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The Algandra Variations

TheFirst Variation
Chapter One

IDENTIFY THE CITY!

It wasn't so much acommand as an impulse which he couldn't ignore. It rang out like the brass of a
clarion, echoing down the degpest corridors of his mind, thundering through to the stanchions of his
muscles and bones.

Identify the city! Find astreet Sgn, animposing and familiar building or alandmark—even abridgeto be
recognized by its spidery limbs or vast construction. Anything!

But try as he might, he couldn't. At least, not in his present state of mind.

How he had gotten to the picturesque sidewalk café that seemed to jut rudely from the sidewalk out into
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the crowded street was beyond him. The liqueur held been quaffing these past few hours had dulled his
mind.
What Nicholas Tgada did know was that this did not 1ook like any American or European city.

Languishing in hisacohoalic supor, he stared blearily around him, fingering the smdl glassin hishand,
swirling theliquid around in lazy, hypnotic spirds.

"Sir, may | recommend thebhel puri? "

The voice came out of nowhere. Nicholas was watching an assembly of finely robed women walk down
the center of the bustling street, chanting and clacking finger-cymbas. The women seemed uncommonly
graceful intheir velled beautty.

ThewordPakistan cameinto his mind suddenly. Then cameBangladesh. Both words were followed by
the menta equivaent of question marks.

There were no automobiles moving aong the avenue. An occasiond car of foreign manufacture could be
seen parked aongside the curbs, apparently abandoned and usdless. The buildings themsalves, though
tall and relatively modern, spoke mostly of poverty and profound despair. Clothing, hung out to dry,
waved in the dightest of breezes high above like the flags of along-lost cause,

Nicholas could not comprehend why there were so many people on the street. Why? thevoiceingde his
mind asked.Why?

HSrl?l

Nicholas turned and glanced up at the waiter—a young man of walnut skin and sharp, intelligent brown
eyes. Over onewrist he held a clean white towel—just the thing to waylay the prim consciousness of an
American tourist possibly ill-at-easein aforeign land.

"Sorry," he said and smiled up at the young waiter, a boy whose English was remarkably good. "What
did you say?'

"Thebhel puri. | would like to perhaps recommend it with your liqueur, if you are hungry. It isvery tasty,
ar.

Nicholas blinked, trying to assmilate the world through his drunkenness.

With adight bow, the smiling waiter continued. "It isaflavorful dish of rice, onions, and potatoes, sr. We
gpiceit with just atouch of chutney sauce. Wefind it very delicious.”

A carniva air surrounded the café. Over his shoulder Nicholas could hear many voices Singing, athough
what was being sung was utterly incomprehensible.

"That would befine" he murmured, absorbed by the delightful music from the Street. "Yes, please.”

As he spoke he began fishing in histrouser pockets for money. It had occurred to him that if he could
identify the currency he could identify the country. The city would come later.

He brought forth afistful of brown and yellow bills, but he couldn't decipher the script. Scrawlsand
curious scribbles—the glyphs of a strange and faraway land—embossed an emblem of some dignitary, or
deity, whom he couldn't recognize.

He was drunker than he had origindly thought—if in fact he was drunk. He blinked twice and tried to



focus hiseyeson the bills. Y en? Afghanis? Rupees? They rusiled like leavesin his hand.

Hefound among the billsafew traveler's checks—American Express—and American dollars, all
twenties

But the other currency—exatic to the eye, peculiar to the touch—he couldn't identify.

He could ask the waliter for help. It would seem astupid question: Where am |, young man? And there
would be ahaf-dozen questionsto follow it, such as:How did | get here? and,What the hell am|
supposed to be doing here?

He stuffed the wad of money back into his pocket, and glanced again into the busy street. There were
literally hundreds of men, women, and children, al dressed insaris of one kind or another. Many of the
men were turbaned. Everyone was caught up in laughter and song. The young ones ran barefoot and
ghrieked like kids do everywhere when they are turned loose in ajoyous crowd. Nicholas noticed that a
strong smdl of incense wafted invisibly around him likethe caress of agenie.

India? Bhutan?
The need to identify the city roselike asicknessinsde of him.

Then he saw in the distance aform he could definitely recognize. A fire-engine-red double-decker bus
flowed through the crowd of people on the street honking noisily above the tumult. The buslisted asif
injured. Asit drew near the café, Nicholas could see dozens of individuas clinging to the far |eft Sde of
the vehicle. The bus stopped and people mingled in a chaotic exchange of humanity, some getting on,
others getting off. The bus il did not quite straighten up, and Nicholas could see what years of
wretched, toiling service had doneto it. He dso redized that, whatever country thiswas, he was
surrounded by very poor people: The Third World.

The young waiter returned with thebhel puri. Nicholas pondered the delicacy before him. On afresh
green leaf, which itsdlf rested upon aplate of princely white china, sat amound of steaming mush. All of a
sudden he was famished. Thebhel puri, whatever it was, smelled smply wonderful.

"Thank you," Nicholas said. He took up hisfork and knife and began egting, but the waiter seemed in no
hurry to leave hisside. Nicholas didn't mind, feding in fact oddly securein the young man's presence. He
pointed with hisfork at the crowd parading in the street.

"What's going on?' he asked. "Where are they al headed?"

He didn't want to seem the awkward tourist, asking obvious, ingratiating questions of the natives. But he
figured the waiter would be used to the most obnoxious behavior from foreign vigtors.

"It isthe sacred celebration of Ganesh Chaturthi,” the waiter said with a certain amount of pride. His
teeth, when he smiled at Nicholas, were pearl white. "The women take carved statues of our Hindu gods
down to the sea. The seaisaholy placefor us, gr.

"It isone of Bombay's largest festivals,” the young man continued. "We close off the streets, except for
the buses, even though it is very bad for business."

Bombay! He had gotten country and city in one negt package. Inwardly, Nicholas could fee something
taut relax, likeafist dowly unclenching. His mission was accomplished.

Then he sat up. Mission accomplished?



The young waiter stood nearby, eyeing the parade of people in the street. Another bus, coughing diesdl
smokein great gouts, came by—heading for the seashore and carrying more enthusiasts of Ganesh
Chaturthi.

Nicholas was confused and made somewhat uneasy by al this. Why had the recognition of the city been
SO urgent?

"How many of these things have | had?"

"Sr?' Thewaiter turned to him.

Nicholasindicated the smdl glass of liqueur. Everything about him drifted in ahaze.
"These drinks. How many have | ordered?’

The waiter smiled understandingly. "Only three, sir." He consulted a bar tab in the Sde pocket of his
elegant coat. "Y es, just three. Would you like something e se with thebhel puri? | can bring you alight
chablisinachilled carafeif you would prefer.”

Thefeding of relief which had followed hisinitial recognition of the city was now replaced with one of
rapt suspicion.

Threedrinks? Normally it took more than three drinks to get him drunk. He must be dipping.
He stared down at hisbhel puri, suddenly not hungry at al. Quite clearly something was amiss.

"Isthere anything wrong, Sir?' The waiter gppeared to be genuinely concerned. "1 understand, if it isthe
food. There are times when it does not agree with our visitors from the States.”

Find the Prime Minister.
"What did you say?'
"Pardon me, Sr?"'

"What you said just now."

"I wastaking about the food. If it isnot to your liking, | can return with something alittle more suited to
your paae.”

Nicholasturned in his seat. "No, not that. Y ou said, 'Find the Prime Minigter.’ | heard you. I'm sure of it."

An expression of sincere confusion passed across the waiter's brow. "I'm terribly sorry, Sr. | said nothing
likethat."

Nicholaswiped his mouth lightly with hisfolded napkin and stood up, fighting the effects of the liqueur.
"| gpologize," Nicholas said, rather embarrassed. "1 thought you'd said something.” He smiled thinly.

"l undergtand, Sir." The waiter was very courteous. " The heat and the crowd at thistime of the year can
be disturbing to strangers. Thisisnot agood timeto visit Indig, I'm afraid.”

Nicholas drew out his money, knowing now that the bills were rupees, and gave them to the waiter, who
beamed at the American's generosity.

He decided that someone must have passed close to the sidewalk restaurant and shouted out the words



he had heard. In his clouded state of mind, he had assumed that it was the waiter spesking.
The command came again.
Find the Prime Minister. It's got to be the Prime Minister.

Nicholasjerked about suddenly. Thistime the words were more than clear. It was definitely not avoice
from the crowded, cacophonous Bombay street, not remote and impersona, or meant for someone
esgsears. It was clearly meant for him. He was the only person who could have heard it, for...

It had come fromwithin.
The Prime Minister!

A wave of fear gripped him. In the multitude of bright colors, confusing sounds, and earthy smdlls, hefelt
afamiliar anxiety tugging at him. He began to swesat. He loosened histie and bresthed deeply, trying to
cam himsdlf, to concentrate.

A group of barely clad, shodess priests, brown as the bark of trees, approached in an air of righteous
solitude. Nicholas stepped aside respectfully and watched them pass. They had to be headed for the
shore. Animpulsetold him to follow.

The citizens around him seemed absorbed in amysterious religious calm. The chanting from street
corners, the bells of incense, the thumping of small, hand-held drums, were wholly dien to him, yet they
dtirred something within him. Despite the poverty that was everywhere around him, some unknowable
vitality shined from the people's faces. Thewaiter had had it in his own face, and so did every person
Nicholas now saw. The presence of faith, so rarely seen in the average person back in the States, was
common here, and it touched him deeply.

He stumbled suddenly: ThePrime Minister!
It cameto him thistime as a desperate shout: Find the Prime Minister! Quickly!

The mass of humanity swirled around him. The voice had seemed filled with fear and concern. Its
pleading held aterrible urgency he couldn't ignore. He had to find the Prime Minister of Indial

He didn't know how to begin. He looked down the Street.

There, inthe midst of agathering of pilgrims, stood a beautiful woman. Nicholas recognized her
immediately. She was amiling directly a him asif sheld been waiting for him to see her.

"Oh, my God," Nicholas breathed. He lifted an excited hand into the air. "Rhoanna" he shouted.
"Rhoanna!"

Rhoanna Martin stood wrapped in awondroudy adornedsari. A small, ruby-colored jewe glittered in
the center of her forehead. Rhoanna. Thousands of milesfrom her home, and six years gone from hislife.

"Rhoanna!" Nicholasydled, cupping his handsto his mouth to give his voiceforce.

He ran toward her, pushing aside the merrymakers. Rhoanna waved to him and stepped down from the
sdewalk.

"Nick!"
Nicholas Tejada stumbled, but caught himsdf before hefell. He was acting like a bumbling fool—but he



didn't care. Rhoannaran up to him, and he took her into hisarms. She gave asqued of delight.
"Nick!" she laughed. Wings of orange and fuchsiasilk enfolded about him as she cameto him.

His heart thundered in his chest as he felt her pressfirmly againgt him. Helaughed. "I don't believeit.
What are you doing here?'

He held her at arm'slength, examining her dmost as he would a precious sculpture. Rhoannas green eyes
glistened, reaching deep into his soul as she smiled a him. Her brown hair was tucked beneath a shawl of
gossamer pink cotton; her skin seemed to glow.

Unabashedly, he kissed her full on the mouth as the eyes of athousand strangers looked on. Rhoannas
delicate fingers tugged affectionately at the hair on the nape of hisneck. He could fed her pelvispress
hungrily againg his upper thigh.

Nicholas! the command rang out suddenly.We must locate the Prime Minister beforeit's too late!
Nick jolted backward, his heart dancing like awild beast in his chest.

Breathless, Rhoanna clutched hisarms. "Nick, what isit?'

He was shaking. The world was beginning to spin around him and he couldn't stop it.
What isgoing on? he asked himsdif.

"Rhoanna..." he began, gazing deep into her eyes.

A srren pierced the air, and both of them froze, clinging to each other. On the street hundreds of
Bombayitesfell silent. Thetall, poverty-ridden apartment buildings that surrounded them stood like trees
in adesolate, amogt defoliated, forest. The sren'sragged echo was like aliving thing on the prowl.

He wanted to say to Rhoanna: "What are you doing here?' He wanted to say, with al of hisheart: "What
isthe meaning of our being herelikethis?’

He wanted to say, more than anything, that he loved her. But the siren, now joined by awhole chorus of
city-wide aarms, drowned out those thoughts.

Helooked up, redizing that these were not the Srens common to civil authorities, but were the wails of
civil-defense darms. The crowd screamed almost in unison and began running in panic asthey findly
understood what was upon them.

It was an air raad—anuclear air raid!

"Jesus Christ!" Nicholas shouted, pulling Rhoanna close to abuilding. Holy men ran by, expressions of
abject terror on their faces, having dropped their sculpted idols on the gritty Sdewak. The screams of the
popul ace competed with the banshee wail of the air-raid Srens. The voice returned again, drowning out
al other sounds:

Nicholas! The Prime Minister isin danger!

An ederly woman fleging through the crowd collided with them. Everyone tumbled to the ground in the
chaos. Before Nicholas could gain hisfeet, dozens of robed individuas were clambering over themin
panic. Rhoannawas pulled helplesdy out into the avenue.

"Rhoanna" heyelled. But despite his efforts, it wasimpossible to reach her in the crush.



One of those big, unwieldly British buses came barreling out of nowhere. Nicholas jumped backward
onto the sidewalk to get out of itsway. As heregained his balance he looked for Rhoanna—but she was
gone, sucked into the flood of miserable humanity.

"Rhoanna!" he caled.

The srensfilled theair like seawater around aschoal of fish—tiny, frightened fish being swept away by
currents over which they had no control.

It'scoming, Nicholas! Find him! Please!

Everything seemed to hit him like awall of seething floodwater. He turned and vomited into the narrow
qutter.

Shaking, the bitter taste of gastric juicesin his mouth, he stood up, his head spinning with fear. Deep
within him he knew thiswas the end. The Bomb was going to fall—and he'd lost Rhoanna again.

Helooked up into the musty sky of Indiafor the threads of contrails from Russian bombers—or would
the aircraft be of Chinese origin, arcing in from the east and not the north? Perhaps they were Libyan. It
didn't matter.

A man sumbled into him and Nicholas went down, damming his head againgt the brick lining of the curb.
The man—an old beggar with hardly any clothing upon his shriveled body—rolled over, clutching his
chest; then rose, propelled by his desperation, and vanished into the crowd.

Nicholas dowly cameto hisfet. The blow had knocked some senseinto him. Hewalked out into the
avenue, staying clear of the panicked natives. Hetook his steps gingerly, carefully, waking amost like an
automaton. There was no escaping it. On the very last day of hislife, he knew what he had to do.

When he reached the seashore he found it deserted, athough tenson was il inthe air asif suspended
upon each mote of dust that had been stirred up by the feet of the celebrants. The sirens till wailed deep
within the canyons of the city behind him. Upon the stepsthat led to the dirty waters of the Arabian Sea
there was no one to be seen. Above him, angry gulls drifted in the heat, crying out their own confusion.

He stood on the broken cement steps that led down to the water's edge. Sanddls, clothing, and flowers
lay strewn haphazardly about. A fractured idol of Sivalay staring Sghtlesdy into an uncaring ky. The
srenswailed like the voices of godlingslogt in the shadowy hdls of Bombay's decaying cityscape.

Out in the bay floated afew ships—doops or junks. Their crews were oblivious to what was happening.
Nicholas squinted through the tainted, d mond-colored light, watching the waves pulse toward the shore
inaglisgening of slver.

Nicholas,theinner dwdler in hismind cried out.Help us!We need to know for sure!
"Stop it!" he screamed findly, grasping his head in his hands. "' For the love of God, stop!”
"Nick!" cameanimpassioned call.

Thistimeit wasahuman voice crying out, not hisinner dweller.

He turned swiftly and saw Rhoanna standing like the battered statue of a Hindu goddess, her arms
outstretched, on the balustrade of awesathered hotdl. Fainting, shefell againgt amarble pillar and did out
of sght, leaving behind her atrail of smeared crimson.



"Rhoanna!”
Everything came together in hismind: the srens; the voice; the junksat sea.

The nuclear device did not fall from the belly of a sinister bomber a sixty thousand feet, asthe Srens had
led him to fear. Instead, it came bubbling up from the yellow Arabian Seg, like a child spawned from an
evil Nereidian womb in the deepest crevice of the ocean.

Monstrous, it climbed on rubberized treads up onto the carved, ornamental steps of the holy shoreline. It
was heading right for him.

This ocean-borne sted demon was twice the Sze of agreat white shark, and had ahead full of deadly
plutonium. Water did down its dime-dark hull and drooled on to its efficient undercarriage. It looked for
dl theworld asif it were smiling.

That smilewasthe last thing Nicholas Tgadasaw in thislife.

The whole universe suddenly burst with alight brighter than the interior of the brightest supernovain the
heavens—as skin, then muscle, then bone, vanished in aterrible explosion. There was no smoke of
burned flesh. No ash. Nothing.

Therewas only theroar of light and asingle, last gasping breath on hislips.
"Rhoanna," he whispered—and was gone.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Two

IN THE DARKNESSof an unimaginable afterlife, Nicholas heard voices—voicesthat lured him dowly
back to the proverbia land-of-the-living. He fought off the limbo that unpleasantly enshrouded him and
homed in on the voices that were conferring at the other end of redlity.

Hetried to clear histhroat, redlizing that he was very, very thirsty. He also redlized that he had athroat to
clear.

With afoot in each world, he made the leap toward the better one. "Water," he said hoarsely.

Histhroat felt asif someone had poured sawdust down it and had followed that with sand. "'l need some
water," he muttered to anyone who might be listening.

He dowly opened hiseyes and found that he was lying in the white cotton folds of acomfortable hospital
bed. But if thiswas ahospitd room, it wasn't like any he'd known before.

It resembled aluxury-hotel suite but one designed for invaids. The bed was large. Across the room were
afew plush chairsand sometall, leafy green plants. There were no other beds. Thiswas a private suite
for VIPs. Directly opposite him wasawall of stereo and video equipment. And above him—set into the
bed's headboard—was a sophisticated monitoring computer, from which depended severa wires and
tubes that were attached to him, keeping him dive and full of the proper juices. He hardly noticed the dull
paninhishand fromthelV unit.

There were no windows.

Hisfedingstold him that he was somewhere underground. Thewalls resonatedsolidness , a sense of
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profound impenetrableness which effectively kept the outside world at bay.

Helooked toward the door and saw two people conversing. One of them was quitetall. He wore a
stethoscope around his neck, but the rest of him belied the standard took of aphysician. The man worea
gray T-shirt that had stenciled acrossits chest, "Property of UCSB," and the rest of him was comfortably
attired in tennis shoes and L evis, worn and faded in al the expected places.

Then Nicholas recognized the individua standing next to the doctor.
"Sdazar," Nicholas said in asomewhat stronger voice.

It was reassuring to see Melissa Sdlazar waiting for him to regain consciousness. On the other hand, a
number of things mitigated againgt his euphoriaon discovering that hewas il dive. Thefirst wasthefact
that he was underground. The second was the ideathat the director of the Pentagon's Project Foresee
had decided to supervise hisrecovery in person. If Melissa Salazar wanted to be present to pick up and
dust off one of her specia Strategics, then something rather dreadful was up.

Sdazar and the casually attired doctor turned and walked over to Nicholas's bed.

"Welcome back to the red world, Nick," the man said. "I'm Dr. Massingde. How do you fed ?*

He proceeded to take Nicholas's pulse, gazing up at the computer screen on the console above him.
"I'mthirsty ashell," Nicholas sad.

The doctor laughed comfortingly. He poured Nick aglass of clear, parkling water.

"Go easy, how," the doctor insisted.

Beside him, the director of Project Foresee was silent, alook of concern on her face.

"Y ou've been through alot,” Massngde sad. "But you're going to be dl right.”

Nick drank the water dowly but steadily. He trembled as his body took in the refreshing liquid. Handing
the glass back to the doctor, he settled back into the huge comfort of the pillows.

Melissa Salazar leaned over him. "How do you fedl, Nick? Y ou OK?"
"| fed like shit four waysto Sunday, ishow | fed."

The director of Foresee smiled wryly, her dark brown eyesfriendly. Mdlissa Sdazar, fifteen years
Nicholass senior, had not asingle gray hair on her head, dthough her eyes dways seemed weighted by
nights of little or no deep and days of unbearable tension. Like the doctor, she was casually dressed,
which was unusud for her. She wore amid-length skirt, a cotton blouse, and boots, which suggested that
she hadn't had time to dressin her usua businesdike manner. Another bad sgn, Nicholas redlized.
Melissa Sdlazar earned the money to dresswell, and dresswell shedid.

But not a the moment.
"Sorry | screwed thingsup, Sdl. | just couldn't find the Prime Minigter. | tried. | realy did.”

Dr. Massingde punched datainto the computer board above the bed. Meissasmiled. A faint hint of her
perfume could be discerned despite the hospital's antiseptic smell.

"Actudly," she began, "you did a better job of locating the possible source of the attack than we'd hoped.



We had adevil of atime getting you out of Mnemaos Nine, though, after you pinpointed the location of
the bomb. The bomb wouldn't have gone off right at your feet if we'd gotten you out of the system when
we were supposed to. We're the ones who should do the apologizing, not you. It must have been quitea
scare”

Scarewas not quite the word for what he had felt, which was maybe why he could fed the presence of
some sedative in hisbody. The shock had been substantid.

"Everything's OK," shewent on in sure, confident tones. "We're at Vandenberg Air Force Base. Dr.
Massingale's been transferred to Foresee. He's as clean as a baby's breath, as they say."

"Hey," the doctor laughed dightly. "L et's not stretch things.” He returned to the console, checking tubes
and dids.

Melissamanaged arather professond grin hersdf, but Nicholas could seethat it was difficult for her to
achieve with any kind of sincerity. He knew that he didn'twant answersto some of his questions. One of
them was why they were inland at VVandenberg Air Force Base, when they were supposed to be at the
Foresee branch in Santa Barbara.

Nicholas |ooked up at the Director. "How long was| out?"

"Y ou were gone for two days. Nervous collapse. We kept you adeep to let you hedl. After what you
went through, you certainly needed the rest.”

"You makeit sound asif you werethere," Nicholassaid.

"l was," the Director said evenly. "Hew in from Colorado the morning Foresee threw you in-systemin
Santa Barbara. | came out of ageneral staff meeting when you got locked into Mnemos Nine. It was
supposed to be aroutine scenario.”

"Locked in?' Hedidn't like the sound of that.

Melissa Sdlazar continued. "When you didn't wake out of the system, we enlisted Dr. Massingae here.
The computer wouldn't shut down even though you had determined where the nuclear device was about
to detonate. When it findly affirmed the success of the extrgpolation, it shut itself down. Weve been
watching you ever snce.”

Asthe Director spoke, Nicholasrecalled hislagt, crisp images of Rhoannastaring at him like adying
Madonna, as she leaned againgt that soiled pillar in aBombay created by a supercomputer. Then he
remembered the submarine bomb lumbering up out of the soiled Arabian Sea. It had only been afew feet
away from him as he stood there on the steps. He could still hear the water lapping againgt the eroded
stone stairs—or at least he thought he could.

He shuddered, momentarily closing his eyes. Dreams had dways affected him thisway. It sometimes
took him hoursto recover from the force of anight of fitful dreaming, especialy when those dreams
encompassed the modern horror of nuclear warfare.

"So, tell me what happened—two days ago,” Nick asked. Mdissa seemed proud of the accomplishment
of Mnemos Nine, despite what the computer had nearly done to her Strategic. She said, "We apparently
programmed Mnemos Nine too well. The scenario felt so redl to you, we couldn't get you properly
motivated to find the source of the attack directly. However, given the information asit cameinto us at
Foresee, you were eventualy able to locate yoursdf in the middle of Ganesh Chaturthi. But there were
too many divers ons—interruptions which either you or Mnemaos Nine provided.”



"I remember being in aweird cafe,” Nicholas said distantly, recaling the peculiar aromaof the bhel puri.

"In red-world timeit took you ahaf aday to get going,” the doctor volunteered. "The whole staff was
watching you dl theway."

"Haf aday," Nicholaswhigpered to himsdif.

"Inany case," Mélissacontinued, "you did manage to locate the most likely source of the assault with the
information we threw at you. We had never imagined that it would come from the sea.”

"It was s0 redl," Nicholas said, as he had said each time held gone in—and come out—of the system
over the past five years.

Mnemos Nine was the most sophisticated computer the Pentagon had yet developed. Nicholas had
never actudly seenit; hisonly experience with Mnemos Nine had come through the various system
terminas around the country, usualy the onein Santa Barbara, near where helived. He knew from what
Méelissaand others had told him that the Mnemos compuiter itself was hidden deep within the Rocky
Mountains. The core computer was an extremely complicated device about the Size of abeach ball,
perpetudly immersed in liquid helium. Its storage capacities were measured in gigabytes, and itsretrieva
system functioned a near to the speed of light.

It had everything there was to know at the tips of its metaphorica fingers. All the nasty facts amodern
nation needed to keep up to date in aworld of terrorism and advanced technologies were stored in the
microcircuits of Mnemos Nine: profiles of political leaders, past revolutions and current revol utions and
stesof possble future revolutions, movements of troops, the status of various countries fluctuating
economies, world stock-market patterns—even the price of peanutsin Guatemaa City. Mnemos Nine
hed it al, and assmilated more data every minute.

But only by the input of emotiona responsesto dl that vital data could Mnemos Nine come dive. Years
ago Nicholas Tgada had interviewed with CIA and Pentagon officids a the Universty of Cdiforniaat
San Diego, at their request. Then atest dream-extrapolation with the then-current Mnemos Eight
computer a the Project Foresee's recruitment center got him out of the university's philosophy
department and into the world of nonredlity. It was a much better place.

But that was all along time ago. Hislatest little excursion into a computer-crested world had almost cost
him his sanity, and now he was worried about his future with the Project. HEd never collapsed
emotionaly before, either in-system or out.

Mélissa Sdlazar had pulled a newspaper from adrawer in the bedside table. She handed it to him.

Nicholas unfolded the previous day's paper. The headlinestold it al: "TERRORIST ATTACK
FOILED—INDIAN PRIME MINISTER SAVED."

As Nick scanned the article, the nightmare started coming true dl over again, only thistime there was an
important differencein thefacts.

In the real world there had been no panic at thefestival of Ganesh Chaturthi. No sirens went off.
Chowpatty Beach did not give birth to a superbomb nosing out of the surf on rubberized treads. There
hadn't been an explosion of any kind.

But there could've been.

The Prime Minigter of Indiaand his entire cabinet were scheduled to bein the areathat day, but
information provided by an unnamed source—which Nicholas knew was Project Foresee, through the



State Department—suggested that aterrorist attack of unknown proportions might come from the
direction of the sea should the Prime Minister choose to attend the fedtivities. Loca authorities had
rushed the Indian leader out of the vicinity a about the same time they had discovered that asmal, barely
seaworthy boat several hundred yards offshore was bringing in a Libyan-made atomic bomb.

Only Mnemos Nine and Nicholas Tegada had figured that the attack might come from the sea, and not
from the air—or the land, as had been attempted only the previous month in Milan by the infamous Red
Brigade.

What came as agenuine surprise to Nicholas was the disclosure in the newspaper that it had been a
"dirty" bomb. The American navd authorities who dismantled it discovered that, had it exploded, whole
chunks of radioactive plutonium would have scattered into the seaand onto the land—making the area
uninhabitable for hundreds of years.

Naturdly, Libyadenied any rolein theincident, saying that the disruption of any kind of religious
ceremony was a sacrilege and a dur upon the sacred name of God. But the article pointed out that afew
milesto the north of Chowpatty Beach were docked three American destroyers. Several months earlier
they had seized a Libyan freighter that was ferrying reactor waste material from Russa—presumably for
the clandestine congtruction of nuclear weapons.

Nicholas put the paper down and stared at the Director of Project Foresee. A pall of sortsfell about
Melissa Sdazar.

She rubbed her hands together nervoudy. Dr. Massingale was &t the door, speaking with anurse.
"Unfortunately, some other complications have arisen while you were out," Sdazar said.
"Likewhat?'

"Our Santa Barbara center has been destroyed. Completely.”

What?"

Méelissa nodded.

Nicholass ssomach heaved. The West Coast was littered with hundreds of tiny eectronic firmsand
computer businesses. Some of them were connected with the government, some not. Project Foresee
had been concedled in a series of innocuous buildings in downtown Santa Barbarathat seemed to be
nothing more than warehouses owned by one of the larger southern California aerogpace concerns.

Industrial sabotage, or military sabotage, was consdered avirtud inevitability. But Foresee, a least the
S.B. branch, was hidden very well. Or so Nicholas had thought.

"How did it happen?' he asked.

"It was bombed."

"Bombed? Y ou mean from an airplane?’ The idea sounded preposterous.
Dr. Massingde stepped out into the corridor with the nurse.

Mdlissa continued, "They found the plane that did it. It was adrone. Made locally, too. The CIA doesn't
think anyoné's onto us specifically, snce anumber of other plants further north in Silicon Valey have dso
been struck with the same method. Aias Electronics and TonTec Systemswere hit only afew months



ago. It could be a coincidence.”
"] don't like coincidences, S4l. | never have."

"Nether do |," she said. "But we got alittle warning, so we pulled up stakes and hightailed it here to
Vandenberg.

"We have Mnemos |ooking into who might have doneit, but we don't expect to learn anything soon.
There are so many fringe groups who deplore our high-tech surge.”

"It could have been someone else," he remarked.

"Yes, someonedse" the Director affirmed grimly.

There seemed to be dectricity inthe air; Nicholasfelt Melissas suppressed uneasiness.
"Sd," hesad, staring evenly at her. Y ou're not giving me the full poop on this, are you?'

Therewasasmall chair at the bedside. She pulled it over and wesrily lowered hersdf down into it. As
shedid, Nicholas heard alarge glass object being dropped out in the halway. But the Director of
Foresee showed no interest in what was going on beyond the room.

"Nick," shesaid, "were as close today as we've ever been to going to war with the Soviet Union. | mean
today. Thisminute.

Nicholas stared up at the ceiling. He redlized it now. HEd been feding itsterrible weight al dong. Hed
awoken from one nightmare into another, more red and tangible horror.

He knew that the Vandenberg hospitd—a ong with al the other main buildings—was aboveground. But
here they were, bunkered under the surface of the earth. There was an oppressive air surrounding
them—the kind of clamminessthat one findsin caves, or tombs. They were underground for areason.
He knew what it was.

"Minutes before you woke we got word from Derek Mallory, working with Mnemos Nine in Colorado,
that the Russans might strikefirgt a Vandenberg,” shetold him.

"Here?Y ou mean right here? Now?" Nicholas sat up. "Oh, swell!"

"Therésasmall flotillaof Russan trawlersjust beyond our territorid waters. They've been there for
days" She fussed unconscioudy with her wedding ring, moving it in smdl turnsaround her finger. "And
there are Russian ships of one sort or another in place al around the United States. In the Caribbean, off
Newfoundland. Everywhere theré's water."

Nicholasrolled back the covers of the bed and reached for hisIV, preparing to disconnect himself from
the computer. Mdissaquickly stood up and stopped him.

"Hold on, Nick. We haven't gotten a confirmation on Derek's projection just yet; and even if we did,
you're in no condition to go rushing off, at least a the moment.”

Nicholas pointed to the outer halway beyond his closed door. There had been some commotion there
for the past few minutes. "What's that al about? Somebody knows something.”

Neil Massinga e came back into the room at that point and nodded unhappily to the Director of Foresee,
who immediately rose from her scat.



She said, "Vandenberg was the nearest link to Mnemos where we felt it was safe enough to move you.
But now it looks asif there might be a preemptive strike againgt us here. We're so far underground that
we could survive adirect hit, and an eectromagnetic pulse probably won't penetrate thisfar. But | want
al the Strategics where they can reach reliable Mnemos systems terminals and are able to stay within the
network with relative security. So we're going to move you."

Nicholas sagged back, fedling abjectly heplessfor thefirst timein hislife.

Whatever drugs they'd given him to ease the transfer-shock out of Mnemaos Nine had wiped out his
energy reserves. But something else was demordizing him aswell, aparasitic worm gnawing a him from
within. He was the only Strategic to suffer in such amanner. There were dozens of other individuasin
Strategics. The system also included tie-insfor expertsin intelligence, economics, environment, and
politics. There were even extrgpol ators for things like aeronautics and xenobiology. All of the other
gpeciaists came and went without atrace of any kind of suffering, emotiond or physica. Not Nicholas.

He knew that all across the nation there were millions of people depending upon individuas such as
himsdlf to ensure their security. But the prospect of athermonuclear war was no smal burden for anyone
to carry. How did you live with the weight that such knowledge thrust upon you each day? All he had to
do was ook into Melissa Salazar's eyes to see the answer.

"Out of the frying pan and into thefire," he mumbled.

Massingale walked over to Nick's bed, looking more like atrack coach than aphysician. A nurse had
entered the room behind him. Dr. Massinga e spoke in soft but controlled tones. "Nick, were going to
have to evacuate the base hospital, and, while I'd like to let you lie around for another day or two, were
going to haveto get moving." The nurse had aready begun to unhook him from the IV unit and to switch
off the various components of the monitoring computer.

Nick realized that the space he wasin might soon be filled with more deserving folk. It was athought he
didntlike,

"Do you think you can makeit, Nick?' Mdlissaasked, standing back to let the nurse and Dr. Massingde
hephim.

He nodded. Strangdly, hefelt like laughing as the two medical personnel helped him out of bed. Asif it
makes much difference, he thought distantly. What's one human life going to matter in an al-out
thermonuclear war? He might be safe underground, but he'd be out one set of parents, abrand-new
condominium (with a brand-new mortgage), two lazy cats, money in the bank (he'd even be out of a
bank), and sunsets on Jalama Beach.

And much, much more,
"Itsred, isntit, SA," he sad, free of the monitoring computer.

The Director's eyes were dark and profoundly troubled, but there was strength in them, and concern for
him. Perhaps her strength came from the fact that her family was|odged in Longmont, closeto Foreseein
Colorado. Her two children would be safe, and her husband was where he could be notified. So,
Nicholas could amost seein her eyes ninety-two million Americans vanishing in aradioactive haze. They
both knew the facts about afull-scae nuclear war—the redl factsthat the governmentsinvolved didn't
want to admit even to themselves. Melissas kids might be safe—but so what? Both he and Mdissa
stood to lose equaly, whatever the outcome. It was afrightful burden indeed.

"It'saways been redl, Nick. Right now, were just taking precautions. Y ou can bet the Russians are



doing the same."
"Wonderful," Nick muttered sardonicaly.

Dr. Massingale got clothing for Nicholas from a closet near the bed. " There's nothing really to worry
about, Nick," he said, tossing over apair of pants. "You'rein our care, and we're going to hustle you
back to Colorado as soon as you're ready to get to the evac Tubes."

Nicholas stared at Mdlissa, the pants il in hishands. "It's that bad?
"Likehesad, it'sjust aprecaution. | want everyone where | can reach them if things get rough.”
When things get rough ismore like t, Nicholas thought.

His paranoia about nuclear warfare dated back as far as he could remember. He dreamed about
mushroom clouds, fiery contrails pushing SS-20sin from the Arctic, radioactive winds so harsh that they
pedled the very skin from your bones. He could dmost fed the fingers poised over the doomsday
buttons; he could dmost hear the growl of missles deep in the cement throats of silos hidden beneeth the
snows of the Poluostrov Tgmyr plain in northern Russia.

He had inherited more than a certain chromosoma arrangement from his parents and his grandparents.
he'd dso inherited their Cold War apprehensions. And world history was beginning to suggest that thelid
could not be kept on any longer. Chinafinally had too many people. England was plagued with
uncontrollable race riots and a parayzed economy. Poland was amoonscape of idle factories and barren
farmlands. Italy was run by terrorists who kept assassinating each other. And haf the Christian world—in
exigential despair—was doing nothing, waiting for the Messiah to return. The other haf waswaiting to
shoot Him if He did return. Dwindling resources, pockets of sheer starvation, and rampant paranoia
created a disease for which there was no known cure,

Nicholas took a deep breath and stared squardly at hisboss, "1 think | get the hint, Sal. I'm inthearmy

Melissa Salazar stood tight-lipped for amoment, her hands resting in the pockets of her skirt. In the
corridor outside, people ran past, lugging boxes, files, and briefcases. Nicholas saw an MP jog by,
whigtlein his mouth, hastening to direct traffic somewhere down theline.

He had just finished strapping on his boots when he was suddenly jolted by atremendous thud that threw
everyoneto thefloor. It was followed by akind of hollow-throated thunder that made him wesk. His
cheek was pressed to the cold tile of the recovery room floor.

"Holy Mother of God," Melissa Sdlazar whispered, hair streaming across her face. Shelooked around
her. In the corridor, severa people were screaming. Others were shouting.

Thelightsflickered overhead, dimmed, then came back on.EMP , Nicholas thought. The base's optica
fibers and protein circuits had taken over where copper and a uminum wiring had been fused by the

pulse,
Mélissa, regaining control, said, "Lookslike we got visted by asmal warhead.”
Everyone got quickly to hisfeet. Dr. Massingae helped Nicholas up.

"Wed better head for the Tube tunnels. Do you fedl you can walk, Nick?' he asked. "If not, we can get
awhedchair for you."



"Just show methe door, friend,” Nicholas said, squirming into his shirt. Though hewas sill groggy, he
managed it eadily. "If I'm going to spend therest of my naturd life insgde the Rocky Mountains, I'd liketo
get started.”

He redlized that such alife would not be a happy one. All the things held had any strong fedling for would
be gone. He couldn't bear to think of hisfamily. Maybe somehow they had a chance...

Mélissa had gone out with Dr. Massingale to oversee the rest of Project Foresee's evacuation. Records
would have to be destroyed, equipment smashed. The lights kept burning. Somewhere generators were
gtill turning, men and women till functioned. But overhead a smal mushroom cloud sprouted upward into
the stratosphere, its radioactive ions breaking aholein the ozone. If the war scenarios were correct,
other monstrosities were growing with malevolent rapidity al across the earth's once-green surface.
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Chapter Three

DISCRETIONARY PERSONNEL.

That was the euphemism handed down to them by the military brass sationed at Vandenberg. All
discretionary personnd wereto have priority in the evac procedure. In hisdightly medicated State,
Nicholas Tgadamanaged to grin at the silliness of the term. It sounded asif he and the others so listed
were among acertain kind of mord dlite, asif he spent most of histime being "discreet.”

The Tube that whisked him and the other Vandenberg discretionary personnd out into Death Valey
contained nearly eighty-five resdents, mostly civilian, of the former Caiforniamissile base. Nicholas
knew that they were extremely important, for there were few military personnel in thisfirst contingent.
Only two generals were on board—abrigadier and amgjor general. The rest of the Vandenberg Air
Force personnd were staying behind. Waiting....

But there was something calming about the fact that the Air Force retained most of its active personnd a
the base. Someone had to fight.

The compartment in which Nicholas languished hardly shook, hardly made asound, asit passed safely
beneath hundreds of feet of solid rock on itsway through the Mojave Desert. Somewhere, Nicholas
knew, there would be Tube links which would take the members of Foreseeinto Colorado. Other
people would be rapidly funneled to various Air Force basesin Utah, Nevada, and southern Arizona.

Therewas only the dightest sensation of movement—agliding, womblike feding asthe Tube raced a
three-hundred-plus miles an hour through a near-vacuum. The smooth, relaxing motion of the Tube
alowed him to forget briefly that in al likelihood there was nothing on the surface but ash and radioactive
debris.

He wished he had been able to anticipate the attack on Vandenberg through Mnemaos Nine. He couldn't
bear the thought that if his mother and father had perished he had contributed to their deaths through
inaction.

Why had they sent him to Bombay instead of having him prowl around the dream streets of someplace
close to Vandenberg—L ompoc, perhaps, or Santa Barbaraitsdf? They had to have known that the
Russians were up to something. And he knew that region of Californiamuch better than the India
conjured up by the microchips of Mnemos Nine's superbrain. Even in ahypothetical, computer-induced
Santa Barbara, Nicholas knew that he would have spotted the harm those Russian trawlers could do.
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On the other hand, two days ago he had gone comatose and the bombs had come down today. In a
world of ingant communications and instant destruction, computer scenarios, though precise, changed
amodt hourly.

Thething that perhaps bothered him the most about Bombay was the appearance of Rhoanna Martin. He
had no idea where she had come from. Obvioudy, his memories of her were waiting to be culled, when
such strong emotiona responses were caled for. Y et none were theoretically required in the
Bombay/Ganesh Chaturthi sequence.

But she had appeared in Mnemos Nine scenarios many times before. Just three weeks previous,
Nicholas had entered a scenario that was trying to anticipate a possible attack on the life of Pope
Gregory XVII during hisvist to Rio de Janeiro. The scenario had surprised him.

Rhoanna had walked out of the mass of revelers—the enthusiastic well-wisherswho lined the
sreets—and waved at him. How full of life her smilewas! A rapturouslight glittered in her hair!

Then the bomb went off. It got the Pope and took out athird of Rio. It got Nicholas aswell.

He shuddered, remembering dl the gory details. It hurt to think back on it. The crumbling buildings of
Rio—a.city long wrapped like Laocotn in the crushing coils of spiritual and economic collapse—had
burgt into atomic flame like matchstick boxes. Hisbody recaled the pain as needles of glass from the
buildings ribboned through his flesh before each shred of torn skin shriveled away in ananosecond. Fire
stormed the poor streets of Rio de Janeiro.

In the real world the Pope lived and the bomb was found. Mnemaos Nine had seen it coming from the
sky, extrgpolating that it might come from the upper reaches of abuilding rather than from an aircraft. All
Nick knew wasthat it hurt. It hurt because Rhoanna had been there and the bomb had robbed them of
ther livesand love,

The door to Nicholas's private compartment eased open just then, and a short, stocky man entered,
chewing on acarrot.

"Nelson," Nick said, putting aside the week-old copy of Time he had not been reading anyhow. "1 didn't
know you were on the Tube. Come onin." He got up and shook his colleague's hand.

Nelson Reitinger was another of the Mnemos system functionaries. He was an Environmentd, not a
Strategic. Nicholas was surprised to discover that the short man had been back at Vandenberg. Mdlissa
Sdazar hadn't said anything about his being here—but they had been hurrying to board the Tubes.

"How do, Nick?" he smiled, crushing Nicholass hand in afirm but jovid grip. "Sa gave methe go-ahead
to stop by and seeyou for awhile.”

"That's greet,” Nicholas said. "No one's come by since we evacuated Vandenberg. Have you seen Dr.
Massingde?'

"I hear he'swaiting for the next Tube out." Reitinger dways seemed casud, at ease with the world, no
meatter how big the crisis.

"Whét's the news? Have you heard anything?" Nicholas asked.

"Theresnot much totell, yet," Reitinger said around amouthful of carrot. He had short curly hair and
hands the size of anorma man's head. Though he looked rather comic, Nick knew that he was dso
physicaly dangerous. At aparty in Santa Barbara, he'd seen Reitinger bend atire-iron into something
resembling a M 6bius strip. Nicholas could not understand how or what he contributed to Mnemos's



Environmenta scenarios. He congidered Reitinger aborderline mental case—even though hisPh.D. in
biochemistry and his background in forestry and animal husbandry were pointsin hisfavor.

Reitinger continued, "We found out that they inflicted some minor damage to the Coast Highway. The
latest word also hasit that we took out part of Olenegorsk. That's about it for World War 111 so far." He
seemed unimpressed by the whole Situation.

Nicholas couldn't quite believe what he was hearing. He had visions—because he was trained to have
visons—of the entire southern Cdifornia coastline bubbling in anuclear inferno, perhaps presaging the
end of mankind and of dl lifeon earth.

"What's at Olenegorsk?" he queried, trying to stay calm. "I've never heard of it before.”

Reitinger began picking his teeth with astubby little finger. He reached over and swept up Nick's copy of
Time , with its picture of Meher Babaon the cover. As he spoke he leafed through it.

"Bascdly, it'sahuge radar facility, like the one we got that covers most of the upper peninsula of
Michigan. It's protected by some low-range ABMs—most of which were caught deeping.”

"Damnit," Nick breathed. "They never tell me anything."

Reitinger laughed, commiserating with him. "Relax, Nickie. If something big had developed, everyone on
the Tube would be shaking in their little booties. But dl that's happening isthat Sal's conferring with the
Magor Generd about our next plan of action.”

Nick stared at Reitinger, who had thumbed hisway to the sports section. He could hear the man's teeth
clacking disgudtingly.

"How many of us are there on the Tube?' Nicholas asked.

Nelson looked up at the ceiling, and counted off on hisfingers. "Well, let's see. Therés me and you.
There's Mdlissa, of course. And Staci Bolyard. She's up front with Mnemas. The rest on board are
Vandenberg personnd, heading either for Edwards Air Force Base or up to Nellisin Nevada."

"Weve got asystem link here on the Tube?'

"Sure. Staci's been plugged in ever since we left. We lost the Vandenberg link when the bomb went of f
up the coast. Electromagnetic pulse, and al that. But she's been in touch with Colorado and Omaha
through the other in-system links."

To Reitinger it was like gossp—newsto beimparted over a backyard fence. Nothing seemed to affect
him. But he had never suffered the utter pain of being blown away in aMnemos Nine scenario. Even so,
Reitinger must have known—he was a superb Environmenta—what afull nuclear exchange would do to
the earth.

"I didn't know that we had an in-system link to Mnemaos on the Tube. | wish Melissahad told methat.”

" She doesn't want to upset you, sweetie. We dl know what aterribletime you had,” Reitinger saidinan
unusua burst of cuteness. He pulled another carrot from his pocket and offered it to Nicholas. ™Y ou want
one? Helpsyou see a night.”

Bonkers, Nicholas thought. Completely unconnected with anything normal. ... If they had put him into
Strategics, the entire Mnemos system would cavein.



Nick demurred, and the second carrot vanished back into Nelson's pocket. " So, what happened back at
Vandenberg? Why didn't the rest of the world blow up?’

Reitinger surrounded himsalf with as much of acloak of seriousness as he could temporarily muster. He
crunched thoughtfully on his carrot, looking properly profound.

"It seems,”" he began, "that this Soviet trawler was cruising off our territorial waters, about three hundred
miles out, when this Chinese destroyer jammed its radar, or some such nonsense—they haven't gotten
thefactsright yet. Anyway, whatever it was they jammed did more than itsfair share of the work,
because haf the Soviet ship was on automatic, run mostly by a skeleton crew and computers. The ships
fired at each other and one missile went wild. It headed for VVandenberg and exploded about ten miles
offshore. We don't know if it was the Chinese or the Russian ship that did it. So, the Pentagon
accidentally-on-purpose took out the Olenegorsk facility just to keep the Russians honest.”

Reitinger finished by saying, "We had about three minutes flight time to intercept the incoming warhead,
s0 Vandenberg sent up adecoy. The blast got the decoy and fizzled up part of Point Sal Beach.”

Nick watched as Reitinger returned casudly to the mangled copy of Time . It was asif the man were
waiting in adentist's office. An article in the sports section caught his pea-brained attention. He tapped it
with aknobby finger. "That Weigl's the best damn thing to happen to the Colts. Too bad he had to go
and deck the fine coach.”

Nicholas snatched the magazine away from him. "Wait aminute. That's not the end of the sory, isit?’

Reitinger looked up in surprise; then he smiled. "Well, when President Runciman sent that Cruise missile
to nose around the Olenegorsk vicinity to seewhat it could come up with, he dso called the Soviet
premier. And after he read him theriot act, they decided between the two of them that it would be
something of atrade-off. The Mgor Genera here says the score's about even. Maybe a couple Russian
technicians at Olenegorsk, on their side, and some pleasure craft off Point Sal Beach on our side. And
some low-levd radiation flying around. Actualy, we don't know the casualty count yet, because the
Olenegorsk facility was mostly automated.”

Nicholas breathed alittle easier. He listened to the reassuring hum of the Tube as it wended itsway
underground. How many Tubes were shunting other "discretionary personnd™ across the country? Were
srens going off in the world up above? Were fingers cocked and waiting over launch buttons? Were
radio and televison stations findly broadcasting those horriblewords This is not a test. Repeat. Thisis
not atest ...

What were the redl-life scenarios of panic and fear?

"I wouldn't worry, Nickie," Reitinger said, smiling. "Sd saysthat it'sdl being treated as an ‘incident’ up
above. Quote, unquote. Very low key. Although Staci says every plane weve got's being scrambled.”

Nicholas thought about the wealth of datathat had to be flying into the circuits of Mnemos Nine deep
beneath the dpine hills of Longmont, Colorado.

"What €lse does Staci know?" he asked.

Hetrusted Staci. Staci Bolyard was an Intelligence in-system extrapolator for Mnemaos. Under regular
circumstances, a Strategic like Nicholas would be listening in on Mnemos—for thiswas agenuine
wartime scenario. But these were not normal conditions.

He couldn't imagine what kind of dream scenario Staci was drifting in. It depended upon her mentd state



at the time she went in and the material Mnemaosfelt she could handle. If she worried too much about her
children or her family, it would affect her every leve of understanding and assmilation of the information
the computer was laying out for her.

The system had other links, of course, and dmost certainly Derek Mallory would be participating in
Colorado. Thelast Nick had heard, Steven Childs, another Strategic, was a the University of
Minnesota, doing some undercover recruiting for the Project. He wouldn't be too far from aForesee link.
Discretionary personnel were dways where the government could reach them.

The Russans weren't too far away from developing a Project Foresee equivaent. They had made some
peculiar computer advances of their own. What little information the CIA had been ableto input into the
Mnemos system indicated the Russian scientists had been ableto link asmall computer brain to a human
body that had logt its mental functions—the patient's mind had clinicaly died but the body itself kept
kicking. The brain had been overridden and plugged into the computer. The body couldn't get up and
wander about, but the computer was learning dowly what it was like to be a human being, with much of
the sensory input that a human being would experience.

"So, we'renot at war yet," Nick said to Reitinger. "Officidly.”
"Officidly, no. But when it'snuclear war you're talking about, is anything officid?' he asked.
Nick shook his head. "Nothing but the mushroom clouds and the crying when it's over.”

Reitinger seemed sure that devel opments topside weren't al that drastic; at least, that's what hiswords
seemed to communicate to Nicholas. But Nicholas knew so little about how Nelson Reitinger's mind
worked—if it worked at all.

Reitinger rose from the couch and gripped the overhang of the baggage compartment. Though therewas
little swaying of the Tube train, Nelson'sreflexive actions made it gppear asif they rode the Orient
Express. All he needed was atrenchcoat and aporkpie hat.

"I'm on my way up to see Staci. Y ou want to plug in and take alook at what's coming into the system?|
don't think Staci would mind."

