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SHARDS
Book Four

Peter Prellwitz

Chapter One



“Sr?’ Thelieutenant called from the nearby doorway. “ The puterverse access has terminated. It' s safeto
enter.”

Magor Deiley roseto hisfeet and waked to the smal room. The field was indeed down, and the dancing
light that protected the two people inside was gone. He stepped over the gory remains of histhree men
and went first to the girl.

Her foray into the puterverse had clearly not gone well. She was staring sightlesdy into space, having
sharded again. He motioned to the lieutenant to see to Lockwood, who was conscious but not a thregt.
Picking the girl up carefully, he marveled again at how small shewas. He carried her out to the room and
laid her on acot that stood against the wall. He then accessed at the nearest termind, not bothering to
punch in adestination. The screen glowed adim black in response.

“Sir. One moment, please.” Hewaved his arm to indicate he wished privacy. The room was cleared
within seconds. He turned back to the termindl.

“Yes, gr. | havethegirl now.”

“Very good, Mgjor.” Far Bank’ s voice seemed strained. It could have been the two-dimensional access,
though his next comment indicated otherwise. “1 can appreciate now your earlier appraisa of hiswill

power and spirit.”
““His will power, Sr?” Delley raised an eyebrow.
“No, Mgjor. Her will power and spirit. What isyour next course of action?’

Hereit was. Deiley had been painstakingly laying out the answer to this question for weeks. He hoped
he' d thought it through sufficiently. He d not get a second opportunity.

“I will betaking her to the base infirmary, sir, and begin accderating her dissolution. By keeping her
under congtant guard, we' |l be able to pinpoint the best moment to perform menta shutdown procedures
prior to harvesting.”

“Good. And you dtill anticipate three to four weeks until harvest?’
“Yes, gr. | could accelerate even further if | could maintain asingleripe, but thet isfar too...”

“I don’'t understand, Mgjor. All dataindicates that it was multiple episodes that eventualy broke down
the implanted barriers of riping and caused dissolution.”

“Not quite, dr. It seemsthat multiple sharding is actualy a defense mechanism of the brain, an attempt to
shift the sharding evenly, holding the mind’ s structure together longer by ditributing the weight of
congtant episodes.”

“Goon.”

“By keeping a Shard in asingle persona, the weight is brought to bear on asingle barrier. When it
collgpses, the others are destroyed sympatheticdly. The difficulty isthat it’ snearly impossible to maintain
agngle personaat this advanced stage of sharding.”

“So?Which ripe would you suggest, Mgor?’ Delley hoped for some indication that Far Bank was either
suspicious or not, but there was no clue. There never was.

“Irrdlevant, Sr. Asl said, it' stoo difficult to maintain an environment that would encourage a Shard to



remaininasngleripe.” He paused briefly, then continued dowly, “ Although | could set up adisplay and
holoproject asimple program into her retina. Force her to think she’ sin an indugtria setting. That would
probably keep her in amachine state for the remainder of her life. It would aso have the advantage of
suppressing her human personas, both real and manufactured.” He looked back down at the terminal.

“Y es, that should increase the chances of making the three-week schedule, ar. I'll have aholoprogram
begunimmediatdy.”

“No, Mgor. Y our plan has merit, but conflictswith my wishes.”
“Yes gr.”

“Carry through with forcing asingleripe, but implement the Miss DeChant persona. That one interests
methe mogt. | believe you have an interest aswell, yes?’

“Shewss... convenient, Sir.”

“I don’t doubt, Mgjor.” Far Bank chuckled, and both his chuckle and his voice indicated he did not fully
understand how Miss DeChant was convenient. In that revealing moment, Delley redlized that Far Bank
was vulnerable, that he had flaws. In that same moment, Deiley lost much of his respect of Far Bank.
Even the most powerful could be misguided and swayed by temptation. Was he, Deiley, avictim of this
same potent temptation?

“Sr?’ Delley inquired at Far Bank’ schuckle.

“Nothing, Mgor. A privatejoke.” Far Bank’ s voice reasserted its cold efficiency. “You will takethe...
girl... to your quarters and force the Miss DeChant ripe to the surface. Please maintain that ripe until
dissolution isinevitable. Maintain normal report procedures.” The screen died. There was no opportunity
to protest or debate.

Delley took a deep breath and released his hands, which he had clasped firmly behind his back. He' d
gambled and won. Far Bank wasinterested in obtaining the KME located in the Miss DeChant shard,
and sounded both darmed and intrigued by Deiley’ s suggestion of usng asingle, machinery ripe. Such an
action might accel erate the dissol ution, shortening the time available to gain whatever knowledge wasin
the KME. 1t might dso, Far Bank undoubtedly thought, lock the girl into the machinery ripe at dissolution
and keep him from harvesting the memory capsule. If Far Bank thought that, it was amistake. The
Shard’ smind at dissolution was ablending of al the ripeswith the origina persona. Nothing was locked
out or logt. It was the overload of information and synaptic activity that ultimately caused death. Few
people knew that, and Delley wasin the habit of keeping information to himself.

So it came about that Far Bank chose Miss DeChant and maintained control by bringing up Delley’s
involvement with her. It only helped Delley further that Far Bank misunderstood the involvement. Hedid
wonder, though, what the private joke was. Did it have something to do with the earlier dip, referring to
Miss DeChant as ahe? Wasthe original personamale? It fit the facts, as did a dozen other theories. But
it seemed unlikely. He d never heard of the Resistance making that type of error. Not that it mattered.
Male, femae, or machine, one persona carried the information needed to wield microsats as missiles. It
was the information that interested him, not the persona details. Still, he was glad he had come to know
the gentle soul of Miss DeChant.

He went to the cot wherethe girl lay. He knelt beside her and squeezed her hand reassuringly. She was
gtill gazing sightlesdy into arealm of oblivion and darkness and cold. He shook hishead irritably. What
gibberish. Helaid the girl’ shand down gently and called for Lieutenant Gratz to have the girl takento his
hov. He knew the man would seeto it personally and, like Delley, keep the information to himself. There
was hothing more va uable in the military than a cgpable lieutenant.



* * % %

“Lieutenant Eyer, ma am?’

Jody looked up from her tabina full of cyberwork and sighed gratefully. She was ready to use any
excuse take a break from the painfully boring, day-to-day chores of running aregiment, and the excited
expression on Private Jameson’ s face said thiswas going to be areal excuseto stop.

“Yes, Kely?What can | do for you?’

The impossibly young woman stepped in and saluted, crisp, sharp--her accuracy could be pinpointed to
amillimeter. Jody smiled, but saluted back.

“Don’'t do that, Kdly. It sscary. | might think you' retrying to impress me.”
Shelooked startled at the whimsical accusation, but relaxed some at Jody’ s disarming smile.
“Sorry, mdam.|...1...”

“Don’t be sorry, Kdly. I'm just grouchy after ordering five tons of suppliesthat are goingto comeina
kilo a atime. Now, you have some news from our Research crowd?’ Kelly was one of four rookies
assigned to research. They actudly did little more than run errands at this point in their training, but they
were being exposed to the skills and work habits of efficient veterans, which was what Jody wanted.

“Yes, maam!” She paused, then blushed when she redlized that Jody was waiting. She tripped over
hersdf severd timesin telling the news, spilling it out like abubbling spring.

Jodly listened quietly. When Kdly finished her report, she forced hersdlf to stand up dowly. Insde, she
wanted to jump up on her desk and dance ajig. A jig. An old expression she' d picked up from Abigail.

“Thank you for your report, Private. Convey my thanks and compliments to the research department and
tell them I"d like to have the primary access room in about an hour. Dismissed.”

Kely saluted and bounced out, fortunately not looking back to see Jody smiling after her. Had she been
that young once?

Shetried to go back to the order forms, but what little enthusiasm she' d had was whisked out the door
with the exuberant private. She snapped off the tabinal.

“Computer?Isthe primary access room vacant?’

“It sureis, Lieutenant! Y ou want meto reserveit for you?’

“Yes, please. Oh, and would you please remove the level tethers? I’ ve got to climb the ladder tonight.”
“Areyou sure, ma am? The last time you tried to climb the ladder...”

“Y eah, yeah. | ended up in theinfirmary for a couple days. Sorry, but it's gotta be done.” Jody mulled
around for a phrase she' d picked up. “Big doodoo’ stonight.”

The computer laughed. “Umm, | think that’s'big doin’s', maam’.” Jody had the worst time with the
ancient phrases, but had acquired ataste for them, partly because of Abigall, partly because her unit was
getting--um--revved up (yes, that was the phrase) to start rescuing operations. After years of inactivity,
the 179th was to be agoing concern again.



“Oops. Thanksfor the correction.”
“S okay. Theroom isreserved and the tethers are detached. Shall | contact TAU for you, ma am?’

“Thanks. Just find out when | can talk to them. Tell them we ve got an answer on our inquiries, and while
it'snot at dl what we expected, it’s very good news.”

The computer went on with its business, and Jody took asow stroll of the compound. Things had
changed quite abit since she' d been promoted and given the 179th Regiment to repair and reactivate.
Though it was never said in so many words, the sudden and extremely gory passing of Lieutenant Posen
had been a godsend to the unit. In the four months she’ d been in command, it had gone from a paranoid
bunch of untrained people bullied by an undisciplined A Company, into a cohesive regiment, il green,
but with an attitude. It was amazing, both in the amount of the turnaround, and in the relative ease and
quicknessthat it had happened. Jody would take some of the credit--why not? she took the blame for
her mistakes--but the whole thing had started because of the wisdom of TAU.

After the scraps of rendered flesh, shattered bones and burst organs had been identified as Posen, TAU
had broken tradition and given afield commission to Jody. Normally, Sergeant Olecki, being in charge of
A Company, would have been in command. But while TAU was far away, they had known what was
going on through Ressler. And Resder had been very straightforward in his observations and findings.
They saized thefact that Olecki was till laid up from his attack on Abigail and gave temporary command
to her. Then, before Olecki recovered enough to relieve her, TAU found some critical need for hisunique
abilitiesand transferred him. To the upper Volga. The extreme upper Volga. Jody’ s opinion of TAU,
unformed until then, soared.

Once promoted and in permanent command, she quickly dismantled A Company, sending the mgority of
its personnd to suddenly available locations throughout the Resi stance military. Then, eschewing the
norma organization of aregiment, Jody kept B Company as B Company, and began recruiting aC
Company. In the place of A Company she brought some of the better researchers, trainers and veteran
combat personnel she had made contact with during her service with the Thirty-fifth. Theseshekeptina
loose platoon, assigning them as needed to either company or to perform independently.

It was one of the independent assignments that put the spring in her step today. Spring? She wanted to
race to the access room now and attempt to contact Mike right away. But she couldn’t. Not until she
informed TAU of Research’s discovery and was granted permission. Permission that was certain to be
given.

The assgnment had been fairly sraightforward: Examine every possible aspect of Abigall Wyeth. TAU
had given her their information, which was plenty. Breaking their own rules, they had kept arecord of
both Corporal Lendler’ s research and Corpora Geher’'sIHAD on Abigail from almost three years ago.
Jody had been stunned, both by the quantity and the content. Until she'd met Abigail, she’ d not had any
persona contact with aCue. And Abigail turned out to be the grandmother of al Cues. Grandfather,
rather. Jody remembered the redness of her face when she redlized the young woman she' d gotten so
chummy with was redlly a man. Scratch that. Had once been aman. Abigail’ s change from one gender to
the other wasjust asred as Jody’ s promotion from sergeant to lieutenant. Probably more permanent,
too.

Armed with thisfantastic Sarting point, Jody had ingtructed her team to continue digging and digging and
digging. Nothing was to be considered too trivia. No tangent was to be overlooked.

Jody’ s goal was smple. Find out why NATech was so interested in her. She knew now that Posen had
been in the pay of NATech. A traitor. She also knew that he was acting under ordersto force Abigail to



shard. Why? Because there was no clear-cut reason to be found didn’t mean there wasn't one. Jody was
determined tofind it.

She gtrolled through the mess and was greeted by smiles and sdutes. The morde of the regiment was
very high. Although they were still green troops, and were not battle tested, she was confident that they
would have the mettle to withstand their firdt trid by fire, and morae would remain high. She snorted at
her choice of words. Better lay off the military reading for awhile and curl up with agood romance. Life
was too short and hard to be taken so serioudly.

She debated eating asmall lunch, but decided againgt it. Climbing the ladder, as she caled ascending
levelsshewas't redly ready for, left her exhausted, achy, and sick to her ssomach. Maybe skipping a
meal would ease that |ast one. She gave afew words of encouragement to a couple of new recruits
daving over their sudies during lunch, and stopped by the laundry.

She dways made a point of stopping by the laundry. The dirtiest, most thanklessjob in the regiment, it
seemed to attract the seedier dogs. She had read about Abigail’ s disastrous turn on this duty, and Private
Jackson’s cruel mistreatment of her, and would not alow anything even remotely smilar to happen here.

She spent afew minutes talking to the three on the detail, helping to load afew bundles, and departed.
Taking alast look around the mess, she made for the hallway that led to the access room.

“Lieutenant!”

Jody turned and saw Sergeant Moss working hisway through the mess crowd. She smiled and waited
for him. She and Leonard had served together in the Thirty-fifth; he was the first one she pried free when
given the 179th. His no-nonsense but evenhanded way with his dogs, especidly the recruits, kept ahigh
esprit de corps.

“Hi, Len. | wasjust heading over to the access room.” Jody continued to walk, and Len fell into step
beside her. “1 think | may have ajob for you.”

“Redly?How big and when?’

“I don't know, yet. Probably not too big, a platoon at most. Asfor when, I'd guessin three or four days.
I’ sgoing to be aquick setup and extraction. In Audtrdia.”

