form.”

Tanvirah made ahissing, spitting sound of fury and started toward Sindri. Sam restrained her and turned
dightly toward the guard standing just outside the bal cony. Instantly the uniformed man stepped forward,
hefting hisSIG-AMT rifle.

Sam drew in adeep, caming breath through his delicate nogtrils. "By the time the Great Plan has been
fully implemented,” heintoned, "there will never be aneed for cannon fodder again.”

"Why?' Kane demanded. "Because everybody
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will be cannon fodder? Those that survive the plague, thet is?"
Sam's golden eyes narrowed to suspicious dits, and Tanvirah murmured, "Dad told him.”

"Oh." Sam shook his turbaned head with what seemed to be exasperated fondness. "That old dear. |
alowed him to experience his youth again as hismenta capacitiesdiminished, but dl hesdonewithitis



to jabber."

"And what's your reason for alowing me to experience the samething?' Kane asked, amost fearing the
answer.

Sam shifted the data cards absently from hisright to left hand.' Isn't it obvious? | gave you avery minor
demongtration of what might be yoursif you rgoin the world, Kane."

"Y ou mean rgoin you."

"You never did joinme." Sam'sfriendly tone was suddenly edged with stedl. ™Y ou alway's acted on your
own, following an individua agenda, even when we shared the same goal. Now I'm asking you to help
me advance my idedls, and make my agendayour own." He paused and added meaningfully, "And to
join Tanvirah, aswel.”

Without looking in Kane's direction, Tanvirah whispered, "I made the offer. He refused.”

"I wasn't inthe market,” Kane stated. "And even if you restore my hormonesto the levels of when | was
seventeen, | ill won't be"

He smiled with mock ingenuousness at Tanvirah.
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"It might be adamn difficult choice, but | was even more stubborn at seventeen than | am now."

Sindri interjected impatiently, "Y ou didn't answer his question about the plague.”

Sam sighed. "It's not quite the horrible genocidd act you might think it is. | merely borrowed afew
lessons from history. When a disease ravages a society, economics shatter, poverty movesin and trust hi

governments and fellow human beings dissolves.”

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

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

"Therewill be waste, of course, and that isto be deplored, but the plague victimswill be mostly from the
underclass of the stricken societies, those who contribute the least.”

"The usdless eaters," Kanedrawled. "That old saw."

Sam chuckled. "But | want you, Kane, to be part of the Great Plan, especidly asit movesinto itsfina
phase. If you're my aly, the temporal ripple backlash
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will beminimized. | will give you whatever you want. Just nameit.”



Kaneforced a contemptuous smirk to hisface. "Can you give me back Brigid?'

When Sam's smile fatered, Kane stated, "What | want is not within your power. And even if you tried to
convince methat it was, al you'd ever do ishold the possibility of returning her to me over my heed, like
asword."

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

Kane shrugged. "There are some questions you can answer, suspicions I've harbored for many years,
that you can confirm or deny. I'd liketo find out why you financed the Nirodha movement...what the
sgnificance of the entire Scorpia Prime adter ego and Tantric sex ded wasal about.”

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

With that, Kane moved with the blinding speed and the controlled explosion of near superhuman reflexes
that had been his as ayounger man. He hurled himsdlf forward, shoulder-rolling between Tanvirah and
Sam. He caught a fragmented glimpse of fearful desperation on the face of the soldier when he redlized
he was Kane's objective.
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Hetried to bring his autorifle to bear, but Kane rose smoothly to hisfeet right in front of him and the
edge of hisleft hand lashed out, catching the man full acrossthe neck. There was amushy snap, asof a
wet stick breaking, and the red-and-black-garbed trooper dropped dead after uttering only one choked

ary.

Kanetried to wrestle the subgun out of the man's hands as he sagged, but they had reflexively tightened
around it and he had no time to wrest it from his grip. He caught ablur of movement from behind him.
Tan-virah launched an expert kick at his back, and he twisted aside, taking the impact on hiship. Pain
shivered through him, but if her foot had struck solidly where it had been amed, the impact could have
cracked his spine.