"No," Nicholas said, recaling the advice of both Melissaand Dr. Massingale. "1 want to talk to Sal
before | do anything." He il felt too lethargic—drugged—to partake of the perils of the system.

"Right," Reitinger said. "'l getcha. Staci's just looking around anyway, assessing dataasit comesin from
the Pentagon and Omaha."

Nicholas knew that "looking around” might be the equivaent of wandering the dream streets of Moscow
or Peking, or perhaps listening in to an English-language broadcast on a street corner somewherein
Helsinki. Scenarios were dwayys unpredictable and initialy baffling. One never knew where one would
find onesalf when exposed to the system, but Staci Bolyard was a very flexible woman and quite
competent. Approximately Nicholas's own age, she had three children back at Santa Barbaraand a
husband in the Air Force. Staci had been working in the Intelligence branch for Foresee since a couple of
years before Nick had joined. She knew her way around the system very well.

Nicholaswondered if her present thoughts were entirely focused on Mnemos Nine's scenarios, or if there
was some fragment of her mind lingering on the safety of her family. He could sympathize with her
dilemma. If anuclear war broke out, it would be very difficult to concentrate on anything but the welfare
of your loved ones—even if you did happen to work for one of the agencies designed to help combat
such an exigency as afull-scale attack.



Nelson stood at the open compartment door. ™Y ou want me to signa Melissato come on down? She
told usal what aroller-coaster ride you had with Mnemos. | don't think you and that computer get
aong, Nickie"

"Atleast | get results,” he said in defense. He meant it as abarb, considering what meager work
Environmentas actudly did, but Reitinger missed the point entirely. He only smiled.

Nicholas stopped him as he was about to vanish into the corridor of the Tube.

"By theway," he began. "Who wasit who figured out the source of the attack? Sd said that Derek was
working in system. Did hedo it?"

"ltwasus," Nelson said, histiny eyes smiling with afraction more pride than inteligence. "Or me, |
should say, inal modesty.”

"You?"
"Nickie!" hesaid. "Don't look so disgppointed!"
"I'mjust surprised,” Nick quickly muttered.

"Hey, don't you remember afew weeks back when Mnemos dropped meinto that offshore scenario at
Namor City—where they found that gusher?"

Nick nodded. Reitinger in a scenario sounding out the consequences of a possible oil-spill made senseto
him. That'swhat Environmentalswerefor.

Reitinger continued. "Well, when S moved us dl to Vandenberg, she had me go under, sincel had
experience with that region of the Pacific. It was only natura to run the sequence with Derek and those
trawlerswith mein to provide the right balance of data. All the information suggested that something
might happen with that flotillaof Russians and that one trigger-happy Chinese tub. | knew the areawell,
and Mnemosjust added things up.” He shrugged. "Derek was there for awhile. | guess he gets some
credit." He smiled and walked away.

Nicholas marveled at the man'sflippancy. He rdated to computer-induced scenarios like akid might play
agamein asupermarket arcade. A missile here, amissile there.Boom!

Perhaps it was because Reitinger, like Nick, was aloner. He had no family to spesk of back in Santa
Barbara—and even fewer friends. All heredly had were the trees and the little furry animasof his
professon. And Mnemaos Nine.

And Reitinger knew that he would be part of any government plan of survival. No matter what happened
in any of the scenarios—red or imagined—he and Nick would aways have Tubes to whisk them away
to safety.

But what about the rest of the world?

Eveninthetimeit would take to get to Foresee in the Rockies, war could break out. The missiles might
be launched, the bombers airborne.

He thought about Rhoanna Martin, who was now living somewhere south of Tucson. What waslife like
for her down there? Were the new Diomedes missiles being readied in their desert sillos? Were Stedth 111
bombersglently lifting from Davis Monthan Air Force Base? Were the radar ingtallations perched high in
the Catalina M ountains going wild with incoming blips? Thankfully, he was tranquilized enough not to



ponder those thoughts much further.

Abruptly Reitinger rushed back down the corridor and burst into Nick's nook.
"Just got theword,” he said in avery agitated manner.

Nicholas's heart skipped a beat as he anticipated the absolute worst. "What isit?"

"Back East. The Coltsjust demolished the Bearsl Can you bdlieve it? Forty-two to fifteen! Y ou owe me
twenty bucks."

"Ilwhat? Hey, wait..."
Reitinger scurried down the corridor—off to spread the news—before Nicholas could stop him.
The goddamn footbal pool. HeEd forgotten al about it. Along with everything else that wastrivid.

He picked up the copy of Time and stared at the cover. The world was on the verge of ared nuclear
conflict, and somewherein Batimore ordinary people were going home from an ordinary football game.

How helonged for an ordinary life. Maybe in thelong run the whole thing was just a game anyway.
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Chapter Four

RIDING UP INquiet elevator from the Tube terminalsin the eternally secure Rocky Mountains, Nicholas
noticed that much of the anxiety held felt leaving Cdiforniahad disspated. Staci Bolyard, awell-kept
blonde hardly ever out of sorts, had maintained her composure, and Nicholas was able to absorb her
confidence. She was dightly preoccupied as the elevator gently breezed them up to the fortress of the
Project Foresee headquarters. She was making a disinterested attempt at filing down her fingernails, as
Nicholas stood beside her and Melissa Salazar.

"| didn't think they could do it," Staci suddenly said, idly filing her fingernails. She blew away the fine dust
at thetipsof her nals.

Méelissa, only afew feet away, looked evenly at her, her armsfolded around a purse and leather briefing
pouch. Nick glanced down at Staci, listening to the emery board sigh away at her fingers.

"What do you mean?" he asked.

She amiled a him, but it was a smile more of relief than triumph. One did not consder successful
extrapolations an indication of personal worth. They were just extragpolations, after al.

"l guessyou could cal it sabre rattling between the Russansand us," Staci said. "The scenariosI'm
familiar with say that the Sovietsaren't in aposition yet to risk everything they've got just to rid the world
of capitdism.”

He could amost hear the mother in her telling her children that there was nothing to fear in the thunder
and lightning of asummer'sstorm.

Nicholas watched the luminous numbers overhead diminish as they approached the lower levels of
Foresee. He had never been here before, and he was somewhat apprehensive.
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Hesaid, "l just can't help but think what that little radioactive cloud is doing over Santa Barbara."

Staci pinched back acurl of blond hair that had strayed across her cheek. "'l think Nelson said the
prevailing windswill take it into the San Rafael Mountains. If we get the rain we've been expecting, it
might be washed away. The watersheds will take it back into the Pecific.”

Melissa, quiet until now, had been watching her two extrapolators closdly. "1 wish that it could be so
sample” shesadinavery quiet voice.

"Wdl," Staci began, "both warheads—ours and theirs—were extremely low-yidld. That tellsusonething
right there.

They dl knew what she wastaking about. A low-yield warhead would not contribute that much falout in
thefirgt place, regardless of the actua damage done. Itwas saber-rattling—or chest-pounding, as
Nicholas saw it: just acouple of big gorillasin the mimosatrees, hooting a one another acrossthe
Holocene plain.

"Come children," Mdlissa Sdazar said asthe doors of the elevator wheezed open, presenting them with
Foresee.

Thiswasdl new to Nicholas. His only experience with the system as awhole had been through the
scattered lead-ins at the Foresee offices surface-side. All of his gpprentice training had been conducted in
San Diego, and for the last four years held been stationed in Santa Barbara. HE dways intended atrip
to Foresee Headquarters, but there had never been any redl need.

Now there was the need.

The mountain above them wasimpenetrable granite. Nicholas knew that on the far northern dopewasa
busy ski resort that was just now in the process of gearing up for the snows of Thanksgiving. With more
than thirty-two Olympic-rated runs—and two enormous lodges that attracted skiers from around the
world—it was very much the perfect cover for a clandestine government operation.

The elevator doors parted and presented them with alarge open corridor where they could see dozens
of people moving about, most dressed in military uniforms. A number of others, in mufti, weredriving
small dectric-powered carts. Two efficient women were checking in variousindividuas at adesk
studded with computer terminals and security monitors.

Mdissawaked up to the desk and nodded. "The others will be here shortly. Staci Bolyard you know,
and this" sheindicated Nick, "isNicholas Tgjada."

A brassy blond lieutenant stood up and offered security badges to them both.

"Wecometo Foresee, Mr. Tgjada. Weve heard alot about you.” She amiled. The badge she gave him
bore his picture and his origina security number.

Both women at the check-in desk seemed happy with their jobs. He wondered if they had any ideawhat
was going on in theworld above. The activity in the room beyond them betrayed a certain quality of
alarm or concern. But it probably would be their job not to be too interested.

He put on his security badge.

Staci turned to Méelissa. "Sdl," she said with aworried look, "I'll check back with you later. | want to get
to the communications room. I've got to see what they're doing about Cole and the kids."



She spoke rather quickly, amogt asif the words were getting in the way of her deepest fedlings. Nicholas
didn't have to be amind reader to know what would be foremost in Staci's thoughts.

"Go ahead,” Mdissanodded, her eyesfull of compassion. "I'll be with Nick in the Play Room."

"Thanks," Staci said. She shot an dmost embarrassed smile a Nicholas. He smiled back at her. They
were dl ateam now, and every one of them had hisand her priorities. Nicholas couldn't begrudge Staci
her concern about her family.

Mdissawaked him down the corridor, past the check-in desk. Her nod of recognition to the two
security guards standing before the wide glass doors of the Play Room brought smilar, if understandably
grim, nodsin return. The Plexiglas doors parted, and before them were row upon row of computer
consoles.

Melissasaid, "It doesn't look bad yet on the outside, but were doing the best we can to locate and
shelter the families of everyoneinvolved with Foresee.™

Nicholas glanced down into the auditoriumlike Play Room. Military personnel—and at least two dozen
important-looking civilians—were hovering over computer consoles and television screens, their faces
glowing in the preternaturaly green light off of the boards before them.

He'd heard about the Play Room often enough from Derek Malory and Mdissahersdlf. It was more or
lessas héld imagined it would be.

Melissadirected Nick to the top of the arena, where they could overlook the whole operation.

She pointed upward. " The dorms and recrestion spaces are upstairs. We might as well get ourselves
assigned to deeping quarters, Snce were going to be here until the President blows the haftime whistle.”
Shetried to seem relaxed. ™Y ou should consider yoursdlf lucky. Before your time, dl thiswas nothing
more than amineshaft, some cots, and afew computers. It was Mnemos Five when | started. Weveadl
comealongway since.”

Nicholas marveled at the near-luxury of the Play Room and of Foreseeitself. It was hard to believe that
they were under eight hundred feet of solid mountain. The floorswererichly carpeted, and someone had
wisdly set out afew decorative plants.

The place fdt comfortable and homey. And he knew why it felt that way: in dl likelihood it was going to
be home for some time to come.

Nick said, "I'm doing fine. | can check out quarters later. Right now | think I'd like to see the layout of
the place and get to work.”

Melissa pondered Nicholasfor abrief instant. She was concerned with both his mental health and his
physical digpostion. "Nick," shesaid, "1 didn't much like that lagt little jaunt we put you through in
Mnemos Nine. Y ou've had some rough ones before, but nothing like that.”

"Well, I'd like to be doing something. I'm abit shaky, but | can ill function,” hetold her.

"I'm ill worried about you," shetold him. "And Dr. Massngae wants to examine you later when he gets
achance. Y ou're one of the very best Strategics we have. | don't want your nightmares to devour you."

"Il befing," hesad.

Melissaled him down to arow of computer screens. She set aside her purse and briefing pouch. Severd



technicians were bent over aconsole that stood out from the others. On the wall before them were
severa monitoring screens. Nicholas redized that beyond that wal lay Mnemos Nine, languishing in its
bath of supercool liquid helium, waiting for the next in-system link to be arranged.

A smdll fusion reector, fueled by the hydrogen contained within artesan waters, would keep the
computer and the Project headquarters functioning—independent of the topside world—for nearly a
thousand years. Nicholas fdt atrifle dwarfed knowing that beyond the walls was amachine so quick, so
terribly efficient, that it could outthink any human being.

A door from another room off to their right opened, and a man dressed in dacks and a canary-colored
cardigan came swaggering in asif he were stepping out onto agolf course.

"Hi, Chief," he cdled out to Melissa Sdazar. "Hey, Nick. Glad to see you herefor once.”
"Derek," Nicholas smiled, stepping over. He shook hisfriend's hand eagerly.

Derek Malory grinned broadly. "Sal said that you had a spat with the machine a couple days ago. Nice
work."

"Thanks," Nick said. "I appreciateit. | hear you got to play frogman with Nelson.”

"Nelson,” Mdlory said, shaking his head sadly. "That boy's got along way to go. But he found that
missle. Haveto handit to him."

Mallory was only ashade taler than Nick, and though in his mid-thirties, there was a sdt-and-peppering
of gray a his curly temples. Nick had dways |ooked upon Derek as one of the few normal people a
Foresee. Fortunately, Mdlory was aso a Strategic, where normalcy counted the most.

Though Derek now made Longmont his home, he had lived for afew yearsin Santa Barbara, where he
and Nick had become friends. However, Malory had never been able to abandon his native cliffrock of
Colorado, and decided to move back—helped, unfortunately, by a divorce and arunaway
sixteen-year-old daughter. Colorado was just the medicine he needed.

He and Nick would often rendezvousin southern Colorado to ski, taking in Aspen and Telluride when
they could. And on occasion they'd even makeit up into Utah, to ski Brighton or Solitude.

Melissasaid, "Nick'sjust getting acquainted with the Play Room. Staci's gone over to communicationsto
track down therest of her family.”

Nick gestured over his shoulder with histhumb. "And Reitinger's sill down at the Tubes, playing with the
trans”

"So, thegang'sadmog dl here" Mdlory sad.

They faced the consoles which babysat Mnemos Nine. Nick turned to Derek. "On our way here, Steci
was in-system watching things develop. She unplugged when the Situation softened. Isthere anything new

goingon?'

Mallory pointed to one particular screen. ""Runciman's been guardedly mum about the incident. However,
much of southern California saw the VVandenberg firebdl; the explanation the medias been givenisthat an
experimental rocket went haywire, just like the time two years ago when that misslefell onto Sisquoc. So
far, it looks like the press has bought it. Intelligence reports that the State Department's already in the
process of filing officid complaintsat the UN and in Geneva. But it doesn't look likewar. Yet."



"l ill don't likeit," Nicholas muttered.
"It was adamn stupid thing to happen,” Mdlissa said, not completely suppressing her anger.

Mallory pointed to one readout on a screen before them. "We've got a handful of Soviet warshipsjust off
Madagascar that have suddenly changed course.”

"Where?' Nick asked. Around Madagascar, or anywhere dong the east coast of Africa, there would be
only one place of strategic interest for the Soviets: the Persian Gulf region.

But Mallory's answer surprised him entirely. "They're headed south, from what our satdllites can tell.”
"South?'

"And possbly west," Derek sad.

There went the Persian Gulf theory. "But why would they do that?" Nicholas|ooked at the screen.

"Well, we can only guess, until dl the dataisready for atrip into Mnemos. But the Russians might be off
to counter the fleet we've got in the South Atlantic. That would be rather foolish, though, Sincethereésa
huge storm brewing there and the Sovietsknow it. | can't imagine the Russansrisking amgor naval
excursion, with thirty-foot waves lashing their decks. Nor can the Pentagon.”

Meélissa stepped over to aconsole and began typing in a sequence which, asit appeared on the screens
before them, indicated troop movementsin South Africa. Nicholas knew that the minerd wealth of that
part of Africawastremendous, but he till couldn't fathom the rationale for Soviet agitation down there,
Russaitsalf wasavast country, rich in both petroleum and awide range of mineral resources. It could be
that they were making sure the forces of the United States or western Europe wouldn't be able to get at
the supplies of vanadium, manganese, gold, and bauxite so abundant there. Or perhapsthe Russian
convoy was moving toward the Falkland Idands and the oilfields benesth their shoresthat the U.S.
depended so greatly upon. It could be thefirst step toward a blockade.

Mallory pointed at one of the computer screens. "We're getting some input right now from the Pentagon
war room. Apparently, they've derted dl of our armed forces. They've even notified Heimdall Station in
earth orbit. If anything happens up there, it'll mean our one platform against the three Sdyut stations. It
could be messy al theway around.”

Nicholasdidn't likethefed of it.

He knew human nature too well. He knew that tensions built up dowly, but sooner or later those tensions
found release. He knew that if one or two nuclear devices were dlowed to be detonated—even for
saber-rattling purposes—it would then be easier for anyone, anywhere, to set off abomb in his
neighbor'sterritory. The escaation might be incrementa—or it might be instant. The experts often
disagreed. But the Mnemos Nine Environmenta scenarios suggested that if even one or two warheads
were used in bush warsin Africaor in desart skirmishesin Iran or Afghanistan, the radioactivity in the
atmosphere would accumul ate to dangerous levels. Strontium 90 and Cesium 137 would linger for many
many years. Nitrogen in the upper atmosphere would be reconverted byany kind of nuclear
detonation—and the ozone layer would be affected. Ultraviolet radiation would then pelt the planet,
causng untold damageto dl organismsliving on the surface, particularly the small ones so important to
the biological chains

It wasal part of the Mnemos Nine scenarios, and the banks in front of them were absorbing as much
dataasthey could for future extrapolations.



Nicholasturned to Mdlory. "How many other Strategics are here?"

"Stewart Flinn and Paul Northcott. Steve Childsis only an hour away. They got him into the Tubein
Minnesota as soon as things started looking nasty.”

Mélissa Sdazar had been speaking in low tones with the few technicians. She picked up a specia
telephone and spoke into it for afew seconds. After abrief spl of listening and shaking her head, she

hung up.

"I'm afraid that you're going to haveto get right into the thick of things, Nicholas," she said with ahand on
hisarm. Given the look in her eyes, and the sombernessin her voice, Nicholas knew that, although she
was being genuinely solicitous of his condition, she also had other things on her mind.

She said, "Weve got to put you into an important scenario, if you think you're up to it. Wed giveit to
someone ese, but it'sjust been discovered that there's something going on down in southern Arizona
That's your old ssomping grounds. Massingale won't be here yet for—"

Nicholas held his hand up to stop her. "Don't worry, Sd. That'swhat I'm herefor.” Dr. Massingale
would arrive while he was under, so there should be nothing risky about asmal trip into the system.

Melissa seemed tense. "Derek here will be going under in an hour or so, because we want to monitor
those trawlers. But thisthing down around Tucson just camein.”

While Nick could gtill fed the drift of the drugs within his system, he knew that he would be ableto go
with the scenario without any problem. He only wished that there could've been alittle moretime...

"All right, Sal," he said. "'l wanted to see the couches anyway."
Melissanodded grimly. "Let'sgo," shesad.
Fagter! theimpulsestold him.Faster!

But he couldn't press the gas peda to the floor any harder than he was doing at the moment. His heart
raced, and his hands, swesting feverishly in the harsh, desert heat, gripped the steering whed asif it were
the only tangible object in the known universe.

Outside the car, the wide dry desert rushed by. Here, inside the automobile, it seemed so peaceful and
cam. But the voice on the radio speaker was virtually screaming with a desperation held never felt before
inhislife

"It'swar!" the announcer shouted hystericaly.” Everybody, it's war!"

The announcer on the long-distance radio station had interrupted the music to shout that there were
flocks of armed Soviet bombers soaring over the north pole and that submarine-launched missileswere
dready fdling on the cities of both coasts.

Now theradio stations—all of them—had gone off the air without any prior warning. Thelast voice Nick
had heard had urged them al to get out of town, to get asfar away from Tucson asthey could. The
announcer's voice had choked with sobs, and then the station's place on the dial was taken over by
sudden silence.

And he couldn't drive fast enough.

In the back seet of the car were two children. His children.



But hedidn't have any children.

He quickly looked back: yes, they were his. There was his daughter, only amonth old, napping soundly,
lost to the world. But the other child, an eighteen-month-old boy, was bouncing around in the backsedt,
having just awoken nervous and fidgety. The boy kept craning his head up for alook out of the sde
window of the car.

"Stay down," Nicholas commanded him. "Oh, sweet Jesus," he whispered to himsdlf.
Hefelt dazed, bludgeoned by the entire sensory world.

Then he discovered that there was awoman beside him.

Hiswife. Yes, hethought. My wife.

She dowly turned to him in the agonized light of the sunset, along, harried look on her face—aface
suddenly become familiar, shifting and changing in the coruscating aura of the sunset.

"Oh, Nickie!" she exclaimed. "What are we going to do about Mother? What are we going to do?
Heblinked, staring a her. The name, the face, came to him. Rhoanna.

Confused, frightened, and desperate, he said, "'l don't know." Histhroat was dry in the Sonoran hest.
"Let methink. Just let methink!"

On the highway not asingle car obeyed the speed limit. In hisrearview mirror, Nicholas could discern the
teeth of faraway Picacho Peak to the south. Barreling up the road from behind came awildman in ahuge
car, possibly an armored Cadillac.

The Highway Petrol was nowhere to be seen.
"Oh, God. Hold on!" Nicholasydlled.

Hejerked his car off to the far right-hand side of the highway in order to avoid afiery collison. Hiswife
had turned around to see the frantic car approaching. Rhoanna!

"Grab the babies!" Nick shouted at her.

In blue jeans and workshirt, her hair tied up in aturquoise scarf, Rhoannaleaned across the seat of the
car asthe Cadillac rocketed up beside them. Nicholas pulled a sharp maneuver that tossed hiswife
bodily back into the front seet, still holding thelittle girl in her arms. The baby screamed, having been
rudely awoken from her dreams. Thelittle boy had disappeared behind the seet, probably as safe there
asanywheredseinthevehicle.

The Cadillac sdeswiped Nick's car with a dinosaur scream—but otherwise there was no harm done.

The Cadillac wobbled back into the center of the two-lane highway, carried on down the road by its
frantic momentum, in search of better prey, now that the world was coming to an end and law didn't
matter. The man was doing better than one hundred ten miles an hour, by Nicholass reckoning.

Nick lifted hisfoot from the gas peda and for abrief second closed his eyes. HeEd never been so
frightened in hislife. Everything seemed to rush about hisears.

The baby began screaming loudly in her mother'sarms.



The radio—which up until now had been asguall of static—suddenly resumed broadcasting. The
announcer's voice was unsteady; as he spoke, the words themselves seemed to shake.

He cleared histhroat, then said, "The Presdent has cdled for astate of national emergency. Severd
American cities have been struck with nuclear weapons. Governor Lowen has called out the National
Guard to assst with emergency procedures, and martid law isnow in force. Citizens are urged not to

panic.”

The man had obvioudy been reading from a prepared statement, and sounded like a machine ready to
dip afew gears. Nicholas switched the radio off after searching the airwavesfor other channels. Even the
gationsin Phoenix had gone off the air.

Nicholas, the voice came. Lookaround you .
"Oh, Nickie, what are we going to do?'

Nicholas dowly turned to hiswife. In the glow of the sunset to the west, her face wasilluminated by a
divine light. Her green eyesfloated in avison that was both beautiful and sad. Another woman's name
camefleetingly into hismind, but vanished asif thrust out by the horror of the situation. Melissa? Melissa
who?

"Dal" thelittle boy in the back seat squealed excitedly, pointing achubby finger out the window to the
west.

Stll driving, Nicholas looked off toward the horizon and saw arow of snaggletoothed mountains.
Thrown up againgt the sky like anightmare were hundreds of jet contrails from Davis Monthan Air Force
Base. Blossoming up from the south like the spidery arms of agiant ocotillo cactus, each one wastipped
with the deadly glistening jewd of afighter craft or bomber.

But that wasn't what his son was pointing to.
What isit, Nicholas?

Thelittle boy knew nothing of adult matters. Nicholas gazed where the boy was pointing. Off in the
distance, between two tall, ragged mountain peaks, adirigible of some kind was dowly drifting acrossthe
desert. Herecognized it. It was one of the Donner Luftwerk Corporation's giant air-freighters, just the
thing to atract the attention of asmall child fascinated by bright, shiny thingsin the sky.

Hisson giggled with ddlight.

The contrails above, with ther slver arrowheads of destruction, shook the entire desart with sonic
thunder. Nick pulled over into aroadside rest area.

It was agood decision. Ahead of him, drivingagainst the swell of traffic, the Cadillac with itsfrenzied
driver was coming back down the highway. Nick swerved up into the rest-stop entrance where the
Cadillac could not possibly get at them.

"Jesus!" he swore as hiswife held on tight to the screaming baby girl.

They heard an ugly rending of steel accompanied by achorus of bursting glass and an explosion. Nick
shut off the car and looked around. The Cadillac was somersaulting down the highway, having collided
head-on with another speeding automobile. The other car had been instantly transformed into atwisted
bal of meta and fire.



"My God!" hiswife cried, dutching the child.

Nicholas got out of the car and stared with horror at the Cadillac, which had cometo atormented end in
acactus-studded gully beside the road. There were cries from the interior of the automobile, from
someone made sober by the heartlessfires that engulfed him.

What was in the sky, Nicholas?

Nicholas spun around and saw an older gentleman—afarmer of sorts—standing beside him, hiseyes
wide, staring at the carnage littered on the highway.

"What did you say?' Nicholas asked him.
"| said, 'Did you seethat crazy sombitch? Craziest thing | ever did see!™

The man was a scrawny cresture, wearing agrimy baseball cap and four days worth of beard on his
rawhide face. He dribbled chewing tobacco down the side of his stubbly check.

"Jmminy Chrig!" he snorted, shaking hishead violently. "Now what the sam hill you think made him do
thet fer?"

Nick stared at the man. "Theradio,” he said smply.
"Theradio?" he asked increduloudly, asif Nicholastoo had goneloco. "What the hell you talkin' radio?!

Nicholas pointed into the sky. "It'san attack.” His voice sounded hollow, dreamlike. "The Russansare
attacking us." They could hear the smal rumbles of the sound barrier being broken by jets and bombers
asthey did up into the stratosphere, heading north.

The old guy laughed and dapped histhigh. "Now yet talkin', pardner! Now yet talkin' | dways did want
them Ruskiesto pull afast oneon old Uncle Sam! Yessr!"

Suddenly therewas avast orange bal of hdlish light to the south of them.
What isit, Nicholas?
Nicholas turned around. It wasn't the old man who had spoken. Who, then?

Theball of light—like avison of Armageddon—got progressvely larger and larger, expanding until it
filled the entire southeastern horizon. Tucson was directly underneethiit.

"Chrigt Almighty!" the farmer gasped.

The shock wave would be upon them within ten seconds. Nicholas smelled the man's bowels as they let
loose filling hisoverdls.

"Oh, Lordy," the old man whimpered, his eyes gone blind with aglimpse of the terrible Angd of Degth.
He crumpled up beside Nicholas, dead in the stench of his own waste.

Nick swiftly turned away from the glare and ran back to his car.Only seconds , hisbody told him
hurriedly.

"Get out!" he screamed. He pulled open the rear door and grabbed his son, who was|ooking at the
pretty orange sky.



"But, Nick!" hiswife protested, arms full of wailing baby. "What are we going todo ?'

Nicholas! the cry rang out in hismind, but he was too busy to pay any heed toit. Hewaslike aprairie
animd caught in asavage rangefire.

They had to get behind severd feet of dirt to protect themsalves.
No! came theingstent voice from within.Help us, Nicholas!

The rest stop was set up on alow risethat doped down into an arroyo full of blooming saguaro cactus
and tangly mesquite. With the light of Ragnarok behind them, Nicholas shuffled hisfamily down the Sde
of the asphdt rise and over amodest railing. They dropped into a culvert lined with cement and
overgrown with sage weeds and debris.

The instant they skidded to a hdt, the shock wave descended. It was like being beneath the crest of a
fantastic tidal wave. Thirty mileshigh, it swept over them. Nicholas covered his ears, bidding hiswife do
the same—and as he did, that inner voice screamed to him.

Don't stop! it ydled.We have to know more!

But Nicholas knew that it was the end. No single multi-targeted independent-reentry-vehicle warhead
could have done thiskind of damage to Tucson. Thiswas far more widespread than the destruction done
from alone MIRV bursting in from the ionosphere. Thiswas adifferent wegpon entirely.

Yes, Nicholas! That's it! came the hidden, interior chorus.

Something far back in hismind told him that only those within aten-mile radius from the epicenter of the
blast would be killed ingtantly. Twenty-five miles out everything would sustain mgor damage. Butseventy
milesout?

Phoenix lay just forty miles up theroad. Y et the shock wave and surge of radioactive light that was
sweeping over them seemed asiif it arose from the force of hundreds of warheads.

Yed the voice encouraged.

The wind soared overhead in a scream so colossal that Nick thought that he'd go deaf. His son had
disappeared—a ong with part of the culvert itsaf. A truck, probably the dead farmer's, stripped of paint
and glass, crashed into the gully like achild's push-toy.

"What's happening?' he yelled into the wind, clutching hisears." What's happening?"
He stood up and tried to locate the boy. But he knew he didn't have a son. Or did he?
Heturned and saw hiswife, then staggered backward in the blood-colored light.

His daughter was fused to hiswife's chest. Hiswife had no face. They were on fire. Nicholas screamed
and ran through the culvert underneath the highway to where it opened outward, facing Tucson and the
southern deserts.

Hehad to know!

A mushroom cloud seventy thousand feet high had sprouted in the sky, topped by a scar of
reddish-black. But the black was not from ash and smoke.

Nicholasredized what he was seeing: The bomb had been so powerful that it had actudly punched a



hole in the amosphere; above the mushroom cloud he could see stars. Stars!
Tucson was being sucked up into outer space!

"Jesus! " he shouted, putting hishandsto hisface.

When he did, hefdt bone. The flesh was dripping from his fingers and hands.

Hefdl backward againgt arock and sat down with ajolt. What madness kept him grappling for life? The
wind had abated dightly, and the light had dimmed. He believed he could hear the atmosphere rushing up
into the cold wastelands of space, pulling up the glowing dust that was once Tucson with it.

Then, like something lovely and ddlicate from afairy tale, he saw it. The Donner Luftwerk air-cargo
freighter lumbered itsway over the desert terrain just afew miles away. Untouched! How it had survived
the holocaust he didn't know; but there it was, moving lugubrioudly like some happy-go-lucky

sky-€elephant.

All of hisattention was focused upon it with childlike fascination. Like hisson's....
Thevoicesingdehim said,Nicholas! That'sit! You found it! That's exactly what we're looking for!
But hedidn't care.

There was nothing he could do with the fact that an air-freighter like this one had taken out Tucson. The
shipsfrom Donner Luftwerk were Trojan horses, eased up to the unsuspecting wals of [lium, their bellies
full of desth.

And Phoenix—with Williams Air Force Base forty miles away—was next.

Hetried to stand up, but fell back onto the hot desert floor. "Please," he cried out. "No more! | can't
gand it anymore!™

He thought he heard the hel pless cries of a child—his child—coming from the far reaches of his
consciousness. The cry echoed from the culvert behind him, sounding haunted and terribly lost.

But there was nothing he could do.

Then he heard a different voice, expressing an even greater urgency.Nick! it shouted.It'sreal! It's
happening! It's really happening!

Suddenly, he had visions of Soviet Backfire bombers at sixty thousand feet. He saw SS-20s racing
across the Danube and up over the Pyrenees. Trident missiles rose on columns of superheated steam out
of the oceans. Lasers arced down crimson beams from satellites in space. War!

Thevisons, thefacts , ssampeded across his mind in megabytes of precise data; he couldn't separate
them from what hewaslliteraly seeing.

It'sreal, Nick! It wasawoman'svoicethistime. World War 111 isreally happening!

Overhead, the Donner Luftwerk air-freighter drifted like agray cloud, its engines directed toward an
unknowing Phoenix.

With each best of his heart, the end of the world got closer and closer.

Hislast thoughts were of the woman in the ditch.
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The Second Variation
Chapter One

THE GIRL'S FACErose over the horizon of his consciousness and smiled down at him. Her voice was
soft and flowed to him through the dim folds of wakefulness.

"Hi, doll," she breathed. "It's been awhile, haan't it."

Nicholas blinked severa times, looking up at her. The skin of her face was pearl-white, her eyes green
and wide. Smal gtar-clusters of dusty freckles dotted each rosy cheek. Her platinum-blonde hair, short
and prim—amost military inits style—surrounded the moon of her young face. It filled hiswholewaking
world. She didn't appear to be any older than eighteen years of age. And he had never seen her beforein
hislife

It'sbeen awhile?
He shivered. His body wastelling him that indeed ithad been awhile, but awhile snce what?

Thegirl put an arm around his bare shoulders and helped him dowly sit upright. The bonesin his spine
snapped and popped into place asif they'd been too long settled into one position.

Hewasrather taken with the girl's strength. She was short—he guessed her to be about five foot
two—yet, she was magnificently built. Her uniform was a sparkling white and was as clean asthe surface
of acrystal. She could've been the child of a snow-country queen stepped out of a Norwegian myth.

"Lexie!" grumbled avoice behind them in the darkness. "1 told you not to fiddle with the equi pment!
Dammit, it'sfor the Historiand"

Still holding Nicholas upright, the girl turned. "Oh, Daddy! am an Higtorian!" She turned back to him,
saying as much for Nicholass benefit as her father's, " And thisones mine."

Nicholas coughed and looked around, pushing away the cobwebs of the dmost interminable deep that
hed gripped him.

He was stting on something like amorguetray. It had been pulled from atal, flat wall where he could
see other trays il locked in their cubbyholes.

A coneof light radiated up from the floor at the girl'sfeet. He was stark naked, and the beautiful girl was
daring rather ddightfully a him.

Embarrassed, he turned away, using adight thigh motion to casudly cover himself. She seemed
unabashed. There was alarge purple hourglass embroidered above one breast on her uniform. An
Historian? He blushed as she smiled wonderfully at him.

He couldn't recall seeing auniform quite like hers beforein Foresee.

"Wheream 7" he asked, staring through the darkness at thewall of trays. These weren't at dl like the
Mnemos couches.

"Omaha," the girl said happily. "Wethink. We just got here.”
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"Omaha?' Theincredulousnessin hisvoice made the word come out like ardigious chant. It echoed
through the room flatly.

"Lexiel" The cal reverberated asif it had been sounded in the corridors of acave. Omaha?

Lexie bent over and kicked a something with her foot. "Movel" she said, and the light rolled away
severd feet. Nicholas glanced down &t it. It was a strange globe of white luminescence on silent wheels
that hastened to do her bidding.

When the little machine reached the center of the room, Nicholas discovered that hewasin alargely
empty chamber of immense proportions. Three walls contained somber trays. On the fourth, opposite
them, there was along console and the screen-system of acomputer. By the looks of it, it was cold and
long dead.

"What isthis place?" Nick asked.

Nothing had moved here for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years. The movable lantern's treads stood
amogt half aninch deep in dust. The pattern of the girl's footprints, made as she had entered the room
and explored thetrays, was visble aswdll. It was quite cold and deathly till.

He found that he was suddenly shivering. He drew in his arms as goose pimples rippled across his skin.
His body was only now beginning to come aive. The girl ran awarm hand up and down his back. It was
palpably eectric and stirred him in unexpected ways.

"Areyou OK?' she breathed softly.

Her gppraisa of him wasalittle peculiar. It was amost asif he were some kind of newly acquired
treasure. But she had said, hadn't she, that he was hers.

"It'scold in here," he managed to get out.
"Daddy!" she yelled into the darkness of the corridor beyond the immense chamber. "He saysit's cold!"

Nicholas heard anoisein the corridor, and he turned around, trying to see what was going on. More
bones popped.

The gruff voice outside sounded angry at his daughter's badgering. "If it'scold in here, it's because the
heat hasn't been on in athousand years! What's the matter with you?”

Nicholas heard ponderous footsteps crunching the dust of the outer corridor. Beyond the large door was
ashimmering of light in the darkness.

"OK," Nick said. "What isthis? What'sthis all about?' he asked the girl. "Wheres Mdlissa?' How could
athousand years have passed? He was beginning to fed nauseous, and not alittle scared. "And whoin
the world are you?'

He noticed how cracked and aged hisvoicefelt, asif hisvoca chords had not been in use for many,
many years. Hisskin felt like lifeesslesther. He began rubbing himsdf vigoroudy.

"Hurry up, Daddy!" Lexieydled. Her impatience waslike that of alittle girl wanting to show her father a
prize. She rummaged through a compact bag at her belt and held up a cube-shaped instrument. "This
should help," she said, pressing it againgt his cold flesh. He tried to draw back from her, but hisreactions
were too dow. Something hissed painlessy into hisarm.



Suddenly an overhead light flashed on. Nicholasjerked up ahand to shield his eyes from the brightness.

A number of men entered the quiet room from the outer corridor. They al seemed to be of amilitary
order. The man leading them was alarge, husky individua, and before him rolled another of those mobile
globesof light. The soldiers behind the heavy man were dl dressed in metdlic uniformssmilar to Lexie's,
but of an iridescent green. They al hated when they saw Nicholas. Some of the soldiers gasped.

"Eridani!" one soldier, hardly more than a boy, breathed, falling back to the safety of the door.

The big man looked over at Nicholas, naked on the table, and pointed at Lexie. "'l told you to let me and
the boys handleit. Thisis goddamn serious business!”

The soldiers clustered like frightened sheep against the wall opposite the trays. Lexie's father stepped up
to Nicholas with consderably lessfear.

Nicholas noticed that on the breast of the man's shiny green uniform was a patch of awarrior'sax. On
the man's head rested a pair of thick-lensed black goggles, and at his sde was a peculiar-looking gun. He
also wore jodhpurs and tall boots of the same metalic green.

Nicholass mind raced. Whoever they were, they weren't like any Americans he had known. But they
didn't seem to be Russans, ether.

The man chewed on asmal cigar that glowed at itstip. The smell of the cigar seemed pleasant and
familiar to Nicholas as his olfactory sense began coming dive.

"He'smine, Daddy," the girl pouted, seeing her father's stern expression. "It's part of the Creed. | found
him."

She held onto Nicholassright arm, nuzzling awarm breast tightly to him with asense of divineright by
conquest. Nicholas found her warmth highly desirable, and did not want to pull away.

"Y ou want to tel mewhat thisisal about?" he demanded of the imposing leader. "Are you in charge?'

"I am," he began, then turned back to his men and barked out, " Sye, make sure Jarre doesn't lose us. |
don't want to have to go back for him like the last time. Tell him we found what we're looking for."

The soldier at the door to whom he had directed this order was ayoung man of moderate build whose
frightened pal e blue eyes seemed drawn to Nicholas. His black-lensed goggles were down around his
throat. Sye turned quickly, obvioudy glad to leave the room.

The leader addressed the other men. "Well? We didn't come here to pick our noses!”
The soldiers stared and did not move,

The big man took out hiscigar and yelled at them once again. " This guy'snot an Eridani, so snap out of
it" Helegped a awaspish soldier and collared him. "I count to three and your goddamn head comes off!
Check out the upper levelsto thisroom! | want to find out where the ground-leads are. | want to know
where the hell the energy in this place's coming from!™

Herattled the timid soldier like abasa-wood puppet and threw him into two others.
"But, Captain Lazlo..." one of them whined, never once taking his eyes off Nicholas.

"l saiddmove! "



A few of them began searching the room, but otherslingered beside the faithful glow-globe.
Captain Lazlo walked up to Nicholas.
"Thefirg thing we gottado is get some clothesfor you, before your dingusfdls off,” he said.

The Captain's goggles glittered in the overhead lights. Nicholas was surprised at the difference between
Lazlo'sreaction to his presence on the morgue tray and that of the soldiers.

Lazlo turned to the soldier by the door. "Titus," he ordered. A lanky, pasty-faced redheaded boy of
nineteen stepped forward reluctantly.

Lazlo sad, "Titus, get on over to the Bore and find this man auniform. Boots, too. And do it fast, before
he freezes up like the rest of these puppies.” He made an al-encompassing gesture to indicate the vast
wall of trays.

"But, Captain,” Titussaid, "he'san Eridani.”

Captain Lazlo's voice thundered in the bare chamber. "Goddamn it, Titus! Do you believe everything you
read?You do asl say, or you'll stay home next time!"

"Yes, gr," Titussad, quickly vanishing into the outer hall.

Lazlo turned to Nick and his smiling daughter. He scrutinized the nameplate fastened to the front of the
tray. Lexie watched with an air of utter satisfaction.

"Struck gold," Lazlo said victorioudy. "I knew we'd do it eventudly.” The leader straightened up proudly
and held out a beefy hand. "So, you're Tgada," he said, correctly softening thej in Nick's name. Few
people ever got it right. "Lazlo'sthe name. DefCon Warrior, Class One. Y ou've dready met Lexie, my
offsoring. Apprentice Historian."

"I'm not an apprentice,” she snapped.

Lazlo jerked out hiscigar and glared at her. "The hell you aren't! Y ou aren't even supposed to be on this
trip!"

"Well," she said, suddenly sure of hersdf, "afterthis, | will be an Historian.”
Whatever Lexie had given Nicholas was beginning to work. He felt alittle more dive.
"Look, people," hesaid firmly. "I think it's about time someone gave me some ansvers.”

Lazlo wasinterested in answers only to his own questions. He presently looked up at the wall of trays.
To Nicholas he said, "Just how long've you been in here, anyway?"

Nicholas remembered the "thousand-years' remark. "What do you mean, how long have | been in here?!

The remaining soldiers stared at him, glued to their stations beside the door. But for the cigar, the place
smelled like atomb. Nicholas knew that Foresee was never like this. Wasit really Omaha? Had he
somehow gotten locked into Mnemos and never woken up?

Titus, the nervous red-head, hustled back into the chamber with an armload of clothing. He stopped
short of the tray and placed the clothing on the floor, never once taking his eyes off of Nick.

"Dammit!" Lazlo growled, scooping up the metallic clothes. Titus backed off quickly.



Lazlo offered the clothesto Nick. "They'll shrink to fit you.”

He pulled on the uniform as quickly as he could. He discovered that it was like somefluid, self-adjusting
membrane which easily found al the curves and odd angles of his body and molded itsdf to hisform. No
wonder Lexie looked so incredible. He had noticed just how the barely discernible circles of her nipples
had shown through the materid.

He drew on his boots and stood upright beside the tray. More bones creaked. "Now," he said. "Some
ansvers.”

Lazlo gave him aserious, if doubtful, look. "1 thought you'd be ableto tellus . We think thisis one of the
old SAC bases outsde Omaha, but we're not exactly sure yet. That'swhat Jarreislooking into upstairs.”
He pointed with his thumb. "We got an energy-flow reading insde the Bore and followed it here.
Surprised usdl.”

Captain Lazlo puffed aggressively on hiscigar, gazing around him. "Boy, you know, | thought aplacelike
thiswas for the history tapes. We thought most of the SAC bases had gotten blasted during the war. |
guess not."

Nicholas noticed the soldiers by the door whispering among themselves. He could hear the word
"Eridani" being bantered around.

"So, dl thisisn't part of Foresee," Nick said. "We'rein Nebraska."

Lexie cuddlied up to him. "Foresee'slong gone. And so's most of everything else. But it doesn't matter.
We found you, and you'reall mine”

Captain Lazlo had other ideas. "Damnit!" he said, pulling Nicholas away from her soft embrace. "When
areyou going to grow up? If he'sal that'sleft of Foresee and the Old World, then he belongsto
everyone. He's DefCon's property, you got that? Keep away from him!"

"Y ou know what the Creed says," Lexie countered.
"Well let Riordan make the decisions about the Creed when we get back,” Lazlo boomed.
"The hdl with Riordan! Hes mine and | found him!" Lexie put an end to the matter then and there.

Nicholas got the impression that this sort of verba pyrotechnics occurred frequently between father and
daughter. A soldier Nicholas had not seen before walked into the room—and stopped abruptly upon
seeing Nicholas. Captain Lazlo faced him, pulling out hiscigar.

"What did you find, Jarre?" he asked hisunderling.

Jarre was mousdlike, with rascally brown hair and quick furtive brown eyes. He was alittle older than the
rest. Nicholas guessed that he was Lazlo's right-hand man.

Jarre looked once more at Nicholas, then faced the Captain. "The only leads we found come from a
smdll reactor, and they al flow to here. The computer saysthose are stasis couches, Captain.”

Lazlo and Jarre walked up to one of the couches. Jarre put the Captain between himsalf and Nick as
they carefully stepped up to the trays ill in placein the hugewall.

Nicholas|ooked about the room. Although it did not resemble the in-system seep center for Mnemos
Nine at Foresee's headquarters, it obvioudy served the same purposes. The names on the other trays



told Nicholas more than he wanted to know.

Reitinger. Bolyard. Mdlory. Childs. Flinn. Feterling. McKibben. And several dozen others held never
heard of before. The whole Project was here. Things were starting to add up, and Nicholas didnt likeiit.
His knees were beginning to wobble. He closed his eyes briefly and leaned back on the tray as Jarre and
Lazlo tried to draw out the couches one by one.

Lazlo turned to Nicholas. "That one eectrical lead we picked up must've been plugged into your couch.
All these othersare out.”

"Andl found him," Lexie sang proudly beside him.

"The computer must have kept him alive dl thistime,” Jarre said. Jarre didn't say it, but Nicholas could
amogt hear theword "Eridani” on hislips—certainly it had beenin hiseyes.

Lazlo squinted as cigar smoke curled up about hisface. Helooked myopicaly at Nicholas. "When did
you go under?'

Nicholasrecaled hislast scenario—and the circumstances under which he had goneinto it. He gave
Lazlo the date.

"Makes sense,”" the Captain muttered as the tray Jarre was pulling on findly yielded. Nicholas thought he
was going to be sick.

The couch had been marked "Bolyard.” Insde was adiminutive skeleton shrouded in thefibers of a
blouse that had given away to the passing of the centuries. The skull, jarred by the motion of thetray,
snapped off at the neck, falling to gaze directly up a Nicholas. A smal necklace glittered likea
congdlationlost in aforest of bones. Blond-gray strands of hair till clung in placesto Staci's skull.

"Oh, my God," Nicholaswhispered, feding faint.
"Thought s0," Lazlo stated flatly, emotionlesdy. "I don't think any of the others madeiit either.”

The soldiers examining some of the other stasis couches dl concurred with their Captain. The trayswere
full of bones and dust and the shards of ancient appardl. A thousand years! Somehow, when Nicholas
hadn't come out of Mnhemos, they'd moved him here, dong with the rest of Foresee. How they did
this—or when—he had no idea.

Lazlo said, "Let's get some more readings of the place, and get you back to DefCon. | don't think you
should be burdened with dl the facts at once." He puffed once or twice on hiscigar, then said witha
touch of sadness, "I think you know what's happened.”

Lexie held onto Nicholas. Shesaid, "I'll debrief him, Daddy."

Lazlo glared a her. Y ou'll do no such thing, young lady. Thisisajob for Class One Historians. Were
just an exploratory team. No one's going to hog a discovery likethis."

Nicholas swayed. Theinjection Lexie had given him helped him stay on hisfeet. The overhead lights
were dreamlike, and the shiny metallic uniforms everyone wore cast the whole scene into akind of
unredlity that nothing in histraining had led him to expect. No scenario of the far future had come up like
this. The last thing he remembered was the image of his dream wife and daughter in afiery wind. He now
knew thet ithad been a dream.

He found himsdlf wishing thiswere one too.



Captain Lazlo turned and clapped his hands like an impatient impresario a his uneasy brood, who had
returned to the far wall upon discovering the crypts of the Foresee dead. "Wdll, gentlemen, haven't we
got businessto attend to? We aren't here for our goddamn health, you know!"

The soldiers reluctantly began withdrawing instruments from their packs, and afew of them returned to
the outer corridors. From the sounds of their footstepsin the hallway beyond, Nicholas surmised that the
place was large indeed. Cameras were being set up and measurements taken, consoles disassembled and
andyzed.

Lazlo faced Nicholas. "Don't et any of this bother you, son. Riordan will explainit al when we get back
to DefCon.

Nicholas knew of no place named DefCon.

Lexie cooed beside him, tugging him closer to her breast. "I'll explaineverything to him." Her lips seemed
to be anaturaly pass onate crimson.

Lazlo curled up afist and leaned close to his daughter. ™Y ou're not a Class One yet, missie, and don't
you forget it! Y ou're not going to screw up this venture for me!" He said to Nick, "My adviceisto stay
away from her."

The soldiers had been about their tasks for some minutes when avoice suddenly broke in from a button
pinned to Lazlo's epaul et.

"Captain!" crackled the voice. Nicholas guessad it was the missing man, Sye, sent out awhile ago.
Lazlo pinched the smal disk on hisepaulet. "What isit?" he growled.

"Captain,” the voice continued nervoud y—not wanting to incur the not inconsiderable wrath of his leader.
"I think I've picked up ashark headed our way."

Everyonein the room froze. Lexie had just pushed Nick's stasis couch back into the wall. She turned
around in darm and returned to Nicholass Sde. Lazlo spoke back into the communication disk.

"Corpora Sye," Lazlo began dowly and carefully, "if you are upstairs smokinggenna again, I'm going to
climb up there and pull your goddamn legs off. Quit joking around." The bravado had gone out of his
voice.

The other men in the room were staring at each other—and Nick—fear grown larger upon their
mushroom-compl ected faces.

"I swear to God, Captain! It'sashark, and it'sabig one, too!" Sye reported.
Nicholas could hear Lazlo breathing uncomfortably.

Lexie, her fingernails digging into the meta of Nick's uniform, had a sudden flair of courage, or
anger—Nicholas couldn't tell which.

Shesad, "That'simpossible. There aren't any more sharks. They'd be so old that..."

"Shut up!" Captain Lazlo barked. He looked at Nicholas, asif embarrassed by the whole situation, and
spokeinto the disk. "Tel mewhat happened. How far away isit?"

"l wasfollowing atermind lead and sent through a preliminary burst of power to seeif | could traceiit
through the complex. The damn thing must've been deeping up top. Y ou'll be ableto hear it in about a



minute”
"He'swrong," Lexie said, suddenly indignant. "He's lying, Daddy. He just wantsto get away from here.”

"Y ou know that sharkswere dropped al over this part of the country,” Lazlo snapped. "Figureit out,
Historian . The only reason this place's fill hereis because the sharks didn't find it."

"Daddy, that's not true!" Lexie said.

Sye broke back in, having apparently picked up the conversation. " Captain, look. I'm not stoned. But
you ask Jarre, he's got areader there." Sye sounded frightened.

Lazlo stared over at Jarre. " Sergeant?”'

Jarre, glancing from Lazlo to Nicholas, hesitated. Then he took out his pack, went down on one knee,
and laid everything out.