Len had amildly surprised look on hisface.
“An extraction? Who' sthetarget?’

“I can't say until | get TAU permission. But pick out your platoon and begin aPlan R extraction. | want
to makeit look like the guy waskilled. Set it up so no body can be recovered.”

Hewhistled. “I"ve got good people, but they’ re still untested. 1’11 be hard, Jody.”
“I'msureit will be, Len.”

Len cracked agrin and waved, heading back to the mess area. He' d have an initia layout ready to
modify within two hours, and afind plan set no more than three hours after she gave him the details. She
reached the access room and entered. All she had to do now was convince TAU she knew what she
was taking about.

“Access, Lieutenant Eyer.”



* * % %

Deiley carried the two cups of hot tea, one with lemon, the other an herbal, into the tidy little room. He
placed them on the table beside the bed. L ooking around, he made certain everything was asit should
be. He had been painstakingly setting it up for weeks, but still he checked.

The closet door was open, displaying severa modest dresses. The dresser was properly stocked, and
the mirror well polished. The floors were bare wood, with arag rug covering the middle. The small
bathroom attached to the room wasimmaculate and extremely private. Everything was st.

So why was he hesitating? He looked down on the bed, where Miss DeChant lay, till sharded asa
machinery ripe of one sort or another. Her delicate face seemed to catch the harsh Arizonalight coming
through the window and soften it. Shelay on top of the covers, still dressed in her NATech issued pants
and shirt. He had debated changing her, and decided againgt it. She would know what clothes she
owned, and changing her would cause her discomfort, knowing it was he who had doneit. That would
be detrimenta to maintaining the Miss DeChant persona until dissolution. Hewould have her clean up
and dress hersdf after wakening.

And that was the source of his hesitation. He pulled out of a pocket the sharding disk he needed to use.
Although he understood the need of using it, he found it dightly distasteful. He reminded himsdlf that not
only had he been ordered to shard the girl into Miss DeCharnt, it wasto his personal benefit that he do it.
Reluctantly, he pressed it againgt the girl’ sleft temple and activated it.

“Miss DeChant?’ Nothing. “Miss DeChant! Please, | have some errands for you to run for me. Miss
DeChant!”

* * % %

COOL POUR PRESS
the dough down firmly and... and...

| waslying onabedinadimroom. 1... I... What had happened? These episodes were becoming most
distressful. I’ d been making the bread only a moment ago. | raised my hands and looked at them. They
should have been dough-encrusted, but werefairly clean. So that meant I'd...

“Ah! Miss DeChant. Y ou're awake. Excellent. I’ ve brought you a cup of herbal tea. | hopeyou find it
hot enough.”

| turned my head dowly, asin adream. Maor Deiley was standing beside my bed--at least, | assumed it
was my bed--and |ooking down intently at me. He was putting something away in his pocket. | sat up
and swung my feet to the floor, feding unsteady. A shot of fear grabbed me when | remembered | had
been nude, but felt relief when | noticed | was dressed in my normd clothing. Still inadaze, | ranadow
hand down my shirt. Mgor Delley stirred and placed agentle hand on my shoulder.

“Don’t worry, Miss DeChant. I” ve made certain no one misused you. | debated changing you mysdlf, but
fdt it ingppropriate.”

“Merci, Mgor Delley. | am grateful. Where am 1? What is the date? What has happened?’

“Today isFriday, October 24th.” He smiled briefly. “And it s till 2679. My men interrupted Resistance
operations at their main base.” | looked up, suddenly afraid. He shook hishead dightly. “Don’'t worry,
we made sure the base was evacuated prior to takeover. Lieutenant Lockwood and | find it to our
mutual benefit to maintain status quo. But you were behind, as your soulner, when we entered. She was



unconscious, so | took persond charge of you. Y ou are now in your room in my quarters. Itismy wish
that you return to service.”

“Oui, m'deur. But my condition...”

“Isbecoming more ungtable. Yes, | understand. | believe I’ ve stabilized it for the moment. Please, Miss
DeChant. I'm asking you to remain.”

| shook my head. “No, Mgor. That’s not right. Abigail isthe soulner, and deservesto be the aware one.
I’'velived my life. Now she...”

“I’'m sorry, but that’ s not the way it' s going to work, Miss DeChant. Y ou know that she had designs
againgt NATech, yes?’ | looked at him, fearful of hisnext words. | nodded. “ The reason your soulner
was unconscious was because she' d had made her attack against my superior in the puterverse. Shelogt.
Badly.”

“No! You'resaying she... she...”

“No, I’'m not saying she died. My experience has been that when the soulner dies, every ripediesas
well. I'm sure she' sfine” He paused. “ Aslong as she tayswhere sheis. Y ou understand that should
Abigail Wyeth regppear, | will be obligated to execute her.”

| stared at him. “But then you would be executing me, Mgor!*
“That's correct.”

| felt aheavy weight come upon me. What should | do? It was my duty to carefor Abigail. But did | do
that if it meant keeping her in that horrid round room? Wasn't it dso my duty to surrender mysdlf to my
soulner? But to do that meant her desth. | did not doubt for amoment that Mgor Delley would do ashe
said. He was ahard man.

Hishand, still on my shoulder, squeezed me reassuringly.

“I'm sorry, Miss DeChant, but for the time being, it’sto your soulner’ s benefit that you remain the
dominant persona.” He rel eased me and walked to the door.

“I'll be having my lieutenant over for dinner for debriefing at six-thirty. 1’ stwo o’ clock now. | believe he
has a preference for pork.”

“Oui, Mgor. I'll seetoit.” | stood up and began taking stock of my room. After amoment | noticed the
maor wasgtill in my doorway. He smiled dightly.

“I’'m glad you' re back, Miss DeChant.” He closed the door with aquiet hand.

* * % %

“Access, Jody Eyer. Levd...” Here she paused to take a deep breath. “Leve eight limited nine.”

The primary accessroom flickered dark, lingered between redlities for an ingtant, then projected Jody
into the puterverse.

The landscape became pockmarked with walls and access doors and termina stands. Inthe middle
distance stood a ubiquitous black barrier. Jody flexed her muscles experimentaly. It was arare thing for
her to accessthis high twice in the same day. Shefdt adight achein her joints, and therewas afaint
twingein her sde, but otherwise she was fine. Not wanting to spend too much time here, she struck out



immediatdly for the Quantum, the puterverse’ s most known feature, besdesthe walls.

As she moved aong, she thought back to the events that had brought her here. It seemed incredible that
amere four months ago her scouting party had discovered the badly injured girl beside the wrecked
NATech hov, her body armor riddled and her lifeblood soaking the Sahara sands. Jody had never
admitted it to anyone, but her first thought when she saw Abigail was the same as Posen’ s-that she was
oneof the girlsfrom nearby Alexandria

It became clear dmost immediately that Abigail wasfar more than that. Abigail was not just adog; she
was one of the best. When she later said she was the anchor for the Third’ stop triteam--considered by
both sidesto be the deadliest triteam on elther Side--Jody hadn’t doubted her for amoment. It was
because of her faith in Abigail’ sword that Jody first started suspecting Lieutenant Posen’s motives. Of
course, because of her work with Doctor Resder, she dready knew of the dirty goingsonin her
regiment.

And shewas certain that Posen had his own agenda attached to those orders. She' d seen the look in his
eyesthat night she broke into the infirmary, had seen his hand diding out from under Abigail’ s hospita
gown. Her somach turned at the thought. Had she caught him in the act, she would have gunned him
down without compunction. She had known that Abigail hadn't killed Resder, as Posen clamed. But for
some reason she never guessed it was Posen himsalf who wasthe killer. Some reason? She amiled
ruefully. The reason was that this detective and intrigue stuff just wasn't her style.

What she was about to do was her style, though, and she was eager to get started. Earlier in the morning,
Jody reported to TAU what her team had discovered. There was no difficulty in agreeing on aplan of
action. There was, however, consderable difficulty securing permission to have her people perform the
operation. The 179th was essentially anew unit, untested and still understaffed. It took at times heeted
arguing that she was the only one who could do the extraction in time. On the strength of her preparation,
research inthefield, and her closetieto Abigail, TAU reluctantly agreed.

And then they changed their minds when sheinssted that no one could guarantee success better than

Abigal’ s counterpart, Mike. She met him once, and hadn’t particularly enjoyed the encounter. There was
no doubt, however, of Mike' s capabilities. She was going to need an ingde man for thisto look
completely like an accidental desth, and Mike wasthe man. TAU argued again, but both they and she
knew there was no other real choice. Permission was granted, her level accesswas raised to

unrestricted, and here she was, about to “go up the ladder”. How high she had to go, or was physically
ableto go, shedidn’t know. Shefdt it would have to befairly high, though, and had placed Mossin
charge of the extraction. Tonight' strip wouldn’t kill her, but it could very easily put her intheinfirmary for
an extended stay.

Jody reached the Quantum and a dead-end. She had absolutely no idea how to contact Mike. She had
come here only because it was along the Quantum that she had last been with him. She called for a
platform and rose up on it, soaring about twenty metersinto the air. She looked around quickly, not
knowing what she was|ooking for. There were at least ahundred other people currently accessing within
sight of her, but none of them would be Mike. Nor could she ask them.

Going back down, Jody called up arequester terminal. A requester could scan all levelsthe user had
accessto in an effort to locate another user. The cubish cloud floated there, asingle flashing question
mark hovering inthe mist.

“Mike,” Jody said tentatively. “ All accesslevels”

“Y ou will need to provide further information to reduce the scope of the search,” it responded pleasantly.



“I don't have any further... wait. Restrict scan to level ten and higher.”

“Scanning, please wait. Scanning, please wait. Scanning, plea... There are currently 4,879 userswith
level ten access or higher who will respond to 'Mike' . Three hundred and forty-four are currently
on-verse”

“How long isthe longest access of those 3447

“Mike Jacobs has been on-verse for two hours and nineteen minutes.”

“| see. Thank you. End search.”

“Y ou are welcome. Happy netting.” The requester dissipated into the puterverse e ectron atmosphere.

Well, that didn’t work, shethought glumly. She didn’t redly expect it to, but till felt heavy
disappointment and an impending sense of failure. Only one thing le&ft to do.

“Computer. Access Jody Eyer. Levd fifteen.”

“Warning! Accessing higher than level twelve can cause severe physica trauma, including but not limited
to: internd bleeding, muscle strains, whole body fatigue, and in rare ingtances, permanent debilitation.”

“I understand. Remove future warnings and access.”

The puterverse suddenly brightened and cooled. Every single user who had been populating level eight
disappeared, leaving her done. The obsidian barriersretreated to the far horizon. All around her, red
doors flashed green. The Quantum River, adeep blue with traces of gold and silver, started to glow, and
the surface began roiling, showing high activity. The air becameinvigorating and crisp. These werethe

good things.

The dight fatigue Jody had been fedling turned razor sharp and began dicing open her leg and am
muscles. She dumped to her knees, then struggled back to her feet. Calling for a platform, she again went
upintotheair, but could only manage ten meters. Going to her hands and kneesto conserve energy, she
looked out over the horizon. Nothing.

“Mike!” she shouted, trying not to cry from the pain it brought. Her shout carried agreat distance, but
came back empty.

“Mike! ThisisJody Eyer! | need your help!” Still nothing. He wasn't going to be here anyway.
“Access, Jody Eyer... Levd... leve twenty.”

Pain became aliving thing insde her, forcing her to cry out and dump to the ground. The platform, held in
place by her will, shattered into thousands of bright pieces, and Jody fdll ten meters, again crying out
again as she dammed into the ice cold surface, frozen to the hardness of iron. Using al her willpower, she
struggled to her feet, trying to see past the agonizing cold that stabbed at her toes and ankleslikea
hundred stilettos. Through pain-filled eyes, Jody looked around.

The Quantum was now a brilliant blue, and smelled of the freshest mountain air. The divers of gold that
traveled upstream were brilliant ropes, dotted with colorful diamonds of data. Of the black barriers, she
could see only adim smudge on the horizon. It was stunning. It was aso empty.

“Mikel” Jody shouted again, choking off the cry amost immediately. There was something in her lungs,
egting at thelining and filling them with acid. The agony was S0 greet, she didn’t have the willpower to



shout asecond time. Jody wasin serioustrouble.

She' d imagined thiswould be adifficult journey, but nothing as bad asthis. Nor as short. Thelast time
she'd climbed the ladder, she'd only gone up to leve thirteen. It had been very difficult, but she managed
to stay for a couple hours. Now, at level twenty, Jody doubted she had even a couple of minutes. It
wasn't going to work. The pain was too great. She had to terminate access. She wiped the crystal pink
blood from her lips and with her last strength made ready to end access.

“Access, Jody Eyer. Levd thirty.”

Why shesad it, shedidn’t know. It was recklessly foolish, perhapsfatdly so. But in theingtant before
she spoke, she saw Abigail’ s cheerful smile and intense eyes, filled with purpose. Jody had actudly
known Abigail for al of two weeks, and much of that didn’t count because of separation or her
condition. There should be no reason for her to risk her life thisway for a Shard who would probably be
dead in afew months. Might aready be dead. No reason, but here she was.

The cold was gone, and an orange warmth, spiced with curls of apple and a haze of soft violet, filled the
air. Jody rolled to her back, her last action before her skeleton softened to the point that it could no
longer support her. Sivers of bone began poking through her skin, burgting into flame. The ground was
comfortably warm, covered with agreen and light red grass, blowing gently in theion breeze. Overhead,
the sky was solid black, of apitch so complete that it seemed to draw light into it.

She had no ideawhat the Quantum looked like now, nor would she ever seeit. Her bones had nearly
boiled away, and her body had al but collgpsed in on itsdf. She had asingle breeth |ft.