Kane kept twisting, reaching out for the astonished Sam, putting his body between him and Tanvirah.
She had started to launch another kick and checked the movement, shrieking in frustration. She
stumbled, and Sindri chose that moment to cannonball his smal body into her legs. Shefdl heavily, and
Sindri leaped atop her. Kane knew from painful experience that Sindri wasfar stronger than he looked.

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

Kane caught them, snatching them out of the air.
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Maintaining the pressure on the captured arm, he forced the imperator down on thefloor grille. "Stay

there, messiah," he snapped. To show he meant business, he drove hisknee into Sam's pointed chin,
damming him hard againgt the metd floor plates.



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

Within afew seconds—which fdt like achain of interlocking eternities to Kane—symbolsindicating the
cards had been successfully uploaded flashed on the monitor screens. Kane then began inputting the
gpatiotempora injection coordinatesinto the keyboards.

Even he was amazed by how swiftly and surely he moved. "Sindri!" heyelled. "Get over here!™

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

Hedidn't fal, but he staggered nearly the entire breadith of the circular walkway. He saw Sindri on his
face, breathing hard with Tanvirah knedling on hisback, holding both of hisarmsin hammerlocks. And
he saw Sam the imperator saunter toward him, carry-

TALON AND FANG
335
ing himsdf with the completely confident manner of alion approachingitsprey.

"You aresuch afool,” hesaid. "l was your sdvation, your only hope, and you threw it al away.” He
shook hishead in pity. "All avay."

Kane legped at Sam in adropkick, throwing al of hisweight againgt thetal, dender man. Both feet
impacted against Sam's chest, but he merdly took two stumbling steps back while Kane fdll heavily on
his back.

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

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

Agony overtook Kane. He screamed in mindless pain and fury. Forgetting Sindri, even Tanvirah, he
bellowed an anima wail of rage and pain, cursing the hot codsthat seemed tofill theinside of his skull.
He was unable to form words or even think asingle cogent thought.

Sam released him and Kane fell limply to the floor, writhing and twitching feebly. The imperator toed him
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over onto his back, and Kane gazed up at him blankly, his nervous system overwhelmed. Sam reached

up and pulled off histurban—revealing anaked cranium peeled of flesh, the skull bone opento the air.
Sprouting from it were a series of tiny eectrodes, sudding it in an orderly pattern. Between the



electrodes stretched flat ribbons of circuitry.

In agentle tone barely above awhisper, he said, "That's why you were implanted, Kane...just like
everyone will be one day...so we will be unified and | never need be alone again. No one will ever be
aoneagan. All the units—the human brainsin the world— will belinked to me. Chains, enabling my
mind to take over that of another, to influence, to guide, to control, in dmost total assimilation.”

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

"Yes" Sam agreed. "Many others attempted what | have. But they never completely realized their dream
of an orderly world, acontrolled and unified universe. Until now."

Kane managed to shamble to ahaf crouch. Sam negligently drove akneeinto hisface. He heard and
felt his nose cartilage collgpse under the impact, and he fell over on hisside. The pain was nothing
compared to what he had experienced from the SQUID.

Sam continued, "Tune will expand my horizons and build on the accomplishments of my predecessors.”
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"Predecessors?' Kane croaked, dowly trying to climb to hisknees again.

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

dtogether.”