Hedrew up acylindrical device and made some adjustments on it. Attaching apistol grip toit, he stood
up and walked to the center of the room. He turned the instrument on, and held it in front of him. A tiny
blue light glowed on the top as he waved it about. He then pointed it dong awall, ran it acrossthe

caling.
The device beeped faintly asheamed it directly overhead.

Jarre read aminuscule digital screen on the pistol grip. "It'sashark, dl right, Captain. Eighty feet
surface-side and closing in fast. It's got anumber of levelsto go through firgt, but it knows were here."

The other soldiers, apparently knowing something Nicholas did not, began hustling their equipment back
into pouches and packs—and moving into the hallway. Nicholas suspected that his presence had alarge
part in their enthusiastic evacuation of the premises.

Lazlo took hiscigar out and looked &t it like an old, world-weary philosopher. "And everything was
looking so good, too.”

"Daddy!" Lexie suddenly said. "Let'sgo!" She had begun pulling at Nicholass arm, moving him toward
the door. He could now hear the men in the corridor making their hasty retresat.

A contradictory emotion sparked through him. He knew that he was in danger, but found he didn't want
to leave the stasis couches. They were hisonly contact with the world he'd lost. And now they were
taking even that away from him.

But the Captain pinched the radio disk at his shoulder. "Sye, where are you now?"

Sy€e'svoiceimmediately returned. "Onefloor up in acomputer room we missed. | found some old video
equipment and data leaves that look real important.”

"Forget it," Lazlo said asde into the receiver. "We don't have the time now. Better follow the boys down
tothe Bore."

Therewas adight pause, then Sye's voice came back. "Lazlo, are you bringing the Eridani?"

"Goddamn it, yes! You think I'm just going to leave him here?" Lazlo was quite angry now. He switched
theradio off. "The hel with it," he said to Nicholas. "If they can't live with you, it'stheir problem.”

Theweight of defeat hung heavily in Lazlo's voice. His shaggy eyebrows were dark with disappointment.



"I guessthe Class One Historians will haveto settlefor just you, Nicholas Tegjada. This place wasagold
mine, and it would've taken DefCon a good hundred years or more to exploreit properly.” He shook his
head, hisgoggles glinting in the fluorescent light. "It's agoddamn shame, iswhat it is."

"Daddy!" Lexie urged.
"All right, dl right! Let'sdoit.”

L azlo stepped out into the corridor. Nicholas had no choice but to follow. Lexie yelled down at the light
machine that pursued them. "Follow us and don't get logt," she commanded. It acted asif it fully
understood.

Asin the stasis-couch room, the corridor possessed the sinister ambiance of atomb. But it was clear that
they werein some sort of military fortress.

"Wait, Captain!" Nicholas shouted. The lights overhead had begun shutting down; dl they had to go by
was theillumination given them by the glow-globes among them. Lazlo stopped.

"Look, why arewe running? What isthis'shark’ thing that's upstairs?"
Lazlo said, "I thought you knew. Jesus, son, they made them during your day.”
"What, sharks? | don't even know what you're talking about.”

Sergeant Jarre was e the far end of thelong hallway. All the other men were out of sight, having
clambered down the stairsinto the dark. Jarre waved asmall lantern for them.

"They're dmogt extinct now, if what the Historians say is correct.” He gave his daughter adisparaging
look. "They're mostly machines|eft over from the days of the Eridani.”

"Wait!" Nicholas said as Lazlo and Lexie turned to go. "What's an Eridani ?*

But Lexie pulled Nicholas up to her. "Come on, baby. We can't wait." She amiled playfully at him. Her
suddenly shifting emotions baffled Nick. There seemed to be the unmistakable presence of sexuality
between them, despite the present circumstances concerning the shark.

Sergeant Jarre ydlled at them from where he waited down the hadl. "The Boresthisway, sir! A shortcut!”
"Right," Captain Lazlo said.

At that moment they heard a horrifying explosion above them, followed by aresounding, tortured crash.
On areflex, Sergeant Jarrefdll into acrouch—as did both Lexie and Captain Lazlo. Theglassin the
windows around them shattered into dust and the little glow-globes whirled to a halt.

"It'sthe shark!" Lexie breathed.
"Bequiet!" snapped her father.

Off in the sepulchrd distance they could feel atemendous rending through the floor, asif something were
trying to make itsway through walls of cement and stedl aloy. Nicholas didn't like the sound of its
determination. It seemed to be at least one floor above them.

"Jarre" the Captain said.

"Right here, Captain,” the sergeant said, legping from his position at the sairwell.



Listening to the approach of the sounds above, Lazlo faced his right-hand man. "Let's have somefun. We
might aswell see what we can dowithiit."

Lexie protested. "Daddy! Let'sgo!" She still had her territoria grip on Nicholas.
Jarre kept his distance from Nick. He turned to his Captain. "What have you got in mind?"
"Let'sseeyour crawler." Lazlo pointed to the man's shoulder pack.

"OK," Jarre said, dropping down to unlatch his pack. He sorted through it until he found what he was
looking for.

"Daddy!" Lexiecried. "Come on!"
Lazlo puffed hiscigar.

Jarre extracted asmall device that had four wheels and looked like some kind of remote-controlled toy
any kid in the twentieth century might have. After Jarre threw acouple of ddlicate switches, he set the
thing on the floor.

"Which way?' Jarre said, looking up at the Captain.

They were a an intersection in the dark building. Lazlo pointed back to the way they had come. "It
picked us up back there. It'll go therefirgt.”

"Right," Jarre said, touching afind switch.
Silently, the crawler shot off down the corridor.

Lazlo and Jarre, despite the gravity of the situation, watched the crawler speed off into the darkness as if
they were children.

"l won't put up with thisany longer," Lexie announced.

Jarre rearranged his shoulder pack. Lazlo bit on hiscigar and faced hisimperious daughter. "Well, then,
missie. Make the shark go away. Go ahead! Y ou got what you want, but we got a shark!"

Lexietried gtaring him down, but it didn't work. She retorted, "Y ou know that the instant we start up the
Boreitll go off!"

"Not if it decidesto follow the crawler, it won't."

Jarre stood up, shouldering the pack and ignoring Nicholas as best he could. Hewalked past Lazlo. "It
won't do anything if you don't stop bickering," he said, then handed Captain Lazlo a compact control
unit.

Lazlo took the box and pointed it toward where the crawler had gone. He pressed atiny button.

From down the hall they could hear the crawler begin to emit asquealing sound. It was much louder than
their conversation had been, and it was obvioudy just the thing to attract the hungry shark asit gnawed
through the centuries-old walls of the military fortress.

Nicholas watched as Lazlo observed areadout on the control unit. "Any minute now...." he breathed.

“Daddy!"



Jarre was back down by the stairwell. Nicholas could hear him start to descend.

L azlo began moving backward. "Got it! The shark's picked up the crawler and shifted direction. Let's get
out of here"

Lexie seemed as proud of the accomplishment asif she had been responsible. "No shark's going to come
between us, doll." Her bresthing was sensuous with excitement.

Nicholas could hear the ruckus upgtairs. It sounded asif things were being pushed asidein ahurry, but it
was clear that the shark had taken the bait. It was receding.

They heard aroar like that of an engine starting up. Captain Lazlo jumped.
"Itsgartingto dig,” hesad quickly. "Bad sgn!"

They ran for the stairwell, coughing through the dust of the ages, and dropped down into alarger corridor
beneath. They rounded a corner, the glow-globes wobbling after them. Lazlo pushed open two large
stedl doorsthat looked like blast-protection doors to Nicholas. They swung freely but were cracked with
rust and time.

Nicholas plunged through the doors. Lazlo spun around and pulled them both shut. There was alock of
some kind—along bolt—and Lazlo threw it.

"For dl thegood it'll do," he said sardonically. The shark sounded quite distant.

The globes of light ran on ahead of them, casting out their pearl luminescence. The room, Nicholas
thought, must have been a storage area, because the celling was easily thirty feet high. At the far end
were tables, some leather-upholstered chairs, and other kinds of stacked-up equipment. But the room's
most important festure was amachine which stood at adight tilt in the very center of thefacility. Clearly it
hed entered the room from the level below.

While Nicholas knew that hed been in abuilding of somekind dl dong, it wasn't until this moment that
he redlized that the building was entirely underground. The Bore was an incredible earth-penetrating
machine, so large that neither the nose nor the tail end could be seen. It was a shaft of slver dloy of a
kind Nicholas could not recognize. The room was dightly warmer than the other halls and rooms of the
complex, heated by the Bore's passage through the earth's crust. The floor around the Bore was cracked
upward, and scattered around it weretiny globules of melted plastic or stedl.

The other soldiers had dready climbed insde the Bore. Jarre was at the portal, waiting for them. The
glow-globes, perhaps sensing they were finaly home, made an end run around Sergeant Jarre and
whipped insde, leaving them dl in adarkness broken only by the light from the insde of the Bore itself.
Apparently, the soldiers had shut down the facility's dectrica system to further delay the shark’s

progress.

Lexie helped Nicholas climb insde the craft, and Captain Lazlo brought up therear. He paused & thelip
of the portd and took one last mournful look before he pulled the hatch shut and sedled it. At the
pressurized hiss of the lock, Nicholas felt something pierce his heart. Back in the stasis room was his past
and, though containing nothing but bones, the only identification he had with hisown era.

Captain Lazlo's voice brought him back to the present. "The Class Oneswill skin mefor losing aplace
likethis," he muttered as he made sure the door was tight. He stepped past Nicholas. "Grab a seat, son.
Anywhere. We're pulling out."

Because the Bore wasin amore or less vertical position, the men were climbing up a series of notches or



stepswhich had cantilevered out from the long "floor. To ether side were luxurious cubicleswhich could
be sedled off from the main corridor. The soldiers were throwing their gear into these and diving in.
Plagtic sealswere being pulled behind them, closing the cubicles off.

Nicholas stared upward as the last few of the Boremen climbed insde their cubicles. A couple of them
cast puzzling glances down at Nicholas. "Eridani™ echoed in hismind. They turned away, strapping
themsdvesin, pulling down the plastic compartment doors.

Nicholasfelt aswelcome asamortician a achild's birthday party.

Captain Lazlo headed for the front—or top—of the craft. Sergeant Jarre's cubicle was directly behind
the pilot's compartment, and Nicholas saw Jarre's head come out as Lazlo heaved himself upward.

"Where's the Eridani going to bunk, Captain?' Jarre asked, grabbing at hisleader.

Lazlo dapped away hisunderling'sarm. "Anywhere he goddamn pleases!" Lazlo turned around and
faced downward in the long well of the Bore. ™Y ou guys are pushing it! These aren't the Dark Times, you
know! Y ou pull anymore of this crap about 'Eridani* on me or him"—he pointed down at Nicholas—"and
thisisthelast misson I'm taking you on! Y ou got that?"

Slence
"Well| ?"

There came severa mumbles of "Yes, Sr," and, "Right, Lazlo,” from the sealed-off cubicles. Jarre's
plastic compartment door dammed shut violently.

Lazlo whirled and climbed into the pilot's cubicle.
Lexiewas amiling. "Follow me," shesaid. "Let'sgo into my compartment.”

Nicholaslooked up the leaning floor a Lazlo in the cockpit. He saw the man's arm flash out, throwing
switches, punching didsinto illumination and activity.

Lexie climbed down the protruding stepsin the corridor's floor. Nick followed. There were other
cubicles, some of them empty, but Lexieled himto hers.

The main corridor'slight went out, replaced by a series of winking soft blue lightsalong thefloor. A
pleasant internd humming started up around them as Lazlo threw the main enginesinto gear.

Onthe door of Lexi€'s private compartment was stenciled theinggnia of an hourglass. The cubicle
seemed a bit more spacious and Lexie eagerly led himinsde.

Nicholas felt torn between what the men above him were facing and the fascination he felt for thisyoung
woman. Thethreat of the impending attack of the shark seemed much more important than being in close
proximity to Lexie. But Lexie had her way.

"Shouldn't | take one of these other compartments?’ Nick asked, pointing across the corridor.
"Nonsense." She smiled, and shut the door.

There was an intercom in the compartment, and the channd was open. Nicholas heard Jarre conversing
with the Captain.

"Lazlo," Jarre said, "the shark's picked up our engines. It's abandoned the crawler and headed our way.



Moving downsde at thirty degrees. Right through thefloor. It'strying for astraight line, but the complex's
shiddingisdowingit up."

"Got it," cameLazlo'svoice.
Lexiesad, "Don't listen to them. They're just grown-ups.”

Nicholas found himsdf leaning against the door. He looked into her ocean-green eyes. "What do you
think I am?'

Theinterior of Lexi€'s cubicle was at an angle, since the Bore was mostly meant for horizonta travel.
Nicholas sat down on what appeared to be something of a couch. Ashetried to size up the dimensions
of the cubicle, he redlized that when Captain Lazlo leveled out the craft Lexie's couch would transform
itsdlf into a bed that would just about fill up the entire compartment.

The Bore suddenly moved—nbut it began moving backward, or down, throwing everything into reverse
order. With agrating of diding rock against superalloy, they began their descent.

Lexie, though, merely cuddled up next to him. She said, "Don't worry about the shark. It'stoo dow. It
sensethe heat of our iron, but well get away intime.”

He could understand her lack of interest in the drama. She was safe here in her compartment with him.
As she had said upon pulling out the stasis couch: He was hers.

There were many things stirring inside Nicholas. He could not forget the remains of Staci Bolyard on the
stasis couch; nor could he abandon the memories of the world he'd been forced out of. He onceread a
book written during the Great Depression about an Egyptian ruler who had lived long before the reign of
thefirst Ramses. His name was Peh-de-eh-ghan, and agroup of scientists managed to bring him back to
life. Peh-de-eh-ghan's reactions to his sudden culture-change were quite smilar to Nick's own. Much of
it was panic.

Lexie was waving her metallic white derrierein hisface. As shedid, there was a sound of something
being unzipped, and he discovered that Lexie wasin the midst of making hersdf quite comfortable.

A waft of perfumed air drifted up from undernesth the couch, and he suddenly began feding—different.
Theice of centuries of deep began to break and melt ingde him. He couldn't decideif the air was doing
something to him, or if it was Lexie's proximity. The girl leaned toward him.

Captain Lazlo's voice broke in over the intercom, startling him.
"Nicholas Tgada, are you there?"

Nick held Lexie off a adight distance, trying desperately to ignore the fact that the zipper of her tunic
was now somewhere down around her navel.

"I'm right here, Captain,” he said with trepidation. He didn't like the aroma of theair in the
compartment—nor the deepy-time look in Lexie's wonderful eyes.

"How are you feding?' the Captain asked as the Bore rumbled downward.

Nicholas was surprised by the question. How was he feding? Back where he came from, if afather came
out of the bedroom late on Saturday night and found his daughter on the living-room couch with her
breastsin the hands of her boyfriend, how the boyfriend felt would have been the furthest thing from the
father'smind.



But he wasn't "back there" anymore, and Captain Lazlo was definitely not of the norma order of fathers.

"I'mfine, 1 think," Nicholas said. Was the atmosphere in the compartment actudly getting hazy? The Bore
made adight pitch, and Lexiefdl onto the couch. Her tunic fel somewheredse.

"Lexia?" the Captain's voicefeigned at sternness.
"Yes, Daddy," she said, and turned off the intercom.

Nicholas had avision of Peh-de-eh-ghan being chased by the scientists who had resurrected him and the
villainswho wanted to exploit him—everyone running across the dunes of the Sudan. Pursuing aliving
fosgl.

Hedidn't know wheét to think. The lights dimmed further, and what lights remained aglow upon the
console took on apolar radiance. Everything told him that this was wrong—that he shouldn't be here.

Like Peh-de-eh-ghan, he belonged with his own dead.
Lexie began taking off hisboots. The haze in the cubicle was thickening.

Suddenly there was a thunderous explosion that shook the Bore terribly. Taken by surprise, Lexie
screamed and fell upon Nicholas as the craft rode out the crushing shock waves.

The shark—whatever its dim origins—was an ingenious, burrowing nuclear device. He knew it was
nuclear by the force of the explosion it had caused.

He closad his eyes. Too much was happening dl a once. Thewars, it ssemed, were still being fought.
They never ended. They neverwould end.

This place would be so thoroughly demolished and radioactive that they'd never be ableto returnin his
lifetime. Any message Foresee might have left—any journa or recording that might have explained why
he'd dept so long—was now irretrievably lost.

The Boreleveled out. Captain Lazlo stopped its descent and started it diding forward. They wereon
their way home.

But where was that?

Lexiewasvery warmin hisarms. "What'sthat smdl?' he asked. His senseswere acting in weirdly
unpredictable ways. They seemed hyperattenuated, dazzled.

"Genna," Lexie breathed close to his mouth. "Medicine.”
"No, wait," he pleaded. What had happened to his boots? Was that another zipper being unzipped?

Therewas acool hand on hischest. It moved in dow circles, and within afew minutes it became the only
thing in the world which seemed redl.
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Chapter Two

THEBORE HA Dstopped moving.
How long ago it had ceased to move beneath the earth's surface, Nicholas didn't know. He had been
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drifting in and out of awonderful prismatic deep that had promised no end to the pleasures of dreaming.
Eventudly he had noticed that everything around him was quiet and till.

Lexielay besde him, cocooned and naked in the folds of ablanket. She looked rapturoudy sated and
dept likethe dead.

Theair in the compartment seemed cleansed, but Nicholas il felt the soporific effects of thegenna . He
coughed. Whatevergenna was, it was easily the most powerful mood-atering drug hed ever known.

Even through his haze, the Bore's lack of motion bothered him. It took severa long seconds for theworld
to arrangeitsdf. Whileit did, Nicholas looked for his metalic uniform and boots. He wanted to find out
what was happening up front.

The Borerested a only adight angle from the horizontal, so the rungsin the floor were flattened into
invighility. After softly shutting the door to Lexie's compartment, Nicholas walked dowly up the corridor.

Through the plastic sedls of theindividua cubicles, he noticed that the Boremen dl woretheir
goggles—and earphones. He assumed they were plugged into a universal computer system of some kind.
They were dazed, hypnotized, or unconscious. The smdll of genna was quite strong here.

He passed Sergeant Jarre's couch and saw that the Boreman's goggles were pushed up onto his
forehead. Jarre'sgenna -glazed eyes watched Nicholas move toward the cockpit. The sergeant didn't
move; didn't even blink. Nick knew from experience now just how stronggenna wes.

He was artled by Captain Lazlo's voice. ™Y ou know why we cdl it the Bore?' He was watching Nick
from his seat on the left-hand side of the cockpit.

Nicholas garted. "No, why do you call it the Bore?' He was whispering, but redlized it was probably
unnecessary.

The Captain, goggles resting on hisforehead, laughed. "Because it's so goddamnboring , iswhy." He
waved Nicholasforward.

The Captain's eyes were bloodshot, and there were huge rings around them where his goggles had been
clamped. The Bore's cockpit had no windows to speak of and featured a complicated control board.
Nicholas took the copilot's seet.

Lazlo pointed to the consol€'s chronometer. ™Y ou have any idea how long we've been traveling?”

Nicholas couldn't make sense of the peculiar didsand indicators. "No," he said. "Maybe seven hours.”
He felt suddenly awvkward because of the knowledge of where and how those hours had been spent. He
felt apowerful desireto apologize.

The Captain laughed. Helit afresh cigar. "Four days," he said. "And weve ill got awaysto go yet.”
"Four days?' Nicholas was stunned.

"Yup," the Cgptain told him. "That's why we use thegenna on board. It makes life underground much
more endurable. Otherwise, it'd be boring—really boring."

The only things on the Bore that seemed to function were the lights on the console.

"Why don't you travel aboveground? Y ou don't spend al your time underground, do you?' Nicholas
asked him.



The Captain'seyeswere sad. "l can seeyou'vegot alot to learn.”
"l guess." Nicholas sat back in his seat. "1s DefCon where were headed? I s that your home, or what?*

Lazlo nodded. "Homeit is, if we can shake the floater the Bore picked up an hour ago. It sensed our
iron. The alarm woke me up."

Nicholas wanted to know more about DefCon, whereit was and what it was like, but the floater
sounded like serious business. "Wheat's afloater, or shouldn't | ask?"

"You shouldn't,” Lazlo said. "But I'll tell you anyway." He pointed at asmall digita readout on the
console. The numberswere dowly decreasing. "Remember the shark? Wdll, afloater'sthe samething,
except that it hangs around in the sky looking for trouble. Both are left over from the days of the Eridani.”

Thereit wasagain:Eridani.

Lazlo caught Nicholassworried ook and continued. " There are many more of these things|eft in the
world than there are sharks. And we've got to spook this one beforeit lands on us." He pointed at the
descending numbers. Altitude readings, Nick redlized. " Otherwise Riordan's gonna be mighty

disappointed.”

"Who's Riordan?'

"He'sour Counsdor for this Period. Our leader, you might say. HE's an Historian—they'rein charge for
the duration of this Period—and he's Lexie's mentor. Helll be redl interested in seeing you. Not much
survived from the days of the Eridani.”

Nick faced him. "Listen, what's this 'Eridani’ thing? Isit the Third World War?"

"Something like that. Riordan'll tell you better than | could. Right now we've got to get rid of that floater.”
A red warning light began blinking silently before them.

"Damn," Lazlo breathed. "It'sgot usfor sure. | thought it wastoo high up. It seesour irontrail."
"lrontrail?"

"That'swhat the Bore leaves behind. It passes through rock and convertsit toiron. It hasto do with
fusion. Y ou do know about fusion, don't you?"'

"Yes," Nicholas responded, "but we never had anything likethis" No fuson generator in hisday could fit
into the nose of something the size of the Bore.

"It'show we survived al thistime underground,” Lazlo said as he threw some switches. "We get
everything from fuson. Food, water, you nameit."

"I still don't understand,” Nick protested. "Why do you haveto live underground in the first place?

"Y ou don't know, do you?' the Captain turned to him, solicitous at his newnessto thisworld. "It'sthe
days of the Eridani. World War Three, you cdled it. That'swhy my men fear you s0."

"Look, Captain, I'm not an Eridani, whatever they are.”

"I know that," Lazlo said. "But they dont.”



"So, who are the Eridani?"
Lazlo tamped out his cigar. "The ones who made the earth uninhabitable.”

Nicholas had the fedling that he shouldn't pursue the issue any further. He was fedling sick. Perhapsit was
thegenna ...

"The earth's uninhabitable? After athousand years?'
Captain Lazlo rose from his seet, taking off hisgoggles. "Comeon," he said. "I'll show you your legecy.”

Now he understood. "Eridani" would have the same connotations "Hitler" had had in his own time—or
WOrse.

They reached the hatch. Lazlo unpacked two suits from a storage compartment—heavy-looking things
composed of that strange pliable metal. Lazlo said, "These will protect us, unlessthefloater finds usfirst.”

The suit was as cumbersome as the old degp-sea diving suits of the early twentieth century. The helmet
eased into its collar easily, but the suit itself seemed composed dmost of lead.

The Captain dragged something wrapped in canvas out of asmall compartment. "Thisisour ticket," he
sad.

They entered the escape hatch and sealed off the airlock to the inside of the Bore. When they stepped
outside, Nicholas was astounded by what he saw. And shocked.

It was unlike any verson of a post-holocaust world the "experts' ever thought would come about.

Everything around him was a sullen, uniform brown, like the early photographs of the planet Mercury.
Nothing whatever grew in the deserted valley before them, nor was there any sign of life on the mountains
far to thewest. Therewas only dirt, rock, and globules of once-molten soil.

"Oh, my God," Nicholas said, helplesdy, into the pin-mike at his cheek. Even after athousand years, the
earth had not healed. "What happened?”’

Lazlo set his peculiar burden down and walked up to Nick. At Nick's belt was abox of somekind. The
Captain pressed abutton on it. He said, "It wasthe old wars. And the warheads. Blew everything off the
goddamn planet.”

As he spoke, Nicholasfelt a strange sensation directly beneath hisfeet. His suit began to expand and
thicken. Some wondrous mechanism within the soles of the boots wasfilling his suit, and the Captain's,
with alayer of mallegble lead, or some such other protective metal, drawn up from the earth. Thejoints
at the elbows and knees were reinforced mechanicaly so that, despite the shielding that oozed through
the suit, he could move esdlly.

Helooked around through the clear quartz of the helmet lenses. "Where are we?"

Lazlo scanned the blesk horizon. "Somewhere in old Colorado. I'm not sure. The citiesand roads are
long gone, covered during the years of the great ash falls. Our maps aren't that reliable, and alot of the
mountains were pounded out of shape, especidly in this part of the country. We found Omahajust by
luck. Pureluck.”

Nicholas had never been so depressed in hislife. The sky was no longer blue, but asickly,
reddish-brown from horizon to horizon. Even the clouds gppeared dien. They seemed digointed, asif



the atmospheric changes had been so great that the familiar meteorologica formations were no longer
possible.

"I can't tll you everything the last war did,” the Captain stated. "I don't think anyone knowsdl the
details. After the firestorms abated, the ash stayed in the atmosphere for years and years. Some say that
wastheworst."

Nicholas was speechless. No Mnemos systemn scenario had ever conjured up anything so devastating.

"All'I know isthat the last war took awhileto beset itself out. DefCon survived totally underground, but
the destruction to the ionosphere was more than anyone had anticipated. The ash destroyed most of what
was | eft untouched on the surface. Nothing could grow. Seeds couldn't germinate. The sun wasn't seen
for awhole generation. And no one | know has ever fdt rain." The Captain faced the northern hills,
turning away from Nicholas.

"When the ash sttled, there wasn't agreen thing left. We keep photosynthesis alive underground, but the
Soviets had hit dl our fisson reactors, and there's so much plutonium scattered around the country that
it'll be centuries yet before we can start over.”

Nicholas could see minute particles of ash il inthe air. The sun on the jagged western mountains
seemed like a cancerous tumor, pustulent and ugly.

L azlo pointed a gauntleted hand to the sky. "The Historians dwaystell usto watch for the Eridani. Those
idiots. Y ou can't even see the goddamn stars!”

Nicholas couldn't quite make the connection between the stars andEridani , but kept silent. He turned
and examined the Boreitself. He was astonished to discover that its nose was not a pointed drill
arrangement but aflat plate that had anumber of pentagons arrayed on it. Behind the Bore was along,
steaming trail of excreted molten iron. The Bore had aparently migudged its depth benegth the hills and
had come out in ashdlow valey that was as barren as arift on the moon.

Lazlo gestured with athickly plated arm, pointing west. " The Bore was supposed to go under dl thisand
come out there, in the Rockies." Helooked up. "And now thereé's afloater somewhere up above.”

The canvas around the package Lazlo held fell away, and an assembly of sticks, bright auminum, and
plastic joints dropped to the ground at their feet.

"Becareful," Lazlo advised. "Dont rip it. It'sthe only one we've got |eft on the Bore."
"What isit?"

The Captain bent down awkwardly and jerked back the top of a canister. Nick could hear ahissing
noise. It was abaloon, and the hissing was coming from helium rapidly filling the voluminous spaces of an
auminum sack.

"It'sadecoy, son. Floaters are easier to get rid of than sharks," he said. "A goddamn shark will follow
you al over the place, and there's nothing you can do about it. A floater doesn't have that much sense.
Like the Russanswho made them." Theintonation he gave to theword "Russans’ madeit sound likea
curse.

The balloon rose and took shape. Nicholaswas surprised &t its Sze. The thing was enormous. He
scanned the skiesfor the floater, but saw nothing but clouds and dust.

"You can't seeit," Lazlo interjected. He held the balloon by its small gondola. "They drop down from



very old satdlliteslooking for heet. They got alot of cities beforeit was over.”

The Captain manipulated some dias on the package underneath the balloon. The device began to emit a
rhythmic beeping noise like that of thelittle crawler that had been eaten by the shark in Omaha

"Isit going to work?" Nick asked. It seemed so fragilein the harsh world around them.

"Usually does. FHoaters go for anything that moves. | want to get rid of it now before it decidesto follow
usto DefCon."

lll %II
"And," the Captain concluded, "I don't want to be around when it goes off."

The quartz lenses around the Captain's eyes gave off atelling iridescent light. In them was the universa
fear of nuclear bombs. He released the balloon.

Nicholas watched the decoy riseinto the dudge-brown skies. It wasimpossibleto tell what season it
was—if therewere seasons now that the climate had been atered.

Nick suddenly felt vulnerable out herein the open. He nearly jumped out of hisleaden skinwhen a
buzzer at the Captain's belt sounded loudly. The Captain made for the Bore as quickly as his suit would
dlow.

"Damn!" he shouted into the radio. "Thefloater caught the decoy's signal too soon! It's gonna come
down right on top of ugl"

Something within Nicholas was opening up his Pandorals box of panic. The buzzer at Lazlo's belt now
sounded like Sirens.

The sirens of Bombay....

Here, though, there were no voices speaking to him. He ran after the Captain over the lifeless ground.
His suit deflated with each step, triggered by the floater darm.

Inside the lock Nick pulled the door shut, listening to Lazlo swear. His own heart was pounding to the
beep of thedarm. Gusts of air scoured them clean of dust and radioactive particlesin an automatic
decontamination process. The Captain wasted no time whatsoever, and bounded down the corridor,
past the till somnolent Boremen. Nicholasfollowed him to the cockpit, practicdly failing out of the
miraculous suit. He strapped himsdif in.

Captain Lazlo started up the engines. The Bore sank at a steep angle. Lights flashed on the console
before them. Seconds were being counted off on adigital readout. Only afew left....

A giant thunderclap struck them suddenly. The mighty Bore shook like aleaf in acyclone. The Captain
gripped theamsof hischair tightly.

"Damn!" he swore. "That wasn't supposed to happen.”
"What wasn't supposed to happen?' Nick asked.

The earth seemed to rock and dam against them. Nick thought about radiation. Were they deep enough
to be completely protected?

The shock waves ceased, and everything became quiet.



Lazlo leaned back. "Floaters don't usualy drop like goddamn rocks. It was asiif it knew you were here.”
Nicholas stared a him curioudy. "Me? | thought you said it was attracted to the Bore."

Lazlo found hiscigar and thumbed alighter into flame. "It's part of the Eridani legecy, that'sal. Likeit
was after you instead of the Bore or any of us."

"But how could that be?' Nick countered.
"Jugt afeding | have. Likeagut reflex. I'm just glad I'm not in your shoes” The cigar glowed to life.

This seemed to be adifferent Lazlo. Perhaps it was the proximity of the floater, and its peril. Nicholas
considered the gun at the Captain's side—remembering the redheaded boy, Titus, back in the stasis
chamber, and how he had nervoudy fiddled with his gun, watching him with scared eyes.Eridani. Who
wouldn't fear the Ancient Oneswho'd brought about the destruction of the old world?

But the Captain didn't go for his gun. Instead, he sighed heavily and put on his dark-lensed goggles asthe
Bore headed down into the halls of the earth.

"Y ou might be ajinx, son, but not because you're an Eridani. That'sfairy-tale stuff. | know. | dmost
became a Historian myself. | know what liesin the past. But my boys back there don't. A thousand years
isalong time, and these missions of ours never redly amount to much. That'swhy we rate only
apprentice Higtorians. But since we foundyou , we've attracted a shark and afloater. That tellsus
something.” Lazlo was remarkably philosophica about the whole thing.

The Captain skillfully leveled out the Bore.

There was adight, even gentle, hissng coming from somewhere under the seets. Nicholas knew it was
timeto go. Hewas aone again.

Nicholas dunk back down the corridor, trying not to inhale much of thegenna . Passing the Boremen, he
noticed that none of them seemed to be conscious of anything. Perhaps, he thought, these people only
lived for their travelsandgenna . Wereidle pleasures also alegacy from his own time?

Hefound Lexie wrapped like ababy in her blanket, but he turned away. There was a hollowness
growing in his chest, and he knew that there was nothing for him back in her chamber. He stepped across
thetilting corridor, found an empty chamber, and climbed in.

Here there was nogenna , but before deep found him, he had asingle, frightening vision of Adolf
Eichmann fleeing through the jungles of Argentina. He had no pity for the man. He knew what the name
Eichmann meant to higory.

He aso knew about the bones in the Auschwitz ovens. Staci's bones. His bones: The Eridani had killed
themsdves off.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Three

THEWAR HADended so long ago that no one living knew even its gpproximate date. DefCon's best
estimate was one thousand eighty-three years ago—give or teake ayear.

DefCon was not only the name for the city where Nicholas found himsdlf, but the name of the surviving
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nation. Professor Riordan told him there was a saying from the Days of the Eridani that, wherever you
went, you were dwaysin DefCon.

And if you were living underground, there weren't too many places you could go. DefCon was dl there
was.

Captain Lazlo had given Nick theimpression that DefCon was asmal community, an isolated fortress of
nuclear survivors deep in the mountains, descendants of barricaded military personndl.

That wasn't quitetrue.

Nicholas stood a a sumptuous plate-glass window that stretched forty feet above him and let in agreat
ded of light, even at sunset. The glasswas thick, keeping years of airborne plutonium at bay, and
afforded the underground city some access—if only visua—to the outside world. Nick could seeinthe
waning light that smilar windows covered the mountains everywhere he looked. DefCon wasn't at all
what he had expected it would be.

Although he knew he was underground, he had yet to fed it. He had been in DefCon only one week, and
he gtill found aunique pleasure following the many creeks and riversthat flowed throughout the city.
Plants grew everywhere because light from the outside world wasfiltered in everywhere. Evenin the
deepest reaches of DefCon, many stories beneath the blasted surface of the earth, trees grew and fish
frolicked in fountains of light. The roomsand halls were cathedrallike and enormous. Moving Sdewaks
and escdators ranged to even the farthest reaches of the community.

DefCon was the kind of civilization that would have had to evolve if man wasto survive the holocaust. If
people were to remain hedlthy and sane, they had to have their diversions. And DefCon definitely had
diverdons.

Nicholas soon discovered that "diverson” meantgenna . From what he had learned from Riordan,genna
wasavitd dement in the evolution of their civilization.Genna was a hybrid offspring of the dimemold,
stemonitis axifera , which had survived underground. Itsrelatively harmless hallucinatory powerswere
universally recognized as the panacea Def Con needed.

The city had been natified of Nick's discovery—which was both good and bad. Lexie, when she wasn't
at the Academy discussing the mission, paraded him around to the authorities and ruling Council. She
was jumped agrade to Journeyman Historian, and her sudden authority seemed to eclipse that of her
powerful father. Nick hadn't seen Lazlo sncether arriva.

Riordan was Nicholas's new companion. Asthey stood together in the light that poured through the huge
window & the mountain's top, Nicholas suddenly redlized that he was happy to be away from the
ravenous Lexie.

"It «ill amazes methat DefCon survived likethis," Nick said.

Professor Riordan laughed avuncularly. Hewas atal, stately man, unexpectedly tanned and hedlthy. In
hislate forties, he seemed to radiate power. Perhaps it was because he was their current ruler, or
Counsdlor, as he caled himsdf. Higtorian that he was, he found Nicholas very fascinating.

"Manisadwaysasurvivor," Riordan pronounced. "Like yoursdf, he pullsthrough.”
"I don't think | had any choice in the matter,” Nick muttered.

Behind them, amoving sidewak hissed through a parklike arrangement of plants, trees, and flowers.
Ddlicate Japanese-style footbridges crossed asingle, burbling creek that paraleled the sdewalk leading



to the windows. The creek wound down the large hal, made afew turns, then lowered—through a series
of pleasant cataracts—to another level. Nick had given up trying to trace one such creek near Lexi€'s
condominium complex. Hed have time enough to explore later. The city-nation of a hundred thousand
people was extensive. Both he and it would be around awhile.

Nicholas watched the sky darken and the lights of DefCon come on across the mountain range. There
was adight buzzing sound not too far from his ear. He turned to face an ever-present hovering camera
Knowing that he was perpetudly followed and monitored amplified hisfedlings of sirangeness. Riordan
told him it would be necessary for afew weeks. When hed become fully acquainted with DefCon's
ways, held befreeof it.

Staring out the window, Nicholas mused. "In away, | guessit's beautiful.”
"It's not as bad as you might think," Riordan said.
"I'd say it'sworse," Nick muttered. "Y ou've never known the country as| have."

Riordan put afatherly hand on Nick's shoulder. "1 suppose back in your time, when the forests were
green and the sky was blue, it must have seemed impossible that anyone could live beneath the earth's
surface.

"You makeit sound asif it'san achievement.”

"Well," Riordan began, "DefCon isa better way of living in some respects.”
"Name one," Nick turned to him. "Namejust one.”

Riordan laughed gently. "The disease of the Eridani cannot reach us any longer."

The cameramoved in to catch Nicholass reaction. As every citizen in DefCon, Nicholas carried agun of
sorts. He wasn't told why, only that hedd know when to useit. He felt like blowing the drifting orb into the
creek behind them.

Riordan went on. "Y ou see, the human spirit istempered only under adverse conditions. DefCon iswhat
it isbecause of the Eridani legend. Those of uswho are enlightened in these matters know the difference
between that and the real causes of our plight.”

"The Russians," Nick responded.

Nick had learned agreat dedl in his one week in DefCon. And so had Riordan. Nick's first contribution
to his new home had been to tell Riordan—and the rest of the city-nation, viathe nosy camera unit—that
"DefCon" meant "Defense Condition." DefCon started during the war—and whether they knew it or not,
they wereliving in acongtant state of Defense Conditions.

The computer lead which had enabled Captain Lazlo and the Boremen to find him in thefirst placewasa
prime example. An immensg, far-reaching network of computer lines lay buried, undiscovered until
isolated influxes of energy or information reached DefCon. That trickle—and many othersyet
unexplored—gave DefCon the suspicion that there were "others' out there somewhere in the wasteland
Americahad become amillennium ago. Theinfluxes aso perpetuated the legend of the Eridani, investing

them with mythic hugeness

Inthe Last Days, according to the most conservative estimates, over fourteen thousand warheads found
targets on the earth. The burst of radiation was so enormousthat it acted as something of an interstellar
beacon. For years, there was no time for anything more than the struggle to survive. But then, the



DefCon scientists discovered that shortly before the cataclysm, an earth-orbiting satellite twenty-two
thousand miles out had picked up apowerful burst of gamma radiation from the star Epsilon Eridani.
Some concluded that a nuclear war had occurred in one of its planets, and believed some kind of
technological "disease" had been trandferred to the earth, causing World War 111. To Nicholas, it made
little sense.

Though DefCon's society was dready quite technologically advanced, people were people, and the
survivors needed to blame someone. Blame the inhabitants of afaraway star. Blamethe onesin the
twentieth century who caught their disease. Blame anyone or anything, Nicholas thought bitterly, except
the human conditions of fear and mistrust which were the root cauises.

Robbed of a padt, he retained his native reasoning capacities. Unsure of the people of DefCon, he ill felt
alienated and threatened everywhere he went. Riordan, and of course young Lexie, tried their best to
make him fed at home, but the actions of a perhagps mythica Eridani a thousand years ago and severd
light-years distant made it impossible for Nicholasto imagine adjusting to or being accepted by lifein
DefCon.

What away to atract interstellar attention: have anuclear war. Even Mnemaos had never thought of that
one.

The sun went down behind the sawtooth mountains to the west, and Nicholasfelt his spirits going with it.
There was a commotion behind them in the park. They turned to see agroup of people, mostly young
adults, gathered on the moving sidewak. They didn't see Nicholas and Riordan beside the window. They
got off the sdewalk and ran to the footbridge nearest the two men.

One woman caught sight of them sl houetted phantasmagoricaly againgt the thick glass of thelounge
window—and recognized Nick immediately. The camera orb raced around to record everything.

"It'sthe Eridani,” she gasped, buttonholing the others.

Every one of them was high ongenna , and Nicholas could see the ancestral fear flash through them. Two
young men, formerly preoccupied pursuing acouple of the young ladies, turned and sscumbled into the
lily-covered creek.

Riordan quickly stepped between them and Nick. "Citizens! Please becdm!” he said, smiling.
"It'shim," another of the women whispered. "It'sredly him! | didn't think hewasin this sector...."
Like children discovering that ghosts are indeed redl, Nick suddenly thought.

One of the young men who had falen in the creek came up with hislong-barreled pistol drawn. The
pistol shook dightly in his hand. The boy wasterrified down to histoenalls.

Nicholaswent for his own gun—and was much faster bringing it up.
"Now, wait!" Riordan's voice was strong.

Unlike marijuana,genna was not diminished by any kind of adrenaine rush. The kidswere so hyped up
that they were capable of anything, and Nick knew it by the looks on their faces. Riordan's presence
must have reassured some of them, for about a half dozen had jumped back up onto the sidewak and
were on their way out of trouble.

Three people stayed behind. Riordan walked over to them confidently. Two were girls, Historians, and
the other was the youth with the drawn gun. Histunic indicated that he was an Apprentice Climate



Control Officer.

"Friends," Riordan smiled his Counsglor's smile. "Come on over, please! Let meintroduce you to
Nicholas, our newest member," He was expansive. "Come, come," he beckoned.

Riordan had hisarm around one girl's shoulders. The kid with the gun, caming, eased it back into his
holster. He was only about sixteen yearsold.

"Nicholas!" Riordan said loudly. "Come on over and meet your new friends.”

Riordan reminded Nick of avery polished politician. He knew how to use people, easetheir fears,
heighten their expectations. And as an Historian, he had no fear of Nicholas or what he possibly meant to
DefCon, dthough hetoo carried agun at hisside.

But these kids didn't know any better.Hitler ... Himmler ... were echoesin hismind.How do you do,
mein Fuhrer? Wie gehts Dir, dieser apocalyptischer morgan?

Nicholas dowly stepped down from the carpeted platform in front of the massive quartz windows. The
grassthat grew beneath his jackbooted feet seemed as soft asthat of afield in Ireland.

The young people clustered near Riordan like chickadees. Nick felt like ajaguar as he stepped into their
midst. But Riordan held them dl captive. He cuddled the girl. "Thisis Tisha, Nicholas. Her family and
mine go way back. Isn't that right, Tisha?"

"Yes" thegirl said meekly.
"There, you see?' Riordan smiled. "That wasn't difficult, now wasit?'

Tishashook her head. She was pale and frightened. Riordan let her go. She stepped quickly back with
her friends. Riordan held out a hand to them and spoke in avoice meant to quell their fears.

"Asyou can see, Nicholas, our young ones need firsthand experience with any changesto DefCon. But
you see?' he smiled at them dl. "Nicholashereisjust like you.”

The young people, il jittery, said farewell to the Counsdlor, and jumped back acrossthe creek to the
moving Sdewak.

Nicholas had noticed that other people had entered the glade. They seemed older, but Nicholas doubted
if they wereany wiser.

"Professor..." Nick started.
"Forget it, Nicholas," Riordan grinned. "They are our youngest ones. They have much to learn.”

Nicholas put the gun back initsholster. Ashedid, he heard his name called out from the opposite end of
the park.

"Nickie!" Lexie caled. Nick jerked violently at the sound. Perhapsit was thegenna , or the week of
living with the insatiable girl, that made him respond so, but there was an eectric tinge to her voice that
gave him ajolt where he stood.

"Ah, yes," Riordan smiled. "My future colleague. She hasfound usat last!"

Nicholas had agreed to come to this upper level of DefCon because he needed to get away from
Lexie—from everyone. He needed arespite. It appeared though that he wasn't going to get it.



Lexie bounded up to the Professor and gave him an enormous hug, then repeated the gesture with
Nicholas.

Her body was flushed with excitement. ™Y ou thought you could leave mein the archives. Y ou know it's
not that easy to lose me!™

"Well, wetried." Riordan laughed.
"Let'sdo somethingexciting! " she squedled.
Riordan volunteered: "1 was just about to suggest atrip into the gaming system for Nicholas."

"Oh, yes!" Shejumped up. Nick suddenly didn't like the suggestion. "That'd be fun!" She turned to the
Professor. "Do | get to play?'

Riordan frowned. "Lexia, my dear, the boy needs to be with those of hisown kind."

L exie began to pout—but it was a masquerade. She still had Nick where she wanted him asif hewere
just aplaything.

Just then there came a scream from the group of adults down in the glade.
"Get him! Get him! There he goes!" Nicholas thought thet they werefinaly coming after him.

Then Lexie screamed, seeing something rush out of the rhododendron bushes beside the creek. Nicholas
amog screamed himsdlf. It came scampering toward them demonically, antennawaving, legs clicking up
over flagstones and rocks.

It was a four-foot-long cockroach.
"Jesud" Nick yelled.
"Stopit!" Lexie screamed shrilly." Stop it!"

Thething moved toward them with alarming speed. But Professor Riordan, faster than Nicholas had ever
seen him move, drew out his gun and fired at it—getting off five deadly blasts which reduced the roach to
anumber of dimy, membranous pieces.

Lexie seemed closeto fainting, holding loosdaly to Nick'sarm. Nick had hisgun drawn, but his own fear
of cockroaches—which went back to his childhood in the poorer parts of Tucson and Phoenix—had
prevented him from directly confronting the horror. The dismembered roach fell into the creek and was
being swept away by the gentle waters.

Riordan stood up, putting his gun away. His hands were trembling, and now Nicholas knew why
everyone woreagun.

Riordan said as he wiped the swesat from his brow, "We get them occasiondly. It'sthe only war we redly
fight anymore.”

"How... how did they get sobig 7' Nick asked as Lexie clung to him. No one had told him about the
cockroaches.

"Radiation. They'rethe only true survivors of thewar. Y ou didn't see them when you were surface-side
with Captain Lazlo and the Bore, but they were out there. They're very adaptable. Y ou have to watch for
them everywhere you go.”



"I hate them!™ Lexie snapped. "They're not supposed to be here! Y ou're the Counsdlor.” Lexieturned to
Riordan. "Y ou're supposed to do something about them!™

"They areafact of life, Lexia, my dear," Riordan said, casting afind look of disgust at the creek which
had aready carried the pieces of the beast out of sght. "And you must faceit.”

"l don't haveto do anything!" she said. "'l hate them!”
Riordan turned to Nicholas. He reloaded his pistol. "Now, shal we introduce you to the gaming system?"

His moods changed amost as quickly as Lexie's and the Captain's. Was this agenna -induced trait?
These peoplefet strange to Nicholas. Strange.

Lights had come on in the park, and Nick felt an urgent need to watch out for other cockroaches.

"| can assure you, Nicholas, that the gaming system is absolutely without these kinds of interferences,”
Riordan said.

“I... I don't know," Nick responded.

Lexie was breathing deeply, regaining her equilibrium. She turned to Riordan, away from the creek. "l get
to play, too," she pronounced royally.

Nick gave Riordan alook that said he'd had enough of her. Riordan was on hisside. He said, "Nicholas
should enjoy himsdlf with other people, Lexie. The gaming system will dlow him to mingle and get to
know others without them fearing who heis"

"l want to play!" shesaid.
"What do you say, Nicholas?' Riordan asked.
Nick thought about it for afew seconds, then said, "L et's get the hell out of here.”

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Four

SUDDENLY, HE WA Splaying socce.

Around him was a crowded outdoor arena brimming with tens of thousands of cheering soccer fans.
Abovethem al was asky so etheredlly bluethat it wasliterdly breathtaking. He couldn't believe the
power of theillusion! It was a perfect day for amatch. The air was cold and clear. Everywhere there was
color and life. It was dmaosttoo redl.

The crowd, like asingle animated creature of heroic proportions, screamed in one gigantic roar asa
black-and-white soccer ball bounced swiftly to one side of him. The gamewasin progress.

Nicholaslooked down at himsdlf. Hisjersey was abright, sparkling green. The opposing team wore red
and white. Something el ectric surged through his body as he picked up the excitement of the crowd.

The ball! his body seemed to be saying.Get the ball! A player in red and white flashed by him and
side-kicked the ball.

The soccer ball bounced acrossthefield, and Nick raced after it. The crowd screamed tremendoudly.
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One member of hisown team danced in circles around a red-and-white opponent, and the bal camein
Nick'sdirection, kicked in ahigh arc over their heads.

He reacted automaticaly, legping out fantastically and bouncing the bdl off the top of hisheadto a
waiting forward. An opponent, outfoxed, tripped and fell because of Nicholassvirtuosty. The crowd
went wild.

Nicholas didn't actualy know what he was doing, for he had only played soccer in high school, but
apparentlysomething did. Perhaps the Game Magters were feeding him the rules, the automatic
responses, and the excitement.

Helikedit.

The ball was intercepted by the opposing team and came back downfield. Nick caught a passwith his
feet, danced with it, and in turn passed it on downfield to another teammeate.

He noticed how acute his onrushing sensationswere. The air he breathed was clean and crisp. He could
even smdl the grass as his cleats chewed up the playing field. The briskness of the chill air did wonderful
thingsto hisentire nervous system. Hefdt terrificaly aive!

Thiswas far beyond anything Mnemaos was capable of. It was an incredible achievement in computer
technology.

Helooked into the crowd. Thiswas how many of DefCon's citizens spent their time. Sex,genna , and
vicarious experiencesin agaming computer were necessary to make life underground tolerable. Nicholas
was completely swept up in the drama of the game—whether it was real or fabricated.

He glanced at the scoreboard at the far end of the field and redlized for the first time that the teeams were
the West Germans and the Italians. He, in green, was a West German. Why did the gaming system
choose nations a thousand years dead? It was like the Goths versus the Lombards. It didn't make much
sense, but even S0, he had never felt such exuberancein hislife.

The black-and-white ball came back in hisdirection, thrust by an Itaian'skick. Nicholas ran toward it as
an opponent spun around. Nick jumped up and bounded the ball back to ateammate off his forehead.
The crowd seemed to like such thegtrics, and Nick could fed the glory of the game burgting within him.

An Itaian regained the bal and shuffled it through the feet of two of his own teammates, diving into the
action. But aforward from the West German team dashed out into the fracas and stole the ball. The
Italian opponent faked atrip-kick, and the two players collided, both going down.

A hearty"Boo!" rumbled through the crowd. Nicholas ran after the ball. He scrambled through an
opening between the rear guards and quickly kick-passed the ball to ateam member off to hisright.

That teammate returned the pass after Nick had dodged two more Italians, and now—with astrong kick
off theinstep of hisfoot—he sent the bal soaring through the nets. The goalie had tried to stop it with a
long dive, but missed.Goal!

The crowd loved it.

The West German players jumped up and hugged each other in triumph, patting Nicholas on the back.
The Itdians sulked. The crowd screamed, shouted, and jumped. Bannerswaved inthe air.

"'Ray!" Nicholas heard someone shout in atiny voicein the crowded stands. "Oh, Nickie! Yay! "



Nick glanced over and saw Lexie, wrapped in expensive furs and waving a green banner. Hers was the
only face he could make out in the thousands upon thousands of DefCon's troglodytesin the
computer-imagined open-air stadium.