“Mi”-- Her eyesight faded and degth caressed her, taking away the pain.
“Wow, flesh. You'vegot alot of nervetotry this. Must be pretty important for you to talk to Mike.”

Gentle water washed through Jody’ s body, filling and restoring her. Shefelt her chest rising, and strength
trickleinto her body. She drew abreath, the first one after her final. It was the sweetest moment of her
life. She couldn’t move, but knew she would soon. Sight came back to her eyes. Sight, but no pain.
Using aportion of her dtill limited strength, she turned her head toward the voice.

Standing beside her wasasmdl girl. Looking like apixie, she couldn’t have been more than meter high.
She was leaning over Jody, looking earnestly into her eyes.

“Tha--Thank you,” Jody forced out with still empty lungs.

The pixi€ sface, fairly serious until then, brightened.

“You' rewelcome! Now that’ simportant, thanking someoneright off the bat.”
‘Right off the bat’ ? Where had she heard that phrase before? Wait...

“You... you know Abigail, don't you?’ Jody had enough strength to talk now, but remained il
otherwise.

The pixie became even brighter, if that was possible.

“Yes! Andyou do, too?’" she asked excitedly. Jody nodded and the pixie leaned closer. “Oh, yeah! |
remember your signature, now. Y ou and one other flesh came here with Abby about twenty-eight
hundred, seventy-sx hours ago. | only saw you from adistance, but you' re that flesh that Abby seemed
tolike”



“Um, could you maybe cal me, Jody?'Fesh'iskind of insulting.”
“Oh! I'msorry. You'reright. I'll cal you Jody. My name s Kiki.”

Jody tried moving alittle and was able to without pain. Slowly, she sat up and drew her tired legs under
her. She was now eye to eye with Kiki.

“Wdll, Kiki, thanks again for saving me. Y ou know why I'm here?’

“Y ep. | noticed you when you requested a search for Mike, then started following you when you went to
fifteen.” Kiki looked at her carefully. “That’ s pretty dangerous, Jody. Y ou've only gone ashigh as
thirteen before. Then when you jumped to twenty, | checked to see where you received the permission
to access that high. It took me afew seconds, and before | could get back, you’ d goneto thirty. Good
thing you went here. Twenty-nine or thirty-one would have killed you right away.”

“Redlly?Why?'

“Because they’ re both primes. Thirty’ sthe only red safe high level because it’'s composed of the first four
prime numbers. Composite prime numbers are less stressful to human flesh than pure prime.” At Jody’s
uncomprehending look, Kiki giggled. “ Sorry, but don't get me sarted! I'm Abby’s puterverse
programmer, and | can 'get on my soapbox' in ananosecond when it comes to prime numbers.”

“I'm sure. 'Get on a sogpbox’ . Another one of Abigail’s?’

“Uh-huh. She' sgot aton of them. | just love using them, but you' re thefirst red flesh--sorry,
'human’ --1’ ve met, Jody. Mike' s dways been the one to work with them.” She plopped down on the
grass beside Jody. “ Speaking of Mike, why did you need to see him?’

“Because | need himto help mein amisson. A mission to possibly save Abigail’ slife. We vejust found
out that Dr. Phillip Barrett istill dive”

Chapter Two

“Hey, hey, littlegirl! Giveusalittleleg!” The catcdls, even through her dulled mind, made Susan cringe
inwardly. But showing them what they wanted was better than another besting. She didn’t mind begatings,
but they alway's picked someone else to assault for her disobedience. Dutifully, Susan lifted up aleg and
pulled her ragged knee-high skirt up close to her hip. The guards hooted and whistled.

She gayed in that position, unmoving. The apha suppresson field that was used on them during the night
severdly redtricted free will and initiative. She wanted to lower her skirt and return to work, but needed
to betold to. Sarah walked by her, looking at her with dim and uninterested eyes. Aaron followed, doing
the same.

“Okay, little girl, get back to work.” Colond Forncheth’ s voice pierced her addled mind, enabling her
musclesto do what her soul had cried out for. Being the smallest of the prisoners, she was called little girl
by al NATech personnel, even the women. Forncheth spoke again, thistime to the guards.

“Get on with your duties! If you push Lendler outside, | shal put you in therewith them.” He' d do it, too,
Susan thought dully as she picked up her cutting tools and trudged after the others. Shortly after arriving
here, one of the guards had pushed K ate outside of her will suppressant and she had broken free, injuring
severd guards before being subdued. That night, the offending guard was in the barracks with them,
terrified of what was coming. By morning, he wasn't terrified anymore, just obedient. Three dayslater, he
was dead.



The guards broke up and began overseeing the work on the current project. The prisoners were never
told what it was, but it seemed to be aphysicd shielding layer for afusion plant. It was never anything
difficult or complicated Having much of their higher intelligence turned off by thefield, the =prisoners
were capable of only smple, repetitive labor. Susan stopped in front of her section and began cutting the
two-meter thick meta with alow intengity laser, penetrating only amillimeter with each pass. A fully
operating industria laser could cut out the pattern in less than aminute, but then there would be nothing
for the prisonersto do.

The prisoners. Once the Resistance’ s dite Third Regiment, they were now little more than robots. As
part of thelong processto crush the will, memory was left intact while endorphin production was shut
down. The result was aknowledge of what they had been, but no hope to ever return. Nonetheless, with
little else to do but follow the same smple pattern for sixteen hours, Susan was unable to keep her mind
from wandering down into the past, to the time when this endless nightmare had begun.

* * % %

Therewas arain of popping sounds from the seven hovercrafts as Mike kicked in the ion engines
smultaneoudy. Twenty seconds until the hovswould enter phase. A burst of light flashed from the
armory aslasersfrom Marks group traced their way across the hanger. Susan’ s spinetingled when she
heard Abdih’s screech as his men poured from the mess area, splitting into two groups, oneto the hovs,
oneto the armory. Eight secondsto go. Halteman followed Abdih’ s men, focusing his group of twenty or
30 on the hovs where the bulk of NATech's squads were, confused at the hov ignition but gamely fighting
on. Two seconds |l eft. Susan gripped the gunstight, then started as Abby dapped her on the assand
smiled. Shelaughed back at Abigail above the booming gunfire and rose to her knees, firing her weapons
to give Abigail supporting cover. Time. Abigail jumped to her feet and ran for therifle that lay besde
Lena s dead body.

Susan wasfiring steadily at the hovs when suddenly they shimmered dightly asthey entered phase mode.
Knowing she had ten seconds, Susan began firing repeatedly directly at the hovs. The beams passed
through, ripping into the NA Tech dlite forces behind them.

Therewas abrilliant flash and concussion. One of the big gunswasfiring into the hanger! Susan strained
to look through the pops and afterimages that coated her sight. She wanted to fire, but couldn’t discern
dogs from NATech. She dropped her two guns and picked up the other two, one adug gun.

Her vison cleared sufficiently, Susan brought up the dug gun and began emptying the fifteen-shot
magazine, coally firing into every NATech target available.

And therewere alot of them. NATech shock troops, eight to ten cohorts, were flooding the hanger.
Fortunately the punch gun had done even more damage to their own troops, trapped behind phased
vehicles and fully exposed to the concussion, with the Third laying down awithering crossfire. She saw
four converge on Sergeant Abdih, so Susie quickly fired three times, killing two and dropping athird. Her
clip was emptied with the third shot, so shelaid it down and brought up the energy gun.

Too late. Tomah was bleeding profusdly from the neck and would be dead in seconds. Susie burned off
his attacker’ sface, then turned toward the. ..

Again there was a concussive blast as the punch gun exploded in the hanger. Susan knew it was an dl out
extermination raid, for NATech had no regard for their own. They were heavily armored, but those that
were too close to the blast point died instantly. To NATech, it was worth some of their best troopsto
utterly destroy the Third.

Susan looked over toward Abby and felt her heart pound. The girl was dumping down to the ground,



having been thrown against the wall by the punch gun. As she collapsed, her jacket jumped severa times
from dugs. NATech had switched off energy because of the chaotic nature of the fight.

Chaos was the operative word. Susan picked up and reloaded her dug gun, then jumped over the pile of
supplies she had used for cover. Halteman was on one knee, his other leg blood-soaked, pulling the
trigger of his pistol with incredible speed, then reloading in an ingtant. The effect was anearly unbroken
roll of booms, every shot seeming to find atarget.

Three more were closing in on hisleft flank, so Susan took them out with her pistol. Then knedling &t right
angles next to each other, the two continued firing, covering everyone else swithdrawal to the armory.
Inside the room, behind the counter, came a soul-freezing mechanical scream. Marks had opened up
with his high-speed dug gun.

Using the powered heavy cyclica gun theway afarmer would use his scythe, Marks made broad,
sweeping arcs with hisweapon. An entire cohort of shock troops, till clustered together, ceased to exist
inasingle heartbeat. He swung to the hanger mouth. The sun, blocked by wave after wave of troops,
suddenly poked through as those same troops either broke formation or dropped to the ground, coating
the hanger ramp with adick sheen of blood. An attack hov screamed down the ramp and was caught in
Marks fire. The sde shredded instantly, despite the heavier shidding, and the enginelost its tasisfield,
venting ion gasinto the hanger. The hov, al personnd aboard riddled to dall rags, crashed to the hanger
floor and screeched itsway toward Susan and Greg. Susan leapt out of the way.

Halteman didn’'t. He staggered to his one good leg, then jerked as adug caught him in the shoulder.
Staggered, he was unable to dodge the onrushing hov. Knowing it was hopeless, he coally fired four
moretimes at NATech soldiers before being smashed by the now burning hovercraft.

Susan jumped forward, knowing he was dead, but still wanting to help. A hand grabbed her and she
went limp, knowing there was aknife in the other hand. Caught unawares, the NATech soldier foolishly
tried to change his attack. It cost him the last two seconds of hislife as Susan shoved the gun under her
left arm and fired five times, hitting him with four of the dugs, the last onein the head ashefdll. Not
bothering to check on him, Susan finished the last few stepsto the armory and jumped over the counter,
hoping they’ d look beforefiring.

They looked. No one shot her. Susan looked quickly over the personnd still effective, then turned
toward the entrance, bringing her gun up. More hovercraft were coming down the ramp and there was
another heavy...

The second punch gun fired, thistime directly into the armory. Susan fdt dl the air crushed from her lungs
and everything became red, then gray, then black.

Someone was dapping her in the face. She was on her knees and being held up. Sheraised her handsto
defend weakly, but had them brushed aside. Rough hands went over her body, removing her armor and
weapons. She opened her eyes.

The fight was over. Her attacker was an elite NATech shock trooper. He had just finished his efficient
search of her body, and it was obvious he took no pleasurein it. He was just following common sense
procedures. He pulled her up by her torn blouse and threw her sideways toward the doorway.

“She' s clean, concussed and partiadly aware. Toss her into the prisoner transport right away, before she
comesto completely.”

She felt herself being yanked to her feet and dragged to awaiting phase hov. Unable to resist because of
the concussion, shelooked around in adaze.



NATech wasin the midst of dismantling the base. Two soldiers were looking over the bodies, killing
wounded dogs, and cdling for medica assistance for wounded NATech personnd. Therewere at least
150 NATech in the hanger.

She felt her guard/escort come to astop asahov passed in front of them. She could have resisted at that
point, and did haf riseto her feet. But the guard dugged her in the jaw and she dumped back down, il
conscious but otherwise ineffective. The guard turned back to the hov which had stopped in front of
them. The driver and an officer standing beside it were having aheated discussion.

“Y ou are not authorized to remove prisoners from this compound!” the officer inssted.
“Yes, | am, Captain. Here s my authorization.”
A pause. “Geez! What's he want with her?*

“That’ s none of your damned business, Captain. And what he doeswith her is none of my damned
business, either. It is my businessto follow hisorders.”

“Yeah, | can't blameyou. All right. I'll record her askilled in action. Just do me afavor, huh? Keep your
people under control until after you're out of my sight, okay? Y ou’ d think they hadn’t been with a
woman in months.”

The hov pulled away and Susan was carried to the prisoner carrier and tossed in, still dazed from the hit
and from the punch gun.

She looked around the dark interior. Raul was lying there, hisleft arm looking unnatural. Marks was
there aswell, and perhaps two dozen others. Shelooked around but didn’t see Abby. Strangely
unmoved because of the concussion, she sagged against the bulkhead.

“That'sit, Lieutenant! Everyone elseis dead or too badly injured.” He laughed shortly. “Which means
everyone eseisdead or dead.”

“Very well, Sergeant. Lock it up and engage thefield.”

The door dammed shut and magnetic boltslocked them in. Dim blue lighting illuminated the interior. They
felt alurch, then started moving up the hanger ramp and out onto the desert.

There was abarely audible whine and Susan felt asurge of fear. They were using an dpha suppression
field! Scared, she covered her ears, asdid most of the others. It was anearly useless gesture, but the
only one available. Within minutes, their brainswould have gone through the equivaent of asonic
lobotomy, limiting their intelligence and suppressing their will power. Their only hope now wasamiracle.

They had traveled for no more than aminute when that miracle dmost happened. Even through the now
insgstent tone of the field, they heard another, louder scream of sound, followed by adull boom. A few
seconds later, the concussion rocked the hov and made it dew to one side. The pilot seemed certain to
lose control, but managed to keep on even enough kedl to prevent capsizing. He righted the hov and
accelerated quickly.

A second wave hit the hov moments later, but it did little more than rock the vehicle, causing Susan to
grab ingtinctively for support. She should have covered her ears again, but she didn’t redly want to any
more. Instead, she began rocking with the hov’ s gentle movement, and stared uncaring, unknowing, as
thefidd drove into her mind, boring deeper ... deeper...

* k * %



Thework shift had ended sometime while Susan was drifting in her memories, and one of the guardswas
pushing her in the direction of the compound. He leaned his mouth closeto her ear.