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

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

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

Sam staggered forward—directly into Kane'sleft fist. He glimpsed Tanvirah grabbing Sindri and hauling
him down to the floor, then afountain of scorching rage erupted out of Kane. He moved to the attack,
raining blow after blow on the imperator'sface, trying to pulverizeit, turn it into abloody mass of pulped
flesh. Theimperator didn't bleed, and Kane hadn't redlly expected him to, dthough his pounding fists
lacerated the prominent cheekbones and knocked out a couple of teeth.
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Kane kept up the battering, driving hisfigsinto Sam's body, then hisface again in aflurry of hooks, right
and |eft crosses and uppercuts. He was encouraged by the lack of neuronic energy pouring into hisbrain
from the SQUID. Sindri had apparently knocked something askew, and Kane wasn't about to alow the



imperator the opportunity to repair it.

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

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

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

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

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

Kane guessed his entire network of neuronic energy was disrupted, but not necessarily permanently. He
leaned againgt therail to ease the pain of his shattered ribs and caled, "Let her go, Sindri...time for usto
implement the last phase of our own great plan.”

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

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

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

"Youdid afinejob."

"Youmight say it'sacdling, Mr. Kane"

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



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

the past?’
"Thegmplest way isto—"

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

Kane lunged forward, kicking himsdf off the bacony floor, the roar of the subgun athundering drum roll
hi his ears. He saw bullets smash into the computer consoles, gouging through the plastic keyboards and
tearing scarsin the metd. He felt two dedgehammer blows againgt his back, which hurled him forward.
He dammed into Sindri.

The little man toppled over the bacony rail, but he clung to Kane's hand and held it tightly for along
agonizing moment. The gunfire ended, replaced by the mechanica clack and snap of ajammed cylinder.

Sindri stared up uncomprehendingly into his face. Kane opened his mouth to speak, and blood vomited
from hislips. Sindri uttered ashort cry of disgust. By summoning dl the energy left in his broken body,

TALON AND FANG
341

from toe-tip to the crown of his head, Kane managed to gasp out a haf-gagged, imploring sentence.
"When you get there, tell him—tell me—who the imperator redly is. He's—"

He didn't finish saying the name when Tanvirah shrieked, hurling hersdf onto Kane. She pounded
hystericaly at his back with the butt of the autorifle. Kane's hand opened and Sindri plunged down, into
the maw of the universe. When he struck the pool, the microcosm of infinity, acloud of star sparks shot
up like a stream of embers cast from aburning log. Then he was gone.

Kane hitched around and pushed Tanvirah away from him. She sat down hard on the floor, then crawled
over to the spasming body of Sam. She cradled him in her arms, but he did not spesk. His eyeswere
vacant, his gape-mouthed face a blank.

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

impossbility.

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

Then he chuckled at the absurd way his mind was constructed. It didn't seem capable of accepting death
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or defeat, even in the face of utter and complete findity.



Asdarkness crept in on the edges of hisvision, he wondered how long he would be dead. Only time will
tell, he thought.

T

Epilogue
Cerberus Redoubt

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

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

Swiveling his head around, Lakesh stared a the Mercator relief map spanning the entire length of one
wall. Finpoints of light shone steadily in dmost every country, connected by athin pattern of glowing
lines. They represented the Cerberus network, the locations of al indexed functioning gateway units
across the planet.

His eyes searched for any one of them that blinked steadily. A flashing bulb indicated atransmitting
gateway, but there was none.
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Bry announced stridently, "We've definitely got amatter stream, Lakesh! Coming into full phase!”
"How can that be?" Brigid asked, coming to stand beside Bry.

For along moment, Lakesh didn't answer. He only shook hishead in confusion. The main reason for his
bewilderment was pure shock. Long ago he had atered the modulations of the Cerberus gateway unit's
trangt feed connections o its transmissions were un-traceable. Nor could anyone jump into the
redoubt's mat-trans, or send in so much as amolecule, either by accident or design—uwith one notable,
relatively recent exception.

Recdling that exception kept his mind from working properly, and the bright flares, like burgts of heat
lightning on the other Sde of the armaglasswalls, distracted him further. Thelow hum climbed rapidly in
pitch to ahurricane howl! as the device cycled through the materialization process.

"Weve definitely got amateridization,” Bry said fearfully, pushing his chair back from the consoleon
squesking casters.