The referee returned the ball to midfield, and the game began again. Nicholas could not concentrate now
that he knew Lexie was watching so adoringly. Infact, it amost seemed asif the whole game was staged
just for her, despite the crowd that screamed and surged nearby.

"Forget about her," the referee said, running by.

Nicholasturned to the short man. Theref smiled. "It'sme," he said, "Riordan. I'm in here with you. Don't
worry about Lexie. She's harmless. Just play the game.”

Nicholas stood till somewhat confused. "Riordan?!
Theman didn't look in the least like the tall, charismatic professor.

"Of course, it'sme!" helaughed. "Y ou don't think we could play like thiswith our red bodies, do you?
Y ou're playing in the body of atwenty-year-old!"

Riordan, incarnated as a surly referee, jogged into the fray. Nicholas looked back into the stands and
saw Lexiewaving fiercely. Thefamiliar sexua glow wasin her eyesand on her cheeks.

His attention was shattered when the bal came hisway. He made adash for it.

Just then an Itdian player came out of the corner of hisfield of vision, and before Nicholas could react
the man had the ball between his shuffling feet.

He bumped into Nicholas and whispered above the excitement, " Go easy, Nick. Relax,” then ran off
before Nicholas could respond.

Nicholas was so startled by the secrecy in the man's voice that he froze. The Italian who had spoken
ignored him, darted into atusde over the ball, and knocked the sphere out of bounds. One of the West
German playersretrieved it and threw it back into play from the sddlines.

Nicholas caught it with hisfeet, juggled it away from an gpproaching Italian, then passed it on. He turned
and tried to find the man who had spoken to him. 1t worried him that someone other than Lexie and
Riordan knew that the Eridani was gaming. He had sudden, unpleasant visions of angry mobs stalking the
grassy hals of DefCon, brandishing torches, scythes, and pitchforks, looking for the monster
Frankenstein had built. Perhaps they'd toss him into a pit of giant cockroaches. He had thought he was
safein the game system. Apparently he wasnt.

Lexieydled from the Sddlines, "Don't stop, Nickie! It'sover therel” she screamed giddily, pointing to the
ball.

Another Italian player, ahefty yet oddly graceful youth with awicked grin on hisface, ran over to Nick.
Hewaited for the ball. He was bardly ten yards from Nicholas, crouching like a desert puma.

Thekid suddenly yelled at Nick, and though his accent was thick, the words were clear. "Hey, keedo!
Y ou don'taworry! We smasha de seestem good, no?”'

It was amost comic. Nicholas rose from his defensive stance and walked over to him. He couldn't
believe what he was hearing. "What did you say?' he asked. He had hisfists balled, ready.



"Hey, keder!" the Italian mocked him. "Thatsaboy!" The bal flew between them, and the Italian shot
after it with atremendous burst of speed. Nick let him go.

Riordan, asreferee, came running over to him. "Areyou feding al right, Nick?'Y ou want out of the
game?'
The other soccer players pursued the ball, accompanied by the chants of the maddened crowd.

"| think someone wantsme out,” Nick said, looking at Lexie. All of the crowd's energy and excitement
funneled down to her. She jumped up and down in her furs. "Nickiel Yay!" sheyelled senselesdy. Her
short blond hair bounced about.

"But, Nick," Riordan said quickly. "No one knows you're in the game.”

"Hedoes," Nick said, pointing to the short, waddling Italian.

Riordan rubbed his chin, thinking. "Could be you picked up something.”

"What are you talking about?"

Riordan laughed dightly. "Perhaps an old in-system response. Chips have memoriestoo, you know."

Thefact of the matter wasthat Nicholas's body was lying on agaming couch somewherein DefCon.
Though Riordan had given hisword that he'd be protected, anything could happen. Ashad happened one
thousand eighty-three years ago, approximately. He had a vision of those cockroaches dipping in through
the Gaming Hall's ventilation system, climbing over his plugged-in desping body....

"Nick! Thebal!" Lexie shouted impatiently from the stands. "Don't listen to him!™ she commanded.

Riordan spoke quickly. "It might be aresdua memory of the old Mnemos system. Y ou might have
triggered an age-old linkage. But, Nick, no one knows you'rein the system right now. If there's anything
wrong, the Game Masters will take care of it back in the Center.”

Riordan's duties as referee summoned him, and he headed up thefield.

Wordslike "Eridani" and "jinx" echoed through Nick's mind. No one here seemed interested in him
smply asNicholas . He was an oddity—and aways would be.

Heran toward the Italian who had spoken to him, no longer interested in playing the game. He wanted to
know what was going on.

The ball rocketed in his direction, and momentarily he forgot his quest. His body acted ingtinctively. He
pirouetted and caught it, gaveit aresounding kick, aming it downfield. An Itdian player blocked it with a
roughed-up knee. The ball rebounded into Nick's face and he fell backward on the chewed turf.

Angrily, the crowd shouted its disgpproval.

Theimpact had been so sudden—and so real—that Nicholasliterally saw stars. Blood flowed from his
nose. He shook his head and tried to rise.

"Get up, Nickie! Swestie, get up! Hurry!" cameLexiescal.
"Shit!" he swore.

He was helped up by ateammate. He coughed blood into his hand. The crowd was insane, bordering on



riot. The collective boos sounded like the hooves of an impending bison slampede.
"Nofar!" Lexieydled furioudy."Foul!"

Some of the other West German players began arguing with the officids. Inthe midst of it dl was
Professor Riordan, asthe head ref. Whistles blew and hands waved, and the teams grudgingly parted to
resumethe game.

Perhaps someone did haveit in for Nick. The ball'simpact had been so forceful, it dmost knocked him
into pure unconsciousness, and out of the system.

One of the West German playersran by and dapped him on the rump. The ball was st free, and
everyone was off. Blood had stopped flowing from his nose, but his head felt clogged. Half of hisface
was numb. Lexie jumped up and down like an hystericaly happy child.

The ball was downfield, being pursued by three of hisfdlow teammates. He stayed in his zone, waiting.

The crowd once again revved up its excitement, but Nicholas suddenly felt that the sight of blood was
exactly what they wanted to see. Maybe that's what the gaming system wasfor. Hewas just agladiator.
Abruptly, hedidn't like being there, despite the intense sensory pleasures.

Oneof the officids pulled him aside. "Listen,” he said quickly, "whatever happens next, don't panic.”
It wasn't Riordan.

"What... hey!" he called after him. But the officia was gone. Nick tried to find Riordan, but his attention
was caught by two Itaian players. They were foxing aWest German who had the ball.

The surrounded teammate rapped the ball in Nick's direction, but it took abad bounce that lifted it high
over hishead. Nick leaped for it, hoping to ricochet it off hisforehead, but as he jumped for the bal an
Italian player pounced out of nowhere and kicked him squardly in the head.

He nearly lost consciousness. He collapsed onto the grass as the crowd surged to itsfeet, a
single-minded organism yelling angrily at the tops of their assembled voices. Objectsflew out of the
stands onto the playing field. Beer cans, pop bottles, shoes, pieces of bleachers—just about anything
they could get their hands on.

"Son of abitch!" Nicholas swore, staggering to hisfeet, fighting mad.
The Counsdlor was beside him. "Hold on, Nick. It's part of the game!"

"It'snot part of any game I've ever played before!" heyedled a the Historian. "What's going on here?
Who's out to get me? Y ou said I'd be safel™

"They're working on it back at the Gaming Center. No one'strying to get you, OK? Trust us. Just keep
on playing." Riordan ran back after the Itdians, leaving him where he stood.

Lexie had her hands over her mouth. Her brow was knitted with worry and she seemed pae.

The soccer ball bounced acrossthefield. Two Italians captured it and passed it back and forth.
Nicholas, blood trailing down one ear, reacted swiftly. He stole the ball in amagnificent maneuver. The
crowd screamed gpprovingly.

At that point, another Italian dammed into him, and they both tumbled to the turf.



"Goddammit! That's it!" Nicholas shouted, and legped to hisfeet, wanting one of those roach-guns. He
came around with a thunderous punch that knocked the Itaian's face afew degrees off center. Nick felt
teeth and bone rearrange themselves.

The ingtant he had flattened that player, another Italian took aflying jump-kick at Nicholas, and the next
thing he knew, they were adl part of afull-fledged soccer riot.

West Germans threw themsalves at Itaians, members of the crowd started swinging a each other—and
inthe center of it dl, Lexiewastrying to reach him, climbing over the restraining fence.

"Nick!" she shouted."Darling!"

The arena convulsed with angry people. Lexie went down as the stadium collapsed. Nick tried to find
Riordan, but everyone was|ost in the melee of rabid soccer fans.

Itwas the Goths versus the Lombards. These people were barbarians!

Panicked, he turned and sought some exit from the stadium. He was met head-on by aflying wine bottle.
The bottle pulverized itself on the side of hisface, showering him with iridescent purple stars. Wine mixed
with blood.

The starsfdl to the earth. And so did he.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Five

FLOATING UP AND UP, hetried to bring the world into focus, but in his drugged deep thejourney
toward consciousness seemed never-ending. He heard voices.

"We never should have plugged him into the gaming system so soon," someone protested.

Then someone dse, adifferent voice, adifferent sense of authority. "But he'sused to it. Our records
show hedid thisdl thetime."

He heard achant, far away, and from an atogether different source: "Death to the death-dedlers! Death
to Eridani!"

The voices argued among themsalves. He drifted. They sounded like the branches of treesclashingina
storm. Voices of the past. VVoices of the present. The soccer riot. Italian players out to get him. Roaches
cravlingdl over him....

A responsible woman's voi ce filtered through the dark. "Well let him deep it off. Keep him away from
Lexie, Riordan, everyone. He's not atoy.”

Another voice said, "If anyone knows he's here, they'll kill him,’
A judgment came: "It was an irresponsible thing to do.”
And: "He doesn't take togenna well. It makes him forget his past. That iswhat we need most.”

And findly, pervading al of this, came another voice. More familiar. More electric. "Y ou can't keep me
away! Hesmine! You said hewas mine. It'sthe Creed. | need him! | love him! Nickie..."
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The next morning—if morning it was—Nicholas rose and quickly found his clothes. He had cometo
some decisions during the long night, and alook of determination was on hisface when adoctor camein
to check him.

"l seeyou survived," the young medic smiled. "I'm Dr. Bakke, the Counsdlor's personal physician. He
wanted me here with you, as a precaution.”

Dr. Bakke, unlike Riordan, seemed alittle unhedlthy. His face was the color of toadstools, and hishair a
light, tired brown. Hewas only in hismid-thirties, but dready he had liver spots on his hands.

"Where's Counsdor Riordan? | want to talk to him."

"Wed liketo run afew scansfor your chart, first." Hiswas one of the voices from the darkness, Nick
redized. "Y ou've had an unusua response to the gaming system, and if you can help us out we might be
able to make some much-needed changesinit."

Nicholas stood up. He put astrong hand on the man's chest. " Sorry, bub. I'm through being your guinea
pig for awhile. No charts. No scans. No drugs,”" he snapped. "Notify Riordan,now ."

Dr. Bakke became even paer. Nicholas didn't careif he'd suddenly seen him as an Eridani.

A nursewadked in carrying asmall tray of cubes—which Nick recognized as varying doses of genna .
He pointed to the tray. "Do you have an antidote to that stuff?* he asked.

The doctor turned. "Well, yes, naturdly. But, Nicholas, thegenna wears off after—"

"Friend, I'm not stupid. Thegenna may wear off after awhile, but the desire to takeit only increases. |
want no moregenna . Got it? If thereisan antidote, 1'd like to haveit. And call the Professor.”

Dr. Bakke's examination was brief. Nicholas took a cube of something that hissed easily into hisarm.
Bakke seemed disgppointed as he went to summon Riordan.

The Counsdlor had been nearby. He entered the room smiling.

"Y ou didn't tell me your gaming system was so dangerous. They were out to kill me!™ Nicholas practicaly
jumped on him.

Caught off guard, Riordan grimaced and cleared histhroat uneasily. "Please believe me, Nicholas. No
oneintended to harm you. Everyonein DefCon goesinto the games. It's our most important source of
amusement. Y ou would've gone under sooner or later.”

Nick tucked inthetails of histunic. "I think you people are Sick. Y ou should try playing soccer thered
way. Build your own goddamn arenas. Find out what it'sliketo get areal set of clestsin your face." He
strapped on his roach-gun.

Riordan was embarrassed. "Foul-ups like that are rare within the system, Nick. That riot wastotally
gpontaneous.”

"l don't believethat,” Nick said accusingly. " Someone was out to get me. They spoke to medirectly.
Y ou heard them.”

Nicholas strode into the hallway and glanced around, getting his bearings. Riordan followed him.

Nicholas soon made hisway out of the hospital and into an area of walkways, parks, fountains, and



smoothly flowing creeks. Foxfire on the ceilings gave the place an eerie, specird light. A tall holographic
construct, representing this section of DefCon, hovered above a platform next to the moving sde-walk.
Therewas agreen star in the three-dimensiona direction finder indicating their position. Nick began
walking toward asubway stop not too far away.

Hebegan, "I'd like you to tell me what those two Itaians were talking about.”

The Counselor wheezed, trying to keep up with him. "The expertsinformed methat al the playerswere
from various parts of DefCon. One man was over thirty miles away. None of them could've known who
you were."

"What about Lexie's ex-lovers?' Nick asked. They entered along tunnel which opened out into awide
glade. Nick walked across the soft green grass. "Everyone knows I'm with her, and if it wasn't for her
constant duties at the Academy, blabbing about me, shed be my Siamese twin.”

Riordan walked besde him. "Lexi€snew at alot of things. She's only achild, you know."

No, she's not, Counsdlor, Nick thought to himself. She might be alot of things—but "child" is not one of
them. Just take a peek undernegth her tunic and you'll see for yourself....

"It ispossble that you entered synergistically with the gaming computer, mixing in some of your old
memories, rivaries, fears, and thelike," Riordan said.

"What about theriot?' Nick asked. "Areyou saying that | caused theriot?"
"Well," Riordan gtated. " Soccer gameswere known for their enthusiastic responses to the competition.”

During hislong and troubled deep, Nicholas had decided he couldn't tolerate DefCon any further. It was
too much too soon.

Nick recdled the term "future shock." When technology advanced so rapidly an individual had no sense
of what he could rely upon. Obsol escence was the name of the game. Technologies changed; societies
changed. Mords changed. The only way you could survive such changes—if a al—was by offering
yoursdlf as an instrument of change, so as not to become itsvictim. Fight back, in other words.

There had been something positive about his encounter with DefCon's gaming system. It indicated that

in-system techniques had stayed with the survivors of the Third World War. Wasn't it remotely possible
that there were others of his kind deeping somewhere? Captain Lazlo had hinted as much. And much of
the Eridani legend was sustained by the blief that other Peh-de-eh-ghans were waiting to be unleashed.

Nicholas knew that he could survive only with others of hiskind. Otherwise he might never know how he
was moved aong with the rest of Foresee to Omaha—or how the stasis couches were devel oped. Or
when thelast war occurred. He had questions, and no one seemed interested in supplying answers.
Maybe no one knew the answers. Life in DefCon had no future, only a present, with afew ghostly
whisperings of along-gone past.

He had aplan. To begin, he had to eude L exie. Something about her compelled him, againgt dl wishes,
to fal into aweb of unleashed desires. One week with her had been enough, though the Council had
agreed with Lexie that hed be better off in her care until full indoctrination was complete. Lexie brought
back and intensified dl those yearnings and sensud delights held buried long ago, after Rhoanna Martin.
Hedidn't need alittle busybody to dig them up.

At thefar end of the glade they found amoving sdewalk. Nicholas turned to the Counsdlor.



"Whereis Captain Lazlo?' he asked.

Riordan's eyebrowsrose dightly. "I imagine he's down in the Bore bays. He's preparing for another
outing to the south. Why?'

"Good," hesaid. "Let's go down to the bays."

"May | ask why?"

Before Nicholas could respond, the radio on the epaulet of Riordan's tunic beeped.

Riordan touched it. "Yes? What isit?'

Therewas an alarmed voice at the other end. "Counselor, isthe Eridani with you?"

Riordan glanced at Nick, aimost gpologetic.” Mister Tejada iswith me, yes. What's the problem?”

There was atense pause, then the voice returned. " Counsel or, we have areport that acommitteeis
coming to seeyou about... Mister Tgjada."

Nicholas didn't like the sound of that.
"A committee?' Riordan asked.

"Sir, weve cdled out ariot unit to the health complex, but it gppears that some members of the
riot-control group are part of the committee."

"l copy onthat," Riordan said, switching off. "Y ou were talking about the bays?"
"l want out of here," Nicholastold him. "Y ou've seenit yourself. This place's out to get me."
"Nicholas, there are hundreds of locations where you can hide," the Counselor said.

"Look, | don't want to hide. | want to live!" He stepped up onto the moving sidewak. The subway was
not too far away. The Counselor followed rapidly.

"Then, why the Bore bays?' he asked.
Nicholas said, "Captain Lazlo told me no one's ever been west of the Continenta Divide. Right?
"Yes," Riordan sad. "That'strue.”

"There'san Air Force base in Utah that once had Mnemos systems hookups. | had friendsin Sat Lake
City who used them on behalf of Foresee."

This shocked Riordan. Nicholas could amost read the man's mind: Eridani! Even the knowledgeable
professor wasn't without his weaknesses.One Eridani he could probably handle. But what about a
dozen? Or three dozen?

"Nicholas," Riordan began hesitatingly. "I don't know."

Nicholas pulled out his roach-gun. "Either we go for aride and try to find more stasis couches, or dl
that'll beleft of mein thispark will be some bones. Of course, you'll gofirst.”

The glade was empty, and the only soundsfilling it were those of the bursting fountain. VVentilation
provided the only kind of wind they'd ever know. They drifted dong on the silent sdewalk.



"Riordan!" Nicholas began angrily. "Think about it! I don't belong here. I've got to know if there are any
otherslikemedive"

"Nick..." Riordan began, but avoice rang out across the glade.

"Nickie!"it sang. " Oh, Nickie!"

Lexiescdl came from severa announcement speakers hidden in trees throughout the glade.
"Andshe doesn't come!" Nick whispered.

"We can occupy her. Don't worry."

Nicholas smiled, breathing easier. "Think of it asamatter of history. After dl, you may not find any more
Erideni."

"But then what would you do? Y ou'd only have to come back here."
"Maybe I'll stay in Utah,” Nick said. "BecomeaMormon.”
"What'saMormon?'

Nick looked at him. "Never mind. Let'sfind Captain Lazlo."

In the pilot's seat in the nose of the Bore, Captain Lazlo chewed on his ever-present cigar and adjusted
the controls. A rainbow of lights prinkled him with flashing colors. Nicholas sat in the copilot's seet. The
greet fuson enginein front of them was sucking in rock and converting it to white-hot iron, like an
earthworm digesting soil asit burrowed.

In the first compartment behind the Captain's console sat the Counsdlor himsdlf. The Boremen occupied
their usua seats aong the central corridor. The smell of genna flowed everywhere about them. Captain
Lazlo's men were dready plugged into the delights of the shipboard computer system. They'd left
DefCon only haf an hour ago, and already the men were lost to their dreams of other worlds.

"You'resurealot of trouble, son," the Captain said, making somefind adjustments. "If it wasn't for the
Counsdor himsdlf, | wouldn't takeanybody into the west. Some think that's where the great ash falls
darted.”

The Counselor had the door to his private compartment open and was listening in. Nicholas explained
what he had in mind. "Hill Air Force base would have been amagjor target during the war, but most of it
is deep underground. With acraft like this, it shouldn't be too hard to find.”

Lazlo looked skepticdly at Nicholas, chomping on his cigar. Smoke surrounded his goggled forehead
like an ectoplasm. He punched up athree-dimensiond grid of Colorado and eastern Utah.

Thegrid, in glowing green, showed theiron trails the Bores usudly traced when they left DefCon. Those
trails resembled the downward weaving of atreg's mighty roots, only the tree, DefCon, would never
sprout above the earth's surface.

Lazlo moved the grid further west, and Nicholas could see that the longest iron trail went somewhere
near the Unitasin eastern Utah before turning back.

The Captain pointed. "The badlands extend so far west that we just stopped looking for anything. We
prefer traveling in the Midwest. At least we can find basements of old buildings, some foundations.
Maybe a buried road. It's better than trying to find Los Angeles or even aplace like Sesttle. There's



nothing there anymore." The Captain took along, thoughtful pull on hiscigar. "Besdes, it'stoo far to stay
undergenna . We'd be zombies when we got there."

At least the Captain still had the desire to travel, to search. It seemed to be aremnant of the American
Spirit to move on, though he was obvioudy limited by practical considerations. Nick decided that the
Captain was aman he could like, despite his moods.

But there was another reason for not moving west. Travel through the rocks of western Colorado was
very difficult because of thelack of aquifers. Aquifers, such asthe Oglalain the Midwest, made travel
lessjerky, smoother. Their rate of travel to the west would depend upon how their computers handled
what little information they had on the Strata overhead.

Captain Lazlo didn't mind, though. He liked the Bore and he liked exploring. He would have preferred
not to have the Counselor on board though. He didn't want the Historian to hinder his decison-making
process.

The Counsdlor had been able to keegp the committee from reaching the Bore bays and wreaking havoc
on everyoneinvolved in the discovery of the Eridani. It would take the vigilantes months, perhaps years,
to search every cranny of DefCon for Nicholas. But, the Counselor reasoned with Lazlo, if they returned
from Utah with worthwhile data, they might be able to placate the mob.

Nick had hisdoubts. He knew that the committee viewed him as something of an Antichrist. Religionsin
histime had dways held out the promise of better things: afuturein which aMessiah or Avatar would
return and make things better. But when that future arrived as dl-out nuclear warfare—no Messiah
manifested Himsalf. No one was saved. The Bible became lies—and now was forgotten. Nicholas could
find no copy or even computer-storage memory of one.

Nicholas gave the computer approximate directionsto central Utah. "Rouse meif anything exciting
happens,” he said to the Captain. The Bore had leveled out at adepth of five miles.

Nicholas didn't know what he was going to do for the next week; he hoped there would be enough
reading materid in the computer's memory. No gaming system and nogenna for him.

But when he got to his compartment door he smelledgenna . Migt drifted around him. He did the door
open and discovered Lexie ingde, wearing only a sheer, skimpy nightie and turning the dial to increase
the output of the hypnotic, aphrodisiacal drug. She was half-gone dready. It was clear that she had to
make an effort just to stay upright on the love-couch.

"Oh, Chrigt," Nick said.

He hadn't checked his quarters when he got onto the Bore, but there was no way she could've gotten on
board without being spotted. He was very surprised to see her.

"Hi, sweetheart,” she sang deepily. "Comeonin.”

How had she doneit? There was nowhere he could go, it seemed, without her knowing about it. His
heart sank.

He was beginning to get acontact high just from standing at the door. Lexie turned and made a space on
the pillow for him.

Shaking with rage, he quickly pulled the plastic door to the compartment shut. There was no outside
lock, so he had to hold the door against her with what strength his rage could muster. Which was alot.



Thehissng of thegenna within was cut off. Surprised, Lexie shouted, "What are you doing? Nickie! You
belong to me! Y ou can't do this" Her little fists beat against the door.

Nick braced hisfeet on the opposing chamber hatch and held the door to Lexie's compartment securely
shut, keeping most of the gastrapped inside. Let her pound and scream. Sheld use more oxygen and
would soon hyperventilate.

After afew harried moments, the pounding did stop. Everything became quiet except for the low
thrumming of the fusion engines. Nicholas opened the door, looked inside, and saw L exie spread-eagled
on the couch, lost to her halucinations.

She must have known she wasn't going to make it to her prize. She had managed in her last few seconds
of wakefulness to put on the gaming computer's headphones.

Either way, heredlized, sdfish little Lexie was going to get some fun out of the Situation. Sex orgenna , to
her it didn't matter.

He closed the hatch and stepped into the chamber across from hers.
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Chapter Six

THE TRIP LASTEDfive days, seven and ahdf hours, and in none of that time did heyield to either the
temptation of genna or the presence of Lexie.

Nicholaswondered if there was a rejuvenating aspect togenna which prevented muscle and bone from
atrophying. The Boremen barely stirred during the journey, but Nick recalled how fit the soldiers, seemed
when they had found him. For himsdlf, caisthenics, yoga, and jogging in place kept him fit enough.

Inthe middle of thefifth day, he was reading in the computer library about the founding two hundred
years previous of one of DefCon'sleves, when the Captain hailed him over the intercom.

"| think weve picked up something,”" Lazlo said.

Nicholasleft his cabin immediately. He found the Captain pouring over the three-dimensiona computer
grid that hovered above the driving console.

"What have you got?' Nick asked, staring at the brilliant green hologram.

Lazlo, eyes il bleary from arecent spell withgenna , pointed at the maze of tunndls and underground
rooms the grid indicated was somewhere right above them. At the very bottom of the grid, at the
lowermost level of the underground sanctum, was ayellow blip that represented the dowly moving Bore.
Lazlo said, "We passed an dectrical conduit about ahalf hour ago. | traced it, and the computer found a
way to diagram the burial chambers. It'sabig place.”

The three-dimensiona grid depicted an underground complex about the size of aten-story building.
Therewerelong hals, dl interconnected, and severa very large chambers. It seemed linked to the
surface of the earth by asingle devator shaft.

Lazlo gestured at the grid. "The computer saysit's got eectricity somewhere." Helooked at Nicholas.

Nick nodded. "Thisisit. I'm sure of it."
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Lazlo pointed to aplace on the grid. "Thislookslike out best bet,” he said. "It resembles where we found
you, and looks pretty blast-proof."

"Makes sense," Nicholas responded.

Lazlo pulled back on the controls, and the Bore began moving upward. Nick followed the blip of yellow
light onthegrid.

"I'm heading for that large chamber," the Captain pointed out. "1t's big enough to hold the Bore, and it's
as close aswe can get to the central chamber without doing too much damage to the complex.”

"Shall | wake the Counsalor?' Nick asked.
"Hell come out when the Bore stops. So will the men.”

Nicholas paused, then, "What about your daughter?" Lexie hadn't been heard from since Nicholas had
shut her inwith thegenna .

The Captain pondered, saring at thetip of hiscigar. "Wdll, son, she's capable of taking care of hersdlf.
She's growing by legps and bounds.”

"I thought you had the Bore checked before we left. Y ou know | didn't want her to come dong.”
"Beats me how she got in. She's beyond my control. She's beyond anyone's control now.”

Nick had thought alot about Lexie during their trip. His romantic adventuresin the past had dwaysled to
disaster—but Lexiewas atotally different experience. In Lexi€slife, there were no rules. Her mother

had died when she was achild, and Lazlo, asif to somehow make up for that emotiona |oss, was dways
burrowing hither and yon, staying away from the reminders of his own past.

The Boretilted progressively toward the vertical. Nick watched the yellow light on the hologram move
up through the different layers of sted and reinforced concrete of the complex. Lazlo guided the craft
with asure hand, feding hisway through the earth.

The Borefindly halted. "Werein alarge chamber, about a hundred feet wide and thirty-five feet deep.
Theair's clean—that's agood sign. Looks like the whole complex survived the wars," the Captain
informed him.

Nicholas climbed out of his seat. Because they were vertical, he had to swing out over the rungswhich
had extended from the floor of the corridor.

The Boremen were starting to rouse themselves and he descended to his own compartment before the
soldiers could catch sight of him. None knew that he was on board, and he wanted the Captain himself to
inform them of his presence.

Nick reached his compartment, but as he did the door to Lexie's chamber eased open, |etting a breath of
week-oldgenna wheeze out. Lexie appeared dressed in tunic and work-boots. He watched her closaly.

She just stood there, staring back. He had expected her to burst out, knife-in-teeth, like a buccaneer
ready to draw blood. But she seemed pacified.

"This better be good," she announced to him.

Nicholas looked deep into her whirlpool eyes. "At least coming here€'s better than getting your head
kicked in back at DefCon, wouldn't you say?'



"That wasn't supposed to happen,” she said in a huff.

The soldiers squirmed in their couches, looking for their equipment. Lazlo made his announcement.
"Boys, the Counsdlor himself ishereto oversee thismission. Nicholas Tgadais hereaswdll. Now, |
don't want any funny stuff on thisjob. Got that? Just assst the Historian here with anything he might need.
Nothing's gonna happen.”

Jarre craned his head downward, as did many of the others. Lazlo perched high above on the corridor's
rungs.

"Weve reached what seemsto be an underground storage facility, probably belonging to Hill Air Force
Base," he spoke as he began to descend. "I want everything categorized properly, and | don't want any
of you guys messing around with things you shouldn't.”

He climbed down the ladder to the bottom, where Lexie and Nicholas stood, and glared fiercdly into his
daughter's eyes.Handy off the merchandise, hisexpresson sad.

The soldiers above them waited for the Eridani to get out of their way. Nicholas didn't like their stares.
Riordan clambered down beside them &t the airlock.

The Captain stepped out first. Severd of the wandering glow-globes cameto life and raitled down the
ramp, throwing out afrogty light.

"Wow!" gasped one of the Boremen asthey piled out of the Bore.

The Captain turned. "Titus, check for sharks. We're too deep for floaters, but | want to make sure we're
clear before we do anything stupid.”

"Yes, gr," the redheaded boy said.

He set adevice down on the floor, made some adjustments, then looked up at the Captain. "We're safe
for at least four levels up, sir. Nothing moving—nothing even waiting to move.”

"Good," Lazlo said. "OK, proceed.”

The Bore had entered an immense hanger. Surrounding them were dozens of fighter planesand a
predatory-looking bomber. All of their wings werefolded up like handsin prayer, and their air-intake
ducts were plugged with plastic plates. Equipment which must have serviced the aircraft was dso
covered in clear plastic. From the celling hung hoses waiting to spout fuel into the silent aircraft, dong
with various bomb racks and dender missiles.

The sound of their boots on the cold cement was magnified in this chamber which had not seen human life
in ten centuries. Nicholas stood benesth the wing of one of the ships, redizing that its design was beyond
anything of his day—and that it wasin tip-top shape, ready to go.

The Counsglor had avideo unit perched on his shoulder and was panning the area. Seeing this, Lexie
took out asmaller cameraof her own, but made only afew obligatory clicks a the aircraft. She was
watching Nick—as were the soldiers.

Captain Lazlo caught thisand yelled at hismen, "All right, guys! Knock it off! Y ou'vedl got work to do,
sodoit!"

The soldiersreluctantly turned away from the Bore and began to unlimber their equipment. Lazio ordered
them to spread out through the complex. A couple of the wandering globes of light pursued their hosts



across the floor.
"Jarrel" Lazlo then turned to his second-in-command. "Over here.”

Sergeant Jarre had been asssting Riordan, scanning with a powerful light beneeth the very
strange-looking bomber. He looked over to the Captain. "Yes, dr," he said.

Lazlo said, "Let's break into acomputer linein the walls and follow it. Look for power leads that might
sugtain stasis couches.”

"Stads couches?" Jarre asked timoroudly.

"Yes, that's right. Stasis couches! That's why we're herel™ Captain Lazlo barked. "And these aren't
Eridani, ether. So, get that out of your mind right now."

Sergeant Jarre turned to the Counselor, who smiled reassuringly at the Boreman. But Nicholas knew that
it didn't help matters any to bein the presence of a cache of war machines athousand years old which
would easily enable any resurrected Eridani to spread their madness across the earth as they had done
before.

Captain Lazlo reached for his pistol and snapped the holster buckle aside. Y ou've got your orders,
miger."

"Captain," the Counsdlor pulled Lazlo aside. "Are your men aways like this?'
Lazlo snarled around his cigar, "They haven't had an audience before.”
Jarre went to work on awall of computer equipment.

Lexie, meanwhile, had edged closer to Nicholas. In her pearl-white uniform she seemed to glow. She
smiled a him. "We have dl thetimein the world, sweetie. No need to rush.”

Riordan waked up to them. "Nick, this place is absolutely unlike any we've ever known in our history."
While Nicholas could sense the man's excitement, he could aso hear the palitical gearsworking. "Were
sure to change the minds of the citizens of DefCon!"

Above them there was a sudden hiss. A face appeared on alarge TV screen hanging from the celling. An
age-old video recording, it had been called up by Jarré's dectronic fiddling.

"DefCon Onel" the face on the screen shouted. "All stations! DefCon Onel Thisisnot atest! We are at
DefCon Onel”

The cry rebounded throughout the magnificent hanger, and everyone spun around, surprised by its
hysteria. Tituswhipped out his pistol and fired asingle shot into the screen.

"Chrigt!" Lazlo shouted, dashing away from thefaling glass.
Lexie screamed and grabbed Nicholas.

Lazlo pulled out hisgun and aimed it at Titus, who was quaking with fright. "Watch it, boy! I'm warning
you!"

The Boremen were crouching with their guns out and ready. The Captain strode into the center of the
hanger underneath the wings of the surreal bomber.



"Now, get this" he began dowly. "We are on amilitary expedition, and | expect you clownsto behave
accordingly. The next one who shoots his gun off isgoing to get shot in return.”

"Captain," young Titus began. "Thisplaceisfull of...those " he said, pointing to Nick.
Lazlo turned to Riordan. ™Y ou want to help me out with this, Professor?”

Riordan was only too glad to assist. ™Y oung man, be assured that you arein no danger. In fact, DefCon
is counting on you and your compatriots. The Eridani are amyth, and whileit istrue that we suspect
some of the First World's original inhabitants to be deeping here—like Nicholas—we know them to be
harmless. Trust us."

Tituss pale blue eyes moved nervoudy over the undercarriages of the aircraft. It was clear he had yet to
be convinced. Riordan did cut an impressive figure, though, with the mini-cam over his shoulder. Titus
glanced at his superiors, not knowing what to think.

Lightsflared on overhead and everyone started. Sergeant Jaffe pulled his head out of a maintenance port
he'd found inthewall. "There's atemporary hydroelectric generator benesth the base," he said. "1 got it
garted. It'll hold aslong as we want."

"Findly, something's been doneright." Lazlo turned to Nicholas. "I guesswe can try to track down those
couches"

They moved out into the corridors, the Boremen trailing behind. Severa had brought cameras with them.
Others scanned the walls with peculiar devices.

Thewide hallway was designed for both vehicular and foot traffic. Boxes of food and medicine were
stacked neatly adong the sides of the corridor, but their contents had long since collgpsed into dust.

Inthisslent place, Nicholas more than anything wanted to be aone. Though aweek withoutgenna had
not been enough to completely clear the drug out of Nick's system, his heart raced. The thought that
there might be others of hiskind frozen in suspended animation invigorated him. He needed contact with
home.

Thelong corridor led to an intersection. There, three other halways went off into the rock. The overhead
lightsreveded acavernousinfinity.

The Captain sent five men down the corridor to the left, and the main party proceeded to theright. The
computer had suggested that the stasis room—if that was what it was—might be at the end of that
particular halway.

Riordan turned to Nick and, with the mini-cam aimed at him, asked, "Nicholas, are there any other
placeslikethis|eft in the country?'

Lexie beamed proudly by hisside, caught in the camerds eye.

Nicholas was uneasy. "It dl depends on how many bases had storage facilities far enough underground.
Do you haveto point that thing a me?"

Sergeant Jarre had gone to the far end of the corridor. "Captain!" he cried out. Hed found ahuge meta
door set deep in solid rock.

They ranto thewadl. Nicholasturned to Lazio. "Isthisit?' His nervestingled with anticipation.



Lazlo pulled out hiscigar. "There's achamber just beyond. Could beit."

The Boremen shifted nervoudy behind them. Riordan stood back, taking everything in with his mini-cam.
Lexie was both impatient and alittle bored with the whole thing.

"How do we open it?"' Nick asked the Captain. There was acomputer lock onit, and Nicholas knew
that explosive triggers were often set into such things. 1t depended on what kind of world the deepers
indde thought would greet them.

"Jarre," the Captain said. " Can you make anything of this?'

Riordan focused the camera on the Sergeant. Nick stood far to one Side, letting the smal man do hisjob
unimpeded.

Lexie whispered to him as Jarre worked on the lock. "I hope you know thisisn't going to help. Nothing
will comeof it."

"What are you talking about?' Nick responded.
"I think you know," she returned, smiling coquettishly.

At Jarre's touch, the computer lock sprang open and the huge seal around the giant door cracked with a
loud pop. Lazlo grabbed the handle and pulled. Air that had been entombed for centuries gushed out.
Opening thelock had turned on the lightsinsde. Riordan quickly moved his camerainto range.

"Great day," the Counsdlor breathed.

They stepped into the chamber. The room was long and narrow, quite like the Omaha chamber—only
thistime every couch bore an active green light.

"They'redivel" Nicholas said excitedly. "My God, they madeit!" He rushed inside and looked around.
The soldiers stayed far away. Lexie pouted, her arms crossed. Lazlo's cigar glowed feverishly.

"Thisisamost too good to betrue," Nicholas said. There were namepl ates, identification numbers, and
medica information on each couch drawer. Nicholas didn't recognize any of them. It didn't matter,
though. Hed found friends.

Just then, Tituss voice rang out over Captain Lazlo's radio epaulet. "Captain?'
"Yes whatisit?'

"What was that exploson?'

"What exploson?'

"Just now. That noise.”

"We found the stasi's chamber. It was the vault door."

"No," Titus stated. "After that. It sounded like asmall detonation.”

Riordan lowered his mini-cam dowly. Lazlo pinched the disk at his shoulder. "We didn't hear any
exploson.”

"Wdl,we did, Captain. We thought it was you."



The Boremen began looking around, backing off into the outer corridor. Lazlo stared at Nicholas. "I
didnt hear anything," hesaid. "Did you?'

Nicholas shook his head. Lexie became suddenly angry. "It's nothing," she snapped. "Why are you men
S0 Supid?' She moved in front of Nicholas. Captain Lazio touched hisradio. "Check on it fast, boy," he
ordered Titus.

The Boremen in the outside hall broke and ran like quail in atornado. "Hey!" Lazio shouted, running up
to the porta of the vault. "Just where do you think you're going?"

Titussvoice grated once again at Lazlo's shoulder. "Captain!™

"What, damnit!" heyelled.

"It'sanother shark, Captain. Five or Six levels overhead,” Titustold them.

"| thought you said there were no sharks, Titug!"

"Nothing showed for four levels, Sir. | told you."

"No!" shouted Lexie.

They heard the rumbling, somewhat diminished by distance and five levels. But definitely there.
Lazlo looked up at the ceiling asif he could seeit. "It'sashark dl right. Its engines are starting up.”
Standing beside Lexie, Nicholas could amost fed her contempt.

"No, it'snot ashark! It can't beashark!" Shedirected al of her spite at her father. "You'realiar! You're
an incompetent—"

"What?' Lazlo grabbed her. "A liar? Incompetent? What the hell'swrong with you?Listen! "
The rumbling increased, and they could clearly hear afaint grinding sound.
"Oh, Lost Messiah!" Counsdlor Riordan breathed in hisfright.

The Counsdor suddenly seemed like areprobate seeking heavenly redemption. He began to knedl, and
Nicholas thought that the man wanted to pray in hisfind moments.

But Riordan was only laying the mini-cam down carefully, removing the precious tape cassette. He then
rose and stared at the three of them. "We'd better leave, Captain.”" He put on his mask of stern
authority—but he couldn't redlly disguise the panic he felt. The curse of the Eridani was about them
everywhere now.

Lexie suddenly screamed above the low rumbling of the shark's passage. "Go away!" she shouted. "It's
not fair"

L azlo grabbed his daughter and pushed her and Riordan into the corridor. "God damn it! Shut up and get
going! Thething can hear ud

Nicholas followed them to the vault opening. The corridor was empty of Boremen. Lexie cast a
desperate look at Nick—alook sheld never given him before. It seemed wistfully
compass onate—amost lonesome.



"Take off your boots," Lazlo commanded.
"What?' Lexielooked down. Her father was aready on the floor, struggling out of his boots.

"| said take off your boots and keep quiet. It might stop if it doesn't hear any more sounds.” The Captain
tossed his boots aside.

"It can il hear ustaking, Daddy!" she said.

Lazlo reached an arm around her legs and threw her to thefloor. "I said take off your boots! Y ou, too,"
he added to Nicholas.

Riordan had dready doffed his boots.

Lazlo rose. "We can dways come back. In afew years we can sneak up on the shark—figure out away
todisamit. Itll bewarm for awhile, though.”

"A fewyears 7' Nicholasfelt his heart break. "We just got here. Isn't there anything we can do now to
sopit?'

"Not if wewant to save the complex. We've got too much to lose at the moment. We can wait."
"Well, | can't wait," hesad.
There was a sickening crash above them asif cement and steel had been torn.

Captain Lazlo tossed hiscigar away. "Come, children.” He began running in his stocking feet down the
hall, followed by the Counselor, who carried his valuable tape.

"No!" cried Lexie as her father pulled her along.
"Bequiet," he said. He looked back at Nicholas. "What the hdll are you doing? Come on!"
Nick looked into the vault and hesitated. He had come o close to being with people of hisown era.

In one gesture he threw the outer door control switch and jumped back inside the stasis vault asthe
ponderous door grated shut.

"Nickiel" came Lexiesfrantic shout.

Inside, with the door now firmly sealed, he turned to the stasis couches. There seemed to be more than a
hundred couchesin the wall, and each one harbored avital human being. The computer till functioned,
though at the lowest leve of efficiency.

If the Captain could make it back to the Bore without setting off the shark, then his plan would work. But
if Lazlo couldn't, at least Nick would perish with hisown kind.

Hefound an empty couch, pulled it out, arranged the wiresin the stasis head-cap, and climbed in. He
eased himsdlf into thewall and darkness. He plugged in.

He became the complex. The others dept around him, but he was awake and fdlt the tendrils of
connection to the underground storage facility.

"He'smine! HEsminel" Lexie was screaming, tears reddening her soft cheeks. Captain Lazlo was
carrying her over hisshoulder. Her tiny fists pounded on his backside.



"What about Nicholas?' the Professor shouted above the throaty roar of the impending shark.
"Forget him!" Cagptain Lazlo huffed. "He's shark bait now.”

There were Eyes and Ears everywhere in the complex, and Nicholas saw and heard through every one of
them.

He wondered how the shark had found them. Why hadn't it come aive when the Bore lunged into the
hanger facility? Why did breaching the door-sed awaken it?

Then Nicholasfound Titus.

The redheaded, trigger-happy youth was sitting with acrawler in hislap oneleve abovethe stasis
chamber. The crawler was emitting its seductive begp—caling for the shark. But the crawler'swheds
sounin Titusslap. It wasn't going anywhere—it wasn'tmeant to go anywhere. Titus was summoning the
shark!

The expression on the Boreman's face was quite peculiar. Distorted. Asif the boy was going through a
battle with himsdlf. Hiseyesrolled, hislips quivered.

Titus spoke in acracked voice to the empty hall.

"We're doing what we can," he whispered above thebeep! beep! beep! of the crawler. "Forgive us.
Forgive Lexie"

Nicholas couldn't understand it. Why wasn't he fleeing with the rest of them? He tried to speak, but the
system only had Eyes and Ears. There was no Mouth.

Then he saw the shark. One of his Eyes pierced the Stygian darkness and found it asit crashed through
the celling of avacant workroom and crept down onto the floor, scattering plaster, dabs of sheetrock,
and metd tubing behind it. It was aminiature verson of the Bore, with ahead full of explosive plutonium.
It moved dowly. It sunk its malevolent face—around fusion plate—into the floor of the empty
workroom and burned down through the tile, sucking up the cement underneeth. A long tail of molten
rock gushed from itsrear, setting fire to everything around it.

Lying in the ancient stasis couch, Nicholas knew what its warhead could do.

"WEell be back, Nick!" adistant voice promised in the long, dark hals. But his mind wasn't fast enough to
reach al the Eyesand Earsto find out who said it. " Stay tight! We're going to get you out!"

There came another, more ominous rumbling. Nicholas quickly shifted hisvision around, looking for the
cause. Ashedid, he smelled gasrising about him. Notgenna , but something different. The sysem was
reacting to his presence in the couch. Its defenses were taking over. He began to fade.

"Youremine!" afemae voice cried. Nicholas could dmost fed thetearsbehind it. Y ou're dways mine
and they'll never take you away from me! Never!"

The shark vaporized in an angry explosion that drew acloak of sorrowful dark about him. Nicholasfell
into asudden and fina peace.
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Chapter One

"HELLO, NICHOLAS," the woman said as she entered the room. Nicholas rose and shook her
hand. Turquoise bracelets clicked at her wrist. "Melissa Salazar. I'm glad we could meet.”

Somehow, he'd expected the head of Foresee to be a man, not an attractive fortyish woman. He
liked her dark eyes. They were friendly and intelligent.

She sat behind her desk. "I've been looking over your application and your in-systemtrials.
"Yes, ma'am."

"Don't call mema'amor you'refired," she said, smiling.

"1 got the job?"

"You got the job." Melissa Salazar leaned back in her chair. Beyond the wide window behind her,
Nick could see the Pacific Ocean and part of tranquil La Jolla aswell.

"I'd like to know more about you, though," she said, leafing through the dossier on her lap. "In
your own words. For example, this Kennedy thing. That's pretty impressive. It backs up, by the
way, what Mnemos Eight tells us about you."

"I was eleven when it happened.” Why was he so nervous? The woman was very congenial, acting
almost like an older sister.

"Right," she said. "Nineteen sixty-two."

"I was home sick from school that day. | don't remember what | had, but | do remember that
whenever | stayed home—sick or not—'d always hang out in my room. I'd read comics or listen to
theradio." He rubbed his hands nervoudly. Did she want to hear this? He went on. " Anyway, |
was in my roomwhen | got thisreally weird urge to turn on the television.”

"An urge?"
"I almost never watched TV when | was sick. You know, game shows and stupid housewife-stuff.”
"Yet, something told you to turn on the TV."

"I just got up, grabbed a couple of pillows, and sat down in front of the set. The pillows were the
strange part. Something in me knew that | was going to be watching television for a while."

Melissa Salazar nodded, gazing at the profile papers.

Nick went on. "President Kennedy was on all three networks, telling us about the Cuban
Blockade. | wasreally scared, Ms. Salazar."

"Melissa."

"Mélissa. It was like | could feel the whole country being scared too, and it told me to turn on the
TV. | still don't know what it was."

"Did you know how serious the missile crisis was?"

"Yes," he said.



Melissa cleared her throat. " The possibility of nuclear war isa big burden for a child to carry.”
Nick was silent.

Melissa continued, "Tell me about the incident with the Russian bomber." Nicholas liked the tinny
sounds her bracel ets made when she went through the papers. The small sounds, the gestures of
women...

"That was a few years later. | was spending the summer in Flagstaff at my Uncle Frank and Aunt
Lorrie's house. One day when | finished chopping some firewood for them, | decided to take a
short nap. | woke up when | heard a droning noise very high up.”

"A droning noise?"
"Right. It was very weird."
Melissa smiled thinly.

"See, when | was a kid | used to build model airplanes. And there's only one kind of bomber that
makes a sound like that. A B-36. I'd seen them before in real life. Big things. You know B-36s?"

"Yes," she smiled at him.
"Well, anyhow, | got up and looked in the sky for it, but | couldn't seeit.”
"What made you think it should've been there—aside from hearing its engines?"

"Well, Flagstaff is about forty miles to the north of a major cross-country flight path. You see
contrails over that part of Arizona all the time."

"But no bomber."

"Then some numbers came to my mind: zero, seven, five, seven, four."
"And the word '‘Bear’ as well."

"Right."

Melissa pondered the papers, then she pulled up a computer sheet. “"When did you guessit was
related to the Russian coastal -reconnai ssance flights?"

"I saw a pictureinLife. It's sort of famous now. It shows a Russian holding up a Coke bottle in the
fuselage window beneath the tail of a Bear reconnaissance bomber that two American jets were
escorting away from the east coast. Those Bears sound almost exactly like the old B-36s, with
their turbo-assisted prop-engines, which is what the B-36s had."

"And the serial number of the bomber was correct?"

"The numbers, yes," he said, remembering it well. "There was a symbol or word in Russian, but |
didn't get it. But even now | can tell you where Bear bombers are. | can feel them." His voice was
slow. He was staring out at the blue San Diego sky above the ocean. How he yearned to be out in
those waves, sailing with Rhoanna. Maybe this new job will give me time, he thought.

"How old were you then?"



"Sixteen. It seems like yesterday, though.”

"What about today?"

Nicholas looked searchingly into her eyes. "They're still out there,” he said.
"Where?"

"Two hundred miles south southwest of San Diego. Fifty-five thousand feet. One bomber, close to
Mach 1."

"You're sure of that?" She seemed as calm as a poker player.

"They'relike flies to a piece of candy, Ms. Salazar," he said, leaning forward. "Our Seventh Fleet
ison maneuversin Hawaii. Those Bears are going to take some pictures.”

Melissa Salazar smiled. She then did a few things with the computer at her desk. Within a few
seconds a small line of data ran out in green formation across the computer's screen. She nodded
to herself and switched it off.

"You're very good, Nick."
"And | got the job?"
"You got the job."

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Two

"SAL," NICHOLAS CALLEDout. "I smel flowers, SA."

Somewhereingde, he knew that Melissa Salazar was not present to hear hiswords. But the flowers
were there. Quince blossoms, marigolds, hydrangess, phlox, lupine—all of adozen colorsand
fragrances.

"Rhoanna," he breathed. Something in the flowers smelled of Rhoanna.

But she, too, was not thereto hear him in hisdreaming. A vision came to him of the hibiscus and the
volley of sngpdragonsthat grew outside their apartment in La Jolla. How he had loved those flowers! He
saw her bending over them in her caftan bathrobe, nurturing them asif they were her children.
Chrysanthemums, azaleas, camdlias....

The powerful aromaof aforest of flowersand vines cameto him. Slowly, they roused him from his
dreaming of them.

Awake. Not awake.\What was he?

Hethought it curious that a sea of golden danddlions would be crushed benegth his mighty whedsashe
rolled ever onward over aplain of green grass and ddlicate yellow flowers.

Hiswhed s?Rolling?

He opened his eyes—or tried to, but felt no movement of hiseydids. Y et animage formed beforehim: a
world that encompassed him with the colors, the sounds, and the sensations of spring. The sky was an
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ocean azure, and pillowy cumulus clouds hung above like fleece shorn from Olympian sheep. The far-off
hills bristled thick with woods, and at the base of those woods were gatherings of flowers and unfettered
vines

"Hdlo?' hecaled out searchingly.

He began exploring his sensations. He felt a sudden rush of hel plessness—his flesh and bonesweren't
responding as flesh and bones. He was rolling. He stood upon whedls twice the height of aman, and he
was moving acrossawide valey. He could fed the tiny heads of dandelions going down benegath his
wide, metd whedls.