“Another three or four months, little girl, and your brain will be permanent mush. Then you won't be
good for work anymore. But we' |l find something you' re good for, won't we?’ He whispered afew
explicit suggestions.

She stared a him dumbly, unable to respond, then fell into line behind the one-armed Raul and walked
quietly to themess hall. They stood at along table and quietly ate and drank their medl. They were
served only bland, tasteless food, since anything other than providing nutrition would be wasted on them.

They were taken to the showers where they undressed and showered. Again, it was pointlessto provide
for more than the absolute essentials, so the water was cold and everyone showered together. Standing
beside Billy, Susan should have felt some shyness or discomfort, but there was none. Nor was there for
Billy. Neither cared.

They dressed into the clean clothes that they would work in tomorrow and were herded to bed. Although
everyone had their own mat, there was only one barracks.

No sooner had they lain down than a guard walked over to the switch and activated the suppression
field. Susan lay there quietly, waiting for the dight jolt that aways accompanied an increase in thefield.

Thejolt came, and she started her little game. Whenever the field was increased, she dwaystried to
remember as much as she could, to exercise her mind asaway to resist the conditioning and retain her
intelligence. She counted to ten, then ahundred, then two hundred. She ran through the a phabet, first
forward, then backwards. There had been some other exercises after that, but she had forgotten them.
There only remained one more: Spell her namethreetimes.

Su-sagi... Rl-u-s-an... L-i-t-su-s-at-l-e. Satisfied she had passed her tests, at least for one more
night, she went to deep.

* k % %

3:00 a.m. Tuesday, October 28, 2679 (Australian time)
“Barrett! We've got a group coming in for you to check on.”

Philip Barrett groaned and rolled out of bed. Unlike hisfellow dogs, Barrett had his own quarters. And
unlike his comrades, hismind wasin no way conditioned. Findly, unlike hisfriends, Barrett’ s hell was not
diminished because of the numbing effects of alpha suppression.

Barrett was aprisoner because of hisloyalty. Loydty to his oath, loyalty to his comrades, loydty to the
Resigtance. Asazombie, he had no way of hel ping them. With him at hismedica best, there sood a
greater chance that the Third would be rescued.

It was a chance that had diminished grestly, at least in hismind. He had worked hard at keeping his
friendsin the best possible health, but was dowly losing the battle. Given an opportunity to escape the
suppression field now, Barrett was sure everyone would regain al cognitive abilities. But another three
months, four at the most, and that opportunity would be gone, and he' d only be caring for NATech
daves. What would he do then? But there was till, despite al that, a dender hope.

* k% k% %

The hope blossomed quite unexpectedly during aconversation he' d had with Forncheth only four nights



previoudy. He had lightheartedly insulted the commandant when it was suggested he shift his medica
practice to the more proper NATech clinic.

“Come now, Doctor. Surely you can see the futility in continuing to hope for rescue,” Forncheth had
chided him. “Not only has such arescue never occurred, it most definitely is not going to occur with the
Third. Everyone, including your precious TAU, thinks you were destroyed by the same weapons assault
that destroyed Fifteenth, Forty-seventh and Eighty-third NATech brigades.”

“What weapons assault? What are you talking about, man?” Barrett had hoped to goad the man into
making adip. He d had enough to drink to give him that hope.

“Y ou haven't heard?’ The colond seemed surprised. “No, | suppose you hadn’t. Well, | can remedy
that. Computer!” he shouted. “ Access Colond Forncheth, Leve Four limited six. Singlewall display.”

Thefar wall faded away and a smple screen appeared.

“Search for and display mission againgt the Third Regiment of the Resistance that occurred on June
Fifteenth, 2679.”

The screen dutifully displayed the data, and Barrett read for the first time about the complete annihilation
of the base only moments after their prisoner transport had left. He had no ideawhat could cause such a
devadtating attack, nor did the report. With suddenly ignited excitement, he did have an ideawho could
causeit, though. Like Susan, Doctor Barrett had witnessed the exchange between the NATech officer
and the hov driver. Unlike Susan, who'd been on her knees, Barrett was standing and able to look into
the open air hov and see Abigail’ s body lying on the deck, one of the soldiers dready starting to undress
her. This account was proof to him that she had somehow survived, and that this attack was what she
would cal payback. And payback, Abigail aways laughed, was abitch.

It was comforting to know she was safe, but it was aso comforting because if she could, shewould find
them. If only he could send out some sort of signal. He had an idea. He turned away from the screen,
dismissng it with awave of hishand.

“Yes, yes, Colond. I'm sureit says exactly what NATech wantsit to say. Excellent propagandato
demordize the prisoners and build up NATech personnel.”

“Youarecdling mealiar, Doctor?’ Forncheth inquired softly.

“Eh?Not at al, Colond! | know you to be aman of your word. I’ m calling that report aliar. The source
isnot one | would trust.”

“Y ou have a better source?’

“Not better, but one | would put alittle more faith in. The Anchorage Herdd has a smdl underground
Res stance newserver that would or would not verify your story.”

“Then give me the puterverse location and I’ Il show it to you.”

Barrett laughed, refilling the colond’ sglass. “I think not, Colond! Nothing would be gained for me, and
you would have NATech shut down that server in amoment. No, it's not worth the risk.”

“Perhapsif you accessed it then?”’

Barrett stopped his laugh and looked at the colonel long and hard. “Why would you do that, Colonel ?|
admit, | only need level one access asit’ s available to anyone with the password. But what’ sto be



ganed?*

“Nothing, Doctor! Nothing at dl! But what' sto belost? Must everything be agame of win something,
lose something? Here. | shall give you access and allow you to use your password.” The colond called
up akeyboard and offered it to Barrett.

Barrett stepped up and looked at it. He glanced at Forncheth. *'Y ou understand that the password is
good only once? That you'll not be ableto trace it?*

“Frankly, Doctor, | could not care less about atwo-byte Res stance newserver on the other sde of the
world. But this conversation isinteresting. Please”

“Very well. Access, Philip Barrett, Level one.”

The screen, il active, shifted and dimmed. Barrett typed in his password and was soon scanning the
news article referring to theincident, and verifying the colond’ s account. The colond, for his part, was
being very graciousin victory. Barrett turned off the screen, apologized to him, then alowed the
conversation to drift to other subjects. Though he remained subdued on the surface for the remainder of
the evening, indgde he knew he had given his charges the best possible chance from his single access.

* * % %

Barrett finished hislong walk to the remote warehouse building that served as hismedical facility and
mounted the steps. He pulled the door closed behind him quickly; even in the late spring, these Australian
nights could get chilly on the southern coasts. He stepped through asmall entryway and into the main
room. Ten meters up, dimindustrid lighting illuminated the group of meningde.

It was amotley crew that awaited him. All four carried the deep red plasma burns that told him most of
the story in asingle glance. Their hov engine casing had cracked, pouring hot plasmainto theinterior. It
was their poor luck that it had happened this close to a concentration camp. Three guards, who were
undoubtedly feding less than cheerful from the loss of deep, stood watch.

Ignoring them for amoment, Barrett walked to the far side of the large room and checked on hisone
patient To give at least alittle privacy, the corner bed was partitioned off =with blankets strung on rope.
Barrett stepped quietly through, the injured men and guards watching him closdly.

Lying on the bed was Kate. She was pale and sweaty. Her eyes were burning with fever. Fever and fear.
Under the blanket, a smal mound rose from her middle. He sat on the stool beside the bed, smiling and
taking her pulse. She smiled back.

“Hey, Doc.” Her breath was |abored enough that just speaking two words caused afit of coughing.

“Shhh. Don't talk, Kate. I'm just here to help some injured men, and thought I’d look in onyou, first.”
Her pulse was strong, but racing.

“Thanks. | suppose this beats working in the cutter, huh?’ She paused to cough again. “So. Any reprieve
from our commandant yet?’

Barrett shook hishead. “No, not yet. But we can aways hope. Well, you seem to be allittle better,” he
lied. “Let’ stake alook at your child, shal we?’ He pulled down the blanket and pulled up her work
blouse--hospita clothing was aluxury--and began afetd examination.

The child was doing well, much better than the mother. And worlds better than the father, when it came
to that. Kate had been raped only days after arriving. The man was placed in the prisoners barracks as



punishment, and subjected to the suppression field. When the prisoners found out three days later what
had happened, he was found dead outside the barracks. It wasthe last act of aggression the dogs of the
Third Regiment made before succumbing completely to mind control.

After Barrett determined Kate had been impregnated, she was shifted to the infirmary for the duration of
the pregnancy. In an odd twist of unintentiona moraity, NATech did not tolerate the injury or death of an
unborn child. It felt that the child was a citizen and potential consumer, and NATech was, after dl, a
business.

Unfortunately, that consideration did not necessarily extend to the mother. Especidly if the mother wasa
Resstance dog. So Barrett was put in the extremdly difficult position of watching Kate placed ina
suppression field--albeit amuch lighter one than her comrades were subjected to--then jumping to help
repair the damage.

Finishing the examination, Barrett leaned back and sighed. The child would survive; the mother would
not. Thiswasin keeping with NATech policy, which saw this as a profitable exchange of one corrupted
soul for one consumer. Nonetheless, he smiled at Kate.

“The baby’ sdoing fine, Kate. Now get some deep. I'll increase your medication for thisevening. Y our
getting afull night' sdeep isworth the minimd risk.” He made the gppropriate adjustments to the weak uv
fied. “Well, off to see those poor men.”

“Poor men?’ Kate' seyeswere dready dulling astheinferior but quick acting drug took effect.

“Yes. They're not Resistance or NATech. Probably just some civilians who had the foul luck to have
enginetrouble in arestricted region. They shouldn’t have been anywhere near here, but that doesn't
judtify their having to stay herefor therest of their lives. It sthese kind of servicesthat make meredly
wonder if I'm being faithful to my Hippocratic oath.” He crossed ahand in front of hiseyes. “I’m sorry,
Kate. | shouldn't be downloading my problems onto you. I'mjust...”

He broke off because Kate had drifted off into afitful deep. Helooked at her briefly, then turned away.
A terrible waste. He walked purposely toward his new patients, smiling tiredly.

“Wadll, gentlemen, let’ stake alook at those burns, shall we?’
* * k% %
“Sergeant? They'rein.”

Sergeant Moss leaned over the young woman's shoulder and glanced at the holodisplay. Corpora

Y ashimoto had been treated with a micraural wash, and his entire body was able to act as an extremely
limited therma viewer. He could make out four untagged images, three behind his men, and one up close
and in contact with Takari. His actions seemed to indicate he was a physician. There was adim smudge
at the edge of the readout. He pointed to it.

“What do you think thet is, Jennie?’

“I think it's another patient, Sergeant. Doctor Barrett walked over there when hefirgt arrived and spent
about five minuteswith her.”

“Her?’

“I think so. Look at this.” Jennie shifted her hands dightly, zooming the display onto the smudge. To
Moss, it now looked like abigger smudge.



“Ummmm...” he prompted.

“Sorry. Seethat dightly intense, dightly separate glow?’ Hedidn't, but Jennie obvioudy did. She was ill
fairly new to the unit, only three months served, but she' d dready picked up areputation for being right
more than wrong. “I think it’ safetus, Sergeant. | believe the patient is a pregnant woman.”

Mass nodded. “ And her being there would be within NATech SOP. All right, we' |l haveto crowd ina
little closer.” He clapped Jennie on the shoulder. “ Good work, Jennie.” She continued to study the
display, but her ears burned with the compliment.

He turned to the activated terminal behind the copilot’s seet. Private Flanagan was accessing, thelook on
his face was dightly stunned. Moss stepped into thefield.

The hov faded away, turning into a huge game board, occupied by himsdf, Flanagan, and asmall,
incredibly bright creature that flitted from colored square to colored square. At each jump, the square
took on aunique feature, color and smell.

“How’sit coming, Dave?’
Flanagan started and turned toward him.
“Oh! I'm sorry, dr! | was caught up in Kiki’swork. 1s't it something?’

“It sureis. But, Dave?’ He turned with eager and dightly nervous eyes. Like Jennie, Dave was panfully
young and new. “Don’'t call medr. You do that in front of the Lieutenant and she' Il never let me hear the
end of it.”

“Sorry, 9--uh, Sergeant!”

“Don’'t get so flustered, kid. You'redoing fine. Let’ s see how Kiki’sdoing.” Kiki had apparently
reached a stopping point and was bouncing over to them.

“Hiya, guys I’'m just abouit finished, Len. I’ ve got the phase cdibration matched to al but four of the
mines. They’re older versons and are sarting to fall, causng them to fluctuate too much.”

“How closdly are we matched, Kiki?'Y ou know it hasto be within one picohertz.”
She laughed. “Piece 0' cake, Sarge! I’ ve got our field matched.”

“Matched? Perfectly?’ he said, alittle stunned. He looked at the geometric shapesfloating over the
board, unable to discern that she’ d accomplished anything.

“Uh-huh. It s not too hard, really. Once | determined the link between the phase modulation and the
surrounding magnetic fields, then coupled it with the neuron energy signatures, it was acinch to cross
integrate.”

“Uhh, thanks for the compliment, Kiki,” Mossinterrupted. “I’ m flattered that you even think |
understand any of that. Y our word's good enough for me.” She smiled, her face lighting up the entire
area. “So we'reready to go?’

“We, as Abby says, are ready to rock.”

“Very well. Let’slock it up and lock it down.”

* k% k% %



“What the devil are you men doing out in thisforsaken part of Audtrdia?’ Barrett asked as he examined
thefirst man.

“Well, we d heard the stories about the rock that hit Adelaide having a high gold content, so we thought
we' d head down...” Hisvoicetapered off as Barrett stared at him in disbelief.