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

The green-eyed woman's terse tone of voice freed Lakesh from his state of mental paraysislong enough
for him to thumb down the cal button on the trans-comm system. He half shouted, " Armed security
detail to operations! Stat!"
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His voice echoed hollowly dl throughout the redoubt. A formal security force didn't exist assuchinthe
ingalation. All of the personnd, including the recent Moon base Emigres, were required to become
reasonably proficient with firearms, primarily the lightweight "point and shoot" SA80 subguns. The armed
security detail Lakesh summoned would be anyone who grabbed a gun from the armory and reached the
control center under hisor her own power.

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

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

Kane snorted. "It's happened before, hasn't it?"
Bry sad, "Yes, and it'snever been afriendly vist from anyone, either.”

Domi rushed in, double-fisting her .45-caiber De-tonics Combat Master. The smdl abino girl followed
Kane's hand signals and took up position on the left sde of the jump chamber. She wore a short red
jerkin that displayed most of her pearl-colored body. Her short, ragged mop of hair was the hue of
bone, contrasting sharply with her ruby-red eyes.
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Reba DeFore hustled in, looking both frightened and annoyed. A stocky, bronze-skinned woman,
DeForesusudly tidy hair hung in disarrayed ash-blond wisps. Instead of agun, she carried amedica

kit. She hung back in the operations room, watching as Kane and Domi took up cross-fire positions on
ether sde of the mat-trans unit, wespons held at hip level. Brigid stepped up to the platform and gripped
the door handle. "No matter who—or what—isin there, don't shoot until | give you the go-ahead.”

Carefully, Brigid disengaged the lock mechanism, lifted the handle and swung open the heavy door onits
counterbalanced hinges. Mogt of the mist produced by the quincunx effect's plasma bleed-off had
dissipated, so the figure douched over against the far wall was easily discerned. | dentification wasn't so

eaxsy.

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

Kane peered around the open door, stared in disbelief for along second and half shouted, " Sindri!"

Sindri's eyes flew open, wide and wild. Convulsions shook him, racked him violently from head to toe.
Hedragged in agreat shuddery bregth asif hislungs had been deprived of oxygen for along time. He
clawed out with hisright hand, finding Brigid's hands and closing hisfingers around them, asif they were
m_
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chorsto life. His glassy eyes asked a slent, beseeching question.

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

Air ragped in and out of Sindri's lungs as hetried to sit up. He managed only aflailing spasm of aamsand
legs. Kane stepped in and pulled him up to aSitting position by the collar of his shadow suit, then
dragged him out like a sack of corn, letting him use the table as support.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sindri did as he said, diding out the dip-deeved compact disc. Lakesh made amoveto takeit, but
Sindri snatched it away. "No," he sad firmly. "I have been charged to givethisto Mr. Kane, and Mr.
Kaneonly."

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

"That Mr. Kanewill find out, efter he reviewsits contents.”

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

Defore stepped forward, eyeing Sindri clinicaly. "1 should get you to the infirmary and treat that wound.”
Sindri shook his head. "No need. Thisblood isnt mine.”

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



Sindri wiped abit from hisface and looked at it shining on hisgloved fingertips. ' 'l believeif you test it,
you'l find it belongsto Mr. Kane."

Kane'sjaw muscles knotted in angry frustration, and he took athreatening step toward Sindri. "I've had
enough of this. Tell ushow you got here, Sindri— and from where—or I'll do what Grant said held do
the last time we were in each other's company.”
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Sindri's brow furrowed asif he were dredging up amemory. "Oh, right. Rip my arms off and hammer
them down my throat. Whereisthetruculent Mr. Grant, anyway?'

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

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

He paused, gpparently enjoying the surprise flickering in dl of their eyes. "However," he continued, "you
know him best by his nom de voyage, the name he travels under...Colonel C. W. Thrush.”

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

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