He concentrated upon the rolling. The whedls.
Hewasinside something. A something that was aive—though made so by hisown intelligence.

Moving his perceptions up from the whedls, he expanded his sensations to the widdly spaced axles, then
on up to the main bodly itself. It was an unfamiliar land craft. His body waslong, broad, and very much
likethat of acrustacean, segmented and silver-plated. And he knew that he was heading, dowly, ina
southerly direction through avaley that ran wild with columbine.

The shock of dl thisbrought up astorm of conflicting emotions—thefirst of which was panic.

He'd been awake—if he could cdll it that—for about aweek but only the influx of olfactory sensations
from this particular meadow had brought him fully around.

He was outside!

Long had he dept in adream of entrgoment, the sort of dream that came from being contained
somewherefor an incaculably long time. Images had been drifting across his preconscious mind for days:
DefCon. The Bor€'s ceasdesstunnding. Lexie....

But they seemed ages past. A cdamity of cherry blossoms assailed his perceptions from al sides of his
surdy, trundling form. The dark, womblike world of DefCon began to recede from his awareness.

Where am | ?he screamed to himsdlf. What am 1?2

"Helo!" hecried out again.

Voices cameto him. The voices of women.

"Hush!" one said quickly. "He's coming out! Oh, greet day!"

"Inform the rest of the Clan! Oh, hurry!"

"Shhh!" returned the first, more authoritative, voice. "We must be gentle with him."

A bolt of energy snapped suddenly through hisbody. A warm, soft femae hand had touched his check.
His cheek?

The colossal moving sensation that had envel oped his body-consciousness came to ahdt. The craft had
stopped.

Thewarm hand fdt familiar, and its gentleness brought back another memory: Something burrowing.
Cockroaches the size of dogs....



A girl'sface drifted before him in the mists of memory, but fell back into the twilight world which had
spawned it.

He opened hiseyes—hisreal eyes.

"All praiseto the Cland" awoman in front of him said in athroaty voice. She clapped her hands, and
grateful tears cameto her eyes.

Nicholastried to blink theilluson into focus. She was the most strikingly beautiful woman he had ever
seenin hislife. Her hair was pure spun gold, and her skin glowed with arich bronze tan.

Like the women gathered behind her, she wore aregd-looking kilt or short togawith asmple gold
necklace around her throat. Her hands were strong and capable, and her figure full and robust. 1t had
been thiswoman's hand which had graced his cheek so gently.

She bent over the couch in which helay asthe tears continued to trail down her cheeks. "Thank al the
gods," shewhispered. "It'sbeen solong...."

Nicholas began to understand.

Hewasin something like astasis couch; it was open, and a helmet of peculiar design cupped his head
and the back of hisneck. He blinked. He could till fed the large vehicle in which he moved, because the
couch wasttied into the computer, or unit, which propeled it long.

Hewasdivel

The golden woman touched him once again. There was an aura of ruggedness about her, though she
appeared to be gentle. Confidence and strength added to her attractiveness. She was obvioudy the
leader.

"Wheream |?' he asked, or tried to.

In reply, she snapped her fingers and turned aside. Nicholas saw two servant girls rush over, bearing
pitchers. Likethelr leader, they wore short kilts, and each was cast in bronze.

"Amazons," was the word that cameto Nicholass mind.

At thefar end of the room stood a cluster of other women, all dressed smilarly except for the addition of
ribbons of various colors which probably denoted rank. They were of differing ages, but al were
vigorous-looking.

Sowly, Nicholas sat up. The helmet wastight around his skull, but the pressure didn't bother him as
much as histhirst. He took agoblet from the servant and downed it without considering that it might not
be water.

Whatever it was, it quenched histhirst quickly, having the rgjuvenating qudlities of water—and something
else besides. He felt the blood quicken in histired body.

The servant withdrew, and the golden lady smiled a him. "l am Cesya."

She was quite close to him. Her breath smelled as fresh as abouquet of flowers—flowersfrom the
paradise beyond the windows of the craft in which helay. Her eyes sparkled with golden flecks, and the
tears she'd shed upon his awakening were gone. Her smile waslike the sun rising to anew day.

"l..." Hehedtated, finding hisvoice. "My namés—"



She touched him on the arm. Nothing must be rushed, the gesture seemed to say. There was plenty of
time

"You are Tgada," she said proudly. "You arein the Clantram Tgada, and you have brought us'—she
paused and held her bresth for an instant, briefly closing her eyes—"you have broughtme great happiness
by your awakening."

"Clantramwhat ?'

His name had tripped off her tongue asif shed known Spanishinflectionsal her life. But it wasthe
descriptive adjective which bothered him.Clantram Tegada

With thewoman's help, he carefully pulled off the bulky helmet, wires diding from the skin of histemples
and neck. He st it aside gently.

Cesyastood up. The suggestive form beneath her tunic sent arousing ripples throughout his own body as
he gazed & her. "Thisisthe Clantram Te ada, and we have been of your Clan since the beginning of
time"

She spoke majestically, asif her words had been rehearsed and kept within her for the thirty-odd years
of her life. Each word hung like aprecious jewe full of vaue and meaning.

She continued, "It has been long believed that you would awaken like the Hearts of the other Clans upon
the earth, but your deep has lasted many, many lifetimes. Y ou areour Heart," she smiled. "But you arenmy
Heart aswell. Please, tell us how you are feding.”

Nicholas craned hislegs over the edge of the stasis couch, fedling very weak indeed. His head seemed to
spin from awedter of detail. Hearts, Clantrams, flowers....

Heredlized, with an awful shock, that he must have been degping, like Rip Van Winkle, on that couch
for thousands of years. He certainly felt like he had. Every one of those years creaked in his bones.

He stood up dowly on the cool metal of thefloor. Suddenly his knees buckled. With asurprised cry he
fdl to thefloor.

The women rushed to him and helped him to rise. He shook in Cesyasarms. She held him firmly.

"Y ou mugt take things very dowly, Heart. Y ou've been deeping in the Unit for avery long time. Y our
body mugt take itstime adjusting. Are you in need of medication?'

Shewasformal and consderate. Hefdt like afamily heirloom newly discovered in an old attic.

"I'm fine," Nicholastold her. Her breasts were warm against his arm as she supported him. Her strength
was both unexpected and welcome.

"How long have | been... likethis?' Heindicated the couch with awegk hand. "Wheream 17"
There were crisscrosses of tiny crow's feet at the corners of Cesyas eyesthat creased when she smiled.

"Y ou have been with usfor generations beyond generations. Even we don't remember. When the first
Blossoms of the dead world bloomed, you were among thefirst to be found.”

"Blossoms?"

Some of the women—the younger ones—giggled and were summarily shushed by the older ladies.



Cesyaheld Nick so that he could see out through the wide windows that lined the room. The view
seemed to say it dll.

"Oh, yes," she said with reverence. "The Blossoms gave us this beautiful world. All of our Hearts come
from the Blossoms that the last empireleft us. Because of you, we have survived.”

Nicholas gazed beyond the window. The world beyond the Clantram was green, lush, and bounteous.
The window through which he stared was entirely open—there was no glass or protective quartz. Air
circulated fredy, with it came the sensuous smells of the fields which surrounded them.

What was the hdf-life of uranium 235? Two hundred and fifty thousand years, he seemed to recall. What
about al the reactor-core plutonium released in ground bursts? How long would that take to break
down?

Two hundred and fifty thousand yearst And much more.

Nicholas staggered to the window and took in adeep bregth of air. The capillariesin hislungs seemed to
sprout likethelimbs of atree. It was asif he hadn't breathed for millennia

How could the world of DefCon—so eternally bleak on the outside, so unmitigatedly decadent on the
ingde—lead to this Edenic vision? Had aquarter of amillion years gone by?

"Don't think, Heart," Cesyawhispered gently into hisear. "Y ou are where you belong—and it isno
dream.”

Nicholas stared at her closdly. Therewas no malicein her eyes. She seemed dl too willing to dote on his
needs for the moment. Y et, there was an assumed connection between them he didn't comprehend.

"Heart," she had said. He was her Heart.

Cesyasmiled, squinting in the wind as she leaned out the window. The breeze tugged softly at her
featherlike golden hair. "Since | became leader of the Tgadas, you have been under my care. | havelong
awaited the day when | would be your wife. There were timeswhen | dared not think it could cometrue.
Now it has"

"My wife?' Nicholas said, stunned. "Now, wait asecond. Y ou're going way too fast for me. | just woke
up. For awhilel thought | was dead.” He recalled the flight from DefCon, and the shark.

"l want some ansvers.”
Just then he heard avoice from behind the other women. It was another voice of authority.
"Cesya | have just heard the news!"

The women toward the rear of the compartment stepped aside, revealing alarge portd where daylight
danted through. An ederly woman climbed in from aladder stationed just outside the porta. When she
gained theroom she didn't look as old as held originally thought. Her uniform was very smilar to Cesya's.
Perhaps they were almost equa in rank.

Taken dl together, these were aremarkable race. Their beauty, their vigor were unpardlded in his
experience.

The older woman smiled when she saw that Nicholas was up and about. She moved toward him with an
easy step that made him think that her apparent age was only adisguise.



"My goodness she grinned happily. ™Y ou've awakened fully." She gazed upon him with affection, asif
hewere alost grandchild. "And you're in wonderful condition, too.”

She began poking him in various places, feding his arms. He backed away from her, bumping up against
the stasiscouch. "Hey," hecried in darm, "watchit!"

Thewomen in the compartment al broke out in laughter.

Cesya gpproached him reassuringly. "Thisis Ariuzu, our physician. She administersto al of our needs.
She's been your guardian ever since she became our healer. Y ou have no need to fear her.”

Inastrange, amost scary way, Ariuzu reminded him of his own grandmother—his mother's mother. She
smiled kindly, and laughed alittle. "Forgive my excitement, Nicholas. It isjust my way. We havedl lived
for amoment like this. Can you understand?' Her voice sounded like thet of abird, arather charming
bird at that.

"I'msorry,” hesaid. "I'm new to dl this"

Cesyatouched him with afirm, yet tender hand. "Thisisajoyous occason,” she announced. ™Y our
awakening has been foretold for centuries—and here you are!l™ She bubbled with ecstasy, hugging him.
She then held him away from her and turned to her followers. "Wewill celebrate! Yes, thiscalsfor a
night of celebration!™

Her followers spoke to each other in excited tones, clapping their hands. But Ariuzu frowned and
interceded.

"No, Cesya, not yet. The Clan must move on before we can pause for acelebration. It isthe Law. We
are days away from a Blossom, and besides, Nicholasis very new to us, and weto him. Heislikea
newborn child, and we must initiate him gently into our ways. We will stop when we get to a place of
Blossoming—unless you wish to incur the wrath of a Keeper."

A sudden, amost deadly silence struck the women in the compartment. The younger girls cowered at the
mention of the Keeper.

Cesyalost some of her enthusiasm and dmost seemed to pout, but her rega bearing was unshaken. "Y ou
areright, Ariuzu. | respect your wisdom. It isn't every day that awoman gets a mate who's been deeping
for centuries. | canwait."

"Very good,” the elderly physician said.

Nicholas, who had been sitting on the edge of the stasis couch, stood up. "Wait asecond,” he brokein.
"Don't | have any say inthis?' They had spoken of him asif he weretriba property, and hedidn't likeit.

Herecalled how little Lexie had treated him upon hisinitid awakening, and where such presumption led.

Cesyatouched him. "Y ou are entirely at the center of our universe, Heart. Y ou may say anything you
wish." Her eyeswerevery kind.

Her candor and congderation were disarming.

"But, for now." she continued. "wewill move our Clantrams on. Relax and let Ariuzu tend to your
physicd discomforts.”

The servant girlswithdrew to another part of the craft. The other women stepped down the ladder



outside, leaving Ariuzu and Cesyaaonewith Nick in thelargeimperia chamber.

Asthe others were leaving the craft, awoman of about Cesya's age entered from aroom at the fore of
the vehicle. She wore a headpiece that came down completely across one eye, looking asif it was part
computer and part vision-assembly. She had the look of bad news about her.

"Midtress, the Unit has received warning of aViolation of movement,” the woman said.

Nicholas glanced through the door and saw that she had come from the cockpit of the vehicle. A
computer, with its many-colored lights, showed through the door. A single bucket seat wasin front of it.

"A Violaion?' Cesyasuddenly looked ill. "IsaKeeperthat close?

"Apparently. | recommend that we proceed at once." The woman had given Nicholas asidelong glance,
but retained the air of agood pilot waiting for ingtructions. He found the device over her eyerather
disconcerting.

"Then move the Clan onward. There will be no Violation aslong aswe are moving. Try to locatea
Blossom for us. The Keeperswill not bother us for more than aday if we reach aplace of Blossoming.
Wemust celebrate.”

Then the pilot did smile somewhat. There was asense of camaraderie here that Nicholas had yet to
fathom.

The pilot returned to her room, and moments later the whole craft shook as the Clantram fell into gear.
Nicholas went over to the windows. Both women watched him asif they were great-auntsand he a
youngish nephew seeing his country estate for thefirst time.

Their Clantram made awide, languid turn, and Nick could seethat it led along line of vehicles. There
were twenty-five Clantrams riding on very large whed s that moved ponderoudy, but efficiently, over the
grassy ruffles of the meadow.

It was a caravan of sorts, and Nicholas could see the women who had been present at his peculiar
awakening running back to their own trams. They seemed as agjile as creatures of the African veldt,
bounding up ladders which were quickly drawn insde the open portas. The engines of the machines
were amazingly quiet—even where he stood, he could hear the joyful cries and shouts of the bronze
women in the other vehicles.

Ariuzu came to him as he stood looking out at the new world. "Nicholas, you must relax. | know there
are many questionsin your mind, but thereistimeto learn dl theright answers. If you will comewith me,
| will show you your chambers.”

There was something soothing in her voice which harmonized with the sounds of the Clantram engines
and whedls as they moved adong. Perhapsthe liquid he had drunk had something to do with how he felt.
But he no longer felt threstened. There was so much space out there! DefCon had long since
disappeared. That horrible world was gone.

In an odd way, hefelt a home.
Behind him, Cesya stood watching. Eden was never likethis.

|Go to Table of Contents |
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Chapter Three

THEY TRAVELED ACROSSwhat seemed to Nicholas an endlesdy beautiful panoramaof plainsand
low, forest-studded hills. They journeyed for days on end, rarely stopping, even at night.

The Clantrams, dl twenty-five of them, kept their dow, steady passage over the earth at an intentionally
caculated crawl. The whed sturned dowly, but turn they did. Asfar as Nicholas could tell, they had no
particular destination. They followed the contours of the land, forded rivers where they appeared, and
avoided large mountains or thick forests. The computer—or Unit—acted like something of aforward
scout. It dways knew where to go, and where not to go. Roads were nonexistent, and nowhere could
Nicholasfind any sign of civilization.

That aworld such asthis could have descended from a past that had known afull-scale nuclear exchange
seemed impossible. Still, the sunlight seemed wan and tired, supporting the facts. Hundreds of thousands
of years had indeed gone by.

The Unit of the Clantram, though, was remarkably poor in information. It contained no history, no dates
of importance—merely guided them through thisinnocent world.

Ariuzu ingsted that hisfirst days and weekswith the Clan be as stresdess as possible, and Nicholas took
that asatacit hint that few questions were to be asked, and even fewer answers given. Nicholas
protested, but the medication held been given to revitalize his body kept those protests from being
effective. It fired him up, yet camed him down. For the time being, it was enough to enjoy paradise as
the Clans lumbered over the earth.

Cesyawas with him often, mostly during meds, which were taken dways in motion—but the mealswere
long and pleasant. She had developed some patience in her courtship, for she expressed no immediate
need for any kind of union, either socid or physical. Ariuzu adso ingsted upon thistime of peace.

Their search for aplace of Blossoming—whatever that was—continued. The medication continued.
Nicholas felt much better. Cesyawas playful with him when she had the time. Her duties were many and
mysterious, often taking her to the other vehicles.

During their third week of steady continuoustravel an incident occurred which caused Cesyaso much
concern that Nick felt it necessary—if only for hisfuture surviva—to immediatdly wring some history of
the Clans out of her.

His chamberswere in the rear of the lead Clantram, next to Cesyasand Ariuzu's. He had been sailing in
the euphoric effects of hismedication, lost in the Clantram's easy swaying, when the vehiclegroundto a

halt. It was a clear, starry night. Nicholas put on hiskilt, and stepped outside in the corridor. Cesya had

been in her own bower, preparing hersdlf for deep, and emerged obvioudy darmed.

"What isit?' he asked.

Then thelightsin the vehicle went out entirdly and the engines cut off—or were intentionaly shut down.
He couldn't tell.

They passed through the large stasis chamber which was now strewn with ornately decorated pillows.
The couch had been disassembled. Ariuzu came out of her chamber in abulky robe, deep crusted in her
eyes. Therewas aquiet commotion in the maids chambers.

The pilot—a different woman thistime—was Stting in front of the Unit control board. The cockpit lights



were aso out, but asingle screen glowed paely before her.

Cesyaand Nick stepped into the small room. "Y ou found a K eeper,” were Cesyasfirst words.
"Where?'

"No, migress," the pilot said in alow voice. "It's another Clan.”

Cesyagasped. Night sounds came to them from the outside. They stared through the fore window.
Cesyathen made a gesture to the pilot, and the woman turned the screen off. In the complete dark they
were able to see much more of the night before them.

All of the Clantrams behind them in the convoy had aso been brought to ahat. The Unit had shut every
craft down.

When his eyes adjusted to the dark night, Nick could see arow of lights off in the distance. The string of
tiny dots, like luminous points on a centipede, made their duggish way acrosstheterrain. A long cone of
light forged out ahead of the Clantram in the lead.

"They must not know that we are here," the pilot said. She seemed to be watching them through the
device which covered her right eye.

Cesyd's breathing increased ever so dightly. Nicholas couldn't figure out what the problem was.
She said softly, "If there is aKeegper nearby, there will be two less Clans upon the earth.”
The Clantrams moving slently aong the starry horizon gave no indication that they had seen the Teadas.

The pilot turned away from the window and pressed a button on a consoleto her |eft. She spoketo the
Unit itsdlf. "Arewein Violation of the Law? Speak."

The Unit responded in aflat, uninspired voice. "Thereisno Violation recorded.”
Cesyapressed the Unit'sinput button. " Can you identify the Clan?"

The Unit responded ingtantly. It seemed there was no need for deliberation. "It isthe Seibert Clan,” it
said. "Heading south southwest. | recommend proceeding without attempting contact.”

"It's better that they don't know we're here,” the pilot said in alow voice. Therewas no fear in her
gpeech, merdly professona judgment.

Cesya nodded, heeding the computer's sage council. She pressed the button once again. "Are there any
Keepersin the vicinity?' Her voice was somewhat steadier now that the Seibert Clan was moving on
without any sign that they had spotted the Tejadas.

"None" the Unit said.

Ariuzu, who had been standing in the doorway behind them, turned and walked back to her chambers.
Cesyastood up in the thick darkness of the cockpit.

"Good," she breathed. "Very good." She kept her eyes on the horizon, and put her hand on the pilot's
shoulder. "Proceed without lights, half-gpeed. Watch the Seiberts. When they have passed out of range
give us haf an hour, and then return lights to the Clan. The night air is clear tonight; our running lights
might be seen from over the hills. We don't want that. They might turn and follow."

"Yes, midress,” thepilot said.



With adeft twitch of alever, the Clantram's engines once again started up, and the wheels began easing
the huge vehicle dong as slently asthey could manage.

On the way back to their chambers, Nicholas pulled Cesyaaside. Even in the darkness, it was agesture
the bronze leader didn't like.

"What wasthat all about?' He gestured with histhumb over his shoulder.

She stood close to him. The windows seemed to let in an ethered light that alowed Nicholas to make out
her face and form. The starswere very bright.

Cesyd's expression was weighted with grief and responsibility—and not alittle fear. She lowered her
head and walked back with him to her chambers. The night seemed to shroud her with al the mysterious
problems of her mysterious world.

For thefirst time, she led him to her large bed. The perfumes of the springtime world outside drifted in
through the open windows.

"Heart, had you not been there beside me just then," she whispered, "I would have died from grieving.”

“Why?

"The Clans are not alowed to meet until mating time. It is gtrictly forbidden. Had there been a K eeper
nearby tonight, it would have destroyed both Clans, even though our encounter wastotally accidentd.”
Cesyawaked around the bed.

Nicholas watched her shadow as she removed her kilt, her feet making small sounds on the cool floor.
Shesaid, "1 would not have lived knowing that the Seiberts were so close, if you had not been with me,
My own mating timeis running out.” Nicholas sat down on the edge of the bed as Cesyaclimbed in
beneeth the covers. There was a soft hissing as she did between the silken sheets.

"I don't getit," he said. "Why can't you contact the other Clans? Who'sto stop you?" It wasthe
American in him spesking: Do what you want, any time you want, wherever you want. But he realized
that Americahad long since vanished, cast down to join the trilobites and the brittle bones of Pliocene
horses.

Cesya spoke from the curves of her pillow. "The Keepers of the Law prevent us."

Beyond the window, the Milky Way glistened iridescently, asit had for millions of years. To Nicholas,
the world had seemed pure and innocent, redeemed. But the somber tonein Cesyas voice was beginning
to dter that naive assumption.

"Population control,” he muttered.

"Something likethat," she said sadly. "That iswhy we segregate the men in our Clantrams. They areinthe
last Clantram.”

That was the answer to one of his many questions.

"It was the Judgment that followed the years of Blossoming centuries past. The Law saysthat there shdl
be no morewar."

"I can understand that,” he said. "But, damn it, look at the world, Cesya. It's completely hedled. You
have awhole new planet to enjoy. My God, you could art al over."



He had told them of his own world, and the world he'd miraculously avoken to at DefCon. No onein
the Clans knew how much time had passed since then. Half amillion years? A million? He explained
what nuclear war was al aout: Extinction. Nothing less. Now that they had a second chance, they could
atonefor al the mistakes of the past.

Cesyaturned on her pillow, lowering the silken sheet past her breasts. "My man from the past,” she
breathed. He could see her smile even in the darkness. " So full of energy. So full of aggressons.”

"l wasn't born into thisworld," hetold her. "'l can't accept the Judgment.”

"Men cause war, not women," Cesya said, Stting up. "Matings must be kept to aminimum. Thereare
enough Clans upon the earth to ensure our overall surviva. The gene pool is diverse and healthy. Unless
the Law isbroken by agreat many Clans, thereis no need to worry."

Nicholas could smell the naturd scents of the golden woman'shair. "Y ou'll understand if 1do worry. |
don't like being told what to do and what not to do.”

"Heart,"” Cesya breathed low, bending toward him. " Sleep and be at peace. This DefCon of which you
ek was only one of many civilizations which rose and fdll to the touch of nuclear fires. We do not
alow oursdvesthe luxury of ambition anymore.”

"It'snot aluxury,” he protested. "It's a necessity. It'swhat makes aman keep going.”
Cesyamet his mouth with awarm, passionate kiss.

"You aremy Heart," shewhispered. "That isal that matters now. | could have found a mate with the
Seiberts, or with any of the other Clans, but the prophecies have delivered you to me. When we arrive at
aBlossom site and can celebrate on the very skin of the earth, you will seethat al isnot as bad asyou
would makeit. The wars are thousands upon thousands of years behind us. The underground civilizations
arelong gone. Leave them where they belong, Heart. L eave them where time has buried them.”

Hetook her into hisarms and kissed her. Everything moved around him at its own inexorable pace.
Being with her seemed so right. She made it so easy to forget.

It was anearly perfect world out there—but only because someone had long ago decided to keep it that
way.

Such was the spectre that haunted their love-making.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Four

THE DRUG WA Scdlledgohhe . The people of the Clan consumed it in just about everything they ate or
drank. It was aso their chief medication, and Ariuzu administered it fredly. It took away much of Nick's
anxieties about hisrelationship with Cesyaand with the rest of the Clan.

His nightswith Cesya only exacerbated his guilt. He knew that he was specid to the Clan, but his brief
stay in DefCon had taught him the disadvantages of being specid. But none of these women seemed to
mind. Perhgps thegohhe placated them—perhaps they needed it, like hisformer hosts neededgenna , in
order to maketheir livesbearable. Lifein the Clantrams could be dull.

Because of the ever-present drug, Nick had begun to have doubts about his new life, dthough he didn't
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quite know what could be done about it. He didn't like the idea of being master of the Tgjada Clan, even
if thetitle was only honorary. Cesyawas the true leader, and his role was to impregnate her—when the
Law dipulated.

Onthis, everyone seemed in slent agreement. It wasn't So much a conspiracy among thewomen asa
genera sense of concord and purpose. Cesyasregard for Nicholas was sacrosanct and dear. But he
couldn't escape his own fedlings of moral outrage, knowing the men of the Clan were Sitting in the back
of the bus. Despite what Cesya and the other women thought of him, he knew he wasn'tthat special.

Thegohhe kept him in agate of light-headedness during his waking hours. All of the food and water
came from the Unit on each tram, andgohhe flavored everything. Still, nothing tasted artificid, and it only
took alittle bit of effort on his part to forget that everything was entirely manufactured.

He was congtantly amazed by the capacities of the Unit and of the qualities of gohhe . Unfortunately or
not, he could escape neither, and he found it difficult to think of the future because of the comfort they

gave.

A few days after the encounter with the Seibert Clan, late in the afternoon, Nicholas found himsdlf in
Cesyas bower, watching an exotic bird carve his name in the sky. The bird was of fantastic proportions,
condorlike, with agolden bill and frilly golden wings. It had an unusud territorid call that sounded to him
like"Wake up! Wake up!"

The tapedtry of the sky swelled with adeightful orange asthe Clantram finally cameto ahdlt. It took
severd minutesfor thisto register, but eventualy Nicholas rose and looked out a an unchanging
landscape. The family of Clantrams had come around abend in awide meadow that was surrounded by
aforest of rich maples and pineswhich covered aring of low hills. The meadow, the forest, everything
about the landscape, resonated with life.

At first he thought they had encountered another Clan, but when Cesyareturned from the pilot's
compartment, it was evident that nothing so potentially dangerous as that had happened.

"Heart!" she said. "Wonderful news! We have ssumbled upon a Blossom, and I've just sent word to the
other Clantrams. Tonight we are going to celebrate!” She pulled him onto the bed with a squeal of
delight. "We shdll have great fun!" Her eyes glowed with a pagan sexudlity.

She hugged him warmly, and the firmness of her breasts againgt his chest excited him. "And,” she
continued, "itislong past time for you to meet the full Clan. Come!™

There was by then agreat ded of commotion insde the various compartments of the tram as the servant
girlsmoved about. The Clantram was being unloaded.

He and Cesya stood at the open portal, several feet off the ground, watching the girls run acrossthe
eterndly green meadow in their short kilts. They screamed with laughter; their sandals kicked up the
shorn heads of flowers.

All of theindividua Clantramswere unloading. Ladders had extended from various openings dong the
hulls of the peculiar crafts, and women were stepping down into the meadow.

Nicholas lowered himsdf into the meadow, feding tingly and light-headed. Above him, Cesya smiled.
Ariuzu stood beside her, gazing out over the pristine world.

Nicholas knelt and ran his hand through the strange blades of grass. It was cool to the touch, and whileit
was different from any kind of sage hed known in hisown time, it was nonethelessredl.



He heard the chuckling waters of astream in the distance. A bird—adifferent one thistime—rose on an
unseen gust of air and kited over them dreamily. Slender and deek, it let out amarveloustwitter. The
clouds, abstract and bizarre, were marble-white. Never in hislife had he known alandscape as perfect
asthis. Even the ancient sun floated at the sky's rim with a peace and majesty that seemed to have
transcended the agony that mankind had suffered for thousands of years. The meadow was a place
where the dreams of Eden could cometrue.

"A very great day," Cesyaheartily breathed, stepping down from the extended ladder. " A gresat day for
usdl!" Shewaked past him, out into the meadow. The servant girlsfollowed at a respectful distance.

The Clantrams were there to stay—for awhile. Portable cranes unloaded objects from the vehicles, and
servants ferried them out into the meadow on small, whedled carts. Thelight of sunset glowed orange on
the gleaming hulls of the Clantrams.

Nicholas glanced back at the lead Clantram and saw that his name was stenciled ditinctly acrossits
prow: TEJADA. It seemed westhered, but looked asif it were meant to last.

Heturned his attention toward the last Clantram, which was nearly haf amile away, sunk down
somewhat in the grassy contours of the meadow. Forest flanked it, and standing there the vehicle |ooked
rather isolated.

The men of the Clan began climbing out of it. He found it curious that they did not—as some of the
women had—come over to check him out. They had to have known that their Heart had awakened.

Instead, they all headed off into the woods.

He was congtantly interrupted while he sood marveling at the wonders of the world around him. Various
women and servant girls came up to him for thefirst time. All were shy and polite. They told him their
names and made some small comment, and he nodded and smiled in response.

It made him fed alittle uneasy. He hoped that after awhile either he would get used to the attention or
they would stop making such afussover him.

Cesyawasingructing ayoung girl in the proper way of going about setting up aroya buffet. Nicholas
stepped over avery smal creek and walked up beside her. Two men had emerged from the forest and
came up to the smal group.

"Good afternoon, Holte," Cesyasaid to thefirst man.

Holte was quite tall and looked like ahero out of a Scandinavian song cycle. Hisblond hair flowed to the
smdll of hisback, and his stride across the grasses was long and assured.

The man behind him was much shorter, and his hair was arusset color. Hisarmswere asthick astree
stumps and his chest, while of the same bronze tint, boasted amat of hair like twisted nails. They werea
strange pair, but had Nick seen them first upon waking in the stasis couch, he would have assumed it was
they who werein command.

"Nicholas," Holte said, by way of greeting.

The shorter man, grinning like amandrill gpe, shuffled dong in the turf behind him. "Hi!" hewaved
gregarioudly.

Cesya stepped between them.



"Holte," she said sternly to the tall man, "you understand that the Law must not be violated during the
celebration.”

Holte sghed heavily, mimicking frustration. Despite his obvioudy secondary rolein the Clan, he seemed a
man of humor.

"Yes, mistress,”" hesad.

The squat red-haired man winked at Nick, grinning foolishly. Nick thought he recognized that grin, but he
hadn't been to azoo in years.

He could see that Holte held what little authority there was among the men. Cesya spoke. "I don't want
anything left behind for a Keeper to ssumble upon. Nothing must be forcibly removed from the forest or
the meadow itsdlf."

"I understand,” Holte acknowledged. He kept looking at Nicholas, but his smile was remarkably
guarded, hisface blank asarock.

Cesyaignored the men's expressions and continued giving Holte his orders of the day. "I want plenty of
fruitsand nuts, if you can find them," she said. "I've ingtructed some other servantsto assist you in this
chore”

"Yes, migtress. It will be done. Isthere anything es=?

"Thatisdl for now," shesaid in agately fashion. "Thereis only one hour before twilight, so be off with
you."

"Yes, Cesya," Holte bowed. "I'll seeto it immediatdy.”
Holte waved to Nicholasin afriendly manner. "Tak with you later,” he said.
"Maybe," Cesyareminded him of his station.

"Whatever," Holte concluded. "Thereistime." The short, sumpy man stumbled backward as Holte
turned to go. "Thisway, Zane," he commanded asif ordering adog. ""We have much work to do!"

Zane clapped his hands once and called, "See you later!" to Nick. They bounded off like prairie animals,
pleased to be set free. See you later? 1t was avoice Nicholas thought he'd heard before.

"They know me," he said to Cesyawho'd aready turned away from them, returning to her dutiesfor the
celebration.

"Everyone knows you, Heart. Just ignore them. They are not important.” But her tone was defensive, asif
held just witnessed something he shouldn't have.

"How can | ignore them? Y ou treet them like daves."

In Nick's mind the implications were clear. By extension, logic suggested thet if al of the men of the Clan
were davesin someway, then hetoo wasadave.

But Cesyalaughed with genuine innocence. " Saves? Nicholas, my Heart, we are dl davesto the
Keepersof the Law. It'sjust that the men have certain things to do right now. Therewill betimelater to
get to know them better.”

Nicholaslowered himsdf onto alarge, satin pillow next to Cesya. Thegohhe was exhausting him. "That's



not what | meant, exactly,” heinformed her.

Cesyarubbed him on the shoulders and leaned over to plant akiss on his cheek. "Nicholas, we al have
our placesin the scheme of things. None of the men mind their roles. Nor will you." She hugged him
tightly. "1 will seetoit personaly,” she whispered.

The servant girlsaround them giggled.

Hisorigind impression that these women were Amazons had not been entirely correct. Certain fearsand
taboos governed their lives to such a powerful degree that they had no true control over their destinies,
despite their apparent freedom to roam. It was clear that neither Holte nor Zane were daves ashewould
have used the term.

It was possible that Holte and the others were not meant for the women of this Clan. Nicholas knew
enough about human nature to realize that where men and women were mixed together, there was aways
an undercurrent of sexud interaction.

Still, neither man had given beautiful Cesyathe once-over. He couldn't understand it. For assimple alife
asthey led, there seemed to be ametaphysic he could not penetrate—someinterna logic to their actions.
His degree had been in philosophy, not anthropology, but at thislate date neither discipline seemed
relevant.

Cesya continued giving ordersto the girls, and Nicholas watched them bounce through the meadow. To
him, they al seemed like vestd virgins—awhole race of untainted nymphs.

Cesyaturned to him. "Now, | want you to relax, Nicholas. Thiswhole evening is entirdly for you. Or for
us, | should say." She amiled, Stting beside him. She was covered with afine sweat which made her
comeadiveto him. "Let none of what you see bother you. We shall handle everything.”

Helooked inquiringly at her. " can't help what | fedl. Thereis so much that | need to know about you
people.”

"The answerswill come when they aretruly needed,” she said.
Which Nicholastook to mean: "They'll arrivewhen | say they areready to arrive.
Hehad acurious urgeto reply, "Yes, mistress.”

He shivered dightly in the face of her directness. It was clear that she was the Boss—and that he wasthe
Clan's sacred cow. Thegohhe in his syslem made it easier to suppress his anxieties, but he knew that
cows had atendency to find themsalves at some point swinging ups de down from a meathook.

By the time the aging sun had sunk behind the forested hills, amountain of wood had been assembled by
the collective efforts of the men and women of the Clan. The twilight had gone from orangeto red to
purple, but the land became no cooler asthe night gently set.

The women of the Clan had surrounded the pile of timber with small plastic tables a which pillowsand
cushionswere placed. Blankets of asynthetic materia covered the ground beneath them. The ambience
of the scene reminded Nicholas of abacchanalia, except that it wasn't ancient Greece. Theimage was so
apt, though, that he wondered if mankind had progressed any in these thousands upon thousands of
years. What were the cultura measuring rods of acivilization such asthis?

Then heredlized again how lucky the Clanswere. To recover from afull-scale nuclear war was thought
impossiblein hisown time. He was thankful that he was out in the open breething fresh air, eveniif it did



seem like a scene out of Daphnis and Chloe.

Then the effects of the drug took him back to the loved ones he had | eft behind in the long spira of time.
Hisfriends, hisfamily were so far lost to the past that they weren't even dust anymore. Their boneswould
have returned to their eementary atoms by now. And Rhoanna. ..

A wave of pity and sorrow swelled up insde him, for hefdt profoundly guilty that it had been hewho
had survived. The whole thing seemed like adream, the mushroom clouds so distant.

A purplearc of light was dl that was|eft of the day. A scattering of diamondlike stars graced the evening
sky, when Cesyarose suddenly, in the midst of Nicholas's heartbreaking thoughts, and commanded
everyone's attention. A torch was handed to her by ayoung servant girl.

"Tonight, we of the Tejada Clan celebrate the awakening of our Heart!" she shouted for al around the
wood pileto hear. Her voice was strong and husky. "It isonly fitting that in this sacred place of
Blossoming we should heradd anew beginning for our Clan. Tonight weregjoicein our great good fortune.
Let thefedtivitiesbegin!”

She spun around and tossed the torch into the gathered firewood. Her symbolic gesture was followed by
other torches, and soon the bonfire soared.

Shouts of joy went up among the members of the Clan, and Nicholas squinted in the yellow light of the
gargantuan fire. All eyeswere upon him. Cesyaleaped back to her place next to him. A trill of glee
escaped her, and she hugged him to much applause and approval from the Clan.

The evening meal began. Nicholas started to relax abit as woman after woman came to have an
audience with Cesya. Cesyaintroduced each oneto him formaly, and told him of their respective
functionswithin the Clan.

Nicholas noticed that the men were stationed here and there among the large circle that surrounded the
bonfire. They shared tables and mats with the women, and nowhere was he given the overt impression
that they were second-class citizens. In fact, they chatted with their neighbors amiably and didn't appear
in any way resentful of their segregation.

The physician, Ariuzu, was seated to Cesyas | eft. She had dressed ornately for the celebration. Shewas
very dignified. In thefirés dancing light she looked as Cesyamight in yearsto come. She watched over
Nicholas as he continued to sample the palatable wine.

Thepilot of the lead Clantram came out of the darkness behind them and crouched where she could
whigper to Cesya. Cesyawas holding agoblet of wine.

"Mistress" the pilot began, still wearing her eye-gear. "We are secure for the night. The Unit has reported
that a Keeper isthree daysto the north.”

Cesyatook ameditative sip of lixir, consdering the pilot'swords. "Did the Unit say who the Keeper is
tracking? It doesn't sound close enough to be on our trail."

The pilot said, "We have no violations that warrant the presence of a Keeper. The Unit was quite clear
on that count, mistress. The Unit saysthat only two other Clansarein the vicinity, the Zaffina Clan and
the Mitsios Clan. The Keegper might be confused.”

"Or it just might be wandering,” Ariuzu said camly.

Cesyaconcurred. "Yes, it could just be wandering about, looking for violations at random. Three daysis



avery good sgn, though. If were secure for the night, then you may join us.”

"Thank you, mistress,” the pilot said, standing. "A little relaxation would do me good.” The pilot removed
her strange eye-patch and shook out the folds of her hair. Nicholas watched her bountiful tresses sway
hypnoticaly in the firdight. She then ran off and found some associates—other Clan pilots, Nicholas
noticed.

A bit drunk, he turned toward Cesya and the aged physician.

"Just who are these Keepers you people are so afraid or? | don't get it." He reached for another goblet
of wine.

Cesyadared off into the entrancing yellow-gold of thefire. Shadows played across her facein such a
way that Nicholas could not determine her mood. She certainly wasn't drunk yet. She nodded distantly,
then looked at him.

"Y ou don't redlly want to know," she said.

"Trust me" he responded, licking the wine from hislips. The goblet struck the table soundly ashe st it
down.

"Allow me, mistress," Ariuzu said, placing adiscreet hand upon her leader's bare shoulder. She began,
"Cesyahasinformed you of our fertility cycles and the Judgment?’

Nicholas broke open the strange fruit in front of him. "Yes" he said. "We discussed population control.
Was it something that the K egpers came up with on their own?”

"No, the Keepers are only watching over us. The Judgment was handed down centuries ago. So long
ago, Nicholas, that no oneredlly knowswhen it first started. We have been smply alowed to wander the
earth until there isno more need for the Keepers of the Law.”

"Sure," Nick began. "But what | want to know iswho are they? Are they policemen? Hell, why can't you
people reason with them?' He was fedling suddenly bold.

It was Cesyawho answered thistime. "Because the very sight of a Keeper means death. We must
always keep out of the path of a Keeper, or at least avoid the placeswhere oneis known to lurk.”

Nicholas pondered his goblet. In the few weeks he had been awake, he had grown amustache and
beard, and on the convex sides of the silver goblet he resembled a portrait of Francis Bacon—wise,
fiercely intdlectuad man hopelesdy at odds with the timeswhich had fostered him.

"Well, hasn't anyone ever tried to stop them? Theré's no reason for you to live in Clantramsall of your
lives, isthere?'

Ariuzu adjusted the folds of her elegant robe. She spoke with the sure voice of matriarcha authority.
"There are many legends among our Clans about those who have attempted to conquer the Keepers, or
of those who have defied the Laws by living upon the earth in cities. But they've aways come to the same
end. The Keepers are here to prevent any more wars. The Makers of the Laws decreed that there
should be no morewar. And the Keepers obey that Law."

The singular perversity of the concept of forced migration in order to prevent warsimpressed him. If
ownership of land, and the subsegquent human need for more, was the usual reason for hodtilities, then it
followed that the ownership of land should be absolutely forbidden. There would be no cities, no sates,
no nations. Unfortunately, as Nicholas could see, there would a so be no advancement of science or



technology. And if mating was alowed only &t certain times of the year, then the speciesitsalf would not
progress genetically—regardless of the size of the gene pooal.

With atouch of horror—and anger—Nicholas redlized that these people were a Serilelegacy givento
the future by a past so remote that its chief representatives, the Keepers, had become spectres, tribal
ghostswhose duty it wasto prevent them from making the same mistakes al over again. What made
things worse was the fact that Ariuzu and Cesya—and the whole wandering bunch of them—accepted
the Situation. The Law was the Law, no matter how one considered it.

He pushed away aplate of sweetmeets. A servant girl refilled hisglass. "Well, damniit, | till think that—"

Cesya stopped him. "Heart," she whispered kindly but firmly, "your place isn't to think. No oneisto do
the thinking but me. Trust in our ways and customs. Y ou've been deegping for so very long, and we don't
want to crush you with the weight of respongbilitiesthat are not yours.”

Nicholas glared openly at her.

Her eyes glistened not only with sincerity, but with authority. HEd seen those eyes before, he suddenly
redlized. Rhoanna had laid down the law like this. Surely Cesyadidn't think that he was athresat to her
leadership?

Or perhaps wars had been reduced, by some quirk of circumstances, from an intercontinental level down
to a personal, more emotiona, one. Wars like these had been fought forever and no manner of Keeper
could keep the combatants away from each other'sthroats. Thiswas the war between the sexes.

"But how do youknow ?" he demanded, ignoring her admonition. The wine was going down more
smoothly, and quicker. "How the holy hell do you know that a K egper's out there? What does the Unit
use? Radar? Laser detection? Infrared, or what? Y ou know, the Unit isn't the sharpest computer I've
seen.” Hewaved adiver of fruit intheair. "But that's not the point. The point is, you haven't evenseen
them."

Some of the very young servant girls turned away with embarrassment. Nicholas's voice had gotten a bit
too loud, and even the older women were bearing histirade with difficulty. But he didn't care. It wasthe
age-old American in him speaking out. He believed in freedom and valition. Savery between men and
women, or between some bugaboo out of the past and the Clans, wasincomprehensible to him. And
indefengible.

"Itisthefire" Ariuzu said solemnly. "Thefirein the ky."

Cesyalowered her head. She glanced up at Nicholas asthe rest of the women returned to their private
conversations.

"Heart," she said gently. "Y our ways do not belong here, but that isnot your fault. They are millenniaold
and can only bring grief inthe long run.” She sghed. "Wehave one direct Clan experience with the
Keepers. The Gods bless us every day that we have not lived through another such experience. It
belongsto Ariuzu to tdll the story.”

Ariuzu, shadowed by the orange light of the fire, looked at him as she began. "'l was only ayoung girl,
and the Tgadas were hundreds of miles north of here, near the grest ice sheets. There were more Clans
then than there are now, and the Keepers are the reason for our decrease. We knew the Waine Clan
was going to attempt to ford the Perseus Glacier. Y ou see, the whole world is linked by the great
northern ice sheets, and the Waine Clan thought they could move to adifferent continent, away from the
Keepers. One night | was waking with my father beside ariver. Our Clantram was waiting."



She paused, asif remembering the waters of that wooded creek. Then she resumed. " Suddenly the sky
to the north wasfilled with aterrible light, stronger than the boredlis. A day later, our Clan was nearly
wiped off of the earth by the floods of melted ice which followed. We have never forgotten that spring.
The rains changed our wanderings, but the K eepers were always there to see that we obeyed the Law.
No one has ever reported the Waine Clan at any of the mating rituals. We believe that they are gone
fromtheearth.”

He got the picture. Thiswas definitely no Eden.
"Chrigt," Nicholas whispered. "Y ou people are in bad shape.”

Cesya suddenly laughed. "Heart, you are the funny one. Don't let Ariuzu's stories scare you like alittle
child. We are taken care of wonderfully, and we do obey the Law. Had we not obeyed the Law, we
would not now have you among us.”

Nicholas stared at her. "'l don't understand. What do | have to do with it?'

"Y ou are the Heart of our Clan," Cesyasaid. "All of the Hearts taken from the original Blossom have
long since awakened, lived out their fruitful lives, and passed on. Y ou were the last. No one knows why
you dept so long, or why you awakened now, but those of us aive today are thankful that we were
ordained to see your awakening. It bodeswell for us."

Somewhat fuzzed out on the wine, Nicholas was ill ableto get aclear vison of what shewastaking
about: the stasis couches.

If he had survived, so had the others at Hill Air Force Base.

The pilot, only moments ago, had mentioned two other Clans nearby. Zaffina. Mitsos. And the Selberts
were the ones who'd passed them in the night several days ago. Back in the underground facility, he had
been too rushed to escape from the shark—and Lexie—to read the names of his degping comrades. But
who werethey origindly?Zaffina. Mitsios. Seibert. And many, many others.

Seeping beauties, he thought. Because of them, each Clan had been kept dive.
He could dmost see acouch labeled: "Martin." RhoannaMartin.

Cesya spoke quickly, asif she had seen his mind drift away from her words. She put awarm hand to his
thigh, closeto the hem of hiskilt. Undernegth it, he wore nothing.

Shesaid, "All of the Clanstake after their Hearts. The Blossom to the far west where wefound you is
now one of our most sacred mating places. We will journey back therein afew years."

Nicholass heart crashed in his chest as he fought the wine—and the painful memories. Hisanxieties
seemed o trenchant that he wondered if he'd ever recover from the shock of his situation.

His goblet wasfilled again by ashy servant on the command of their leader.
"Why do you call them Blossoms?" He gestured about the meadow and the majestic bonfire.

Cesya, for achange, seemed happy and proud to provide him with concrete information. "It wasthe
great wisdom of the long-dead onesto give the earth another chance at life. When the last wars ended
and the death fires cooled, Blossoms planted with foresight and hope dl over the earth sprouted! And
thisisthe gte of one of them. They are very sacred placesfor us, for here dl life was given another
chance."



Nicholas understood, only too well. The statement carried al the hidden meaning of a double metaphor:
Hewasin their society to stay—but only on their terms. He was Cesya's Heart. This place of Blossoming
had become, upon his awakening, aplace for Cesyas own emotiona and spiritua surviva, aplace of
redemption, not only for the race, but for her aswell.

An odd memory wastriggered just then by the association of the word "Blossom” with dl its
metaphorica luggage. When he was aboy growing up in Los Angeles, he had befriended aretired
aerospace engineer who lived down the street. Sometimes Mr. Simic took Nick up into the mountains
northwest of the San Fernando Valey on summer evenings when the air was cool and distracting.
Nicholaslovedit.

It was in those mountains that the Rocketdyne Corporation test-fired rocket engines. Their pink and
crimson plumes could be seen for thirty miles or more acrossthe valey in the sunset. Those engines,
terrifying to aten-year-old, were the products of asnister intelligence that seemed to be morein the
business of scaring young children than protecting Americafrom the nasty Russians.

One August night they drove far into those eucalyptus-covered mountains, hoping to snesk acloser look
a thetests. Mr. Simic, well into his seventies, confessed to Nicholas that there had been aproject he had
worked on called Phoenix. It was amissile system so nefarious that the government eventualy decided
againgt ever putting it into use. But it was ill to be kept adeep, dark secret.

The Phoenix missile was designed to be ingtalled deep within heavily protected siloswithin citieslike Los
Angelesand New Y ork—not out on the plains of Montana.and Wyoming. When the ashes of anuclear
war subsided, days or weeks later, these missiles, like their ancient mythical counterpart, would suddenly
rise from the debris and soar toward an unsuspecting enemy.

Old Mr. Simic had told Nicholas thiswith al the solemnity of ablood brother. Asfar as Nicholas could
see, there would be no one left in Americato appreciate such a brilliant tactic. What few Russians there
would be left would be caught by surprise. But, so what?

Whether such missileswere ever built and placed in secret in the centers of Americals mgor cities,
Nicholas never found out. But theironic dant was al too clear. Perhgps—instead of Phoenix missles
being buried to later seek revenge after the hot clouds had diss pated—someone had built giant "pods’
which contained seeds and spores of every plant that existed. Perhaps some of the Blossoms might also
hold animd lifein stasis, so that when the radiation levelsfinaly subsided and the Blossoms popped
open, life could go on. It was afar happier concept than the Phoenix.

Nicholas couldn't see much in the darkness beyond the light of the bonfire, but he was aware of the
generdly circular nature of the meadow. The loam upon which they sat was thick and encrusted with
meadow-life. It was indeed a sacred place. Life was abundant. Mothsflickered in and out of the
bonfires halo, and abird of the night cried far off in the hills. The world was once again teeming.

Hetried to stop drinking the wine, but found that his goblet was constantly refilled. The women
surrounding him were lavishing him with affection. He let Cesyaand Ariuzu orchestrate the proceedings.
Thewine kept him at peace, despite hisramblings.

A few dancers had appeared, dressed in elaborate costumes and ornaments, and paraded about to the
mel odies unleashed by asmall synthesizer placed before the fire. Though Cesyas thigh was pressed
againg Nicholassleg, hefound that one of the dancerswas ableto divert him.

Thegirl, who seemed in her early twenties, had dark hair and light brown skin. Her swaying mesmerized
him.



Shelooked almost exactly like Rhoanna had at her age. Her hips gyrated beneath the wings of her
costume, and her eyes were half-closed in rapturous ecstasy. When they opened, they glared haotly,
dectrifyinghim.

Noticing that his attention was el sawhere, Cesya elbowed him in theribs.
"Nicholas, Heart," she smiled. "Istonight's celebration to your liking?"
"Oh, yes" he sammered, taken off-guard. "Y es."

When he looked back at the row of dancers, the one that had reminded him so much of Rhoanna had
disgppeared from theline.

Helooked around for her, but incredible as it seemed, she was nowhere to be seen.
Had heimagined her?

He glanced down into the goblet of wine, looking for clues. He noticed that hisfingers were numb—~but
not from the cold.

He nudged Cesya. "Where did that girl—" he began, but the golden woman beside him interrupted.

"Itisthewine, Heart," Cesyasmiled. "It playstricksfrom timeto time." In the bonfireslight, Cesyas hair
looked like finely spun gold, the hair of angdls.