“You'rejoking. Don't you know thisisarestricted area? NATech's closed this entire area, from Port
Augusta down to M e bourne Spaceport.”

“Sure,” he shrugged, “but people comein heredl the timeto mine the rock. And since the driveswere
vaporized on reentry, there’ sno radiation. If our engine hadn't destabilized the containment casing,
NATech would' ve never--Hey!*

The man jerked back as the balm, applied none too gently by a disgusted Barrett, worked itsway into
hisburns.

“Hold still! I've got your friendsto treat aswell. Besides, you' d best get used to hardships.”
“What do you mean, Doc?’ asked the man standing behind Barrett’ s patient.

“Yeah. What' sNATech gonnado to us?’ interjected the third nervoudy. “We re just minerslooking for
some quiick creds.”

“Try explaining that to the base commandant,” Barrett said dryly. “For dl he knows, you're Resistance
agents, hoping to break out...”

“I think that’ s enough talk, Doctor,” the guard nearest the door, acorpord, said roughly. “These men will
be treated by you and released.” Barrett snorted, and his patient looked at him with eyeswidening in
redization.

“You'renot going to let usgo!” heyeled. *Y ou’ re going to keep usin this concentration camp, aren’t
you?’

“Now whoever said this was a concentration camp?’ laughed one guard. “We just happento bea
vacation ranch for zombies.”

“NO! NO!” The man pushed Barrett back and jumped to hisfeet, backing away dowly from the
suddenly watchful guards, three gunsleveled at him. The corpord sneered at him.

“That’ senough of that. Y ou took your chance and you blew it. Come onto NATech property without
permission and you become NATech property. Besides, it'snot al that bad,” the corpora added with
mock consolation. “ After thefirst week or so, the alphafields kindalessen your problems.”

It was too much for the man to hear. He dropped to his knees and began crying.

“Youcan't! I'mmarried! | havetwo littlekidsat home. Two... little...” he sobbed, faling to his hands.
All three guardslooked at him with disgust, lowering therr rifles at the now harmlesstarget.

The guard closest to the other three miners suddenly choked and gurgled, the sound nearly drowned out
by the clatter of hisrifle striking the floor. The other miners had begun ruthlesdy dismantling the NATech
soldiers.

Cursing himsdlf for giving their prisonersthis desperate opportunity, the corpora swung hisrifle around,
bringing it up. He was surprised to see not desperation in their eyes, but determination. Redlization



dawned and he swung back around toward the sobbing man, who by no coincidencewasnow ina
perfect flanking position.

Hewasn't sobbing anymore. He had launched himsdlf from his hands and knees and was closing in fast.
His scything foot caught the corporal’ srifle, knocking it up just asit discharged, sending the thin beam
into and through the roof. A deep, strident tone that signaled weapons discharge filled the entire camp.

The miner had followed through with hiskick and was now engaging hand to hand. The corpord tried to
jerk the gun up to hit his attacker, but they were too close. The miner caught therifle under hisarm and
usethe leverageto pull back onit. The corpora held tight, then redlized his mistake. He d devoted his
attention to defending the wegpon and not himsdlf. The miner’ sfist shot in at his unprotected throat.
Therewas athin gleam of metal between the miner’ sfingers.

The corpora expected the blow to be painful, but in fact hefelt very little, just asharp tugging and then
warmth al over his body, accompanied by deepiness. He understood in the last moments before his
lifeblood spilled from his dashed jugular that he and his men had never redly had a chance againgt them.
Hetook no consolation in the knowledge that he was the last of the threeto die.

Barrett stood back, stunned at what had happened in front of his eyes. Less then ten seconds had
passed, and three men were now dead. One of the untreated men was rubbing hisarm gingerly wherea
thin scratch irritated one of hisburns, but otherwise they were no worse than before the fight. The
daughter, rather.

“Doctor Barrett?’ the recently sobbing miner said. “I’m Corpora Takari Y ashimoto, Company C of the
179th. My men and | have been sent in to extract you.”

The paralysis wore off as Barrett took in the statement. Hope sprang up, then faded. He shook his head
sadly.

“I'msorry, Corpora Y ashimoto, but it’s not possible. Even if we could get out of this building, we' ve no
hov”--

“Our own hov isnow coming alongside. It should pull dongside thewest wal in lessthan aminute.”

“And then what, Corpora? Escape on the surface isn’t even worth considering. And thereis a phased
mine field underneath the entire compound.”

“WEée re going through the minefield, Doctor.”

He stared at him. The corpora seemed quite sane, but Barrett checked anyway. “Are you insane, man?
What are the odds of navigating a phased mine field? Y ou' re welcometo try, and | hope you makeiit.
But I’m not ready to die yet; | have too many patientsto care for, which is ultimately thereason I'm
turning you down.”

“Hirgt, Doctor, I’'m not giving you the option. Y ou are coming with us. Second, your staying here without
hopeis not trestment, it’ s caretaking of what will be no more than NATech property in afew months.”

“WEe ve got contact, Corporal.” One of the other men was standing watch at the clinic window, ahand
clamped to his ear. Barrett redized he had amicro comlink buried in hishand. “Decoy hov in one minute.
Evac hov infour minutes”

Y ashimoto turned his head. “ Thank you, Mayberry. What are our NATech playmates doing?*

Mayberry peered out the window. The compound was flooded with light. “ They don’t know what



they’ re doing. There' s about twenty of them, al armed. But they’ re running around, looking for someone
to art the movement to the clinic.” He cracked agrin, which became a hdf wince a the pain his
scorched face caused. “1 don't imagine guarding mind-doped dogs keeps you in combat condition.”

“I don’t imagine. Keep your eyes open.” Y ashimoto turned back to Barrett. “ Anyway, Doctor; third, the
minefield is not going to be an obstacle. Findly, the reason it won't be an obstacle, and the reason why
you' re coming with us, and the reason why leaving will help the Third isthe same: We need you to help
Abigail Wyeth. One of her constructs has matched our phases, so we can come through the minefield,
then leave the same way. And we' ve sarted the framework to get the Third out of here within the next
two months. But every effort iswasted if you don't comewith us.”

The stunned look was back on Barrett’ s face. He' d hoped his access would generate some action, but
he never expected anything thisfast or this comprehensive. He nodded his head dowly.

“Very wdl, Corpord. I'll trust you. But | do have arequest.”
“YS?’
“I'd like to take a patient with us. She'’--

“Doctor, we re not bringing anyone e'se with us. The hov istoo small and we couldn’t get to the
barracks now anyway.”

“I understand. But my patient ishere.” He pointed to the far corner, where Kate lay behind the screens.
“She sfour months pregnant. Y ou know what will happen to her if | leave her behind. Surely we have
room for one more.”

It was Y ashimoto’ sturn to nod dowly. “We have room for one more.”

* k% k% %

“Three minutes.” The hov moved smoothly under Maoss sfirm hand. The smal craft wasrunning at a
depth of two kilometers, the twin ion engines pushing it a just over 1200 kilometers an hour. Behind him,
the two rookies were strapped into their seets, their emergency restraint fields full on. Jennie now had the
termina pogition, continuing to decipher the rerouted therma blurs.

“On schedule,” she drawled out. Speech in phase was dmost impossible. Under ERF, it was very
painful. Assuch, it was aso very abbreviated. “ Decoy deployed. Engines overcharging. Sporadic enemy
fire. Interna coordinates s&t.”

“Two minutes.” He shifted the hov controlsto fingertip pressure, then activated his own ERF. The energy
barrier clamped around him, giving him a smothering sensation. The engines began reverse thrust as Moss
dowed the craft down, gaining dtitude dightly. “Minus onefive k. Ninety seconds.”

“Engine overcharge blinding local sensors. Moderate enemy fire. Landing zone clear.” There was ashort
pause as Jennie swallowed saverd timesto reduce the burning in her throat. “ NATech advance. Twenty
personndl.” There was another pause, followed by abrutal and decidedly coarse epitaph that was made
even more vulgar because it came from Jennie. “ Thermal viewer out.”

Moss mentaly shook his head. It had been expected that an overcharging ion engine would disable adl
sensors. It had, in fact, been counted on. The last thing they wanted to do was et NATech know there
were two hovsinvolved. Still, they were now as blind as NATech, and had to hope no one entered the
landing zone area.



“Approaching minefield. Thirty seconds”

* * % %

Corpora Y ashimoto glanced around at the sound of aplasmavoid pop. Mayberry had abandoned his
comlink for one of the plasmavriflesretrieved from their hov. He was clearly fighting the training that
would be screaming at him to lay down amethodica, sweeping fire, preventing advance. But such
disciplined resistance would dmost certainly raise suspicions that they were more than scared civilians.
Instead, Mayberry abused therifle, firing before full recharge, and concentrating hisfire, then haphazardly
changing targets. He missed agreat ded, but was still able to keep the NATech advance dowed. It
helped immensely that they still hadn’t figured out that the massive flood lampsthat illuminated the barren
compound were to his advantage and not theirs. There was abreak in the firing and turned his head back
to Y ashimoto.

“Corporad?| can't hold them off much longer. Not with thiskind of defense.”

“All right,” hereplied. “Give them alittle siffer resstance. We only need a couple more minutes.” He
ducked through the hole in the west wall that they had burned to gain access to the damaged hov. He
gave aquick glance at the engine casing. It was|losing containment, and not dowly. He backed it off
about ten percent and reentered the now burning warehouse. All in dl, he nodded approvingly, atotal
disaster.

Y ashimoto looked down at Barrett, who sat on the floor, the woman's head in hislap. She was il
unconscious, and would probably stay that way. He looked adong the eastern wall, the one NATech was
attacking, to locate histhree men. Each one had awindow and was laying down an inconsistent yet
effective fire. Hernandez was firing with one hand. The other kept pressure on the compress covering his
leg where aNATech laser had punched through. He wanted to send Mayberry to ass<, but that would
mean crossing the landing zone. He went to the doctor and sat beside him.

“How isshe doing, Doctor?” He had to practically yell over the growing crackle of the flames.

“Not good, Corpord. The drugs | have accessto are inferior and impure. She's having amild reaction.
It' [l be worse when we begin phasing.”

“Can her baby withstand the phasing? | know that children are easily overcome with prolonged phasing.
And we |l need to phasethe entiretrip.”

Barrett shook hishead. “To be honest, Corporal, | don’t know. Normally, the unborn react remarkably
well to phasing. Since they are completely supported by the mother while in the womb, there aren’t any
sde effects. But Kateis very weak hersalf. She may not survive the phase. But we really have no choice,
do we?*

“I’m sorry, Doctor. We were unaware of her presence. We' d been able to determinetheclinic’ ssize,
shape, and location, which is how we developed our plan. But we had no ideawhat it looked like on the
ingde. Nor who would be here.”

Therewas ayedl from Fulton, histhird man, stationed at the far end of the east wall. Y ashimoto jerked his
head and saw Fulton dumping over the sill. Even in the dim, flickering light of the flamesthat |gpped the
south wall, it was possible to see adeep stain spreading across his back. At that moment, the room
suddenly became darker asthe compound lights were findly shut off.

“That’ snot good,” Mayberry commented.



“Excuse me, Doctor. I’'m needed elsewhere.” He gripped hisrifle and rose to his feet. He needed to get
to Fulton’ s position, which meant crossing the landing zone. A big risk, but not as big asleaving that
position unmanned.

Hetook two steps then jerked back. The air suddenly crackled and shimmered. Hefelt his breath being
sucked out of hislungs, then was thrown down as a pocket of hot air blasted him. The evac hov had
arived.

The rear door lifted open, knocking over atable. No one came out.

“Thisparty isover, people!” shouted Y ashimoto. He helped Barrett carry Kate into the hov. He didn’'t
seat them but instead ran down the ramp and over to the west wall, which was now afire. Mayberry and
Hernandez were climbing on board, carrying Fulton between them.

He nimbly jumped through the wall and into the damaged hov. He ran to the engine pand and jammed
the enginesto full, while smultaneoudy engaging the gravity brakes. The containment field indicator
plummeted from fifty percent to thirty, then began dropping at adower rate. He had perhaps twenty
seconds.

He activated the nav computer and released the gravity brakes. The hov jerked and rose up, following a
previoudy inputted flight path. Y ashimoto ran to the side door and jumped back into the warehouse just
at the craft began to move. Heran to the evac hov and ducked inside, damming the hatch switch, closing
the rear door.

It was very tight. Normally designed to carry five, there were now nine peoplein the hov. He sat inthe
sedt |eft open for him just asthe phase kicked in.

Everything became tranducent. Theinterior of the hov brightened asthefire from the building shone
through thewalls. He watched in fascination as the craft plunged into the ground. Moss didn’'t want to be
anywhere near an overloaded ion engine when it exploded, and was wisdly putting as much ground
between them and it as quickly as he could.

He had agtart severad seconds later asametalic object flashed into hisview and passed through him.
Thiswould probably the only timein hislife that he' d be able to actualy see a deployed phase mine,
which wasfinewith him. It didn’t go off, meaning the phase frequencies must be very nearly matched.

Mass canted the hov further into the ground and made for bedrock. It was still going to be along trip
home, but it was shortened considerably by the presence of al his men, the doctor, and an unexpected,
very welcome, passenger. Y ashimoto closed his eyes and relaxed as best he could, |etting the gentle hum
of the McDonad phase unit lull him to deep.

* * % %

Colond Forncheth was alot longer getting to bed. Dawn had come and gone before he returned to his
smal home. The exploding hov had solved one problem for him by killing al four of the minersthey had
captured the previous night. It had aso created afew problems as well. He was now without a prisoner
infirmary and a prison doctor. Both had been vaporized in the blast, aswell as afemale prisoner who
was going through a pregnancy. Thiswas going to make for avery long report.

He crawled under his covers, feding asmdl loss. Barreit had kept his prisoners hedlthy and productive.
Hisown NATech medica gaff could pick up the duties. But they would be without the drive or the
devotion that Barrett had had toward his friends and comrades.



He would aso miss Barrett as a pleasant distraction. The man could carry on aconversation and had an
excellent way of expressing an opinion without being insulting. He' d misstheir occasiond nightly talks.

It was as he was drifting to deep that Forncheth had an odd thought cross his mind. Wasit possible that
Barrett’ s accessin the puterverse only four nights ago was somehow connected to last night? If it was, he
would bein deep trouble.

But how could it be? And even if it was, what did it really matter? Barrett was dead, as was the pregnant
Res stance prisoner, four miners, and twelve of hismen. It was best to just et the whole incident dip into
the padt. If he pressed it, then he might indeed find that he shouldn’t have allowed Barrett accessthe
other night. And if he, Forncheth, found that out, then someone €l se would, too. No, he would forget the
entire sordid affair, and pray that by choosing to forget abouit it, it would go away.

Chapter Three
Wednesday evening, November 26, 2679 (Arizonatime)

Lieutenant Gratz motioned a hand toward me. | rose from my chair along the side wall and
stepped up to him. | folded my hands and bowed before him, awaiting his order. Out of the corner
of my eye, | noticed that Major Deiley would need hiswine glass chilled and refilled. But | must
seeto the major’ s guest first.

“Yes, Lieutenant? How may | serveyou?’

“I wonder if I might have another smal helping of your delicious stuffed pork chops, Miss DeChant.” |
served him, making certain to baance it with some more lemon noodles and ataste of appletart. He
openly admired me.

“I am dwaysimpressed, gir, by Miss DeChant’ s gracious obedience. | doubt there is a better servant
anywhere.” Helooked at me. “No offense, ma am.”

“None taken, Lieutenant. Thiswhat I’ ve been madeto be. Thisiswhat | want to be.” | placed the plate
infront of him and refilled his glassto the proper two-thirdsleve. | flicked the stem of the glasslightly
and the wine chilled to eight degrees. | repeated the action for the mgjor’ sglassaswell after filling it.
Sinceit wasthe end of the medl, | set the bottle of wine down between them, closer to Mgor Deiley, so
they might serve themsdaves. Mgor Delley smiled a me dightly and nodded.

“Thank you, Miss DeChant. Y ou have, asdways, excdlent timing.”

“Hear, hear!” Lieutenant Gratz pronounced enthusiastically. The Lieutenant was Mgor Delley’s
preferred guest, and had been here four timesin the past month, and severa times during my first period
of service. He very clearly knew that | had but one function: to be a domestic servant. Nevertheless, he
had taken quite ashineto me.

Quite ashine? Now, what in the world did that mean, and why did | think it?1 had never even heard that
term

WHU--WHERE WASI? | WAS STANDING AT A TABLE, BETWEEN TWO NATECH OFFICERS
ONE OF THEM WASDEILEY. BUT | HAD BEEN IN THE PUTERVERSE. WASTHISANOTHER
OF CHRIS DISTRACTIONS? WHY WASN'T |

forced down the sudden dizziness and concentrated on gathering an armload of dishesasagentle
indication to Lieutenant Gratz that dinner was concluding. Mgor Deiley’ s smile had faded and hiseyes
had hardened with concern and knowledge.



They continued their conversation and | departed to the kitchen to put on the coffee and begin hegting the
cinnamon gpple pie. | had been the mgjor’ s servant for just about two months, counting both periods, so

| knew that he preferred having the dessert served in hisliving room about forty-five minutes after the
med. By heating it now, | could use aliberal amount of apple butter and brown sugar on the surface, to
be topped with razor thin apple dices just before serving. The resulting blend of baked apple and chilled
dices dways dlicited afavorable response from the magjor’ s guests. And Professor LeClaire sbefore

him.

| heard their talk fade as they walked into the living room. | pinned back my hair and put on an apron. |
placed the piein the pulse oven and began clearing the table. | then washed the dishes. Unless rushed, |
aways preferred washing the dishes by hand. It gave a sense of accomplishment and comfort knowing |
had persondly cleaned each dish, rather than trusting an indifferent machine or pulsefield to do the job.

Finishing thefirst tray of dishes, | gathered up those remaining on the table, then pulled the table cloth for
cleaning. | listened in very briefly and determined by the major’ s tone and subject that his wound was
annoying him again. He would want dessert served soon, so he might bring an early end to the night.

| hurried into the kitchen, dumping the tablecl oth into the hamper to clean later, and fetched out three
applesfrom storage.

SPACE IN THE LOWER LEVELSWILL BE ALLOCATED ON AN ASNEEDED BASS WITH
TENANTSWITH LONGER LEASESHAVING SENIORITY IF DEMANDS BECOME TOO HIGH.
PLEASE NOTE THAT LOCAL ORDINANCE REQUIRES THAT ONLY NONVOLATILE
MATERIALSMAY BE KEPT IN THESE AREAS

Another spell came over me. | had the distinct impression | was just abuilding, taking care of my tenants
| shook my head to clear it. | quickly cored and diced the apples, =then retrieved my pie from the oven.
| started the pressure perc to brew coffee, very strong. By thetime | had spread the dices evenly over
the pig, the coffee was done. | poured out the coffee into a carafe, then poured it from the carafe into
two cups. Mgor Delley dwaystook awhole clovein his coffee, the lieutenant preferred fifty milliliters of
heavy cream | put in only thirty, knowing the sweetness of the pie would compensate for the difference. |
then diced two pieces from the pie and put them on plates with dessert forks and napkins. | |eft the
remainder of the pie uncut. The lieutenant and | had worked out thissignal during my first say. If the pie
was cut, he knew the mgjor wanted to continue the conversation. If | left it uncut, he knew he should
finish his dessert and excuse himself. | appreciated guests who held the concerns of their host so highly,
and was quick to help them do the right thing. Moving everything to acarrying tray, | brought it to Mgor
Deley and the lieutenant.

Themgor sfacelit up when he heard me enter. He rose, something | had difficulty getting used to, and
glanced approvingly at Lieutenant Gratz, who aso had cometo hisfeet. Trying to hide my discomfort at
being extended a courtesy normally reserved for women above my station, | set down the tray and began
sarving.

They did not linger over dessert, but neither did they rush. The lieutenant finished his coffee and pie, then
stretched.

“I hopeyou don’'t mind, gir, but I'd liketo turnin. I’ m taking the Fifth Cohort out on mountain retrieva
maneuvers tomorrow at 0400, and I’ d like to keep their respect by not falling adeep in front of them.”
He smiled and stood.

The mgjor saw him to the door, they exchanged good nights, and the evening was over. He sagged back
down into hisrocking chair, unbuttoning the stiff collar of hisuniform. | had just put the dessert tray into



the kitchen to attend to in an hour or so and stepped behind him, working hisleft shoulder and back. He
was aways more stressed from entertaining than from any other function. He reached up and patted my
hand.

“Y ou were superb tonight, Miss DeChant.” He chuckled quietly. “I think the lieutenant is beginning to
have fedingsfor you.”

“I am sure they are only passing fancies, Mgor. He knows | cannot and will not return such affection.”

“A man’s heart isnot to be trifled with, woman. Be on your guard. | hear that Lieutenant Gratz can be
quite the charmer.”

“Y ou cannot charm a person who isincapable of”

FIRING THE FORWARD THRUSTERS COLLISON ALERT! ALL EMERGENCY CREWSTO
DOCKING BAY ALPHA THREE. COMMENCE STATION EVACUATION PLAN MAGENTA
FIVE. ALL CIVILIANS AND NON-EMERGENCY PERSONNEL TO REPORT TO DOCKING BAY
FOXTROT NINER. FIRING REPULSOR BLASTSAT HULL OF THE DL WHITE. SPEED

S OWED TO TEN METERS PER SECOND. IMPACT IN TWENTY-TWO SECONDS FIRING
REPULSOR BLASTSAT HULL OF THE DL WHITE. SPEED S .OWED TO SX METERS PER
SECOND. IMPACT IN THIRTY-FOUR SECONDS FIRING REPULSOR BLASTSAT HULL OF
THE DL WHITE. WARNING! DL WHITE REPORTING OUTER HULL BREECH. SPEED
S.OWED TO FOUR METERS PER SECOND. IMPACT IN FORTY-S X SECONDS
EMERGENCY CREWSONE, FIVE AND SX ARE IN POSTION. EMERGENCY CREWSTWO
AND THREE ARE DISPATCHING THROUGH DOCKING ACCESSALPHA THREE D FOR
EXTERNAL RESPONSE.

IMPACT IN TWENTY-NINE SECONDS EVACUATION PLAN MAGENTA FIVE IS
FIFTY-EIGHT PERCENT COMPLETE. EMERGENCY CREW FOUR REPORTS EVACUATION
PLAN COMPLETION IN TWO MINUTES TEN SECONDS IMPACT OF FREIGHTER DL
WHITE INTO GAMMA STATION AT DOCKING BAY ALPHA THREE IN EIGHTEEN
SECONDS CHARGING PRIMARY REPULSORS DL WHITE REPORTS CREW EVACUATION
TO AFT EMERGENCY PODS COMPLETE. IMPACT IN FOURTEEN SECONDS
EVACUATION PLAN MAGENTA FIVE HALTED. ALL PERSONNEL TO BRACE FOR IMPACT.
NON-EMERGENCY POWER SHUTOFF IN PROCESS FUS ON GENERATOR CLAMPED AND
SEALED. IMPACT IN SEVEN SECONDS FIRING FULL REPULSORSAT HULL OF DL
WHITE. WARNING! THE DL WHITE REPORTSINNER HULL BREECH! VENTING
ATMOSPHERE. SPEED SLOWED TO TWO METERS PER SECOND. IMPACT IN EIGHT
SECONDS ALL EMERGENCY CREWS STAND BY. BLOWING DOCKING BAY HATCH ALPHA
THREE. WARNING! BLOWN DOCKING BAY HATCH COLLISON WITH FORWARD HULL OF
DL WHITE. DL WHITE HULL INTEGRITY FAILING. SPEED S OWED TO POINT SX
METERS PER SECOND. IMPACT IN THREE SECONDS STAND BY.

AND DO NOTHING WHILE YOU CLEAN THAT, DO YOU? PLEASE, PROFESOR, THAT'S
FORME TO DO. | KNOW I’VE ONLY BEEN YOUR SERVANT FOR A FEWWEEKS BUT |
KNOW HOW TO TAKE CARE OF YOU. NO, I’'M NOT BEING OVER ENTHUSASTIC. THISIS
WHAT | DO. NOW, AFTER | FINISH CLEANING UP THE SHEETS I'LL FIX YOUR
BREAKFAST. WILL SOFT-BOILED EGGSAND GRAPEFRUIT JUICE BE APPROPRIATE?
AND TOAST? VERY GOOD, PROFESSOR. AND WOULD MADAME LIKE BREAKFAST AS
WELL? PERHAPSA TORT WITH MARMALADE, AND A GLASSOF TEA? VERY WELL,
MADAME. HERE, | SHALL CLEAN YOUR CLOTHESASWELL, IF YOU WILL BE STAYING
THE MORNING. NO, NO. IT ISNO TROUBLE, MADAME. YES, | SHALL. BREAKFAST IN



TWENTY MINUTES, THEN, PROFESSOR. OUI, I'LL SERVE IT ON THE TERRACE.
“...had your four weeks, Mgor, and I’m losing my patience.”

“Yes, dr. Sheisquitereslient. | think you redize that, Sr. But your wait is over. Miss DeChant went into
asharding episode about four hours ago, and there are indications that she will be entering dissolution
very soon.”

“I remind you, Mgor, that the woman's name is Abigail Wyeth, not Miss DeChant. | worry you may be
losing sight of that.”

“l amnot, gr. It'sjust that I’ ve never known her as Wyeth. It’ s pointless anyway what | think of her,
igV'tit, Sr? She'll be harvested in the morning.”

“In the morning? Not now?’

“No, gr. It would be better to establish sheisat dissolution. If it’smerely aprolonged episode, it might
limit the harvest.”

“I"'mwilling to take that risk, Mgor. I’ m dispatching three cohortsto retrieve her now.”
“I"'m perfectly capable of ordering my own mento...”
“Areyou, Mgor?1’m beginning to have my doubts. Have her ready to go within the hour. Good night.”

The dim blue light from the terminal flickered off and Deiley cameto the bed. He saw that | waslooking
a him and amiled. | smiled in return and whispered something. He leaned closer to better hear.

| shot my hand up, going for his exposed throat. He stepped back quickly and | hit nothing but air.
Overextended, | tumbled out of the bed. He stepped back up and helped meto my feet. | repaid his
kindness by sending akneeto hisgroin. Heturned dightly and | hit histhigh. | felt my uplifted leg being
grabbed and suddenly | was off my feet and tossed back onto the bed. He held his hands out, open and

empty.
“Please, Miss Wyeth. Y ou' re too weak to fight me. Settle down and let’ stalk.”

It was his use of the word 'miss that floored me. | looked down and redlized | was awoman. There was
afleeting moment of panic. | crushed it down. | am a woman. I'm Abigail, not John. | shook my head
and grunted. Chris handiwork on me had extended into the real world. | looked up at Deiley, who had
cometo the edge of the bed, alook of worry on hisface. He said he wanted to talk. | could guess what
kind of talk he wanted, so | roseto my knees and jammed afist at hisface. He reached out to block it
and | ducked under and around him, bolting for the door. | felt unsteady on my feet. Wasit weariness?
Or thefact that | fet | wasin the wrong body?

| felt an arm around my waist as he grabbed me from behind. | kicked vicioudy back at his knee, but he
smply released me and shoved meinto thewall. Again off balance, | sumbled and hit the wall hard with
my shoulder. He stood over me.