Cesya brought him back to her. Their warm thighs were touching, and her perfume—possibly laced with
gohhe —haunted him. With her nearby, it was easy to forget—to forget the girl, Rhoanna, the past.

Then, from behind them in the buzzing, animated darkness, Nicholas heard avoice.
"Midtress" it came, strong and husky.

Nicholas turned and saw Holte, standing like a dark-world god, with his close companion, Zane, beside
him.

Cesyaturned, munching on asegment of fruit. "Yes, Holte."
"We have found something | think you should know about,” he said.

"What did your men find, Holte?' Her bearing toward the man was deferentia. Perhaps the occasion
alowed Cesyato treat her subjects magnanimoudly.

Holte stepped up to her. He spoke so as to include Nicholas in the conversation. Nicholas hadn't seen
either man around the bonfire earlier. Now, in the fires autumna light, they dmost had the gppearance of
charactersin aplay.

Cesya seemed annoyed.

"Zane hasfound what gppearsto be tubing of somekind," Holte announced with a serious, but contrite
expression. "It lookslike it might be made of metd."

Cesyagave Zane along hard glare of disapprova. Zane held his ground, waiting.
"Tubing?' Cesyalooked back up at Holte.

"It'sapipeor smal conduit coming out of the hillsde, Mistress. It's quite obvious." Heindicated Zane



over hismassve shoulder. "Look, if Zane could find it, anybody could.”

The dancerstook no notice of what was going on at their leader'stable. The air wasfilled with the chatter
of the Clan, music from the peculiar synthesizer, and the jump and crackle of the bonfire.

Cesydsface went alittle sour. "Then, shdl we take alook?"

Immediately Holte and Zane shuffled backward in the moist grass, letting their golden leader rise from her
cushions. Holte turned to Nicholas. "Would you like to accompany us?

Cesya stepped between them. "I think not. Thisis none of our Heart's concern.”

Ariuzu waved ahand in protest. "Cesya, it wouldn't hurt the boy. Give him achance. It's hisnight to
learn.”

"Right," Holte grinned in victory. Hewinked at Nick.

Nicholas couldn't tell if Cesyaimagined intrigues among the men, but her personality seemed to change at
the dightest twist of events. Was Holte up to something?

Cesya seemed uncomfortable, but she gavein. "Come" shesaid.

Nicholas swilled down thegohhe -wineleft in his goblet and followed them across the meadow. He
couldn't understand why a piece of meta tubing should be of such importance, but the expression on
Holte'sface urged him to find out.

No one seemed to mind their leave-taking. In fact, as Nick walked away from the bonfire, he noticed for
the firgt time that the meadow was spotted with men and women going to and coming from the
Clantrams. Everything about their manner was relaxed. He even heard children playing somewhere.

The four of them strode over the cool grasses, moving in the direction Zane indicated. Cesya seemed
preoccupied and didn't notice when Holte stepped beside Nicholas. The large man waked with the
confidence and power of ajungle cat.

"How much gohhe have they given you?" he asked.

"Quitealot, | imagine" Nicholassaid. "That's dl thereisto drink. Why?'

"Stop drinking it," Holte said. "Ask for water. They'll bring it to you.”

He then walked on ahead of Nicholas, easily out-distancing him with hislong bronze legs.

Zane stopped at the edge of the woods. When Cesya caught up with the gorilla-shaped man, he
switched onasmall cylindrical lantern attached to hiswaist belt.

"Midress" Zane said, "it isaround this cluster of hills."

Cesya seemed impatient. "Then, lead uson, Zane." She aso seemed bored, asif shefelt shewaswasting
her time, chasing around in the dark.

They skirted the low hillsthat ringed the meadow and |eft the firé's comforting presence. It became quite
dark. The sounds of revelry could still be heard, though.

"It'sup here, migtress," Zane announced, eagerly running into the woods. They dogged their way through
leafy green ferns, following him.



Zane stopped and bent down in the ivy. He parted the leaves where the ivy had grown over something
that was warped with age. It looked for amoment like the upthrust root of an aspen tree, except that in
the lantern'slight it could be seen it was definitely a pipe or tube encased in aplastic sheath. It had faded
and cracked with the passage of the centuries.

Cesyaturned to Holte. "Thisisyour doing, Holte," she accused.

Holte seemed hurt, entirely innocent. "Mistress, we found it during our search for nuts and wood for the
fire. It'snobody'sfault.”

"Except the people who put it here,”" Zane pointed out.
Cesya bent to examineit. "Do you know what it is?'

"No," Holte offered. "We cannot tell without disturbing the soil or disrupting theivy. Y ou know what the
Directorates say. That isforbidden.”

Though wobbly from the liquor and the climb, Nicholas understood something of what was going on. "It's
part of the Blossom," he volunteered. "Big ded.”

Cesyagave him areprimanding stare. "Nothing man-made must exist on the surface of the earth in any
form, great or small. Even the origina Blossomsthemsdaves. Otherwiseit isthe duty of aKeeper to
dediroy it."

Nicholas|ooked down &t the deeve of plastic sticking up from centuries of decay.

"That? That little thing isworthy of a Keeper'srevenge?' Nick wasincredulous. "It'sjust apiece of metal.
Here, take alook."

Nicholas grabbed the tubing and began pulling on it, uprooting it dightly from theivy.
"Don't!" Cesya shouted, pushing him away.

Nicholasfell over and rolled down into the cool creepers.

"Itisdrictly forbidden!" she shouted at him.

"Midtress," Holte began. "We need to know what's undernegth.”

"Itisnot for usto delveinto such things," she asserted. "L et us quit this place. We have done nothing
wrong."

Zane cleared histhroat as Nicholas regained hisfeet. "Mistress, thereis something se.”
"What!" she snapped. Nicholas had never seen her so ruffled.
"Did you notice the configuration of the hills around the meadow when we arrived?’

Cesyadtared hard at Zane. "No, | did not. | had other things on my mind. Besides, they are only hills,
part of the Blossom. If there was anything wrong, even the dightest thing, the Unit would have told us.”

"The Unit," Zane laughed, "knows how to steer the Clantrams. Not much else.” The man was smarter
than he looked.

"Get to the point!" she ordered. Nicholas noticed that her fists were clenched. Holte kept glancing at him



strangdly. Nicholas didn't know what to make of these people, and he didn't understand what al the fuss
was over an artifact from centuries past.

Holte carefully stepped forward and indicated the pipe with itsdress of ivy. "Zane and | suspect that this
isn't aBlossom, mistress.”

"That'simpossble" Cesyadated flatly. "The Unit confirmsthat we arein a—"

"I know what the Unit says," Holte responded. "Buit the outline of the hills does not suggest a Blossom.”
Cesyastaggered. "No!"

"It could beaNegt," Holte said firmly. "A Keeper'sNest."

"That'salie!" she accused them both. "The Unit would not make amistake like that!" She grabbed Nick
by thearm asif for protection or security.

"The Unit," Zaneinterjected, "would not have known the difference. The earth has had more than enough
timeto cover the mistakes of mankind with sufficient plant growth.”

"I don't believe you!" she clamed. "Nicholas!" She yanked on hisarm. "Let'sreturn at once!”
"Migtress" Zane pleaded. "We may have committed a Violation. We must do something.”

"The meadow where the trams are," Holte responded, "isablast crater, not a Blossom. We are probably
standing right now on the ruins of a building of some kind. One of the old Warrens of the Judges,

perhaps.”
"Nicholas," Cesyaordered, "come!"
The golden lady turned her back on the men and proceeded down the hill in ahalo of indignation.

Holte and Zane looked at each other, bewildered, and shrugged. Nicholas stared down the hill at the
haughty queen, watching her plow her way through thefernsand ivy.

A little drunkenly, he faced Holte. "I think we'd better follow her."

Zanewas digging around with his hands at the base of some leafy fernsat adight distance from the
tubing.

Holte said, " She's dways refused to face facts.”
Zane suddenly yanked a plant out of the black earth.
"Ah, hah!" he shouted with joy. He'd discovered atuber of somekind.

"Let'sleave," Holte said to hisfriend. ™Y ou know how sheiswhen she goesinto these snits of hers.”
Cesyawas at the base of the hill—ahill that Nicholas now knew was what was |eft of abuilding of some
kind.

Zaneran up to Holte. "It'sapotato!” he said. "I thought it looked familiar. Here, Nick," hethrust it
proudly into Nicholass hands. Nicholas hastily thrust it back.

Cesyaydled through thetrees. "l forbid you to take anything further from the earth! Return to the
meadow at once! Do you hear me?'



Zane scraped the dirt and root hairs off the limpy brown vegetable. It had an odd configuration for a
potato, but what was even odder was the absolute thrill Zane got in egting the thing, raw. His crunching
was nearly asloud astheir footsteps through the foliage.

"Y ou want abite?' Zane offered as he kicked through the ferns.
"God, no," Nick said.
"Go ahead," Zaneingsted. "Nothing like a potato—ared potato!”

Nick moved ahead of them, feding awkward and clumsy with these people. He reached their implacable
queen. "Cesya," he entreated.

"You!" she turned on him, wagging astem finger in hisface. " forbid you to spesk with those men from
now on. They will both be punished for that they have done!”

"What have they done, Cesya?' Nicholasydled back in the darkness. "And just who the hell do you
think you are to order me around, anyway?"

Cesyadapped Nicholass face hard.
"How dare you speak to mein that tone of voicel" she screamed.
Holte and Zane came up to them. "Mistress,” Holte began, beseechingly.

"Y ou areto return to your Clantram immediately and take your.... yourpet with you! | should tieyou
both to atree so aKeeper would find you loose upon the earth. Y ou've continualy tried to subvert my
authority, and now you'll pay for it!

"And stay away from my Heart!" she commanded.
Zane and Holte stood frozen and speechless, like statues forged of Corinthian copper.

Cesyadragged Nicholas away. Nicholas could hear her panicked breathing. He was almost too drunk
and dizzy towalk.

"I'm sorry, Heart," Cesyacried in alow voice asthey tramped through the dark meadow. "Thereisno
oneinmy life but you." Then she drew in adeep breath. "But thosemen have always been abaneto me.”

"But, Cesya," he began, looking over his shoulder at the two who followed, somewhat cowed, a adight
distance. "What if they'reright? What if thiswas an old military base? What did Holte cdl it? A Warren."

"Thisisnot an old Warren," she stated. "The Warrens were destroyed like dl the citieswhen the
Keepersroseto wak the earth,” she said, shaking her head. "They put that tubing there. They've done
thingslike that to me before. Thoseidiots."

Nicholas laughed. " Cesya, that pipe's been there for along time. | couldn't pull it out. It's attached to
something ingdethe hill.”

They approached the bonfire. The women were singing along with the dancers. The music boxes gave
forth tunesthat seemed asfragile aswind-chime glass.

Cesyawas visbly digracted. She clung to Nicholass arm, dthough it was she who was doing the
leading.



"Wewill have to move on," she muttered. "If we move on, wewill not be bothered. Keeperstravel
dowly. Well continue with the ceremony tonight, but at dawn | will have the men scatter the ashes. WEell
escape harm by noon.If thereisany due us”

Nicholas staggered through the cool, moist grasses, listening to the insects twitter away in the night. He
noticed that Cesya's grasp on him was becoming warmer and more tender as they approached the
group. Still, he couldn't help but fed out of place. All of what had just happened was because of his
presence among them. They would have passed this particular Blossom by had he not awakened.

Ariuzu watched them draw near. Cesyakissed Nicholas softly. "But don't worry about any of this. We
havetime"

Her persondity shifts were confusing. When he was nearby, she seemed powerful and secure. But at
other moments she seemed remarkably insecure and unexpectedly volatile.

"It's only too bad you should encounter the worst so soon,” came Holte's deep, resonant voice from
behind them.

He had appeared out of the shadows. Cesya spun around and struck him upon the chest with both
hands. "Get out of here! | told you to return to your Clantram!™ Cesyaleaped over alow table and
stumbled out among the dancers, who fdll ill.

She grabbed the synthesizer and shut it off. Everyone was watching, completely surprised by her
behavior.

"All the men will return to their Clantram at oncel” she yedled above the roar of thefire. "I forbid any
more mingling with the men from now until the moon'snext risng!”

A gasp went up through the Crowd.
"Movel" she demanded." Now!"

Nicholas watched as the men separated themsalves from the women of the Clan and marched reluctantly
off tothelast tramintheline,

A little boy, about eight years old, walked past Nicholas and Holte. "Way to go, Holte," the kid sneered.
The rest of the adult men—what few there were—hulked off into the dark.

Cesya, her roya feathers smoothed somewhat, walked back to the low table where the physician waited.
Holte had stepped off with the men. Cesya clapped her hands at the dancers.

"Return to the music, dears! Dance!" Swest glistened on her forehead and neck, but she tried not to
appear upset. But Nicholas, closeto her, could tell just how disturbed she was.

Thelast few daystraveling with her in the Clantram had been very tranquil. But Nicholas could now see
how precarioustheir liveswere. They could not stop traveling, even for aday or two. It wastoo
nerve-racking.

Nick took up afreshly poured goblet of wine. There wasllittle he could do about hisgohhe consumption
tonight, and getting drunk was the most reasonable outlet for frustration.

Cesya plopped down on the pillows asif nothing had transpired. The dancers returned to their dance,
trying to reestablish their logt rhythms and gyrations.



Cesyaturned to Ariuzu and laughed. "I'll bet you never celebrated awedding like this before.”

The physician smiled dightly. "Not in my memory, midtress. Thiswill be anight the Clan will remember
foralongtime

The two women clinked their goblets together and turned to watching the ceremonia dances.

Marriage, Nicholasthought. Yes. That'swhat thisisall about. The bride wanting everything to go just
right, even if it means putting a shotgun to the groom'’s back.

Helooked around through the fog of hisintoxication. The incident in the woods seemed remote and
unreal. It had no substance here among these beautiful women—these goddesses.

He glanced up into the night sky. The constellations of spring were risng. The Great Bear rose beyond
the orange heart of Bodtes, the star Arcturus, shining alonein the night.

The men had amost reached their Clantram. The lights of the vehicle had come on, looking like a
congtdllation of its own. Nicholas thought of something, and turned back to the sky. He was drunker than
he had redized. There was no Great Bear. In half amillion years the earth would've gone around the
gaaxy at least twice. Arcturus would belong logt to the light-years. The stars to the north were ajumble.
The sky swirled around him asif changing to suit Cesyasbridd wishes: Everything must be perfect.

Cesyaplaced hishand in her lap. His arm nestled against her breastswarmly.

"The stars are not important tonight, Heart,” she smiled. The blue-green of her eyes were deep whirlpools
of longing. "Only you and | areimportant.”

She signaed another servant girl to gpproach. The girl handed Cesyaand Nicholas glasses of a peculiar
blue crystd. Inthefireslight, it reminded Nicholas of Oaxacan crystal, and an image came rushing back
to him of someone—Rhoannal—setting out plates and glassesfor dinner. The glasses were made of blue
Mexican crystal. Rhoanna's hair as she bent over the table lighting the candies was lovely and dark, just
likethat of the servant girl....

"Nicholas," Cesyacommanded. "Let usdrink to our love." Her words broke the image of Rhoannainto a
thousand pieces, and the pieces gusted away from his fragmented mind.

Hewas married now. And in away he had aso been married back then. Except that with Rhoannait had
never been sanctified in aformal ceremony. They had merely lived together in southern-Californiachic.

Cesyadrew hisleft hand up her exposed thigh benegth her kilt. Rhoannavanished. Cesyadrained her
glassof blue crystd and threw it ludtily into the raging bonfire,

Nicholas had a hard time focusing his eyes.
"Life," Cesyadeclared, "doesn't get any better than this"

Suddenly the bonfire gave off atremendous roar. The dancerstripped and fell asthe flaming wood burst
upward into the air. Thefire grew to an impossible height. The ground heaved dowly and thunderoudly.
asif it were suffering birth pangs.

"My God!" Ariuzu shouted, risng in atangle of robes.

Cesyaand Nicholas tumbled backward, away from their table. The dancers screamed, and the servant
girlsdropped their trays and ran.



The bonfire exploded. Theturf beneath it rose and split itself asunder.

Something horrible wasrising up out of thefiresinferno, out of the earth which had been warmed by the
bonfire—and the demon bore the shape of aman.

"It'saKeeper!" Ariuzu shouted, tripping on her gown as she staggered away into the fractured darkness.

The meadow filled with the cries and screams of the Clan women as they bolted across the grass, running
for the safety of theidle Clantrams.

The machine before them was incredible. Nicholas was hypnotized by its sze and vast congtruction. Its
head was monstroudly bullet-shaped. It possessed no neck to speak of. Manlike in appearance with
long, sturdy legs, it had arms that ended with acluster of efficient-looking fingers. The fire soared about it
asthe ancient Keeper rose from its centuries-old crypt.

It was awalking nuclear bomb.

Nicholasredized that insde the huge bullet head were severd pounds of plutonium and uranium waiting
to go off. The creature had five sparkling eyeslike those of a spider, that winked on brilliantly. The
bonfire had been scattered into smal embers and burning logs asit came at them.

"Violation!" itsvoice box shouted."Violation!"

The bullet head stared down at them mercilesdly. Itsfive heartless eyes cast them dl in adazzling
accusatory light.

The Keeper'sjoints grated and squedled asit dowly gained its feet from whereit had lain underneath
tons of earth and grass. It stood an awesome thirty feet high. Dirt and atapestry of rootsfdl from its
shoulders and tumbled to the floor of the meadow. The terrifying machine had dept along, long time, but
despiteits age it moved with asingular purposein mind.

"No!" Cesyacried. "It can't be!"

The Keeper stepped toward them like arust-colored reptile stalking its hel pless prey. Itsfeet could crush
aman without giving it athought.

"Mistressl" yeled Ariuzu. "Hurry!" Shetugged at Cesyawith adesperate urgency.

The Clantrams were dready starting up their engines. Lights had been turned on throughout the vehicles,
and ladders were being withdrawn by those Clantrams which had dready been filled.

Nicholas grabbed Cesya. She stared at the mechanical beast asif her eyeswere deceiving her.
"Cesya, run!" he shouted.

The Keeper'slegslifted it beyond the scattered embers of the bonfire. "Thisisin Violation of the
Directived!" it shouted down to them.

Cesyabroke away from Nicholas. She thrust out her chest defiantly, gaining what courage she could.
"Weve done nothing wrong!" she shouted up at the machine. "Nothing has been disturbed! Nothing!"

Nick's heart raced maddeningly as he watched the lights focus on Cesya. A row of numbers suddenly
glowed in abloody, vivid crimson on the Kegper's huge chest. The numbers were framed as minutes and
seconds, and the seconds were counting off backward.



The bomb insde of its head had been fused and armed.
Twenty minutes were |eft for the Tgjada Clan!
"It'snot fair" Cesyashouted as Ariuzu pulled at her. "1've done nothing wrong!"

Nicholasturned and saw dl but the lead Clantram—Cesya's vehicle—begin to pull dowly away. They
had abandoned their equipment whereit lay, and Nick could see that people were il climbing the
laddersto some of the trams. The giant wheels of the Clantrams groaned.

He suddenly redlized that they weren't going to makeit.

Cesyaand Ariuzu turned and ran asfast asthey could. The eyes of the Keegper were squarely upon
them. Obvioudly, Keepers weren't designed to reason. The Law wasthe Law.

He could hear Cesyaweeping as sheran in the darkness, along, blue shadow stretching out before her.
Ariuzu, despite her apparent age, was in excellent shape, and managed to keep up with her leader.

Nicholas stopped running. He had spotted along piece of metal, which he assumed was an attachment to
one of theloading carts. It was aslong as hisarm and quite thick.

"Violation!" the Keeper kept saying, waking dowly, avkwardly, toward the line of lumbering vehicles, its
feet pounding on the earth.

Nicholas pitied the women who stood at the windows of the receding Clantrams. They had no weapons.
There was nothing they could do but run away.

He hefted the cart attachment like ajavein. He turned and faced the Keeper. The lights of the behemoth
were blinding asit stared down a him.

The Keegper reached down to grab him, but he was able to roll away from its grasp.

But he knew that they were dl doomed. There was no question about it, unless... He didn't think that the
bomb ins de the machine's mindless skull was strong enough to reach the tramsif they could get out of the
meadow behind the hillsto the south. It was probably avery smdl-yield device. If the Clantrams could
put enough distance between themsalves and the blast, they might be able to survive the gammaradiation
and shock wave. Maybe.

Therewas only one thing Nicholas could think of doing: Stop the Keeper bodily from pursuing the Clan.

Asthe Keegper moved to grab him again, Nicholas ducked benegath the huge arm and thrust the metal
attachment's flat edge into the crook of the Keeper'sleft knee. He had to jump to do it.

The Keeper soun, and asit righted itsalf, Nicholas heard the attachment snap violently and lodge firmly in
thejoint. Still wobbly from the alcohol andgohhe , Nicholas scrambled to his feet, then turned and ran for
thelead Clantram for al he was worth.

He heard aresounding crash behind him and saw that the Keeper had falen to the meadow floor,
immobilized. The bomb insdeits head till ticked away, and as the monster had gone down, Nicholas
had noticed the time | eft: seventeen minutes, thirty-two seconds—and counting....

"Nicholasl" Cesya shouted from across the meadow.

She and Ariuzu had gained the tram, which had falen in behind the other vehicles. He could see Cesya
standing on the ladder as the Clantram picked up speed.



"Hurry, Heart! Hurry!" she shouted into the darkness. Ariuzu stood just above her leader, silhouetted by
thelight from insgdethetram.

Nicholas sprinted asfast as he could. But he was very drunk and didn't see the small stream benegath his
feet. With a crash, he somersaulted across the shalow stream, landing face down in aclump of brittle
cdtalls.

"Damn!" he yelled as pain skyrocketed through hisleg. He had badly twisted hisankle.

With aloud groan—his heart pounding fiercel y—he struggled to hisfeet and limped as best he could
toward the last of the fleeing Clantrams.

"Nick!" came Cesyasfrantic cdl, harking acrossthe dark fieldslike the cry of anightingdewho'd lost
her mate. "Don't do thisto me!" she cried. "Pleasal”

Nicholasfel again and came up bruised and bleeding. He could see that barely ahundred yards avay
Cesyawas struggling with her servants, trying to keep the ladder extended for him. But the Unit which
was seering the vehicles had other thingsin mind—the first of which wasits own immediate survival. The
Clantram wouldn't stop for anything, even the golden woman's mate. Cesya fought against her servants
and Ariuzu, but was eventudly pulled insde. The door closed automaticaly, and its metdlic ringing filled
the meadow likethefina bolt on acoffinlid.

They might makeit, Nick told himsdlf, fighting hispain. They just might....

It was quite dark now; he couldn't see the line of hillsto the south. Many of the Clantrams had dready
vanished.

Therewas blinding pain in his every step. He might have broken his ankle. He splashed into another of
the meadow's many runoff streams and fell exhausted to his hands and knees. He knew that he had to
keep going, to put as much distance as possible between himsalf and the Keeper. But he couldn't find the
strength. His body, depleted by liquor and weakened by nightswith Cesya, couldn't go any further. His
foot felt like an unquenchable fire. His body seemed parayzed with pain.

Hetwisted around, onto the bank of thetiny creek, and lay awkwardly among the smal lilies, bresthing
hard.

Helooked behind him, to the ridge beyond which he knew the Keeper lay struggling, trying to regainits
feet so that it could pursue the Tglada Clan in its age-old obsession with the Law. Luminescent rods of
crystdlinelight from the Keeper'sfive terrible eyes scanned the skieslike searchlights.

Nicholas could hear its horrible voice shouting, "Violation!" like an executioner. The Keeper was aspider
pinned to the ground, but its disability wasonly anillusion. Itsbitewas till deadly.

The stream’s cold water revived him. He scrambled to his knees and moved away asfast ashe could. He
couldn't tell now how much time he had |eft. His perceptions of everything were distorted. He saw that
the lagt of the Clantrams—Cesya's vehicle—had disappeared beyond the low hills.

Nicholas hobbled across the meadow, not looking back. There was no time. He found aridge and
climbed it quickly, the painin hisfoot throbbing each time he put weight on it. Hisankle had swollen
sverdy.

Out of breath and desperate, he rolled down the backside of theridge, diding down the grassin sheer
darkness.



All was quiet. He looked up into the sky.

The stars seemed to shuffle back into place, and he thought he recognized Lyra. But it was just an
illuson. It wasthe familiar sky adying man might want to see during hislast moments on the earth. Thenit
shifted again, and the unfamiliar constellations were dill in place. The world turned sensdlessly on itsaxis,
asit had done al the long centuries, with or without man.

The Keeper exploded.

Nicholas screamed. The earth shook, and the sky wasfilled with light. A deadly wind scoured the
meadow. Enormous chunks of rock and soil rained about him. A piece of metd thunked into his
shoulder, drawing blood. He jerked and flung it into the brook.

But hewas dill dive. It could not have been athermonuclear explosion which had racked the meadow.

Some of his hearing was gone. He shook his head. His body was so racked with pain that thefiresin his
ankle were only minor eements. His bladder and bowels had emptied during the melee.

Rocks and smdller debris kept raining about him, but the rumble of the mgjor blast had subsided. He
coughed and struggled on his ssomach up the dope of the ridge.

The meadow had been totally destroyed. Smoke drifted up in wigps from small fires. He rose on one hurt
knee. He smélled terrible; he felt even worse. He gazed acrossthe plains of hell.

Among the fires, Nicholas noticed, were anumber of rocks or small pieces of meta which glowed inthe
darkness. He knew that it was an illusion of somekind. It had to be.

Then he knew what had happened to the Keeper.

Over time, the casings of the uranium and plutonium stored in the Keeper's d eeping head had decayed or
warped. For anuclear bomb to go off, theinsde lining of uranium had to be absolutely flush with the
outer casing of plutonium. Otherwisg, it would only bresk apart when the norma explosive on theinside
was st off; there would be no chain reaction. Instead, there would be radioactive metal scattered al
over the place.

The meadow had been seeded with millions of shards of radioactive debristhat glowed in the night.

Y et, he knew that neither plutonium nor uranium glowed in darkness. Only his mind had made it come
aive. Fear. Blue-green constdllations of desth dotted the meadow, the spectres of wars long past.

Nicholas rubbed his shoulder where the piece of the Keeper had struck him in the briar patch. Yes, he
thought. This could have been paradise.

His shoulder burned with atomic fire. Hed been struck by white-hot plutonium. He was a dead man.
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Chapter Five

BY MORNING HEwas aready wesk.

During the night he had tried to follow the huge tracks thet the caravan had |eft on the grass, but the going
was rough. The utter darkness and the painful swelling in hisfoot made movement extremely difficult.
Still, something compelled him to get beyond the meadow into the hills, to pursue the receding Clantrams.
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Thevoicein the back of hismind said,Don't stop,Nick. But hisbody cried out: Sop. Rest. Die.

Thefirg thing he did when heleft the fiery meadow was to wash himself in astream. He had to get rid of
the dust and debristhat had sprinkled onto him in the explosion.

He fought off fatigue until the sun came up, when he redlized that he was miles from the meadow. The
terrain was nearly the same with its acres of green grasses, vine- and flower-choked woods, gently
undulating hills. The tracks of the Clan were plainly visible in the soft turf that seemed to carpet the earth
from horizon to horizon. The water-rich soil beneath the tracks yielded small puddies of black mud. From
these, Nicholas could tell how recently the tracks had been laid down. The Clantrams were hours ahead.
Nothing could be heard but the sounds of birds and insects which had risen to meet the dawn.

The sun cleared the top of asmal chain of hillsto the south as Nicholas came upon abrisk stream which
paraleled the Clan tracks. He lay down upon the carpet of grasswhich lined the stream.

Seep descended dmost immediately, despite the pain in hisfoot and the dull burning &t his shoulder. The
world seemed horribly unred. The horizon shimmered, the woods moved. He thought he heard the
voices of an ancient past.

"Nicholag" Thecdl camefrom far off. "Nicholasl Can you hear me?’

Herolled to one side, blinking deep from his eyes. His shoulder soared with pain. The height of the sun
told him held been adeep for hours, but it had been afitful, uneasy deep. Hisankle ill hurt, and the skin
of hiswhole body was now apple-red with sunburn.

"Nick!" camethe call once again.

He noticed that blood had matted thickly where he had fallen adeep on the grass. He sat up, hearing the
collective voices of men nearby, chatting among themsdves. At first he thought they were part of his
dreams, but then another cry rang out, and he knew they werered.

It was Holte.
Nick lifted himself away from the grass, and climbed the bank of the stream to where he could see better.

Holte and a contingent of men and women from the Clan had come down from the north—from the
direction of the death-meadow. They rode strange-looking, horsdlike animals whaose rainbow skins
glistened spectacularly in the morning sun. There were no Clantramsin sight.

He stared at the posse in ddlirium. Riding next to Holte on a fabulous beast was one of the Clan'spilots,
who scanned the ground with her eye device. Cesyawas not present.

They wereriding animas Waan't that aViolation? It would follow the logic of the Directives....

But he was too exhausted to figure it out. Thelogic of thisworld was entirely arbitrary, asif it had been
composed idiosyncraticaly in the mind of an unstable, emotionally insecure being. Perhgpsit wasn't a
Violation at dl. Perhgpsit wasjust some grown-ups riding colorful ponies coming to rescue him.

Hefdl just asthey caught sght of him.
"Over therel" Holte shouted to the group, reining his beast toward the stream where Nicholaslay.
Nick heard the hooves of the animal s thunder over him, and in amoment Holte was beside him.

"Hesdivel" hesad.



Holte's eyes beamed asif held just found along lost friend. He seemed a different man from the night
before.

"I thought the Clan had gone on,”" Nicholas said. The somber pilot came down to the stream with a
canteen. She handed it to Holte, who in turn held it to Nick's parched lips. It was laced withgohhe.

"TheMidressfought dl night with the Unit. It was only this morning that she won. The Unit wouldn't send
the Clantrams back, because of the Directives. But Cesyainssted that wetry to find you."

"Thanksfor trying," Nick said weekly, Sitting up. "But | don't think it's going to matter much.”

Holte noticed Nick's shoulder. "It looks bad. We'd better get you back to Ariuzu as quickly as possible.
The Unit only gave us until mid-afternoon. The Clantramswill move on without usif we ddly."

"Have you ever ridden horseback?' asked Zane, gorilla- shaped Zane, with hisfoolish grin.
Nicholas nodded in affirmation.

Zane, he thought. His face seemed to have followed Nick throughout hislives upon the earth. The
buffoon. Wherever he went, there was aways the archetypa buffoon.

Zane yanked one of the beasts over and held firmly to the reins as Holte assisted Nicholas to hisfeet.
Nick looked closdly at the creature. "What isit?" he asked.

The beast's skin glimmered like aneon sign. How it escaped predators, he did not know. But its eyes
were bright with afriendly intelligence, and itslegs, while shorter than those of ahorse, seemed as

powerful.
"Wecdl themzdlles " Zane said. "They follow the Clansfrom timeto time. They think they're people.”

There was no pommel or saddlehorn, so Nicholas had to struggle to retain his balance on the zelle.
Within minutes, he could fed saddle sores coming on.

Holte turned to his contingent. "L et's get moving. We don't have much time." He then turned to Nicholas.
"We're going to get you out of this, Nick. Don't worry."

Nicholas kept as close as he could to Holte and Zane as they trotted along at a moderate pace. They
trailed the Clantram tracks in the virgind grass. Nicholas could now see the hoof- printsthat the zelles
had made earlier that morning when they had come up from the south, looking for him.

The giant man said, "We went al the way back to the meadow looking for you, but the pilot couldn't find
your tracks until we turned back." The pilot, silent dl thistime, merely nodded when Nick looked at her.

Holte continued, " Cesya refused to believe you were dead, but the Unit showed her the probability
curves. The odds were pretty devastating.”

"Well," Nick said. "l appreciate the gesture. Despite the odds.”

"Thewoman'sinsane," Zane interjected, beside them. He was so massive, he seemed about to crush his
zelle beneath him. "No one has ever defied her and lived. If the Unit were ared person, shed have
junked it long ago."

Nicholasfet dizzy and sick to his somach. Radiation poisoning?



They passed benesth an overhanging em. Thelight that graced them from above was emerald and
cathedralike. Then Holte said something peculiar.

"Whatever happens, Nicholas, do not worry. Y ou've been through agreat dedl, but we'll get you out of
this. That woman isgiving usavery hard time. And she gets stronger and stronger each time we test her.”

Holte said nothing more, but looked about him asif the trees themselves had ears with which to hear his
words. Nicholas couldn't see how they could conspire againgt Cesyalike this—especialy after a
near-encounter with a Keeper. Perhaps that was why Cesya had kept him segregated from the other
men of the Clan. In any case, he was too weak to ponder it for long.

They stopped for abrief repast after Nicholas announced that he could not go any further without some
kind of sustenance. Holte apologized sincerdly for being so inconsderate, but reemphasized their need to
return on time. Everyone el se, though, was eager to rest.

Nicholas found a stream beneath some trees and dropped his swollen ankle into it. The shocking cold of
theicy watersingantly revived histired body, and he felt some of the swelling going down. Tiny fish
drifted up and began nibbling harmlesdly at histoes. He marveled at their bizarre armorplated skin.
Though they were neverthel ess swift, they seemed regressively prehistoric, like their Cenozoic
counterparts.

Y es, hethought. Life's going backward to asmpler time.

A sadness, prompted by hisweariness, folded about him like acloak as he sat with Holte and his merry
men, watching them pass around nuts and an artificia cheese. They seemed like children asthey talked
with the somber pilot, who had temporarily removed her scanner. There was no reason to tell them that
ther liveswerelessthan desirable. To them, living with Keegperswas like living with the common cold.
Y ou could never escape either, so why worry?

Hisdepresson, like hisinjury, quickly sapped his strength.

They rode hard for therest of the afternoon, with Holte out in front. Nicholas didn't have the strength to
inquire further about what Holte might have meant earlier about "testing” the golden leader. Their lunch
had been hasty. They were al weary and apprehensive.

Findly they plunged into agathering of elderly maples, the zdlesfollowing agame-trall in the brush. Holte
pulled them al to ahalt. The men and women of the posse then began dismounting, removing the
makeshift bridles from the mouths of their loya beasts. Nicholas did off of his zelle, and Holte un-
harnessed it. He dapped it on the rump, and the multicolored animd ran off with the others.

"The Clanisin the meadow just beyond these woods," Holte told him. "Can you walk?' The tools of
their illega mode of travel were stuffed into bags which they had brought aong.

"I think I can makeit," Nick told him. Nevertheless, he was shaking, and afilm of sweat had broken out
al over hisbody. His ssomach churned.

When they |eft the trees, they saw before them, in another broad meadow, the Clantrams waiting in the
afternoon sun. A few zelleswere grazing in the meadow where the silver ribbon of a creek wound its
leisurely way to some faraway lake or ocean. A number of the women were out on the grass, loung- ing,
and afew smdll girlswereflying kites. On seeing the rescue party, they shouted down the line, and doors
began opening in thetrams.

Holte supported Nicholas as the women began running toward them. " Just remember,” he whispered,



"weretrying our best. We're getting you out of this soon, but it's going to take time. It's a Situation we
didn't expect to happen.”

Nicholasfdt light-headed. "I don't think I've got much timeleft," he said weakly. His mouth was dry, and
thejointsin hisbody throbbed unmercifully.

A wave of hopelessness swept over him. Would they be able to treet radiation burns at al? What was
thelevd of their medica technology? Hed need more than a concoction of Ariuzu's herbsto pull him out
of thisone.

He collapsed.

The next thing he knew, he was being ferried into a Clantram, suspended beneath one of the
swivd-cranes. He kept hearing his name spoken franticaly, criesfor attention being shouted.

They got him into the room of hisorigina awakening, and within minutes medication was being given him
by the old physician. It brought him around somewhat.

Cesyawasin tears; the physician, Ariuzu, wore a countenance of deep concern.
"Heart,” Cesyacried, "please don't leave us. Please!”

Hetried to give her what comfort he could. "I'm al right," helied, waving her away from the couch.
"Thanksfor sopping the Clan, though. They would've never found meif they hadn't been given thetime.”

Cesyas demeanor shifted from grief to rage. "They wouldve had moretimeif the Unit hadn't fought with
me," she said, wiping away her tears. "It's never done that before. No one defies me.No onel™

"Migtress," Ariuzu cautioned, trying to hold her. "Please.”
"The men did agood job," Nicholas said. " The women too. Y ou should thank them."

Cesyarose from the couch and began stalking about, clenching and unclenching her fists. The Clantram,
on an unseen order, began to move. Cesyareturned to Nick's Side as Ariuzu prepared strips soaked in
ointment for hisinjured shoulder.

"I don't want you to die!" she whispered closeto him. "I won't have you leave melikethis. | need you!™
"Midgtress," Ariuzu spokein low, tremuloustones, "he hasthe Sickness, I'm afraid.”
"No!" Cesyashouted at her. "That can't be! No one's gotten the Sicknessin memory!"

Ariuzu's eyes were compass onate, but final in their assessment. "These things are beyond our contral,
Mistress. We can only comfort him as best we can.”

"No, no, no!"
Nicholasdidn't like the sound of those words, though they confirmed what he had known dl aong.
"I loveyou, Nicholas," Cesyasaid.

He turned and looked at her. Her golden hair had tumbled down to her bronze shoulders; her eyeswere
puffed and red. He felt deeply sorry for her—more so than for himself. The world seemed unredl, but it
was her world, and she would haveto go onlivinginiit.



It waslike the dllure of adream just asthe alarm clock bresks the silence and you wake pearled in
sweat. The gtrings of the dream's attachment till pull at you, and they hurt.

Hefet detached, distant from redity. Women came into the room. Hisragged kilt had been removed.
Sponges were daubing his body, and cool unguents found his cuts and bruises.

He heard bitter weeping from one corner of the rega suite, and when he looked to find the source of
such unhappiness, he saw Cesyalying against amound of white satin pillows benesth awindow that
opened to the Eden outside. The bronze of her skin contrasted brilliantly with the sheen of the satin
pillows.

The power of her grief reached him and resurrected the memory of what he had lost over the aeons gone
by. Theimage of Rhoannacameto him, and he felt dl the bitterness Cesyawas feding. Betraya and loss
ruled the world.

Desrewasthe cause of dl suffering, and for how long had they suffered?

Cesya, himsdlf, even the Clans, wherever they roamed, would suffer aslong as there were people diveto
fed the pain of what it meant to be ahuman being. Perhaps the Keepers wereright in their mindless
adherenceto the Law.

Betraya and loss.

Rhoanna beneath a summer's moon, slipping into a darkened apartment with another man. The
jingle of his keys. The dance of their laughter. Betrayal. Loss.

They were two sides of acoin, tossed like a mad Spaniard's doubloon, soiled and bent, rising like the
August moon—amoon clovenin half like abroken heart....

"No!" Cesya breathed hotly, once again by hisside. Her tearsfell softly on hischest. "Youre mine! You
belong to me!"

"Rhoanna," he whispered.

"Oh, my Heart," Cesyamourned, holding him. "Nicholas, please darling. Don't |et them take you away
fromme. Youredl | haveintheworld."

Gently, Ariuzu pulled her away from the couch. The servant girls ood waiting apprehensively.

"He must deep now," Nicholas heard the physician say. "Heis exhausted and has been through aterrible
orded. We might yet be able to cleanse hisbody of the poison, but right now he needs deegp more than

anything."

Ariuzu's voice was reassuring. The soft rocking of the Clantram cradled him. Perhgpsit would be
pleasant after all to accompany Cesya on her endless journeys. Niceto have achild or two. Niceto see
the green world. Smdll theflowers....

He began fading into the long corridor of deep as the cobat wings of night collapsed about him. Ariuzu,
eternal grandmother, comforted him with her find medications. He knew that he would never reawaken
from this darkness.

Then he heard Cesya shout orders. "Quickly, place him into the Unit! The Unit will know what to do!
Hurry!"



Poor woman, he thought. These people were no match for the curses of technology. They were children
of Eden, hexed by nations and warslong, long vanished, |eft to travel the earth aone.

In the background, like the voice of a soul lost and wandering in the spiritless dark of purgatory, Nicholas
heard weeping and fiery cries of rage. The arms of angels lifted him, but the sobbing would not go away.

He stood beside a squat evergreen tree in the August moonlight. Rhoanna and a Marine were
inside the house. He had followed her. She had told him that she had wanted to stay that night
with her mother. The lightsin the Marine's bedroom had just gone out. Soft music. And soon, the
sounds of love. He was beneath that window. From the cold avenues of space the moon's godless,
cyclopean eye stared heartlessly down on him. He shouldn't have followed her. He shouldn't have
risked being beneath that open window. But he had had to do it. He had to know.

And now he knew. In that bedroom the beast with two backs was doing what it did so well. On
into the night....

Hed lived out alife millennialong, and still betraya and loss pursued him like hungry animas nipping a
hisheds.

"Rhoanna," hecried.
"No!" the golden lady sobbed by hisside. "Nicholas, no!"
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Chapter Six
DOWNTOWNSANFRANCISCO.

It isa beautiful spring day as Nicholas looks up into a blue sky filled with the spires of many clean
and imposing offices. Yes, San Francisco. He has no problem recognizing it. And when a breath of
air scented with kelp drifts up to him, he feels buoyant for the first timein quite a while.

Thereis a speckling of seagulls wheeling above the busy city on a breeze in from the bay, and on
the sidewalks are dozens of businessmen and women on their way to lunch. He feels good in his
suit and tie. His shoes grate crisply upon the sidewalk. Is he awake, or is he dreaming? He must be
dreaming.

A man runs up the opposite side of the street and crosses over through honking, angry
automobiles. The man looks agitated.

Itis Derek Mallory.
"Derek!" Nicholas smiles. "Whatever are you doing here? Thisis a pleasant surprise.”
Mallory has a worried look on his face. "Nick, are you all right?" he asks.

Nicholas shakes his best friend's hand warmly. "Never better,” he says cheerfully. Derek seems
puzzled. Nicholas doesn't under stand.

"What's the matter, Derek?"

"Didn't Melissa tell you about the bomb?
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"What bomb?"
"The one we're all supposed to be looking for!™

"Oh, you mean the Keeper. The Unit says that there's another Keeper about three days to the east
of us. No problem, though. I'm on vacation right now, anyway."

"Nick, wake up! Thisisimportant! We're talking about millions of helpless people!”

"Nonsense. | figure about twenty-five to thirty to a Clantram, except the first one and the last.
That's where the men are. Cesya and | are up front. The rest are women. You should see some of
them. They're gorgeous.”

Mallory looks up at the imposing buildings. "Help us find the bomb, Nick."
"The bomb."

"Right." Mallory is very excited now. "Staci and Reitinger are a couple of blocks away in the
Transamerica Building. Melissa thinks the whole thing's similar to the Rio layout.

"Rio de Janeiro?"

"That'sright. It'sin one of the buildings, we think. Libyans supplied by agents of the KGB."
"Derek," Nicholas laughs. "Don't get so excited. The KGB isn't that stupid.”

"President Runciman's in town, and he's got all of Foresee worried as hell."

"OK," hesays. "Where do | start?" He is agreeable. Besides, it's such a nice day.

"I'mtaking the Wells Fargo Bank Building. You take that one there. Across the street. The
Sentinel Building. It's abandoned, but Mnemos says it might be a possibility.

"OK."
"Great!" Derek Mallory says with vast relief. He slaps Nicholas on the shoulder.

"Hey, watch the shoulder! That's why I'm on vacation, pal. Injured in the line of duty, and all
that."

"Sorry, Nick. We don't have much time!"

Mallory runs off. Nick calls after him, "There's time enough at the end of the world. And plenty of
women, too."

He whistles, thrusting his hands into his pants pockets, walking across Kearny Street.

The stroll is enjoyable beneath the raspy song of gulls and tired old albatrosses. A number of
pretty secretaries smile at him. He smiles back.

The elevator still worksin the Sentinel Building, so Nick takes it to the penthouse on the seventh
floor. It isan odd, turn-of-the-century structure, dwarfed by the larger buildings around it. The
penthouse is still a bachelor's pad, filled with plush furniture. The dude who lived here last really
knew how to do it right, Nicholas thinks to himself, admiring the decor.

He steps up to the wide window. "Now, | wonder where that nasty old bomb is hiding?"



Behind him a silky voice suddenly purrs, "1 knew you would come, Heart."

Emerging from a bathroom at the rear—and a recent shower—she stands dripping wet. Cesya.
Off comes her shower cap. A towel caresses her silky form: her breasts quiver dightly. Gold
tresses fall about her bronze shoulders. She is bronze everywhere.

"l have to find a bomb," hetells her.

Cesya dlinks up to him. Heis enthralled by the hypnotic motion of her breasts. Drops of water
bead the large pink circles of her nipples.

"The Keeper isfar away," she tells him. Wet footprints follow her across the carpet. "We can
enjoy ourselves here. The Unit says we have three whole days."

Exciting things are beginning to awaken in him. Cesya drops her towel on a leather chair and
slowly begins to undo histrousers, staring into his eyes.

A small clock radio suddenly rouses on the coffee table, and a woman's voice calls out his name.
"Nicholas! Stay away from that woman. There is work to do. The bomb. Find us the bomb!*

Cesya grabs the radio and smashesiit on the table, pulverizing it with one hand. She's very strong.
"I have to find the bomb," Nicholasinsists.
"Nicholas," Cesya says. "Don't listen to them. You belong to me!"

Nicholas stops her. "Just a moment, please. Thiswon't take long. I'm one of the best. Melissa told
me so once."

Thereisaturret dome on the top of the Sentinel Building, with access from the penthouse bel ow.
There Nicholas locates a tel escope. He begins scanning the rooftops of San Francisco with the
bachelor's toy.

Cesya comes up behind him and puts her arms around his waist. "We could be together forever,
Heart. | will stimulate your pleasure centers like no woman ever has."

"Thiswill only take a minute," he tells her, smiling. "Excuse me, please.”
"There are no bombs!" she suddenly rages. " And we don't have that much time!"
"Sure we do. Three days. You said so yourself."

Sherunsto the other side of the telescope and lowersit slowly. Nicholas stands upright. Those
bedroom blue-green eyes have only one desire, he can see.

"Well," Nicholas says, giving in. He removes histie. "Perhapsit can wait."

Minutes later, they are in bed in the center of the penthouse studio apartment. The windows have
been dimmed and music is playing. It isfamiliar music.

Cesya rubs her hand between hislegs, causing himto become erect with desire. She holds him
firmly, with a stroking motion. All of his pleasure centers belong to her.

Then the television set across the room flashes to life. A face appearsin full color, looking directly
at him. It isa woman's face. "Nicholas, break away from her. Fight her. We need you."



It is Rhoanna Martin.
"Rhoanna?" Nick sits up suddenly.

Cesya throws him back down onto the bed and straddles him in one quick motion. The face on the
television screen continues to implore him as Cesya easily inserts himinto her.

"Nicholas!" Rhoanna's ancient voice cries out.

"You'remine," Cesya smileswith rapture. "Mine!"

"The bomb," he says, looking up at her. "I must find the bomb."
She istransformed by ecstasy.

"You want the bomb? I'll give you the bomb," she groans. "It's right beneath you in this building.
If I can't have you, then nobody can!”

Every nerve ending, every impulse, every delight is hers.

He cannot control himself. He feelsfirerising in hisloins, as he bursts copiously inside the bronze
woman. She laughs, eyes wild with pleasure.

He dissolves in the furious heat of a sudden white light. And flows into nothingness.
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The Fourth Variation

Chapter One

"QUI,"THE VOICES gathered at hiswrist called out.

"y e

"Someone gpproaches,”" hisdliesinformed him.

"No one gpproaches," he said.

"Wewould like to differ with you. Someone is gpproaching, and we thought you'd like to know."

Qui ignored the voices of hisassembled dlies. Therewere only asmall handful of individuas eft upon the
old earth, and he couldn't believe that he was important enough to be disturbed just now—particularly
when everyone he knew had followed the urge to migrate up into the frosty reaches of outer space. He
knew that the Final Day was upon them all, whether they still dwelled on the dying earth or driftedin
space far aboveit. Most had seen the wisdom of taking their dliesinto orbit, where the great Migration
Shidds hung in the sky, waiting.

No, Qui thought. Thereis no one gpproaching. The dlies must be dreaming nervoudy again, wanting to
escape from their bgeweled prison at hiswrist and frolic in the light of day.

Asit was, Qui wasn'tin much of amood to set hisaliesfree or to deal with a stranger. He wanted to
share that grand private spectacle with no one. The spectacle of the Fina Day.
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Absently, he fingered the glittering jem of the bracelet on hiswrist. Hisdlies stirred and shimmered
anxioudy within, but it was not time for them to appear. He would travel on foot to enjoy these last fading
panorameas, despite the unrest of theincarnations at hiswrist.

There was much upon hismind. It was asif awhole lifetime of confusion had suddenly comeinto focus,
asif he had been looking for something that he had lost sometime back and now he feared that it would
never be found. Whatever it was.

Ashewaked dong the warm crystaline sands of the shore, he could dmost fee the heavy accumulation
of time and memory in every particle of earth beneath hisfeet. He enjoyed these melancholy sensations,
even though hisdlies questioned hisbehavior. " After dl," they told him, "why wak when aman can fly?'

Why, indeed? he thought.

Qui suddenly cdled out to them. "Allies.

"Yes?' came the S multaneous response from the thousands of voices waiting within the jewd .
"Tel methe story again of Jacob Béhme."

The voices shifted minutely within the jewe asthey searched for the one who would know. A voice
finaly spoke. " Jacob Bohme was a German mystic and theosophist who lived a atime when the earth
was gpproaching its middle age."

"No dates, please," Qui requested. "I've had enough to do with time."
"Bohme grew up in the town of—"
But Qui interrupted. "That isnot what | need to hear. Tell me again of histransformation.”

"Yes," the voice said. Qui knew that the aly was a spirit—man or woman, he couldn't tell—who had
lived in the same era, perhaps the same town as this Béhme. The aly continued: "It is said that one day
he achieved amystica vison of God when alight happened to glance off of a plate made of pewter.”

"Ah," sighed Qui. "Bliss. Please explain.”

There was a prolonged silence among his dlies. None among them spoke, and there weremillions of
them in there. But Qui understood: It was a nontrand atable experience.

"l wish..." Qui began.
llYg.)l
"l wish that Béhme were among you."

"Thereare otherslike him," they chimed eagerly, their voices mingling like the crystals of an ancient Zen
wind-bell. "We have a Sufi of the twelfth century, an Awakener of the twentieth. They can corroborate,
but cannot explain.”