“Now will you settle down?1 don't want this to become more difficult. If need be, | am perfectly willing
to risk permanently injuring you to gain your attention, young lady. | hope | have sufficiently demonstrated
that | am capable of doing it aswell.”

“What do you want, Deiley?’ | asked, rubbing my shoulder. He frowned.



“You know me? | wasn't awarethat...” Hisface cleared. “Ah, of course! From the night you destroyed
my previous quarters. That was an excellent subterfuge, Wyeth. Y ou had me convinced Miss DeChant
was genuinely in trouble.” He stepped over me and snapped on a security field around the door and
windows of the small room. | should have felt trapped, being alone with aNATech officer who had so
completdy manhandled me. Oddly, | didn’t fed any discomfort. He continued.

“Allow meto upgrade your knowledge. It is now thirty-four days since your failed missoninthe
puterverse. Other than brief sharding episodes, you have been Miss DeChant the entire time, who has
been serving me wonderfully.”

“I'Il just bet.”

“Y ou misunderstand, Wyeth. | have not abused the woman whatsoever. She has been my house servant
and only my house servant. The only proof | can offer you are the surroundings--we are in her room right
now--and any mental link the two of you may share. | know you carried on a correspondence for severa
months at your room in Glendae. | forbade her to write to you during the past month, and she agreed.”

“ She agreed? Why? Miss DeChant knows I’ m the soulner, and would be looking to have me reclaim my
body.” Something about Deiley’ s manner relaxed me. | would need to be on my guard.

“ She agreed because of apartia deception. | told her that if she sharded back asyou, | would execute
you for being amember of the Resistance. She believed me.”

“And that was a deception?’

“Asl sad, apartid deception. At thetime, | probably would have executed you under most
circumgtances, but not dl. | had no intention of being asruthlessas | led Miss DeChant to think.”

“Trying to be the tough guy for her, huh?’ | stcood up dowly, still leaning againgt the wall. “Pretty typica
NATech attitude. So now what?’

“Y ou are entering thefina stage of your life, Miss Wyeth. Dissolution.”

It hit hard. Hot tearswelled up and my heart pressed against my chest. Despite my need to keep a
confident front up, | crumbled and sank back to the floor. He stepped up, probably to hit me.

AGAIN AND AGAIN, PLEASE. OH! THE BLOOD ON MY ARM |SSO WARM AND TINGLY!
COULD YOU PLEASE DO THAT TO THE OTHER ONE, MASTER?

Instead, he helped me to my feet and led me to the bed. Seating me on it, he then pulled up achair for
himsdf. He began shaking me gently.

“I want you to tell me how to control microsat reentry, Wyeth. Tell meand I’ll return you to Lockwood.”

| looked at him through tear-filled eyes. | could probably have disabled him in that moment, he was so
intent getting me to answer him. A quick head buitt, followed by afinger thrust into hiseyes...

It wasn't worth it. He could have been lying about my dissolution, but hewasn't. Deepinddemel felt a
hot urge, and uncontrollable feding, as though my body was rgjecting my mind. Or wasit my mind
regjecting itself? Regardless, the outcome would be the same. | shook my head.

“No, Deiley. | wouldn't give Chriswhat he wanted and | won't give you what you want.”
“Chris?’



“Y our boss. Hisnameis Chris Y oung. He was the creator of webbing technology, and is responsible for
everything NATech isand everybody eseisn't.”

“And even though | might use this microsat bombardment againgt him, you will il not tell me?’
“I'll die before | share such technology with NATech.”

“Asyou wish.” He stood up and stepped into the small bathroom attached to my room. He regppeared
amogt a once, carrying an energy pistol. He snapped the gun to full, and it whined.

| wastoo tired to move. He didn’t get what he wanted, so | had no further valueto him. | was alittle
surprised he would defy Chris. It would be the end of his career, probably hislife. Hejust didn't care,
and it was probably better thisway. The gun toned full charge and | closed my eyes, quietly praying. The
terminal suddenly crackled to life, and Chris voice brokein.

“Stop thisat once, Deiley! If you value your lifeat al, you will”-- The terminal squealed and popped as
the plasmabolt smashed into it. Delley lowered his gun and |ooked thoughtfully at me. He reached down
and shut the gun off.

“Wadll, | supposeI’ll be needing to look for another line of work.” He smiled adow smile. “1 don't
suppose you' d put agood word in for me with the Resistance?’

“Why?" | whispered. A streamer of smoke filled curled up from the terminal and danced on the ceiling.

“Your friendswill be here shortly. I know you have a construct of some sort who has been monitoring
my transmissionsfor the past month. No doubt they’ re scrambling now to pull off some daring rescue.
Abruptly terminating the source of the monitoring will force them to act immediately.”

“Why, Deiley?’ | repeated.

“You' d best get your things packed quickly. There’snot much, but | dlowed Miss DeChant asmall
clothing alowance and you' rewelcometo her clothing.” He laughed. “1 imaginethey’ Il fit perfectly. Get
dressed now. I'll fetch your pistol.” Heturned to leave.

“Why, Delley?’ | said athird time.

He turned back to face me. Hisface was emotionless and he was looking past me and into a distance far
greater than the room. He said nothing for amoment, then sighed heavily.

“I don't know, Wyeth.” His gaze focused on me. Despite his being there, | had begun changing my outer
clothing. “Do you know thisisthefirst time |’ ve ever said that? I’ ve served NATech now for nearly
twenty years. My commission is battle earned, not one of those convenient political posts.”

| nodded, dipping into adarker top. Miss DeChant had a preference for dresses, and they were my only
seection. Fortunately, she had a two-piece navy blue that would movefredly. | ized the back, settling my
shouldersin.

“I know. Alan gave me your history months ago. | knew | had to avoid you while| was here, and the
best way to figure your enemy out isto know him.”

“I’'m not surprised. Lockwood and | have been playing our little cat and mouse game for years now.
He s quite good, and dthough the comment would rankle him, | consider him one of my best
subordinates.”



“Funny. That’s pretty much what he says about you.” | put on Miss DeChant’swork shoes, which were
thankfully fairly rugged.

“Agan, I’'m not surprised. Sowhy did | give up my commission and put my lifein jeopardy? Perhaps
Lockwood and | are closer in thought than either of us suspected. | have been charged with keeping the
peace in a Shard refugee camp, but I’ ve dso dways consdered it my duty to seeto their well being.”

“Then explain your rape squads.”

“One works with the resources one has. My first duty was to keep the peace, aslaid out by NATech.
My cohorts, both the normal ones as well as the SS squads, saw to that. And the peace has been kept.”

“So why not sacrifice me to continue that peace?” | had finished dressing and was Sitting on the bed.
“Give me up to Chrisfor harvesting and you get to keep playing your little game with the Resistance.”

“That'sit. It was agame. Yes, | kept the peace. And Lockwood had considerable freedom under my
command. But Shards continued to die. Don’t you see? We were not working within the system, we

had become the system. We were perpetuating the very thing your precious Resistance was fighting and |
hed log faithin. It must be changed!”

“You dill haven't told mewhy you' reletting me go, Delley.”
“You are persistent, aren’'t you, Wyeth?” he complained.
| shrugged. “Hey, I've alot more experience than you might think."

“| doubt that. I’ ve followed your history quite closdly. For instance, do you know what keyed memory
encgpsulationis?’

| started. How did he...

He chuckled. “That’ sright. I’ ve done my research. LeClaire perfected the process of pocketing
self-writing code and embedding it into the mind, protected by a shesth of psionic barriersthat would
urviveriping.

“But shortly after he published hiswork, he disgppeared from the public eye. Which meant NATech--ill
hidden from the public eye--had killed him. And since there were no actua experiments done with KME,
his paper was generally disregarded and no further investigation was done. It ismy belief that therewas
no further research because LeClaire was so far ahead of histime no one could even hopeto replicate
hiswork without an actua specimen.

| sat motionlessin the dimly lit room, enraptured by his story.

“But there was a specimen, though no one knew about it. On the night that LeClaire and Miss DeChant
werekilled, LeClaire embedded a KME and initiated the program. When NATech--under the guise of
locd authorities-stormed the house that night, they were met with armed resistance by LeClaire. It was
useless of course; he was burned down within seconds. But he did shift the focus of the raid completely
away from the red source of danger: Miss DeChant. Y ou, Miss Wyeth.”

“I’'m not Miss DeChant. We share the same mind, but our personas are completely different. Y ou know
that.”

“I do. But | am not talking about the personas. | am talking about the mind. Y ou understand that thereis
only one mind--one soul, if you will--no matter how many ripesit goesthrough?’ | nodded. “Then you



will seethat even though you were completely repressed during your multiple ripings, you were
nonethel ess there. LeClaire understood it, and reasoned that he didn’t necessarily have to embed the
mnemonic inlaysinto Miss DeChant’' s mind. Indeed, it was atogether to his benefit that he didn’t embed
them there. It would be the first place they’ d look. Besides, the KME would require centuries to mature,
and he knew Miss DeChant would certainly not be the beneficiary of the completed process. Only the
origina personacould ever hope to gain accessto the fruits of hislabor.

“S0 he placed apartid capsule into her mind, and hid the reel KME in an unused portion of your mind.
Again, your mind, Wyeth, not Miss DeChant’s. Are you following me? | mean no offense, but I’ ve been
sudying thisfor months”

“You'resaying that LeClaireé sKME was meant for me?’ | felt like I’ d been hit with astun gun, and not
lightly. All my problems were momentarily forgotten by this staggering news. “But how could he even
hope I’ d ever be reintegrated to take advantage of the memory capsule?’

“Hoping iseasy when your lifeisforfet, Miss Wyeth. I’ m sure we both have firsthand knowledge of thet.
LeClairedid, too. He knew his hours were numbered the moment Far Bank--the being you say is Chris
Y oung--discovered LeClaire had betrayed him and kept the knowledge for himself.

“ S0 he embedded the KME and activated it. He then did what must have been the most difficult thing of
al. The NATech report on the raid of December 4, 2315, lists LeClaire as being gunned down. It aso
gtates that Miss DeChant was found lying comatose on her bed. LeClaire had drugged Miss DeChant
and had her mind--your mind, rather--shut down to avoid interrogation. He was guessing that once they
scanned Miss DeChant’ s portion of your mind, they would discover the partidd KME, find it useless, then
store you for future riping. And that’ swhat happened. They found the decoy, missed the red
KME--which is embedded in your foundry ripe, by the way--and reriped you. And nearly four centuries
later, you were findly restored to your original persona. And no one ever knew that deep inside your
mind, amnemonic inlay was dowly growing and maturing. And that one day it would giveits owner an
incredible ability. In my opinion, you arethe only person, Abigail Wyeth, who will ever fully understand
unbound trinary code.”

| congdered him thoughtfully. He was aman who could scare me. If Chris had had this man’ sfocus,
tenacity and intelligence, I"d either be dead or his hopelesdy obedient servant.

“I don't think the world will ever know the contribution you' ve made to bring it back to whereit belongs,
Mgor Deley.”

“So? That isyour god then?’ He nodded. “ Appropriate enough. And certainly within your means.”
“If I survive dissolution, which no one ever has” | pointed out, returning to redlity.

“Eh?’ He seemed surprised. *Y ou doubt that? Ah! That’ sright, you don’t know. Y ou must forgive me,
Wyeth. It can be difficult kegping track of what | know and whom I’ ve shared it with. Especidly when
the person I’'m having a conversation with can be any one of severa personas.”

“I beg your pardon?’

“LeClarewasageniusin thefield of mental collaboration. There has been no one ese quite like him
before or since. He had anticipated a scenario not unlike what you' re going through right now.

“The Res stance movement has been actively restoring ripes since 2491, amost two hundred years. But
LeClaire died nearly four hundred years ago. There were no attempts at restoring origind personasin his
day. It had been given up as being impossible. Even he couldn’t do it. But he knew it could be donein



theory. He dso theorized that there would be a high probability of breakdown in the artificia barriers
between the personas. Y ou'll find that the KM E will provide areasonably strong anchor during your
upcoming orded, Wyeth. Be sureto tell that to Barrett.”

“Barrett? Doctor Barrett? But he's... he's...”

“He sdive and well, and no doubt awaiting your imminent rescue. | received the report from my people
inAudraia. You see, it was | who had you snatched from your unit during the battle that destroyed the
Third in Africa. I’ d dispatched asmall group afriend had loaned me for the mission. | apologize for their
attack on your person. They were to subdue you only, not molest you.”

| looked at him carefully and dowly nodded.
“I'll take your word for that, Mgor. | could havekilled you at thetime, had | known.”

“Y ou undoubtedly could havetried. | fed fortunate that you are weak right now. At full strength, you
would be aworthy opponent. But | digress.

“What isn’'t generaly known, and what I’ ve gone to great painsto discover without actudly trying to find
out, isthat the few survivors of the Sandrat Debacle were not the remnants of our NATech forces. Just
prior to the two explosions that destroyed the entire base, atransport Ieft the vicinity.”

| nodded again. “I wasin the hov, heading back to engage and saw it pull out.”

“Yes. And it was undoubtedly marked as atroop transport. It's acommon ploy to mark prisoner
trangports as troop carriers. It makes rescue attempts during transit adifficult tactic.”

What he was saying dawned on me. Some of the Third had survived! Aaron! Could | even hope? My
heart raced and | started breathing hard. Susie. Raul. Sarah. Dusty. It was possible. | suddenly had an
overwhelming desireto leave. | forced it down, wanting to hear Deiley out.

“Areyou dl right, Wyeth?" He sounded concerned.
“Yes. Yes I'mfine It' sjust ashock. Then you're saying some of my unit isstill dive?’