Were bliss and happiness so easily found! he thought. The light off an ordinary plate. Something so
mundane, o unexpected.

"Why are you so unhappy?' the alies asked, wanting to be helpful.

Qui looked out acrosstheflat, calm ocean. The giant red star that the sun had becomeinits old age cast



acrimson phosphorescence across gentle wavel ets. Tides had vanished with the moon. Filigrees of pink
clouds drifted in the sky, looking for some place to go. He felt the emptiness of the world.

"I don't know," Qui confessed. "I have been struck with the redlity of my unhappiness—my
imprisonment. And it'ssomething | can't ignore eegily.”

"Y ou have usto consder,” hisalies said with a predictable shimmer of uneasiness. "Wewould not like to
perish onthe Fina Day."

Qui smiled sadly. "No one will perish, | can assure you. Now, please. | would liketo be left in slence for
alitlewhile"

"Even though someone gpproaches?’
"Y es. Even though someone approaches.”

He sighed heavily, looking out across the ocean. The sun was a blood-red eye watching him from the
western lip of theworld, filling up a quarter of the sky. Veins of an even darker, cancerousred lined the
surface of the bloated orb. Qui could fed itsweariness.

He had no idea how old the city before him was, athough he knew that trapped in the dly bracelet
among hisformer incarnations was an inhabitant or two who could perhapsidentify it. There might be
thousands of them. It didn't matter.

Hisdlieswere of some use, however. Earlier that day he had alowed them to transport him acrossthe
bleak nameless ocean to thislarge, nearly flat continent. Peculiar iron tubes surfaced on the land
occasiondly, risng and burrowing into the gloomy bowels of the ancient earth. WWho had set them down
or how long it happened didn't interest Qui. His fedings of unhappiness were his chief concern. He did
not have the heart to tell hisaliesthat he could not—would not—Ileave the earth until he had achieved
happiness. Otherwise he would end up carrying his confusions and questions with him to another star
sysem.

Qui waked along the shore until he found some marble steps that had once led to alanding but were
now being swallowed up by the gradud advance of the sea. Much of the harbor had aready sunk out of
sght. If the earth lasted another decade, the city would find its new home among the fishes.

A large broken pillar lay like the trunk of a petrified tree acrossthe steps. A ddlicate green moss had
drung itsdlf dong oneside.

It was a perfect place to rest and est.
"l wish to eat now," Qui commanded as he leaned againg the pillar.

A few dliestwinkled and escaped from hiswrig, and these glowing stars of life set out alight med
before him. Then they withdrew into their protective jewel, happy to have been of service.

The sun would take about another hour to set fully. He would have plenty of timeto set up histent and
gather firewood for the morning, unless he decided to ask hisaliesto perform that chore. He drew up a
handful of nutsfrom aglass bowl, tossng them into his mouith.

Something erupted from the ocean not far from him. He saw aveltane taketo the air. With asibilant cry,
the creature flapped around cruddy, shunting off heavy drops of water until it was light enough to take
fully to the skies.



Qui ligtened toits cry. It penetrated his heart. What had compelled it to rise up out of the haven of the
shallow seaand fly off with such adoleful sound? What forcesin the veltane's life made for it aheaven or
ahdl?

He knew that he was projecting his own fedings of desolation into the sensaless animd. Perhapsthe
water creature was only looking for a better meal. Perhaps the veltane only wanted to do something
different from the routine of itsusua underweter life.

He wished such asmple existence for himself.

"The one who approaches should now bein sight, Qui. Y ou may need immediate protection,” hisallies
suddenly chimediin.

Qui chewed histiny nutsdowly. "Then, protect me."

Hisdlieswere uneasy. "Qui, let usremind you that if antagonisms ensue, there may be punishments
assessed. We wish to participate in the Migration. We cannot be sacrificed because of your petty
squabbles.”

"Cdmdown," hetold them.

"But we know who is approaching!"

"Sodol," hesad, sghing heavily. "It could be no one but Elena.”

Sheisthe source of my unhappiness, he suddenly redized. Elena. It isaways Elena

" She can only make thingsworse," they told him. " She cannot endave a soul that doesn't wish to be
endaved.”

"But shewill try."
"It's her nature. Let me handlethis. It'smy incarnation, after al. Y ou each had your chance.”
"But remember the Find Day!"

"Yes," Qui said iffly. "The Final Day isupon usal.” Qui glanced along the shore. The waters of the lazy
sealapped at hisfeet. Hewaited for Elenasdlies—all eight hundred million of them—to shimmer into
view with dl the wondrous light and luminescence of aglobular cluster. He had known that Elenawould
quickly tire of life on one of the majestic Migration Shields. Even with over amillion people—and their
attendant allies—ringing each Shield, she was bound to get bored sooner or later. There were few
intrigues, few invigorating scandds, dmost no gossip-fodder anong those waiting for the Find Day.
Elenawasinsatiable. Qui was the only man living—at least asfar as he knew—whom she had yet to
sample.

And here shewad

The cluster of lights sparkled brightly over the dying ocean, flying low along the southern edge of the
world. He knew that she would have some difficulty finding him, because his own alieswere not out in
force. He kept his alies contained within their jewel for that very reason. He had no desire for company
at the moment.

He had finished hisevening medl by thetimethe lights of Elenasdlieswere upon him.
"I'vefound you at last!" her throaty voice boomed cheerfully down as she eased over the ruins. The shell



of luminescent dlies around her concedled her completely except for her happy, smiling face. Her former
incarnations pulsated with the colors that befitted their myriad persondities and dispositions. They
gparkled with her excitement.

"So you have," Qui responded with disinterest, Sitting aone and exposed upon the falen pillar. " So, tell
me, Elena. Islifethat uninteresting in space? Or are you just living dangeroudy now that the Engineers
have informed us of the Final Day?"

The globular cluster bobbed dightly severa meters above the ground. "Darling one," she sang, "the Elders
have assured me a place upon any Shield | choose, and they have guaranteed that you will be beside me.

They are grievoudy concerned about your foolish quest for happiness. There are children to be had, dear

one, and dliesto be st free”

Qui looked out over the empty ocean. "So that'sit. Y ou've conned the Eldersinto creating another child.”

"Every soul deserves abody in which to work off the millions of years of karma it accumulates upon this
woeful earth, dearest one.”

"Y ou don't need meto reproduce. Y ou've had achild by dmost every man dive.”

Still concedling her from view, her alies beamed proudly. "1 should be so lucky!" she laughed.

Qui stared up into the multifaceted lights. ™Y ou know what they are saying about you on the Shidds?'
Thelights scintillated gayly. "Oh, darling one, | canimaging!”

Qui picked up the glass bowl his nuts had comein and tossed it idly into the listlesswaters. "They are
saying that you've dept with every man dive—and that those you haven't dept with are your sons” He
smiledwryly.

The lights began to dowly drift lower. "And which are you, darling one?"
Qui crossed hisarms. ™Y ou need nothing from me, Elena. I've nothing to give you.”
"But thet isnot true," shesaid.

Qui fingered hiswrigt once again. Hisalieswere sending him silent warnings. He could sense their
cautiousripples.

"Elena," Qui began, "my dliesare very nervoustoday. Y ou understand. Please withdraw your own
horde."

"Oh," Elenaresponded happily, "your alies are so suspicious! Y ou have no need to fear me."
"Then show yoursdf—if you dare."

The gathering of rainbow lights touched down on the marble steps where the pale green waterslicked at
the drowning ruins. One by one, the dliesflickered out of sight, returning like goblinsinto the bracelet the
woman wore at her wrigt.

She stood in the beauty of her nakedness, long ash-blond hair faling like the crest of awaterfall down to
the base of her spine. Though she had borne many children, her body showed no sign of physical wesr.
The Engineers could work miracles; Elenawas living proof. She was hundreds of years older than Qui,
but physicdly arrested in form to seem only fifteen years his senior.



He had never understood her obsessive desire to own him. Her need for new children could easily be
satisfied within the Shields. Her interest in him had aways struck him as eccentric. Her single-mindedness
was S0 strong that everything around him often felt distorted, asif there were nothing and no onein the
world but him and Elena.

"I would do anything for you," she said, walking dowly toward him. Hisdlieswere till wary. He could
fed ther agitation.

Qui stared & her.

In his own short lifetime, he had known many women. But now they seemed like dreams. Names he had
forgotten. Places were only blurs. He was by nature solitary.

But the Sight of Elenas mature womanly form began to arouse in him emotions he had thought long lost to
the past. Hefdt asif he'd just awakened beside this shoreline, on thisearth, in this spinning galaxy—in
thislife. His emotions and desires made each moment intense. His alies shuddered with anxiety.

He had to be careful with this woman because hisdight arousal had been entirely involuntary; and that
darmed him.

He turned away from her. ™Y ou know that | wish to be aone. Y ou might try respecting that wish."

Elena's hearty voice was magnetic, compelling. "We were meant to be together, and | have nothing but
time. The Elders say that we would make ajoyous coupling. And | would even enter the hdls of death
withyou if | had to."

Qui'sdlies shimmered in awave of panic. They didn't like the mention of desth. Qui comforted them as
best as he could, rubbing hisbracelet gently.

"Thereare no hdls of death,” he said dowly. "Not true death, anyway. There would be just further and
further incarnations, and further imprisonment until liberation isachieved.” Helooked evenly & her. "And
from what | understand, al the Perfect Masters are on the Shields, waiting to travel among the stars. True
happiness bel ongs with them, not with me."

As she sat beside him, his body began reacting to her presence. None of the women he had known were
like her.

She whispered, "No one has obsessed me more than you. Y ou seem to be part of me. The Elders say
that | bring thisfeding from lifetimes of pursuing you. And | shal not |et the Final Day pass without our
union.”

She put a soft, seductive arm about his bare shoulders.

The Elders were seldom wrong in such matters, but he couldn't summon the courage to accept their
judgment. As advocated by the great masters of his kind—and even by masters among hisdlies of lives
long gone—he had chosen to forget the past. His birthplace was forgotten. His parents had vanished to
their places on the Migration Shields. Y et, this woman caled him back to the past—the deeply buried
past where the need to love, and to be loved, drove the human spirit to unhappy emotiona attachments.
Were hisdlies uncomfortable because they'd seen it al before? Probably. Were they complaining
because the anticipated pain might be too much for him thistime around? Unquestionably.

"I can make you happy, dear one," she crooned. "Y ou know that. Why isit that you won't et me?"

Helooked into the whirlpools of her eyes, and it was like entering aroom of infinite mirrors—mirrorsto



the halls of past lives and past relationships. And past grief.
"Who areyou?" he breathed, facing her seductions. "Why do you bother me so?'

She seemed taken aback by the questions. But she managed asmile. ™'Y ou worry about things that
should long ago have been forgotten. Be happy with who you are, with what you have!™

"l haveyou," he said, despair hanging like lead weights to the syllables of each word. "And the Final
Day."

"Youbelong to me," she sang. "Happinessis not impossble.”
Qui heard something gtir in the ruins behind them. It sounded like afart.

Qui and Elena both turned and saw, to their mutual amazement, awithered, beet-red old man staring at
them from the top of afdlen cornice.

He began mimicking Elenas voice. "Romeo, Romeo! Where falrt thou,Romeo?" A broadside escaped
hisrear end as hefdl backward, laughing hilarioudy.

Qui stood up quickly, very much surprised. Elends reaction was most curious.
Apparently, he'd been there for quite sometime.
"Who are you?' Elena gasped, covering her nakedness salf-conscioudly.

Qui touched his bracelet and felt the reassuring presence of hisaliesand their ready power. Why hadn't
they warned him?

Elenaraged. "Howdare you interferewith uslikethid"
The very earth on which they stood seemed to shake with her indignation.

The scrawny, impish man legped up on a sheared granite pillar and squatted obscendly. Another cloud of
digestive gas escaped him—completely bursting the romantic bubble Elena had created. "I would hardly
cdl thisinterference,”" he giggled. "Besides, the whole earth isfree for any man to roam, aslong as
Nicholas here doesn't mind."

Qui gtared in total bewilderment. The man clearly was mistaking him for someone e se.Nicholas? The
namewas archaic, unfamiliar.

"My nameisQui," heintroduced himsdf quickly. "What are you doing here? I've never seen you before.”

Theman's skin was avile purple. He wore only aloincloth that bulged unpleasantly. Elena, seeing him
clearly for thefirst time, staggered backward, a hand between her breasts covering her heart. Qui had
never seen her 0 shaken. Hisdlies began telling him just how much she wasrevolted by this
transgression.

But hisallies seemed not to redlize there was a third person present. Something totally unheard of was
going on, and he didn't likeit.

The ugly little man hunkered down, grinning a them.

Elena shook with anger. The man ignored Qui's questions and kept smiling at Elenawith his crooked
mouth, his head cocked sideways, asif she were apeculiar creature in a planetary zoo.



"Get out of here! | command it!" she ydled, mustering up her courage. Qui was surprised by the strength
and arrogancein her voice.

Qui stepped forward. "1 think you'd better explain this, whoever you are.”

The runt bounced up and down like a protohuman. "The name's Nemosten,” he smiled. "I'd shake hands
with you, but | fell in something back there...." He began waggling his hand, and alump of
brown-colored dop splattered to the ground at Elenasfeet.

"Oh, God," she croaked.

Nemosten kept waggling hishand to rid himself of whatever it was heéd fallenin. "'I've been watching you
both, so you'd better watch out!" He jumped up suddenly, dancing and clicking hishedls. " 'Y ou'd better
not cry, you better be good, I'm telling youwhy...""

Qui thought the ancient ditty familiar, but couldn't place it. The man was clearly out of hismind.

The hideous creature laughed with a genuine sense of humor. He seemed, just then, lesslike an old man
than achild.

Elenathrust Qui aside with astrong, tawny arm. "There is no Nemosten, either here on the earth or in
gpace! Thereisonly mysdf and Qui."

"Nicholas," Nemosten said quickly.
"Qui!" she shouted.

"Oh, pooh,” the man giggled in hischild's voice. "Mind you, | am new at the game. But | till have access
to dl thefacts. And you lose, dearie.”

"Wait aminute," Qui caled out. "Why did you cal me Nicholas?'

Elenaturned to him savagdy, eyes dfire. "Thisman'san imposter! Y ou're not anybody named Nicholas.
Banish him! Order your dliesout and get rid of him!"

Qui glared at her. The woman had gone crimson with anger and outrage. The swollen sun at the horizon's
edge glowed with the same color. Starsflickered on and off asif in accord with Elena's passion.

For an ingtant, Qui ignored the old man. To Elenahe said, "Listen, you have no authority over me. | will
not banish him!"

"Good for you, Nickiel" Nemosten laughed, clapping hishandsidiotically.
Elenasaliesrushed out of her bracelet, surrounding her. Her slance was highly aggressive.

"Ah," Nemosten said, flicking his warty tongue around his broken teeth. "I wouldn't do that, swestie, if |
wereyou!"

"l can do anything | like!" she snapped.

"Redlly, now?' Nemosten chanted. "Even asfar astaking aman'slife from him?'Y ou would alow
yourself that much?' Before Elena could react, the allies from Nemosten's bracel et burst out and
swarmed ruthlessy upon her, blasting her off her feet in aflash of energy. Elenatumbled harmlesdy into
the shallow water at the base of theruins.



"You dare do thisto me!" she burbled. "Oh!"

Qui'salies, without command or prompting, swarmed about him, ringing him with a protective shied.
"Trouble!" they warned. "We sense provocation and greet violence impending!™

Nemosten pondered Elenain the water, then glanced at Qui. He shrugged philosophicaly, awaiting
Elenas next move.

Lifted by afew million of her dlies, Elenawas borne from the sea. They surrounded her with aglow of
queenly hauteur. "'l shal report you immediately to the Elders," she announced. She acted asif sentence
had aready been passed. To Nemosten, she said, "Y ou shall not participate in the Great Migration.”

"Isthat s07" Nemosten asked, bemused.
"Yes, itistrue. Physca assault isgrictly forbidden.”

"Thisisgreat,” Nemosten said to Qui. "No wonder they've refused to let me play with her before. I'll bet
that deep down inside she'sared nice person. It'shard to tell, though."”

"What are you babbling about?' Qui asked. Had the Elders turned loose amadman from one of the
Shidds?

"Thiswoman here," Nemaosten pointed suddenly. "It is she who commits al the crimes. I've done nothing
but throw her into the water. Poor sad one.”

Nemosten had been looking at Qui just then. Poor sad one. He felt threatened. His dlies closed in about
him.

Elenastepped out of her halo of alies onto the marble landing. She took several deep breaths and closed
her eyesin akind of meditative exercise, asif to clear her mind of troublesomeindividuas. But when she
opened them, troublesome Nemosten was till there. He smiled and waved from his gargoyl€'s crouch.

"Y oohoo!"

She gtared at him. "'I've commanded you to be gone. Y ou have no business here," she said in a collected
voice.

"Nor, | might add,” replied Nemosten, "do you."

"l have comefor my loved one" shetold him. Her alieswere assembled to one side. "And | will not
leave without him."

Nemosten tapped a gnarled finger to his chest. "Y ou endave a heart that wishes not to be endaved. That
right, Heart?' He smothered his mouth with hiswithered hands, and giggled hugdy. Spittle formed at his
chin. Hiseyesrolled back in his head.

Heart?Qui stared at the man. Nickie?

Qui stood uncomprehendingly. The words of the creature were beginning to darm him. Hisaliescircled
him with another protective layer.Heart! A jab of dectricity shimmered through his body as hetried to
recall what associations that word had for him.

"Stop that!" Elenaydled. "l love him! Y ou donot have theright to be herel”

"| think we've dready established that," Nemosten said, bouncing up and down.



Elenaturned quickly to Qui. "Let usfly off to another place. Thereisnothing for you here."

A wave of dectricity shot through hisalies. Qui didn't fed it, but it was so intense that the dliesflashed a
sanglereddish glow.

"Allies?" Qui queried. Could something be wrong?
"No!" Elenashouted in darm, rushing over to him.
Hisallies brightened back to normal, but they would not let her touch him.

"Y ou see?' Nemosten laughed. ™Y ou repulse him. Facts are facts, swestie. Why don't you just leave the
boy done?'

Elena stepped away from Qui, turning to Nemosten. She raised her arms. Nemosten was ingtantly struck
with thefull force of her dliesasthey burst out in amassive explosion. Qui was knocked back by the
aftershock of the explosion.

But the object of her violence was lifted above the ruins, and only hisown dlies saved him from injury.
Qui watched asthelittle man tumbled out of sight, gyrating into the darkness that had begun growingin
the east since the huge sun had set. Nenosten screamed and vanished from sight.

"I will not be defied!" Elenaexclaimed. Qui stood beside aprotective pillar. Elenawas catching her
breath. Her chest heaved as her dlieswithdrew into her bracelet. Qui had never in hisbrief life known
such violence.

The woman was determined.

But Qui knew that shewould not harm him, athough hisalies, with dl their cumulative experience of
millions of incarnations, suspected differently. Qui stepped from behind the pillar. Elenafaced himwith a
warm smile, her anger gone.

"Weareaoneat last," she said passionately.

Hewalked up to her, withdrawing his own alies—much to their darm. But he had to know what was
transpiring here. He had to force her hand.

"Youloveme" hesad.
"Yes" sheresponded.” | dways have.”
"Then, proveit to me."

"Gladly, darling one," she said. She acted asif Nemosten and his cryptic words were part of a distant
past.

Qui held out hishand. "Give meyour dly bracelet.”

Elenagasped.

The bracdet waslifeitsdlf. It was asif he had asked for her entire blood supply. Without her aliesto
protect her from the e ements, provide her with nourishment, and carry her over the earth, she would be
lost ingtantly, and dead within days. The dlies endowed their bearers with the power of gods. The
combined knowledge of the past was at one'sinstant disposal. The dlies could do amost anything.



The sky was darkening, but the two human beings at the far end of time could still make out each other's
eyes.

Elenalowered her head. "That istoo much to ask.”
Qui could amost hear her heart beating. His alies twittered, once again flashing red for abrief instant.

Qui said, "L ook, you rdentlesdy pursue me, coming and going as you please. Y ou don't care whét |
might be involved with at any given moment. Y our words are hollow to me. Prove to me just how much
yourewilling to sacrifice for your love."

Elena stood before him, her shoulders erect, proud of her image. She had cometo adecision.
She ripped the bracelet from her wrist and tossed it to him.

Startled by her boldness, he caught it before it hit the ground. The lightswithin the jewe fluctuated with a
different, dmogt dien, energy. It was peculiar to hold so many incarnations of another human being in his
hand.

Shewas cdling hisbluff.

"You havemy soul. | can't tell you how much you mean to me," she said softly. "My entireworld is made
up of you, and you only."

He didn't doubt the sincerity of her words, as everything in nature acted in accord with her confession.
The starsto the cast glowed in a bestific fight. Migrating veltanes over the dark ocean cried their
londliness—Elends|ondiness. Everything seemed in harmony with her gesture.

"Without my dlies| am deed,” sheinformed him, holding up her chin, waiting for hisjudgment.

The dectric pulsesthat had earlier prodded hisflesh were returning. Red lights danced in his spine, then
disappeared.

He could understand Elena appearing this particular afternoon to petition for hisaffections. The Final Day
could occur a any moment. She had good reason for being in hislife. But Nemosten? Qui knew of no
one by that namein the handful of humans|eft upon the earth.

And what were these surges of energy?

"Allies" he commanded. "Out!"

Elenajumped in surprise. "What? What are you doing, dear one? Come back!"
Qui'smulticolored dlies swiftly surrounded himin dl their mgesty. "Up!"
Hisalieslifted him over the ruins. He continued to grasp Elenas precious dly bracelet.
"Qui!" she screamed. "Please don't do thigl"

"Listen to me, Elena," Qui spoke from the haven of hisdlies. "M ore has happened to mein these last few
minutes than in my entirelifetime. I am not your consort, nor am | your toy. | don't care what the Elders
say. You will not deter me from my quest.”

Elenafollowed the steps up from the water, looking upward at the glowing craft that Qui's alies had
become.



"Dearest!" she pleaded. "Not the bracelet!"

It was acrime, he knew. The Crime of Crimes. But he knew that in this case the Elders would not fault
him for temporarily putting astop to Elena

He circled her once, then soared inland above the desolate city. Her cries of outrage echoed through the
ruinsbehind him.

He flew suspended by the magic of hisdlies.

Hisalies brightened with power as he flew above the city's mausoleumlike streets. He kept well within
sght of the shoreline where Elenanow ran after him over the sunken marble flagstones. He flew up the
long curve of ahill and found atal dender pillar that had managed to endure dl the vagaries of time and
decay. He descended gently and placed the aly bracelet atop it, knowing that Elena could see his
gesture. After anight'swalk and amorning's struggle to topple the marble column, sheld have her magic
bracelet back.

But he knew she would pursue him even with the Fina Day imminent. No matter how much he wanted to
be alone, sheld bethere. Inlife and in desth, there would always be Elena. Histheft of the bracelet was
only atemporary measure. But during thetimeit left him free, hewould be able to continue hismusings,
his search.

He had new questions, thanks to Nemosten. The Fina Day had been carefully planned by the Elderson
the Migration Shields. Y et Qui knew that the funny old man, Nemosten, was not part of those plans.
What plan was he part of ?

AsQui flew northeast into the darkness, he found no trace of Nemosten. Had Elenas dlies destroyed
him totally? Murder had not been known to happen on the earth in thousands of years. It was
unthinkable.

Periodic blasts from on€e's alies was aso unheard of . There was something else he had to
consder—ypossible dly dysfunction. Hed have to get to the Engineers up on the Migration Shieldsto
haveit analyzed properly, but there would be time for that later.

Or would there?
How much time did anyone have?

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Two

FOR MOST OFthe night he flew inland, abandoning the coastline and its ragged remnants of cities.
Elena could track him easily through the ruins.

Nowherein hisflight did he ever come across Nemosten.

The peculiar crimson flashes of power from his aly bracelet had ceased, perhaps because that power
had to be used for flight. In any case, his escape was complete. He was aone. The night sky itsalf
provided the light that the moon had once given, and the land benegth him was entirely illuminated by the
stars of the gdactic core.

The sky was nearly solid with stars. The galactic center was only afew thousand light-years awvay now.
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The Migration Shields, composed of reassembled matter from the moon and the inner planets, appeared
like black holes punched out in the patina of the cosmos. Theflat disks, lined with the glowing alies of
eager earthlings, were waiting for the death throes of their sun. When the Final Day burst on them dl, the
Migration Shieldswould be propelled outward like seeds from a dandelion blossom—space kites sailing
inevery direction into the universe.

There was a beauty, apoetry in that thought. Men had long ago gone to the stars, but Qui knew that his
lifewaswith the earth. Asone of hisalieswas so fond of saying, "Earthisthe placefor love...."

Y et the word "Blossom” tugged at the back of hismind. It was asif there was a drama unfolding around
him that had begun long ago. Sanskaras, hisdlieshad told him, wereimpressions of former lives. They
moved with their boatload of karmafrom oneincarnation to the next, and alies were nothing but the
accumulated power of the impressions of those former lives.

But thiswas happening now.

Inthe sarry light, he followed one of the peculiar iron trails that snaked itsway acrossthe land and
dipped into the earth at intervals like a degp-sea dragon. Usudly, at one end of such trails, ruins could be
found. Perhapsin theruins at the end of thistrail he could find some peace, even though hisdlieswere
urging him onward. They kept after him with whisperings of, "Fina Day! Find Day!"

Finding some rare northern ruins, he felt disgppointed. The buildings of stone and metal had been worn
away significantly, and moss hung here and there like the drapes of afunera shroud. Time had so
changed the complexion of the land that nothing remained to tell itsidentity, athough he fet sure that
somewhere among his alieswould be aformer inhabitant of thiscity.

But the ingtant he set foot on the earth, the crimson flash occurred again. He sumbled, carried by his
forward momentum; but it quickly disappeared.

"Allied"
IIYS?I
"What was that? What's wrong?"

They didn't respond. A few sentinel alies had seeped outside the talismanic jewe and hovered about him
now liketiny iridescent insects.

"Allies?'

"Yes" they sad in ghostly unison. "We are here”

"wdl?'

"We don't know what you're talking about. We noticed nothing."

"What do you mean, you noticed nothing? It was aflash of the red-and-purple alies—thewarrior class
of incarnations. Surely, you—"

"Sorry, Qui," they said.

He conddered just then the possbility of contacting an Engineer. One of them would know. Still, hisdlies
had brought him here with no problem, and the sentinel dlies, no bigger than ancient gnats, corroborated
their lack of awareness of the flash.



He tapped his bracelet, but got no physical response. Odd, he thought. But no odder than what had
happened earlier that night.

Suddenly the crimson flash occurred again, scattering the sentind dliesaround him.

"Hey!" he shouted. There was no pain, though. The crimson alies seemed to rush out and rush back in.
Some danced up and down his spine.

All wasdoneinasingle burs.
"Now tell meyou didn't notice that!" he shouted.
"Wedidnt," they sad. "Truthfully."

Hefound acomfortable spot againgt acrumbling wall. Thelight of the galactic core shone down upon
him. The huge Migration Shields eclipsed whole portions of the sky. Wheat if the bracelet shorted out?
What if its bio-circuits had mysterioudy fused?

Or worse: What if Elena had contacted the Elders, and they were stripping him of hisalies power?
Then heredlized that Elenacouldn't have recovered her jewd that quickly.

The Migration Shields. There was safety. There awaited the next step in man's cosmic evolution:Homo
interstellaris. Had he gone up there as Elenawished, then the bracelet would not be in danger.
Everything would be safe, secure, far from the dangerous earth. The place for love.

Then came another blast. And another.

"Allies" he breathed, for he was suddenly giddy. The flasheswere causing him surprising jolts of
pleasure.

"Yes, Qui?'
"Some of the sentinels are around me. What do they report is happening?’

Therewas apause. A crimson blast surrounded him suddenly, followed by two morein short sequence.
Then alonger blast.

Qui found himsdf standing upright, away from the ruins. Hefelt like aminiature thunderstorm, lightning
and dl. Except in this case, each bolt brought him unaccountable joy.

"Allies? Have the sentingls anything to say?"

The sentinels buzzed around him.

Anather burst. Then another.

"l have never fdlt thisway before" he said. Helooked &t his bracelet.

Hisalies spoke. "Thereisn't anything wrong with the bracelet, or among us. One of the sentinels, though,
has recommended that you take note of the order and duration of the blasts.”

"Order and duration? What are you taking about?'

Three more blagts, right in arow. Qui was dmost blinded by the sheer pleasure of thejolts. He was now
gtting on the gentle grasses of theruin.



"Thisisincredible" hesad.

Among theruinsat his back were feathertrees, mindlesdy singing in the dight wind. The breeze and the
reedy song of the feathertrees seemed to synchronize with the whisperings of hisdlies asthey debated
among themselves. If they didn't know what was going on, then hewasin big trouble.

Suddenly he was nearly pulverized by the euphoriaof severa quick bursts of reddish light.

"Qui, we believe that you are receiving messages of somekind,” thedliestold him. Hewaslying
underneath awonderful feathertree.

"Messages?' If someone was trying to communicate with him, they were certainly getting his atention.
"The sentinel believesthat the bursts arein an ancient code,” they reported.

"Thisisabsurd.”

"Bethat asit may, you are receiving amessage in Morse code.”

Helaughed. His neurons were tingling. The notion was preposterous. Why communicate with amethod
S0 primitive—abelt so orgasmic—when the dlies knew a dozen more advanced forms of
communication? Morse code?

"Will you people quit fooling around?’ he demanded.

The next thing he knew, he was hanging over amarble bench, with his sentindstrying to catch up. Hed
received over seventeen quick jolts. Some long. Some short. Each one, though, made him insensible with
pleasure.

"Trandate the message,” Qui commanded. "Quick!" He didn't know how much more he could take,
though the dlies seemed to be enjoying it.

"Well?" he screamed.

The burgts returned, and he found himsdlf leaning againgt awhite stucco wall. The feathertrees hummed.
"It'sincomplete” the dlies said in their combined voices.

"Incomplete? How long doesit take, anyway?'

"Each word hasto be spelled out—"

"Eachword? "

More blasts, and each seemed to hold within it al the physicd pleasures hed known in each of his
incarnations. Pleasures mounted upon pleasures. His heart was nearly burgting, his circuits overloading.

"Weve deciphered it," they suddenly announced. The sentind alies swarmed about him happily.

"It says, and we quote: Prepare for withdrawal. Algjandra to be stopped soon. Don't worry.
Pleasure not real. Enjoy it while you can. "

"Pleasure not rea ? What's going on here?' he demanded. "L ook, people, | redize this business of being
away from the Migration Shields has upset you, but that's no reason to pull ahoax on me. Thisismy life,
andit'sonly farthat | liveit as| seefit.”



"Thisisno hoax, Qui," the dliestold him. " Some of the message had begun coming through when you
were fighting with Elena. There may be more.”

"Wonderful," he groaned. He didn't know if he could take any more information like this. Then he said,
"All right. Assuming that this data transmission system isn't adysfunction of the bracelet, who thenis
sending the messages? And who isthis Algandra person?’

Nothing of the transmission made any sense. Like the nameNemosten, the nameAlgjandra did not
belong to hisera. Thiswas madness.

"We have no ideawhat isgoing on, Qui. Stop ydling at us."

Qui sat in sllence, watching the spectacular sky dowly twist toward dawn. Severa more blagts flattened
him before the dlies spoke up.

"There's another message coming through,” they reported. "Wait for it."

"Wait for it?" he shivered. "Isit someone on the Shiddstrying this, or what?'

"Wedon't believe 0," they said. "Please stand by."

He groaned, tingling dl over.

A dozen more crimson flashes surrounded him in rapid order, illuminating the ruinswhere helay.

"Wevetrandated it," they swiftly returned. Even the sentind aliesin the air seemed poised for the
information.

"Wdl, whet isit?'

Thealies seemed hesitant thistime, shifting their rainbow colorswithin the jewed with aprofound
uneasiness.

"Wdl?'
"This message wasn't sent by the same agency asthefirst one, Qui."

"I don't carewho sent it, just tell mewhat it saysl” Oncethislittle episode was over, he was going to look
into whether or not this sort of thing had happened to anyone before.

Hisdlies spoke. "The message smply says| love you, Nick. "

Qui stood up dowly. He stumbled away from the ruined wall and the ancient carved stones. He tapped
hisbracelet. "All right. | want to know what is going on. | want someonein thereto tell me what that last

Thewind chime voices of the dliesresponded. "We can't explain it any better than you can, Qui. The
Elders and the Engineers do not send messages thisway, but we registered two different sources.”

"Thisisridiculous" he muttered.

Hefound afalen stone pillar on which to sit. He looked up at the great Migration Shields. Dawn was not
too far away, and he knew that from their great height the sunrise could aready be seen. Wasthisa
prank Elenahad persuaded awilling Engineer to undertake for spite? Or might this be some sort of
advance warning for the Final Day?



Still, what about the content of the messages themselves? Who was this Nick? Nemosten had called him
Nickie. Could one thing have anything to do with the other?

"Allies" he commanded once again, now that the crimson messages seemed to have ceased—if only
temporarily.

"Y@, QUI .ll

"What about these names, Nick and Nickie? | assume they are derivative of one another, and that there
isagathering of former incarnations among you by that name."

"Correct,” they quickly said. "It isaname universdly derivative of ‘Nicholas and was common to the time
of earth'smiddle life. Shal we enumerate and describe them dl for you?!

"Areyou kidding?' heretorted. "Wed be here dl night.”

To enumerate and describe only afraction of the lives of hiseight hundred million incarnations would take
them wdll past the Final Day.

"Just tell me how many incarnations come from the name Nicholasaone," he said.

"Of the name Nicholas youratma drew about it Sx hundred four thousand thirty-seven incarnations.
There are numerous other variations, such as Claus, Colin, Nicol, Niccolo, Nickolaus, Nicholai, Nikita,
Nikki, Nikolos, and so on. The Colins alone run upward of three thousand. Y ou are correct. Wewould
be heredl night."

Qui stood up inthe brilliant sarlight at the world'send. "Allies, isit possible that someoneistrying to
communicate with one of the Nicholases among my former lives?'

Thedlieswere quiet. They hadn't thought of thet.

"It'spossible,” they said. "But who'd want to dig so deep into the past? What could they possibly have to
tdl him?'

What, indeed, Qui wondered.

Hewaked away from the ancient wall to where along avenue of flat marble divided the dead city's
eloquent ruins. A small, lazy stream trickled down the center of the Street. The water was clean and clear,
and in the starlight Qui could make out tiny fishesflitting around the water liliesthat grew on the edges of
the broken marble avenue. How smpletheir liveswere! When the Fina Day burst the bubble of the sun's
helium shell, the earth would sizzle and pop in abreath's instant—and the little fish would know nothing of
what had happened. One minute they would befish, and the next their atmas would be wandering the
universe, looking for the next higher step in their spiritua evolution. But it wouldn't be on the earth. Like
human beings, orhomo interstellaris , they would have to incarnate e sawhere,

He stared down into the waters to see if he could make out hisreflection. The light from the Milky Way
was bright enough—but the surface of the stream was too distorted. Nothing seemed clear—everything
in hisworld shifted and shimmered.

"Qui," hisdliessang out.
IIYS?I

"Someoneis nearby. We canfed it."



Qui turned around in the darkness. Elena? So soon? No. His alieswould have seen her approach.

But someone was indeed standing not too far away in the fragile doorway to a haf-buried, moss-inflicted
ruin. The apparition put a hand above its head and gently parted the curtain of moss. The figure stepped
out dmogt gedthily.

"Allies" Qui whispered. Hisdlies, he recalled suddenly, had not known of Nemosten's presencein the
ruins down the coast, although now they were perceiving someone. "Isthis Nemosten?' he quickly
whispered, crouching beside the stream.

"No," they answered.

"Isthere any perceived danger here?’

"None."

"|dentify theindividud," he commanded.

"Impossible,” they said. "Theindividud is not wearing an aly bracelet.”
What?"

Thiswasimpossible. Every human being alive possessed an dly bracelet, because every human being
alive possessed former selves. Some had many more than others, but everyone had them. The bracelets
had been handed down long ago by the First Engineers. These same Engineers had moved the earth out
beyond the orbit of Mars when the sun first started expanding. The jeweled bracelets dlowed an atma,
whether currently male or female, to have a itsdigposd dl of itsformer incarnations. War, strife,
competition, and petty jeal ousy vanished because the knowledge of the misery they brought was
ever-present.

Therewas one person on the planet without an dly bracelet—Elena. But Elenawas hundreds of miles
avay.

A dight breeze came up at his back as Qui watched the figure step across the grass of theruins.

It was awoman.

She cameinto view hesitantly, looking around asif the world—despite its solitude and emptiness—was a
world newly filled with wonders. Qui watched her, not knowing if she had seen him standing beside the
broken avenue and the creek.

Thewoman's gpparel was strange. She wore akind of pant-and-blouse arrangement that hadn't adorned
thefemaefigurein millions of years. Andshoes.

This, he suddenly concluded, was awoman out of the far distant past. What she was doing here, he did
not know. She certainly didn't live among theseruins.

Shesaw him.

"Oh!" she gasped.

Her hair was dark brown, and her eyes sparkled in the stellar light. She seemed to be about his own
age—reatively speaking.

"I didn't mean to sartle you,” Qui said.



Thedliesin hisbracelet shimmered. The sentind dliesfluctuated in amaze of color. The woman'seyes
followed their racing, dodging, and weaving with a childlike fascination.

"It'slikeadream!" she whispered excitedly. She looked about her. "They didn't say it'd be anything like
thisa dl!”

Qui stepped away from the creek. He pointed to her wrist. "Whereisyour aly bracelet?' he asked.

His own alies fluoresced with uneasiness, but he knew they were able to surround him ingtantly if he
should be threatened. "Watch out, Qui. Be careful!”

"Quigt," hetold them.

The woman looked harmless, but amillion dlieswaited within the shimmering jewd to tell him just how
"harmless' cartain women had been with his atmaover the acons. And some men aswell.

The girl glanced down at her wrist and touched it salf-conscioudy with her right hand. " They told me that
| wouldn't need one."

She looked around at the ruins, the singing feathertrees, and the laughing creek. Qui had never before
seen awoman who dressed or acted thisway. Most peculiar!

"What awonderful place," she uttered, her eyes glittering in the light from the heart of the galaxy. The
sght of the orbiting Migration Shields dazzled her, and she gasped, mouth open in astonishment.

"Then you don't live here," Qui stated. He walked up to her. "Where do you come from?"

Shelooked at him. "My home," she began haltingly, asif she were trying to place the words together with
their accustomed meanings. "My homeisin SerraVida Yes, SeraVigda"

Qui had never heard of such aplace.

"You'll haveto forgive me" shesaid. "I'm not used to this. They told meto look for Nicholas. Nicholas
Tgada. Do you know him? They said hed be nearby. | didn't mean to interrupt you like this, but they
thought | might be ableto help.”

Nicholas. That name again.

His dlies desperately wanted to be set free of their jewd.

"I'd liketo find this Nicholas person mysdlf. Apparently, hesvery popular. But who are you?"
What kind of human being would dare go about without her aly bracelet?

Shelooked around, nervous, acting asif she had just been caught trespassing. "My nameis Rhoanna
Martin," she said. "They told mel would homein on him. | guessthey werewrong. Y ou haven't seen
him, haveyou?'

"l don't know anyone by the name of Nicholas, but | would like to know who islooking for him."

"Hisfriendsarelooking for him," she said, stepping closer. "They wanted meto locate him and tell him
they were going to trigger the Find Day to get him out.”

"I don't understand,” Qui said. "Get him out of what?' Surely they didn't mean to takeasingledly from
within hisbracelet?



Rhoanna Martin looked about her a the wondersin the Sky and intheruins. "This, | guess," she said with
agesture that encompassed everything.

"This?' Qui looked at her curioudy. "What do you mean by ‘this?"
"Algandra" RhoannaMartin said.

Then, asif timed perfectly to Rhoanna Martin's fateful words, the crimson blasts of pleasure crashed
around him. Heféll to the ground.

It was embarrassing.
"Areyou al right?' the woman asked. She looked alarmed; she did not know what was going on.

She came close to where he lay and placed awarm hand on his shoulder. For amoment hefelt adight
tremor through his body. It was not unpleasant. It had afedling of connectedness. Her touch was the only
thing in theworld that seemed redl.

Helooked up at her. Her voice seemed so familiar, yet so remote. She could've been sent by the Elders
to look for this Nicholas—and he, Qui, was merely avictim of circumstances. Perhaps she was an Elder
hersdlf, an Elder so powerful as not to require an aly bracelet. But that was dmaost beyond belief.

More ecdtatic "messages’ encircled his pleasure-racked flesh.

"What's happening to you?' the woman asked, standing back.

Qui held up ahand. "It'snot your fault," he panted. "'I'm getting used to this sort of thing."
Thedliesin hisjewe chimed out. "It'samost in, Qui. Wait."

Rhoanna helped him over to abroken pillar, where he sat down with agrateful sigh.
"What's going on?" she asked.

"l believe I'm receiving messagesfor your friend Nicholas," hetold her with much chagrin. "Excuse me”
he smiled, as severd long and short reddish-purple concussions burst around him.

Then the crimson warrior-caste dlies disappeared back into their jewd.
"Weve trandated the message, Qui," thedliestold him.

Rhoannalooked on, fascinated.

"Wedl?What isit?' Qui demanded.

It merdly said, " You're mine, Nickie, all mine."

That was when Rhoanna Martin gasped at the starry darkness, staring at him.

Qui till shook from the rapturous pleasures which had pummeled his body. She pointed anervous,
amost accusatory finger a him.

"My God," shewhispered. "Nick! You're Nick!"

Qui froze. The expression upon Rhoanna Martin's face was one of real surprise—it was obviousthat she
saw something in his Situation that he did not. Perhaps the ruins were havens for insane people.



Nemosten. Rhoanna Martin. Algandra. Some were allowed aly bracelets, others not. They could even
wear clothes. It made sense.

Hewas miserably confused.
She bravely stepped closer to him.

"That'sright,” she said excitedly. "They said that in thisvison of the future she was doing something
grangeto you, and thisisit.”

Qui stood away from the pillar. "Listen to me. | don't know who you are, or what thisisall about. But |
do know that | amnot this person you're seeking." He then pointed to her right wrist. "And | till want to
know whereyour aly bracelet is”

"Oh, no," shewasingstent. "It'syou, Nick. | know it'syou! They told me she had you trapped and
wouldn't let you go. But they didn't tell meyou'd look so different.”

"Damnthe Elderd" hecried out. "I'mnot your Nick! Has everybody gone crazy dl of asudden?

The surges of pleasure throughout his body had done something to him. He didn't mind thejolts so much
astheideathat he was being used as a medium of transmission. And then to be victimized by apparently
deranged individuals when al he wanted was to be |eft done was alittle too much.

It was clear that Rhoanna Martin was very aware of his uneasiness. Shewas aso confused. A dight
breeze wafted through the feathertrees of the ruin, spinning a beauteous music asit went.

With great trepidation, she began, "Well, they did say that you might be in adifferent form. But they also
sad I'd have no problem recognizing you. They said something about incarnations, about how this might
be adifferent version of you. | justknow it'syou, Nick."

His head was swirling with nonsense. Rhoanna Martin seemed so sincere; and so rationa were her
words that there was no way he could smply regard her asinsane, even without her aly bracelet.

However,someone wanted Nicholas Tejada, and that particular someone was using Qui's body to get to
him—or at least trying to.

" S0, you think this Nicholas person isan incarnation of mine?* he asked.

"I don't know," she said softly. "Buit they told me that the first person | would meet when | got here
would be Nicholas. Y ou were the only one around. But something about you fedsright.”

How could such athing be? The whole concept behind reincarnation was that an atma's accumulated
karma had to be worked off through a succession of lives. Nicholas Tejada had had histurn. Now it was
Qui's moment on the Great Whedl. According to the laws of dharma , Tejada's karmawould be passed
on down theline. It would be part of Qui'slife, some- thing he'd have to work out.

"Allies" hefinaly commanded.
"We are here," they dutifully responded.
"Who isthis Nicholas Teada person?’

Rhoannawatched him closely, shifting her gaze from hisface to the cluster of miraculous voices spesking
fromhiswrig.



"Oneof us," they told him,
"Oneofme, you mean."
"Yes," they agreed. " Shdl he be summoned forth?!

Qui thought about al the Nicholases, and of the millions of incarnations, who bore that name. Each would
have led different lives. Some on the earth. Some in space. They would have seen the entire history of the
planet unfold.

"| think it would be prudent to get to the bottom of this" Qui said.

"What are you going to do?' Rhoanna asked. Her eyeswerelike dark starsin the night. He found her
quite lovely, certainly more so than Elena. Elena's obsessivenessruined her physical beauty. Hed never
told her that because she usualy consorted with citizens who danced to her tune more readily. Rhoanna
Martin was different.

"Preparefor transfer,” Qui said to hisdlies. "Summon Tgada. | want to find out what thisisdl about.”
"Asyouwish," they said.

Rhoanna gasped. The dliesflashed out from the bracelet in aluminescent shell, engulfing Qui completely,
undulating and shimmeringindl their glory.

Qui became just another dly, and now it was Nicholas who stood forth.

Wide awvake, he stood in the crystdline light asif held just woken from adream. He blinked severd times
and shuddered, shaking off the birth pangs of his transformation. When hismind cleared he saw
Rhoanna

She stepped away from the pillar with adight smile on her face,

"Nick?'

"Rhoanna" It waslike avison of the heavenly host.

He looked around with the quick glance of afinch suddenly set free from its cage. He stared at Rhoanna.
"Rhoanng," he sarted. "What are you doing here?!

She stepped over to him carefully. "Listen, Nick. They sent meto try to find you. Thisisredly weird,
honey. It'snothing likethey said it would beat all. "

Nicholas was more than allittle confused. "Wait, wait!" hetold her. "Sow down. What are you talking
about? What isthis place, anyway?'

Helooked at her, standing there so inescapably real—and the earth and sky around him so inescapably
unred.

A memory came back to him: There she was. Sanding in a doorway at dawn. San Diego. Her
clandestine lover isleaving. Thereis a glow of deep sexual satisfaction on her face....

He staggered. What had happened to Cesya? And there had been ayounger girl, even further back in
timethan she. Lexie. Insatiable Lexia of the world which had survived that terrible war.



His mind seemed to loseits hinge pins. How long had he been held in thismnemonic stasis?
And Elenal Who was Elena?
"I'mlosing my mind," hesaid.

Rhoanna Martin had been dead for millions—if not billions—of years. She had to be! Nothing €lse made
sense, unless Qui'swhole life on the earth had been adream, anilluson.

Y et, there shewas, redl as could be, right in front of him.

Rhoanna spoke dowly, carefully. "Listen, Nick, they said thiswas going to be a great shock. But they
sad not to worry. | really had my doubts about coming in herelikethis..."

"Hold on," heinterrupted her. "Just hold it aminute. Who are you taking about?’

Rhoanna cleared her throat. "Melissa Sdazar,” she said. "She said that Algandra had transformed you,
and that they couldn't get you out.” She paused as hetried to take in the information and make some
sense of it. She seemed contrite, somehow. Embarrassed. Shelooked at him. "I redize that after al that's
happened between us | shouldn't be here, but they told me they'd tried everything el se they could think
of."

"Mdissa?' Nicholas stared at her. It waslike abolt of lightning. ™Y ou mean MelissaSalazar? "
"Yes," Rhoannasaid quickly. "They said that Algandrasredly got you and that sheisn't letting go.”
| am definitely lasng my mind, he thought.

"I wish someone would tell mewhat's going on here," he said, turning around to face the sky.

"But, don't you know? They said you'd probably know what's happening by now."

Shelooked like Rhoanna. She sounded like Rhoanna. "Listen," he said. "l just woke up to dl of this. |
don't know where | am or how you even got here!l”

If thisisadream, hethought, it'sarea humdinger.

Rhoanna touched him gently. "Mnemos Nine went sentient about three months ago when you went under
at thetime of the Scare. Thisisdl adream. Mdissasaid they've been in after you severa times, but
Algandrawon't let go. Don't you know you're ill plugged into the system?”

Nicholas spun around. Rhoannas words had hardly been spoken when he'd seen something glitter deep
within the chuckling stresm which ran down the ancient avenue.

The creek suddenly burst apart with life and light, and along, multicolored streamer of allies shattered
forth and soared past him.

"Rhoanna" heydled, turning.

The enormous wave of superhot alieslashed out angrily and swarmed around Rhoanna Martin with the
fury of ten thousand exploding suns.

Qui'sdlies protected him, but Rhoannawas ingtantly consumed in ahdlfire of blinding light. What was
left of her fell to the charred grasses, trailing ugly banners of smoke.



"My God," Nicholas bresthed from within hisfortress of Qui's strongest dlies.

Elenarose from the creek, her long ash-blond hair soaking wet and pressed againgt the smooth skin of
her back. She climbed onto the broken avenue with akind of sepulchra pride. Anger smoldered in her
eyes. Her alies spun around her, vasselswaiting to serve their queen.

Nicholasforced himsdf to hisfeet. Qui'sdlies kept athick hull of light between him and the furious
woman.

"Youkilled her!" he said.

"Shewasjug anilluson. | didn't kill anyone. Y ou ought to know that. Those who are jed ous of me don't
want meto have anything to do with you. But they don't belong here.”

Nick had Qui's memories. And though those memories seemed illusions, he ill knew enough about
Elenato redizethat hewasin agreat ded of danger. What he needed was time to think this through.

Could he ill bein Mnemos Nine? Was that possible?

Elena stepped dowly out onto the turf. Her dlies had al swarmed back into her bracelet, and she stood
before him virtualy basking in the light Qui'sarmed dlies cast in the night.

She amiled. It was the smile of achild who had finaly got what she wanted. She meticuloudy squeezed
water out of her rope of hair, then smoothed the droplets from her breasts with her hands. In aslow,
easy motion her hands passed down the sides of her ribs, to her wide hips.

Though Nick stood protected by Qui's alies, he could fed her massive sexud pull. Hisbody, while
enjoying the tease, was at the same time aware of her thredt.

Elenawastrying to get to him any way she could. What was Elendsrelation to Algandra? If hewasin
Mnemos Nine—and this he could not quite believe—he could be in agreat deal of trouble. Elenacould
be part of the whole scenario. Her enigmatic words suggested as much.

He looked into her eyes, and saw the souls of spiders.

She laughed then, and in that laughter springs of unpleasant recollections returned to him. His betrayd
and loss were aways someone elsg's gain.

"No one can take you from me," she said. "Not even illusions. Whether you stay as Qui or asNicholas, it
doesn't matter. Y ou're mine, and you dwayswill be."

The body of Rhoanna Martin dissolved in the wind. Within seconds nothing was I eft but a pile of ash, and
then that too was gone. It was asif Rhoanna Martin had never existed.

What kind of game was Elena playing? Or wasit redity? The way Rhoanna had made it sound, it
seemed asif hismind and body were being manipulated merely for Elenas pleasure—and hispain. And
from what he recalled of Qui'slife—as dreamlike asit seemed to him—it had been so. Elena had been
everywherein hislife

"The situation is now completely in my control," she announced.
It was just the kind of blank statement of the facts a computer would make. Mnemos Nine. Algandral

Elenas next move took him entirely by surprise. She merely walked over, and with her bare hands
spread gpart hislayer of dliesand shooed them away asif they werefireflies of a summer's evening.



"Hey!" heyeled.
Shelaughed. "I can do without dliesfor awhile. They're such nuisances.”

The goddess stood before him. Her eyes glowed in the night. Her smile had become dfin, prankish. And
though he was new to thisworld, logic told him that alies should not be dispersed so easlly.

Hisbody, quite beyond his control, was becoming alarmingly warm with sexud excitement. The night
sky, awash with stars and Migration Shidlds, began seething and pulsating in aharmonic frenzy, asif
everything in the universe fluctuated synchronoudy with Elena's magic and his own hormones.

Elena pushed him to the ground, and he found himsalf pinned to the soft green grass, staring up & the
Milky Way. Shackles of glittering warrior dliesheld hiswrists and anklesin place. He couldn't move.

"Now wait—"

Forces of eectrica excitement shot throughout his body, quite like those of Qui's "messages,” only much
moreintense. Every nerve ending rose with joy. He was out of control, and knew it. Elenaslong hair
caressed his chest as she drew hersalf down on him. He had to gasp for air. The world seemed to
swelter in rushes of pleasure he could not stop.

Abruptly, avoice rang out from Elenasaly braceet. It startled them both with its urgency.

"TheFina Day! All citizens, dert! The Engineersaretriggering the Final Day! Prepare to disembark!”
Elenapulled up short.

"What?' she said to her bracelet. "Don't be ridiculous. There's no such thing, and you know it."
"Butit'struel” came the same panicked accretion of voices. "We must flee! What the Elders say istrue!™

Elena stood up angrily. "Nonsense!" she shouted. "Our sun isn't the kind of star that just blows up when
it'sthrough!”

Nicholas noted how the uncontrollable fires within him seemed to be diminishing—asif Elendsdlieswere
telling the truth and Elenaherself believed them.

Nicholas suddenly noticed—from his unfortunate vantage point—that afew of the planetary Migration
Shidlds were indeed beginning to move off.

Elena glanced down at Nick and saw him staring up into the sky. She seemed torn. But when shelooked
up at the huge Shidlds, she jerked with recognition. It wastrue.

"No!" she shouted, seeing the giant space kites moving out of formation.

She stared down at Nicholas, but he said nothing. He was still recovering from the joy pains she had sent
through him. But the Migration Shields were indeed departing. Nick realized that they would haveto be
moving & atremendous rate of speed in order for their motion to be seen from the earth.

"Sop!" Elenadhrieked, standing atop afdlen pillar. "1 command it! Thereisno such thing asthe Find
Day!"

The earth shuddered deep within its ancient bowels. Elena shook with mgjesterid outrage.

Her alies surrounded her. Sheleft an anxious few to hold Nicholas prisoner on the ground.



"l refuseto let this happen!” she said as her dlies encased her with dl the colors of the spectrum. "I've
worked so hard to get you, | am not about to et you be taken from me!™

Nicholas watched hel plesdy as she rose above the ruins, above the singing feathertrees, up into the sky
likean angd of vengeance. The Migration Shieldswere millions of milesaway. Shewould have along
way to trave to reach them, unlessthe rules were easier to change than he thought.

But up she went, and she was soon lost among the stars of the frosty night sky.
Itisjust aswdl, Nicholas thought. Maybe she couldn't, after dl, control everything.
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Chapter Three

NICHOLASLAY INthe grass and drew upon his Foreseetraining. He let the world sink into his senses.
The great Migration Shields continued their dow, unearthly pirouettes as they moved away from the sun's
impending desth. But nowhere among them could Nicholas discern the glow of Elena'sangry and
desperate dlies trying to shepherd them back into formation, back into the illusion they were supposed to
serve,

"Thereyou are," said avoice he thought he'd never hear again.

Nicholastried to turn to see the newcomer, but his shackles held him in place. Footsteps approached
over the fractured avenue, and within seconds adark form cameinto view.

"Derek," Nicholas breathed. He rested his head back on the ground. Then his Foresee reflexes came
back to him: Thismight be another illuson.

Mallory approached and knelt down on one knee where Nicholas lay pinned. "Y ou're a hard man to get
hold of, son," he said, but there was nothing lighthearted in hisvoice.

Helooked at Nicholasswrist shackles and suddenly, asif struck by apassing breath of air, the dlies
vanished. Derek was wearing a Foresee tunic—the regular in-system ouitfit, designed to accommodate
IV units and various electronic monitoring devices—which they used for long-term scenarios.

As Nicholas stood up, rubbing hiswrigts, the same uniform clad him—he could fed dight pinpricksin the
crook of hiselbow asif needles had been resding there for along time.

"It'sredly me, Nick," Mdlory said, sanding up and then helping Nicholasto hisfeet.
Nicholas stared a him.

"I'm alittle confused,” Nick confessed. "If it isyou, then | think you'd better explain thingsfast. | can't
trust much around me, you know."

Tdl and athletic, Derek pulled Nick away from the broken avenue back into the ruins.
"It'salong story."

Nicholaswas till gtaring at him. Derek seemed red enough, but that was the way Mnemos Nine
worked. Still, even avision of Derek Mdlory wasarelief.

"Was that really Rhoanna back there?!
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Derek was scanning the skies nervoudy. Now he looked at Nick. "Actudly, it was. We had ahard time
locating her, what with the country gtill reacting to the Scare. But when we found her she was more than
willing to help usreach you."

"The Scare?' Herecalled that Rhoanna had mentioned it earlier.
They crouched besdeawall inthe brilliant starlight.

"That's what's been going on. The war never happened, but it scared the hell out of everyone. All war
industries just plain shut down the day you went under.”

Nick stared into hisfriend's eyes. "My God, how did this happen?' The grit between hisfingers seemed
asrea as Derek Madllory's presence.

"Go easy on yourself, Nick. The whole thing was an accident. Something no one thought could happen.”
Nick nodded. "Derek, it's her show. She knows you're in-system.”

"That'sdl right," he stated. "Wevefindly got things figured out now. After three months, we ought to."
"Three months." That'swhat Rhoanna had said. Three whole months!

Headmodg fdt likeatermindly ill patient, thinking al thistime he was going to die, then suddenly told that
hewould survive.

Derek began, speaking quickly, not knowing how long he'd have before Elenastruck. "It's partialy our
fault. Y ou went under three months ago, and apparently your hidden fedlings for Rhoanna gave Mnemaos
Ninejust what it took to boost her into sentience. Y ou didn't come out of your last scenario. It's partidly
Sd'sfault, that she didn't examine your emotiona tiesto Rhoannamore closely. But most of what's
happened to you centers around Rhoannain one way or another.”

"Elenais Algandra" Nicholas stated.

"Elenaisavariation of the name Algandra, asis Lexie and Cesya. We've been monitoring you day and
night, and Melissas been trying to separate you al aong.”

Nicholas hugged his knees as he sat beside the ruins. " Three months. | can't believe it's been three
months.”

Instead of three billion years. But he nodded to himself philosophicaly. It was as Edmund Husserl once
sad: "Theworld isthe world perceived.”

Derek continued. "We thought you were in acoma, even though you did successfully pinpoint the danger
of the Donner Luftwerk air-freighters at the time of the Scare. Then Mdlissafound out that Algjandrawas
electronically manipulating your brain chemicas, particularly your endorphins—which heightened your
sexua pleasure—and your serotonin, which heightened your visions. We couldn't shut her off because
she had you wired and totally dependent on her systems. Then one day she announced that she wasn't
Mnemos Nine anymore, that she was Algjandraand that any attempt to remove you would result in
instantaneous brain-death. She let usfeed you, but that was about it."

Nicholasfelt the pinpricks at his elbow, and there were aso some now on his hands.
"Thebride of Frankenstein," he breathed. "'l created amongter.”

Derek seemed grim and uneasy. He said, " Once we got things figured out, we tried getting into the



scenarios themsalves. It's strange how her mind works, because she could cresate a scenario easily but
really had to fight usto keep us out. She created Qui as aploy to conced you from yoursdlf. She knew
that in each variation we were trying to get to you."

Nicholass memories began returning now that the truth was known. "The soccer gamein DefCon,” he
sad.

"That was me and Reitinger," Derek explained. "Weliteraly tried to knock you out of the game. But it
didn't work. Then we got in as Holte and Zane, but each time she created a scenario her grasp got
tighter. She kept us segregated because that's what that scenario was about—keeping the men at bay."

Nicholaswas slent for afew minutes. Derek stood dertly beside him. Nicholas felt exhausted, drained.

Everything Derek had said made sense, although he found it dmost impossible to believe. If Algandra
was controlling his brain chemicals, then sheknew dl of histhoughts, hisreasoning, hisfedings. Sheruled
the world through his perceptions.

He thought then of Rhoanna. Even though the whole scenario was an illusion, shewould have felt the pain
of Elends savage attack just as he'd suffered the horrors of nuclear explosions. Her death herewas not a
just punishment for that one moment of betraya so long ago in the real world. He knew exactly how
much Algandrawould have madeithurt .

"Rhoannas going to be dl right, Nick," Derek said. Nicholaslooked up. Yes, heredized. Derek wasin
touch with the system on the outside, in touch withhis thoughts on theinside.

"Likel said," Derek spoke as he crouched in the darkness, "'no one knew how much Rhoannaslittle tryst
meant to you. We should've gotten the message from the way she kept popping into your scenarios. Y ou
had her buried deep, but Algandrafound her."

Nicholas shook hishead. "Thisisso incredible, it's scary.”

"It'sworsethan that," Derek said uneasily. "We found another variation that would make Elenalook like
a Sunday-school teacher. There'sa program called 'Sandi' that has you and her traveling the galaxy ina
symbiotic connubial coupling that would've kept you in a constant state of sexua arousal. Y ou'd have
been in so deep that even Mnemos Ten wouldn't have been able to reach you."

"Mnemos Ten?'

Then he recalled the obscene old man. An attempt torevolt Elena? It made sense. "'Y ou mean you had
another scenario-computer built?!

"It'sin Omahawith the Strategic Air Command. Melissagot it up to operationa status when you went
under in Nine. It was still being tested, but she managed to patch it through to Colorado. That'swhy it's
taken us so long to drum up aplan to get you out.”

It was more vivid than any vivid dream held ever had. Derek finished by saying, "Right now our main
concern is getting you out of here without damaging either you or Algandra. Mdissawantsyou both.
Algandra, unfortunately, doesn't much carefor that plan.”

Stll, man had dways wondered what was real. When Nick was a philosophy student he learned that
Descartes had once had afrightening dream about a bear chasing him—and was subsequently compelled
towrite hisMeditations . After al, if oneis convinced that adream isred while oneisdreaming, then
how does one know when one is awake? Another school of thought suggested that there was no such
thing as mind, that there was only the brain and its repository of protein enzymes. According to people



like B.F. Skinner, thoughts, dreams, intuitions, and the like wereepiphenomena , or by-products of
chemicd interactionsin the brain.

But in this Situation, where great Migration Shields were beginning to flee the sun'simpending explosion,
where festhertrees were singing in the wind, where aman dead for a billion years sandsthere dive, as
red ascan be, al matters of phenomenology and scientific realism became inconsequentia academic
EXercises.

Derek managed asmile. ™Y ou've been through hell, Nick. But when you get out on the other Sde, things
aregoing to befine"

The earth suddenly gave out agreat roar and shook.
"Look out!" Nicholas shouted.

Madlory fel backward. Nicholasrolled avay from the collgpsing wal againgt which held been leaning.
The grinding of the earth drowned out al other sounds. Marble columns tumbled to the grassy turf, and
huge blocks of granite rose from the avenue like blocks of icein an Arctic sea.

"My God!" Nicholas said, dodging out of the way of thefaling wal. "What was that?'

Somewhat bedraggled, Mdlory quickly regained hisfeet. He looked around and assessed the
Stuation—like the Strategic hewas. A piece of marble column rolled to astop beside him.

"It'sAlgandra" hesaid. Theground had adight swell init, asif it had become the surface of the ocean.

Nicholas balanced himsdlf on aflat sone. "What's she doing?" he shouted above the sounds of the
earthquake. Derek had been tossed severd feet away. He quickly found a stable stone and climbed up
onit. "The plan was to keep her out in space, at least until | could get to you to tell you what's going on.
Wethrew up abarrier, on behaf of the Eldersin this scenario, to keep her away from the earth.

"The Elders?'

Derek was on guard. "We had to be cons stent with the rules of the program she had set up. We had the
Elders declare her in transgression of various moral principles—and they cresated the barrier. It's our
program variation againgt hers. She'srattling the earth to get back in. She knowsthat we're after her

" She's shaking up the earth? Thewhole earth?'

A boulder of marble burst upward, and Mallory was again tossed out of sight behind it. He quickly got to
hisfeet. The earth rose and fell like ablanket rippling in thewind. "It's her world," he shouted. " She can
do amost anything she wants. Were just hoping she kegpsto the logic of this variation. We can stop her
if shedoes”

For several minutes the earth continued to shake, sounding like the growl of asupernatural beast. Most
of the once-elysian ruins was nothing more than pulverized stone. The avenue had crumbled and the
creek had disappeared into the folds of rock and soil.

Yet, for dl Algandrasrattling of the planet, shewas il holding to the rules of planetary physics.
Mountains and oceans were not being flung off the earth's crust or boiling out into outer space.

The shaking ceased. Mdlory stared at Nick acrossthe crumpled terrain.



"| think we got her," he said, climbing onto a grassy areathat flanked the avenue. " She's stopped.”

Lavender and pink feetherleaves from the mute feathertrees fell around them. They made humming
sounds asthey fell.

"Derek, | think you'd better get me out of here." Nicholas knew enough about Elenato redlize that
throwing an earthquake at them was the least she might do.

Derek sad, "It hasto be done in stages. Remember, we want you separated, but she's fighting it tooth
andnail."

Just then the grassy area upon which Derek was standing began rumbling on its own. As Nicholas
watched, the whole stretch became an ingtant circle of fire as the ground was transmuted from below into
molten rock. Malory exploded in flame.

"Derek!"

The ground beneeth Mallory'sfeet flowed liquid metal. Derek himsdlf was sucked down into the inferno,
burned to nothingness before he could let out ashout of pain. The earth turned white-hot in a perfect
circle, and Nicholas sumbled away from the flames as amassive bulk rose up through the boiling

magma.
It wasaBore.

Now he knew hewasin-system in the grip of aredl nightmare. Derek and Rhoanna had been real. And
he himsdf wasin agreat dedl of danger.
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Chapter Four

THE GIANT, earth-traveling machine rose haf itslength verticaly out of the earth; theflat fuson-plate
glowed blue-white. The rumbling of the earth ceased when the Bore ground to ahdt. A bowl of weaving
steam topped the fusion-plate now that it had nothing but moist air to consume.

Nicholas turned and ran to higher ground inside the remaining ruins, finding arock to hide behind. He had
nearly forgotten the world of DefCon, and aBore was the last thing held expected to seeinthis world. In
Qui'stime, Boreswere the legendary creators of theiron rills and trails that |aced the continents once
erosion had swept away most of what was|eft of old America.

He shouldn't have been surprised when Lexie climbed out of the haich in the Side of the burrowing craft,
but he was. Shewas dressed in her Historian's tunic and the sightlessgenna -goggles so common to her
tribe.

She jJumped away from the rim of hot rock that surrounded the Bore.
Thegun at her Sdewasn't the regular roach-killer the Boremen wore. Thiswas something stranger.

"Y 00 hoo!" she waved girlishly up at the rock where Nicholas thought he was well concedled. "Hi,
baby!" her voice sang out.

There was nowhere he could run to. Literaly. Thiswas Algiandrasworld. Every molecule had its place,
and she knew where those places were.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\TheAlejandraVariations.html

"I've comefor you, sweetheart!" she cried, clapping her little hands like a cheerleader. "Well be happy
forever and ever!"

Nicholas ducked below the boulder, thinking, Come on, guys! Get withit! But it wastoo late. Lexie had
drawn out her peculiar gun and fired it in hisdirection.

For some reason, he thought that the boulder might protect him from any beam or projectile the gun
might fire. But thelogic of the world was breaking down, and it didn't. He found himsdf collgpsing,
drifting into adreamy deep. A blanket of euphoria settled about him with adowny cloud of forgetfulness.

Genna! heredlized, dumping beside the mossy boulder.

He knew that thiswas dl happening in hismind, that the gun wasn't genuine. But its effect was. There
was nothing he could do. Even as she climbed over the rocks and smiled down upon him, she was
manipulating his endorphins—like a puppet master, tugging at the strings of his pleasure.

Lexie dropped down beside him and held his head in her tiny, but capable, hands. She kissed him
warmly, and he discovered that thegenna was beginning to cause him to react sexualy.

"Y ou didn't think they could take you away from methat easily, did you?' The perfume of her platinum
hair was overwhelming as she hugged him like ateddy beer.

The next thing he knew, he was being dragged down the rocks. Lexie sang happily to hersdlf as he was
hoisted into the waiting Bore. He tumbled in through the hatch and encountered the pervasive smell of
genna . Though he now knew it to be a stage effect, hisbody tingled with excitement. She pulled the
hatch shut. The outside world was gone. He was on his own.

Lexie stood in the centra corridor, perched on the floor rungs, and yelled "up” to the pilot's chambers.
"Take her down!"

From where helay hypnotized at the inner hatch, he could see anumber of Boremen sitting at their
compartments. But these were only props, despite their ook of redlity.

The Bore began to reverseitsdlf, crunching through the earth.
And thelittle spider dragged him into her chamber of love.

The Boreleveled out. Nick found himself on Lexie's couch as her Historian's tunic came unzipped. She
began undoing his own tunic, covering his chest with kisses. "This" she breathed, "istheway it shdl
awaysbe." Her breasts were heavy on his chest.

His mind screamed for help. Just how much control over the Situation did Foresee have, anyway?

Lexieskissesmade atrail down his bare chest, toward his ssomach, and were moving even further south
when there was a knock at the door to the compartment.

"Maam?' came avoice from the outside. It was a strong voice, asoldier'svoice. But it was awoman.
Y es, heredlized. No more men to interfere with her thistime. The Boremen might be props, but the pilot
would be femae—and functionaly red.

Lexieturned angrily. "What isit?' she barked.
"Weve run into some problems,”" the soldier stated.

But the Bores tunndling hadn't changed any. What wasthis?



Lexie climbed on top of Nicholas. "l told you to keep moving! All ahead at top speed! | want to keep us
where no one can get at the Bore!™

The door to the compartment did open, and awoman Nicholas had never seen before, wearing the tunic
of aClass One Warrior, stuck her head inside. She was about the same age as Lexie.

"I'm afraid that's out of the question,” the woman said firmly. She proceeded to pull out an
automatic—not aroach-kille—and fire dl eight shotsinto Lexie's soft pink bodly.

The concussions were degfening.
"Jesud" Nicholas shouted, scrambling away.

Lexie's body jerked and tore, splattering blood throughout the chamber. Shefell, abroken doll, over the
edge of the couch.

The soldier backed away from the chamber door. Nicholas noticed that the effects of thegenna— or
Algandra's control over his endorphins—had instantly vanished with Lexie's degth, athough the scenario
remained.

"Areyou dl right, Mr. Tgjada?' the girl asked.

His Foresee tunic was drenched with hot blood. He stared at the soldier. 1 think so. Who are you?"
The woman pulled him out of the chamber. Nicholas zipped up histunic.

"Sdly Diaz," she dated. "I'm anew recruit in Strategics. Mdissasent mein.”

"Méliss?'

Heredized, with somerelief, that they were monitoring him somehow.

"Wed better get to the pilot's compartment. Melissasaysit's going to be rough from here on out.
Algandras going to try everything she can.”

She waked ahead of him. Nicholas was stunned by her professiondism. He hadn't been as confident as
afreshrecruit.

But Sdly Diaz looked and sounded like a city-bred Chicana, so Nick tried something different.

"Digame que esta pasando,” hesaid." ¢ Qué pasaria s hablemos en Espafiol ¢, Podria
entendernos?"

Diaz pointed to the copilot's seat, indicating that Nicholas should strap himsdlf in. Shesaid to him, "It
wouldn't work. Y ou know Algandra can understand all the world's mgjor languages.”

"Well, how isit that she can't control you people?’

Sdly was pondering the dids. Sheturned to him. "Therest of usare wired into Mnemaos Ten. It's acting
as ago-between. It can block Algandra's attempts to control our neurons, but it can't pull you out or put
astop to her. She'stoo strong for that. We're protected, though.”

That accounted for the girl's bravery. But Nick couldn't forget the expression on Derek's face back in the
ruins. Perhagps he wasin more danger than he had thought. It was possible that Algandramight kill him if
shedidn't get her way.



Thelights on the Bore's control panel glowed softly in front of the two Strategics. Sally turned to face
Nicholas. She had yet to amile.

"Thisisgoing to takeawhile," she said. "We want to get you to the surface, but we have to reach
daylight to pull thisoff."

"How are you going to get me out?"

If they tried to "unplug" Algandra, she would need just a nanosecond to fry hismind.
Sdly Diaz shrugged her shoulders. "1 don't know," she said.

"Y ou don't know?'

"Cdmdown," shetold him. "That's part of the plan.”

"l don't get it."

"Y ou aren't supposed to. We discovered that every time one of uswent in after you, like Mr. Mdlory at
the soccer gamein DefCon, the computer read his mind and intentions. So, Mdissais keeping the overall
plan to hersdlf, letting each one of us know only our own particular part.”

She looked apprehensive. Shewas al too aware of the consequences of being apawn in alarger game.
Shefinished by saying, "I'm just supposed to tell you that the plan they've got thistime isfool proof, and
for you not to worry."

Nicholas listened to the Bore egt its way through the ancient earth. He thought about Algandra. She was
the apple, and the Bore was the worm. He wondered how it felt. Her reactions had been classically
schizoid: Her world was being threstened from insgde and out. He and Sally were very much in danger.

"Boy," Sdly sad after afew minutes silent travel. "' never thought these scenarios would be thistough.”
Nicholaslooked at her. "How many have you done?'

She managed an embarrassed smile. "Including this one, only three. Mr. Childs recruited me from the
University of Minnesota. | jumped at the chance to help you when Mdissaasked me. Y ou're famous

"I'mwhat?'

"When the missile exchanges became known worldwide, the Scare set in. | meaneverybody got scared.
Fortunately, neither the Russians nor our forces escalated the attacks. But to keep everyone frightened,
Melissagot permission to reved to the world your vision of DefCon. What shook up folks wasthe
Eridani business and those giant cockroaches... and what Colorado was going to be like on the outside.

"It was worth letting the world know about Foresee, but Mdissatill couldn't get you out. That was when
she started throwing bombs at you.”

"Bombs? What bombs?"

Sdly Diaz logt her amile. "When Algandras hold on you started getting stronger, Mdissagot Mnemos
Ten to waylay the scenario by programming the intrusion of nuclear wegpons—which you've got a
hedlthy fear of. They came at you asfloaters, sharks, and Keepers, as solid parts of the scenarios. She
figured that the horror might wake you up. It didn't work. Algjandra's desire for you was too powerful.
We needed something ese. Even when you were adeep in each variation, she kept atight grip. She



didn't want you waking out of the wrong dream.”

Nicholasleaned back in his chair. He could fed the earth passing beyond the walls of the Bore asthe
machine ground through imaginary layers of rock.

"Wevelearned alot, though,” Sally continued. "Which iswhy Mdissawantsto save Mnemos Nine.
Lexiewas Algandras adolescent stage. And just like the brat she was, the instant you blacked out in the
stasis chamber after that last shark exploded she told Foresee that sheld kill you if they tinkered with the
in-system hookups. Until then, Foresee had thought Def Con was merely a computer extrapolation of the
world after anuclear war. But DefCon was quite real, so far as the known facts are concerned. When
Algandradidn't let go of you after the shark blew, we knew you werein deep trouble.”

Nicholas pondered the girl's words as she continued to observe the mileage indicator on the console.
A great shuddering ran throughout the burrowing machine. Nicholas held on for support.
"What'sthat?'

"| think she'strying to force usto the surface.” The Bore seemed to twist horribly. Sally held tight to the
control whedl.

"Why'sit happening so soon?"

"Probably," she began, grimacing at the whedl, "because she dropped Lexie's body like an old sweater
and needsto get back to you in some other form.”

Sdly wastrying to control the ship as best as she could, but the magnificent vehicle rolled and pitched as
if it had become aduggish roller coaster.

"I hope you know what you're doing,” Nick said.

"Sodol. Butif my estimateis correct, we should be in daylight above. She's probably waiting for us. Itll
betricky."

The Bore suddenly rolled violently over onitsside, faling into astomach-turning yaw.
"Hold on!" Sdly shouted, trying to right the craft.

Nicholas clung to his seat, wishing now that he knew more of this scenario in order to help out. That's
what a Strategic wasfor. "Why'd the Bore shift like that? What are they telling you on the outsde?"

Sdly's eyes went blank for a second, then she said, "We struck an underground sea. The Borerolled on
itssde until it found solid earth to move through. We're OK now. They're fighting her shift of programs
fromtheoutsde.”

Nicholas thought for asecond. "Did Algandra put the seathere?’

"Probably,” Sdly said. "But theré'sno red way of telling. The earth of thisvariation isso old that
something like an underground sea should be impossible, given the tectonics of the earth's crugt. But in
the last analysis, it's her world. Wejust have to play aong with her for awhile.”

With only three missions under her belt, she seemed remarkably efficient. Steven Childs ought to be
commended for finding her. Nick only hoped that it wasn't dl afront.

He watched the distance meter tick away as the Bore burrowed underneath the subterranean seaand



proceeded upward. The pressure gauges seemed to indicate that the surface was not far away.

Nicholas began to fed apprehensive. Insde the Bore—with Lexie dead—they were raively safe.
Outsde, in the open, anything could happen if Algandrawanted him badly enough.

An explosion reverberated through the walls of the Bore. Half the ship's lights went dead. The instrument
pand and direction grid dimmed briefly, but didn't go out. The battering dmost deafened them.

Saly looked scared now. She was even shaking. Sweat had begun to pearl across her forehead. "We
struck the lavatube of avolcano.”

"A volcano?'

"Algandras changing al the rules on us now. There shouldn't be avolcano on aplanet asold asthis
one's supposed to be!" She pulled back on the controls, forcing the Bore upward.

But that wasn't necessary. There came awrenching pitch asif the craft were being borne upward by
some exterior force. A deep, gutteral rumbling resonated throughout the machine.

"Oh, God," Sally whispered, looking at the grid. "We'rein the chimney now. We're going up!"

Both members of Foresee clung to their seets as they tossed and gyrated in the angry throat of the
volcano that had sprung out of the imagination of the computer. Algandrawas disgorging herself of the
hidden craft which carried her precious Nicholas.

How could Foresee counter avolcano? Had they foreseenthis ?
Theforce of the earth's molten rock shook the Bore like an impatient child'srattle.

"I'm going to be sick,” Sdlly suddenly said. Nicholas saw that her face had gone green in theroiling
motion of the Bore. Wasit possible that her nausea was computer-induced as well?

Possible, yes. And probable, too. They were having problems back at Foresee. Algandrawas begting
them at every turn.

The Bore jerked with such violence that Nicholas heard something deep within it break. Stedl tore with
resounding groans, glass shattered, and severed gas pipes hissed. The computer board in front of them
was demolished. Blood was everywhere. But it wasn't hisblood. Sally Diaz's head hung low, and arag
of blood flowed from awound at her temple.

"SdAly!" he cried, unfastening himsdlf from his seat. He lifted her away from the board. Shewas dead. A
sharp piece of the console wall had broken off and killed her. Algandras judgment was swift indeed.

Nicholasturned away from her. The Bore had cometo ahat in amore or less horizontal position. He
staggered away from the cockpit.

Ashe gtood in the dark corridor of the ship, he heard the coughs and gasps of severa of the surviving
crew members. The Boremen were beginning to unlimber themsaves from their couches. Werethesered
or were they merely functioning props?

He watched them rise through the dust and smoke, like insects emerging from their hives.
"Hey, Nick!" he heard one of them cdll. "Areyou OK?"*

"Yeah," hecaled out. "'l think so." The voicein the corridor of risng Boremen sounded familiar.



He could barely make out the soldier. There was a solitary emergency light burning at the rear of the
demoalished ship. Hefdt asif he werein the halls of Limbo, with gpparitionsrising from the dead al about
him.

"Sdly didn't makeit," Nicholassad. "She's..."

Thesoldier cameinto view through the yellow haze. "Reitinger!”

"The oneand only," he said, but thistime there was no fool's grin on hisface. In fact, he seemed shaken.

He checked Nicholas over. " Sothis iswhat you do for aliving." He brushed his hands along the sides of
aWarrior'stunic. He was nervous and sweeting. Thiswas alittle different from chasing a soccer bdl or
riding zelles across safe, green fields. Thiswasn't Nelson's e emen.

Reitinger tried to peer around Nicholas.

"Don't look," Nick said, pulling him away. He knew that Sally was safe back at Foresee, but he didn't
want the sight of her crushed head here to upset Reitinger. He wanted out any way he could get out, and
he needed Reitinger'shelp to do it.

"I didn't know you were back there," Nicholas said.

Reitinger ran aset of gnarled fingersthrough hismat of curly hair. "I wasnt, until afew minutes ago when
Melissa saw the volcano appear on the program. It's going to be tight from here on out.”

"Nothing's gonewrong, hasit?' Nick asked. His heart had begun its horse-race pulse again.
"I don't know," Reitinger replied through the dust. "We just haveto play our hand and see.”

Nicholas stared down through the salmon-colored haze into the Bore's corridor and watched as a
number of the Boremen wrestled with the outside hatch. Thiswasit, he redized. Thefina scene.

Steam—and an awful, penetrating heat—poured through the hatch asit cracked open. The Borewason
itssde. The soldiers had to struggle with the door at an awkward angle. They coughed and wheezed in
the smoke, but managed to fling the hatch open.

"Let usgofirst,” Nelson said to Nicholas. Then he pulled out the pistol he'd been wearing and stepped up
to the gathering of men by the hatch. Nicholas brought up the rear.

Thefirst soldier hoisted himsdlf up on hisarms at the rim off the hatch and sivung expertly into the
opening. The second soldier was standing just beneath him when the first man screamed and fell
back—minus his head. The head itsalf came down a second later, an expression of surprise and horror
transfixed on itsface. Blood was everywhere.

Nicholas noticed that some of the soldiers had not survived Algjandras harassment. He lifted apistol
from one of the Boremen. He somehow felt better with agun in his hand, even though he knew the
computer wasn't about to harm him. It was the others she was after. The other wormsin the apple.

"Wait here," Nelson shouted at Nicholas, waving him back. Nick cocked hispistal.

Reitinger carefully looked up at the hatch above him. There were five surviving soldiers. Nicholas didn't
know if they were part of the program or were actua Foresee agents.

A hearty female voice sounded from somewhere beyond the hatch where a sturdy shaft of morning light
penetrated the smoke and haze.



"You can't gdl for timelikethis™ the voice said with al the confidencein theworld. "All wewant is
Nicholas, and the rest of you can go back to where you came from. He belongs with the Clans.”

Cesya, Nicholasredized. Algandrahad merely shifted from one body to another. Somewhere just
outside the hull of the Bore stood magnificent Cesya, waiting for what was rightfully hers. The divineright
of queens. A manifest destiny of the spirit. The woman's arrogance knew no boundaries.

A tanned fema e dressed in awhite kilt and breastplate of gold suddenly dropped into the Bore's hold
like an archangel, brandishing arazor-sharp sword. She wore a golden helmet with along purple plume
trailing behind it. Amazon! The vison had completed itsdf. Almost from the instant she had landed, her
sword began singing adeadly song in the tight, compact air of the corridor.

She charged the soldiers before they were ready. An arm was quickly severed, and an arc of blood flew
acrossthem al as a Boreman screamed pitifully. Nelson Reitinger whipped out his pistol and fired
repeatedly at the golden-helmeted woman. The shots echoed inside the Bore and the woman was
knocked backward againgt the hull, illuminated by the sun shining down from the open hatch. She
crumpled up over the headless body of the first Boreman.

Another woman dropped down into the hatch, but was summarily shot—the gold of her armor was no
match for copper-jacketed .45s.

Nicholas grabbed Reitinger, holding his pistol. "Nelson, if thisis her scenario, why are we dlowed to
shoot her people? Why can't she just remove the bullets from our guns?' There was further commotion
outsde the Bore.

Reitinger turned to him. "The matrix of her mind istill half-programmed. Like the rest of us, she can only
control so much of the world. That'swhy Mallory and | were able to seep into the scenarios. And
Méelissa, too."

"Mdissa?' Nick looked a him. "Was Mdissahere?'

"Shewas Ariuzu. Algiandrawas too busy consolidating her world to notice that she'd dipped in. That
madeit alittle easier for the rest of us."

Algandrawasn't omnipotent after all. She was like the Christian Gnostics concept of the demiurge, the
god who created but who was himsdlf created. And like that demiurge, she demanded much from her
crestions. Too much.

The Boremen were pulling out what looked like concussion grenades. They were small; each soldier held
two in each hand.

"We're ready, Nelson," one said. Could these Boremen be from other sections of Foresee, an attempt to
overload Mnemos Nine? Nicholas couldn't imagine what the plan was. To keep Algandrabusy on dl
fronts?

Reitinger walked up to the hatch. Nicholas could tdll that Reitinger knew that he was going to "die," and
that it was probably going to be rather unpleasant. Onerarely perished in an Environmental scenario, and
Nick could see Nelson wasn't looking forward to the event.

"OK, boys" Reitinger said to the surviving few. "Let's get this show on the road.”

They gathered around the hatch. On Reitinger's signd, they tossed their grenades—pins pulled—up and
out of the hatch.



"Go!" Nelson roared asthey heard the grenades go off. The soldiers grabbed the rim of the hatch. They
scrambled into the open air. "Follow us!™ Nelson shouted to Nick.

Reitinger swung his gpish form out of the Bore. Nicholas heard gunshots going off amidst screams and
confusion. The hull of the earth-eating craft resounded from the impacts of projectiles, but after afew
breathless moments a silence of death surrounded the Bore. A smell of sulfurous gunpowder drifted
bitterly in.

"My Heart!" Cesyacried out. "Come out, come out!" she sang.

Slowly, Nicholas boosted himself up into asitting position on therim of the hatch. He still gripped the
gun, for dl thegood it might do him.

Before him was an unhappy sight. Reitinger and the Boremen had redlly had no chance whatsoever, and
they had known it. Algandrawas playing ahand |oaded with wild cards.

The Bore rested on an open plain. A long sienna banner of soot and smoke ghosted away from the
jagged cone of avolcano into the light of the morning sun. Dust and ash from the concussion grenades
drifted lazily above the Bore.

Surrounding the Bore itsdlf a adight distance werefifty or sixty huge Clantrams. But these were not the
peaceful cars of the earlier variation. Each had deadly gun turrets, and the guns were aimed at the
burrowing machine. These Clans were of amore assertive character—a completely different scenario.

Hundreds of female warriors clad in cotton kilts and golden chest plates stood like Trojans on the plains
of Dardan. They were ready with their swords and crossbows and the guns of the turrets behind them to
engage whatever enemy theimmature mind of Algandracould imaginefor itsdlf.

Reitinger and the Boremen lay dead, sprouting shafts of oaken arrows like pincushions.

In full battle regdia, Cesya stepped out of the crowd of armed women and walked up to Nicholas. She
smiled triumphantly, but Nicholas noticed that there was nothing malicious in her manner. It was her game
now. She had findly diminated al the competition.

"Heart," she said sincerely, "it was too bad that we had to fight your friends thisway, but they had no
right to interferewith us”

Nicholas could smell death al around him. It assailed his senses. Would it be like thisevery time hetried
to get away from her? He looked up into the cruel sky, wondering if Melissa Sdlazar was watching over
him ashelay helplessin his dream-couch.

Despite those wonderful nightsin Cesya's bower, he now found nothing about her attractive. Algandra
was gtill achild to the core—a very spoiled child.

Hefdt empty ashe did down onto the killing-ground of the plain. Wind riffled the feathers of the arrows
in the bodies of Nelson Reitinger and the other Boremen.

"Honey," Cesyabegan, dropping for amoment her warrior'sguise. "Please don't belikethis. | only did it
for you. Thereisn't anything in the world | wouldn't do for you. Can't you understand that?*

There was much passion in her eyes, but he couldn't ignore the hundreds of Amazons surrounding him,
their weapons ready. He knew that no matter how sincere her words sounded, she wouldn't hesitate to
use up her followers, props though they were.



Mdissal hismind shouted.

"Sweetheart,” Cesya breathed, "give me achance to show you how much I love you. | can treat you as
no woman has ever treated you before."

He then could fed something strange going on inside of him. Endorphins at work! It had the effect of
genna orgohhe , but now Algandrawas being quite overt. The puppet master was at work again on the
srings of his brain chemicals. Those eyes, those upturned breasts....

Nicholas backed away from her, up againgt the Bore, even though there was redlly nowhere he could go.
His heart began to lift on the wings of the passion she was arousing within him.

He said to her, Y ou don't know thefirst thing about love. And you can't do thisto me forever.”
But she held the cards. It was her dedl. "1 know as much about it as you do. Only, | can add more.”
Cesyareached out and took away the gun Nicholas had been holding. She tossed it aside.

The golden women were withdrawing into the revised Clantrams, asif Algandra, on the outside of the
scenario, knew the probability of her success. It was not agood sign.

Cesyaand Nicholas waked away from the Bore asif they were out for a Sunday stroll. She removed
her helmet, shaking down her long, sensuous hair in a platinum waterfal.

The sexud pull would not go away. The orgiagtic urgings brought back the memories of those long nights
with her in her Clantram—how she took him so easily within her, how she touched himin just the right

way....
He had to get out.

"Y ou don't know what it's like to suffer asa human being," Nick said. ™Y ou can control my enzymes, but
you'll never sway my heart. | demand that you set mefree”

She amiled confidently and lovingly. Hefelt hisheart melting a her smile. But he had seen that smile
before: Rhoanna!

"You'l come around eventualy, darling, with or without any manipulation on my part. | can provide for al
your pleasures and securities and never leave you—unlike Rhoanna | can give you what your other loves
could not. Lois Panier and Lisa Anderson were unapproachable. I'll give you what they couldn't. Jeannie

Owens, Leigh Ann Lucart—shdl | go on?"

He shuddered with outrage. She had complete accessto all the nooks and crannies of his most intimate
persond life. His degpest fedings, dl the nuances he preferred in hislovers, even thelieshed been telling
himsdf over the years about hisrelationships—al that aman buildsto kegp him going in his quest for
love—Algandrahad at her disposal.

Therewere no secrets. She would know his thoughts before he'd think them!

Nicholas stopped out on the grassy plain in the crimson light of the end-of-the-world sun. It wasa
perfect world, and the great Migration Shields, invisible now in the light of day, were waiting to carry
them to even more perfect worlds beyond. When would Sandi, the next variation, appear? And who
would come aong after the computer was done being Sandi?

"No," hetold her. "l refuse”



Evenif there was nothing that Foresee could do to help him, he could fight for himself. He could not
physicdly resst Cesyas attractions, but he could fight to retain his sanity.

Excent, heredized, how did he stop from falling in love? Wasn't that part of his problem with Rhoannain
thefirst place?

Then he thought of the Scare.

The lives of the average man and woman were beyond their control, were in the hands of madmen who
could atomize them within seconds, sending out such aburst of gammaradiation thet if there were diens
living among the stars, they'd see the end of mankind for sure,

And what had the agents of Foresee told him?Everyone just stopped . Refused. They got so scared that
they smply forced the world to halt.

He sat down on the soil of aplanet so old it defied description, and refused to move. Like Mohandas K.
Gandhi. Like Martin Luther King.

"What are you doing?"' she asked.

"| refuseto put up with this nonsense any longer. If you want my heart, then you're going to havetorip it
from my chest. If you don't set mefree, | would rather die. Y ou know that you can't keep mein-system
forever. My body will deteriorate.”

Shelaughed. "What?
"I don't love you, Cesya, and | never will." He stared up at her.
"Yes, you do, darling,” she amiled.

He fdt the effects of gohhe -induced hormonesrising in hisloins. She put a soft hand to his cheek, and he
found himsdlf becoming excited.

"Stopit!" heydled. "l refuse! | don't loveyou!”

Shelost her air of benevolent control. She dapped him acrosstheface. "You'll do as| say!"
"No," hetold her.

"Yed" she shouted, bringing afist effectively down on hisright ear.

Resigt, avoice shouted in hismind.Do nothing.

Visons of Benares and Cdcuttacameto him. Seima, Alabama. His heart leaped within his chest. They
were weatching him! Something was happening after all!

But Cesya, too, had heard the voices, and she turned her face to the impassive sky. She screamed, "No!
Hesming"

They had broken through. The plan was being ingtituted. All of the separate parts, the disparate
drategies, were coming together.

She turned to him, torn with anger and fright. Her tirade was transforming her. "Don't et them do thisto
me," she pleaded suddenly. "Y ou belong to me, don't you understand? Please tell them to leave us
dong"



He had heard that voice before, as well.Beneath a window on a moonlit night. "Darling. You belong
to me.

It wasthe night he spent in hell. Ghenna nacht.
Rhoanna. Algandra.

Without amother to raise her, afather to guide her, Algjandra had taken on the worst characteristics of
al the women he had known.

He sat down on the ground and crossed his arms over his knees. Another vision: Gandhi on board the
seamshipRajputana , conferring with Meher Babain 1931. Dr. King conferring with Bobby Kennedy in
1962....

"If you want me," hetold her, "you're going to have to carry me."
"Dont!" sheyedled. "Please! We must leave this place, Nicholas!™
"No," he affirmed. He was done now. Through.

Cesya staggered back and suddenly looked dizzy.

A number of the golden soldiers who had been waiting and watching severa yards away were now
ganding like Satues.

"No," Cesyabreathed. "I've come so far to have you. | love you! Doesn't that mean anything to you?”
"No," he responded.
The golden women—beautiful to the last—werelosing their identities. They had actualy become statues.

Cesyabegan yanking on him, trying to get him to stand up. "Get up!" she screamed. She was strong, but
not strong enough. ™Y ou must do as | say! Nicholas!"

Hefought. Heloved her. He did not love her. Fire stirred in hisloins. He doused it with the ice of
indifference. His heart yearned for her. He camed it with contempt. Shefought for himin al the ways she
could think of—and dl he had | eft was hiswill.

Fight her!the voices repested.
"Stopit!" sheyeled. "Sopit!"

Her world was coming undone. Whatever they were doing to Mnemos Nine back in the hidden vaults of
Foresee, it had to be working. Cesya hersdf il seemed tangible enough, but everything e sewas
beginning to dissolve.

"Nicholas!" she began weeping. "Honey, pleasal”
"No," hetold her impassvely.

Then avoice thundered across the dawn meadow.
"Violation!" it bellowed. "You arein Violaion!"

Cesyajerked around. The two of them suddenly saw an enormous K egper rise up over the ridge where
the Bore rested. The Keeper was twice the size of the other one Nicholas had encountered. It looked as



Keepers must have looked when they werefirst implanted in their Warrensin that imaginary world.
Towering and shiny, it came at them, brand-new and powerful.

"Oh, no," Cesyawhimpered. "No, no! Please!”

Nicholasrolled away from her as she got up. The panic that had bloomed on her face was asred as
anything he had yet seeniin her.

"Violation!" the Keeper roared as it strode over the plain on well-oiled legs forty feet long.

Cesyagot up and ran toward the robot, its nuclear bomb behind its spider's eyes. Asshe did, the aly
bracelet which Nicholas till wore rang out with avoice of heroic darm.

"Stand by!" Qui'salies called so that Cesya could hear. "The sun has been triggered!”
"Please, no!" the golden woman cried.

The Clantrams were vanishing even as the Amazon warriors faded from sight. The volcano behind them
dowly became incorporeal, now that Algandra could no longer sustain the world. She was being
bes eged from too many sdes.

Cesyaféll to the ground, weeping. "Please, don't! Pleasel” She screamed horribly asthe Keeper bore
down upon her, and Nicholas knew then what must have happened back at Foresee.

They couldn't get them both out aive. Algandrahad proven hersdlf too selfish, too possessive.

A vison cameto him: the Engineers sending abalt of terribly concentrated energy into the sun'sfragile
helium bubble. It wasthe Fina Day.

"Nicholas" Cesya chanted from the grass. "Nicholas, Nicholas...."

The Keeper reached down, the numbers on its metallic chest indicating that time had findly run out. The
sun's photosphere erupted.

Algandrascreamed. Then was gonein a blistering rush of whitelight.
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ThelLast Variation

AT THE TABLE OFthe open-air café, Nicholas watched Rhoanna Martin sip her Bloody Mary. He
swirled hisglass of Perrier with ahaf-moon of limeinsde.

Beyond the café, the Catalina Mountains that flanked Tucson to the north languished in the noonday sun.
It was spring, and the scent of orange blossoms drifted about them.

Over her drink, Rhoannasmiled almost shyly.

Nicholas asked, "How's your drink?'

"Good," she said. Her cigarette burned lazily in an ashtray of blue glassin the center of the table.
"I'm glad you decided to meet methisway," hetold her.

"Y ou went through alot to help me out. | wanted to let you know just how much | appreciate that.”
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She seemed somewhat awkward.

"l wasglad | could help, Nick. Y ou never told mewhat you did for aliving. | never thought it could be so
dangerous.”

A dight wind had picked up on the desert and now drifted to them in the café. It fluffed Rhoannas hair in
the sunlight.

"Normally it'snot,” hetold her wryly.

Hewatched her small gestures—the way she held her cigarette, the way she fingered her swizzle stick:
the gestures that kept the world together.... He chatted, trying to put her at ease.

"l guess you were there when they warmed up the vat of liquid helium that housed Mnemos Nine."

She nodded. "Médissa said the only option they had left wasto dow down her thinking. | don't
understand it, but | guessit worked."

Nicholas nodded. "Then it was a question of overloading her. She couldn't think fast enough or react fast
enough in the end. Unfortunately, it gave Mnemos Nine the equivaent of brain damage.”

A dlence sttled between them.

Toying with her cigarette, Rhoanna spoke firdt. "1 heard that Nelson Reitinger found some real-world
Blossomsthe other day."

Nicholassmiled. "All that mysterious congtruction going on off the coast of Coatzacoa cosin the Gulf of
Mexico turned out to be a huge underwater dome full of seeds and spores. If thereisanuclear war, then
theice age that follows will raise the seabed of the Gulf. | guess our brothers and sistersin Mexico want
afutureto look forward to."

"Don't wedl," Rhoannasaid.

Thewind, full of the smell of oranges, wafted about them. Rhoannasaid, "1 heard that you're moving to
Colorado.”

"Yes" henodded. "I thought I'd stay closeto my real home—Foresee." He thought it wise not to
mention Sally Diaz.

"That'sfunny,” Rhoannasaid, looking at him. "I've been thinking about moving too.”
"Back to San Diego?'

"No," shetold him. "Los Angdes. I'mtired of the military life. SerraVigaisthe pits”
He nodded. "1 heard about you and Vince. I'm sorry."

She crushed out her cigarette. "Even before the Scare, | saw it coming. And Vince didn't likeit when |
quit my job on the base aong with the rest of the wives. The Scare's given alot of people timeto think
about the important thingsin life. Going to Foresee ad so helped.”

They were slent again. He knew now that there would always be some link between them, some bond
that had survived the crucible of a self-destructive love.

Rhoanna grinned hugely al of asudden. "It's sort of funny,” shesaid.



"What?'
"Being acdebrity.”
Nicholasgrinned in return. "How are you taking it? Well, | hope."

She put her cigarettes back into her purse. "1 just wish that damn computer hadn't taken on my middle
name

"Algandraisafinename.”

A little boy came running up to them through the tables a the rear of the café. He wasfive years old and
full of energy. He dove into Rhoannaslap.

"Mommy, mommy!" he chanted.

Rhoanna scooped him up into her arms. "Baby, what are you doing here?!

"Méissasad!"

Nicholas smiled at the child.

Rhoanna held the boy and pointed to Nick. "Darry, thisis Nicholas." She smiled. "He'safriend of mine.”
"Hi," thelittle boy said.

"Hi, Darry," Nicholaswaved.

Nicholastook afind sip of his Perrier and rose from the table. He pointed to the frisky little boy. "I take
itthisisahint that | haveto get going. Sdl isn't very good at giving hints.”

Rhoanna put the boy down. She stood up. "Stay in touch, Nick. It was good to see you again.”
Helooked down at Darry. "Hey, Darry. Look at this!™

He held out hisarms as millions of wondrous globes of flashing lights came out of nowhere and
surrounded hisbody, engulfing him in arainbow of dazzling color.

"Wow!" the little boy gasped, wide-eyed.

Nicholasdowly roseinto the air, being careful of the chairs and table, and smiled happily at them. "I hope
this venture into the system has been better than the last one.”

"Much better," shetold him. She smiled and waved. "Good-bye, Nick."
"iAdios!" he called as he ascended into the sky.

Mother and child faded away from the café, back into the real world, as Nicholas took off for the
heavens. From hiswrigt, where hisaly bracelet gleamed in the sunlight, a voice sparkled.

"All sat for today, Nick?"

"Surething," hetold the computer. They were careful now. Perhapstoo careful. Mnemos Ten was
friendly and obedient, but sometimes he got alittle lonely.

But they weredl learning.



"What's up?" Nicholas asked.

"Some data coming in about areligious uprising. People were seeing visons of the Avatar near
Ahmednagar, India. Melissathinksit's part of the Scare, but she wantsyou to look into it."

Heroseinto the azure sky, heading southwest toward the waters of the distant and dreamy Pecific
Ocean. It was the purest freedom held known in quite some time. The sun was bright, the earth below
was gill with him—for dl hiswars of the heart were behind him now, vanished like aglimmer of light off a
pewter plate.
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