“Yes. About thirty of them were put under apha suppression and are being held at a camp southeast of
Port Augusta on the Austraian continent. Barrett was killed about four weeks ago, during askirmish with
some civilian minerswho had wandered into the area. The base commander, a Colonel Forncheth,
reported al died in the ensuing fire, and their escape vehicle was destroyed above ground. | know the
man, and he' s competent enough, but lacks asuspicious mind.”

“Unlikeyou.”

“Unlikeme.” He seemed unaffected by the jab. “1 looked into it and was not able to collaborate their
story. In NATech, you should aways assume the worst until it is proven otherwise. Forncheth assumed
they were miners and as such could not survive the fight. | assumed they were not miners, and therefore
not only survived thefight, but had areason to gart it. My inability to prove they were civilianstold me
they were Resistance dogs. And since Barrett aso 'died', it is my assumption he was the target for
extraction. Barrett was with the Third Regiment. Y ou were with the Third. It might be a coincidence. But
gncel can't proveit, thenit'snot.”

| stood up. It wastimeto go. | marveled a the man’ s kill at finding the right path of logic through the
maze of leads, fasetrails and hidden paths. He didn’t know everything, but he probably knew more than
any other person besides Mike and me.



“Incredible, Deiley. Y ou ve deduced dl this, and haven't |eft thishousein al that time?’

He smiled. “Wdll, this one and the one you blew up. | have found that while action is sometimes called
for--and it will bein just afew minutes--performing unneeded actionsis awaste of time.”

“Why, Delley? Y ou sill haven't told me why. Why did you turn your back on NATech, after serving dl
these years? Why did you turn traitor?’

“Harsh words, girl. And uncaled for. | didn’t turn my back on NATech. | turned it on Far Bank. On
ChrisYoung. It'strue, | had originaly become interested in you persondly when you destroyed two of
my cohortsin the White Tanks about six months ago. | didn’t know you had used guided microsats until
after you repeated the action in the Sahara. The trail was hidden magnificently.”

“Not enough to fool you.”

“Not true. | only deduced it because of my knowledge of the two incidents. The White Tank attack was
filed by me and | withheld the full nature of the bombing becauseit wasaskill | wanted to have for my
own use.”

“So why haven't you pressed harder to get it?’

“Becauseit’sclear that you' re not the one who initiates the attacks. | suspect you have aUTC construct
inthe puterversethat is cgpable of performing the millions of adjustments needed to bring it down with
such accuracy, prevent burnup, and then hide dl trace of the microsat’ s disappearance until an
appropriate time. Once | knew it wasn't you personadly, | essentiadly gave up. | doubt | could exert any
control over your congtructs. Especidly sincel would haveto go into their environment.

“But | dso gave up because of my loyalty to NATech. | am convinced that NATech can beaforce
capable of maintaining peace on the planet without sacrificing liberty and persond freedoms. But not
while Far Bank isin control. Hisagendaisfar different from any that a human would choose” He
glanced at me. “At least, a human who didn’t permanently live in the puterverse.

“So that iswhy | have chosen my path, Wyeth. Not to betray NATech, but to help it survive and
become a proper mechanism again. A servant of the people and not its master. Y ou are the best hope
that NATech has.”

He sounded sincere. He sounded convinced and coherent and confident. He had avision of NATech as
it had once been, in my days of service. | understood how he felt and | know he believed it completely.
And | knew hewaslying.

“I never thought | would say thisto aman wearing a NATech uniform, but: Thank you, Mgor. You've
hel ped out more than could ever be expected. | wish | could offer you more. Thank you.”

Hewaved it off. “My reasons are purely sdlfish, | assure you. If you are successful in your mission of
destroying Far Bank and restoring proper order to the puterverse and society, then NATech will bethe
obvious choice to be aguide into the future, and my serviceswill bein great demand. If you fail, then I’'ve
risked very little, because Far Bank would have killed me anyway; | knew too much about him. And
you.”

We stepped onto the porch to wait for Alan and the attack force. Deiley seemed confident they would
penetrate the outer defenses with little trouble and head straight here. He returned my gun to me, fully
charged. | glanced at it briefly, then set it to wide field sonic inducer. It was hard to believe I’d had it
modified by Dusty haf ayear ago, and till had not fired it.



The main NATech compound, nearly three kilometers distant, was brightly lit. It was past midnight, but it
looked like early dawn from the glow of the spotlights and the occasional explosions. The distance was
too great to make out details, but it was easy to see agreat ded of activity. From theinterna net
connection Deiley had initiated, it had gone as he anticipated. His units had been caught off guard, first by
the order to seize Delley, then by the attack from the Resistance. No doulbt it was the combination of the
two, coupled with Deiley’ s Silence on the net, that gave usthetimeto talk.

While wewatched, apair of hov headlights separated itself from the generd melee and began moving
toward us. It was asingle vehicle, which madeit likely that they were dogs, coming to pick me up. The
sght of watching them approach brought back another time, and | laughed. Deiley looked at me
inquiringly.

“Thisisamogt exactly likethe last time | 1eft here. Except then the base was fine and your house was
gone. | hope you weren't too hard on the guard | disabled.”

“I' had him whipped, then put him on latrine duty for amonth. | didn’t actualy blame him sincel knew I'd
sent him to pick up Miss DeChant, and he ended up with you. But | did need to set an examplefor the
rest of my men. They’ ve become too soft and complacent, guarding arefugee camp likethis” He
nodded his head toward the compound. “I1t would seem they till haven't learned. | rather think that
Lieutenant Gratz will drivethe point homefairly quickly.”

“Then he'll bein charge after you' re gone? I’ ve never met him.”

Deiley chuckled. “He s certainly met you. He seemsto have been most impressed with Miss DeChant.
Yes he'll bein charge. | can't guarantee hisactions, but | think you'll find we' re cut from similar cloth.
He' Il be under pressureto retaliate after this attack, and he will counterattack. But | doubt hel'll put too
much into it. He seesthe logic of maintaining Glenda€' s balance of power. Pushing the Resstance too
hard will either start acycle of reprisals or drive them out of Glendale, leaving the care of the Shards
entirdy in hishands*

The hov was less than akilometer avay, and we could see severa dogs were aboard, with one man,
probably Alan, standing up. Just leaving the compound and giving chase were two more hovs. Deiley
turned toward me and quite unexpectedly took my handsin his. Helooked intently into my eyes, and in
the backwash of light from the compound | could seein him a proud man who had chosen the best path
possible, and was determined to seeit through.

“I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to meet under better circumstances, Miss Wyeth. I’ m sure we could
have been friends. Perhaps we can have another timein the future to Sit and talk again.”

“What' s going to happen to you, Benjamin?’ In aflash of embarrassment, | redized | had used hisfirst
name, remembered from earlier briefings. He smiled.

“Thank you... Abigail. Miss DeChant could never bring herself to call me by my given name. |
understood why, but still regretted it. Asto what I’'m going to do, I’ ve made severa contingency plans
for occasions not unlike this one, including asmal, one-man phase hov | keep close by. The officer who
relaxes on NATech’ swatch will quickly end up forgotten or dead, and I’ m not quite ready to lay down
my life. I'll give you acovering fire, then make my own escape.” He paused, asif torn over what he was
going to say next. “I do have asinglefavor to ask you.”

“Of course”

“If the opportunity arises that you can communicate with Miss DeChant, pleasetell her that I”-- He
broke off, then continued. “Please tell her that I’ Il miss her. She was akind, thoughtful woman, and a



good companion. She--" He stopped abruptly.
“That’ swhy you'redoing this, isn't it?’ | said softly. “You'rein love with her.”

“Of course not,” he said with afaulty voice. Wasthere asheen in his eyes? It was too dark to be certain.
“How could | love aripe? She was an excdlent maid, with akeen eyetoward detail. I'll never have as
clean ahouse again.” He recovered quickly and spoke with hisnorma confidence. “Waell, | see your ride
has arrived. Let’ s not keep them waiting.”

But it wasn't Alan. It was Gratz, Delley’ slieutenant. He brought his gun up and lined it on Deiley, who
hed eft his own gun holstered to avoid amisunderstanding with my people. | shifted my own gun, fully
charged and in my left hand, behind my dress.

“Pleaseraise your hands, Sir. | am under ordersto seize command of this base and deliver you to
NATech regiond headquartersfor tria and execution.” His eyesflickered toward me. “ Please move
away from the mgjor, Miss DeChant.”

| was standing on the porch of Mgjor Delley’ s house. Why were we here? And what was Lieutenant
Gratz doing, holding agun on the mgor?

“I am sorry, Lieutenant. What did you say?” Mgor Deiley jerked his head sharply a me and swore
quietly. I'd rarely heard him use an oath, and then only when very upset. | hoped | was not the cause of
thisgtuation.

“| sad, please move away from the mgjor. | have ordersto deliver you to regiond aswell, though under
aseparate escort.” He gave the impression that while he took no satisfaction in his duty, he would
perform it nonetheless. | moved away, raising my hands. His tone and voi ce sharpened.

“What isthat in your hand?’ he demanded. Ingtantly, the guns of hismen came up, amed a me.
“I... l... don't know, m'sieur. |...” | looked at my left hand. | was holding agun!
“Miss DeChant! Get down!”

| was thrown off my feet asMgor Deiley lunged against me. He grunted just before we hit, his body
landing on me to protect me. We went down behind the cover of the rose bushes he kept lined aong his
porch. He quickly snatched the pistol from my unresisting hand, then shoved me aong the polished
surface againg the far corner.

| hit achair and yel ped as acorner jabbed into my back. The mgjor had leapt to hisfeet and waslining
up hispigtol at the hovercraft. Siversof light danced around him, popping holesin thewall behind him
but miraculoudy missng him.

The gunin hishand kicked back, theair in front of his gun shimmered, and suddenly my head hurt
abominably. | cried out and covered my ears, but the pain persisted. | curled up around it, hoping the
painwould go away ...

...but it felt so good that | hoped it would stay. But it didn't. | felt someone grabbing me and helping me
to my feet. | let go of my earsand looked at him. It was a very handsome man. He had blood on his
shoulder. | smiled a him.

“Héllo. That felt nice. Can we do it again? Isthat my blood on you?’ | touched his bloody jacket and
then licked my fingers. It wasn’t my blood. Maybe it was his.



“Miss DeChant, areyou dl right?’ he said with abig voice. | giggled.
“I’'m not Miss Deshard. | belong to Abby. What' s your name?’

Hisvoice when he talked was soft. “My nameis Benjamin Deiley. | don’t think we' ve had the pleasure
of meeting. What' s your name?"

“Everybody kegps asking methat!” | said, mad that they did. “I don’'t have aname. I’'m not important
enough. But | can till do lots of things. Do you want meto play with you?’ | forgot his name again.

“No, that’sdl right. | do want you to do something, though. | want you to do two things, in fact. First, do
you see those hovercraft coming towards us?’ He pointed.

It was dark outside, which meant it was night. There were some lights on abig thing in front of us. It had
alot of peopleinit and they were dl deeping.

“Y ou mean that thing with dl the deeping people?’

“No. | mean thetwo hover... thingsthat are behind that. Do you see them?’
“Uh-hun.”

“Good. Those are your friends, and they’ re coming to take you...”

“Y ou mean Alan and Dorothy and Abby?’

“Yes, exactly. Except Abigail. | don't think she’ swith them right now. When they get here, | want
you...”

“But they’ re going to take meto see Abby, right?’ | asked. “ She’smy owner!” | said proudly.

“Yes, | undergtand. | want you to go with them. Here, givethisto Alan.” He handed methething in his
hand. 1t looked like agun my first owner had owned. He used it on me once, but it hurt too much for me
to stay awake, so | didn't like them.

“| don't want thet. They hurt too much.”
“That’sdl right. See? 1’ ve turned it off. But Alan would...”
“Didyouturnit al theway off?’

“Pleasedon’t interrupt. Yes, it'sdl theway off. Giveit to Alan. It belongsto Abigail. She'll know what
todowithit.” Heput it in my hand and | held it, hoping it wouldn’t blow up or shoot or anything.

“Okay.” | remembered something. “Did you want meto do two things?’
“Yes. | want you to tell Miss DeChant that |”--

“I can’'t remember words very well. | only remember how to make my ownersfed good. When | try to
remember words...”

Hetook me by the shoulders and made melook in his eyes.

“Ligten carefully. | should have said thisearlier, when | had the chance. Tell Alan that Abigail wasright.
Can you remember that? Tdl Alanthat | said Abigail wasright.”



“O-okay. I'll try.” | closed my eyestight and said the words back. “1’m going to tell Alan that you said
Abigall wasright.” | repeated them three times, then remembered them really good. | smiled at him and
sad, “Tel Alan that you said that Abigail wasright.” | frowned. “ About what?”

“Don’t worry about that. Abigail will tell you.” He took my hand and helped me down the steps. “Now
let’ sget you to your friends.”

Thefirst thing stopped next to the one with the deeping people. Alan wasinit. | laughed and clapped and
jumped up and down, happy to see him. He seemed surprised at first, but then he smiled.

“Héllo, Princess. Are you ready to come home?’

“ Shel smore than ready, Lockwood. She'sonly just arrived and | can tell she' smorethan I'm willing to
handle”

Alan acted like he didn’t like the man with the bloody shoulder, but he did like him sort of. | could tell.
The man hugged me and brushed back my hair. He smiled.

“There, you do have aname, don’'t you?’

“Oh, Princessisjust what Alan and the lady who died cal me. Only the lady who died won't call me that
anymore, because shedied.”

“Well, | think Princessisawonderful name and suits you well. Now let Alan help you into the hov, and
remember what | told you.”

“I will. G’ bye!” | kissed him on the cheek and ran to the thing with Alan inside. Then he helped me up.
Then hetook the gun in my hand away from me, which wasal right because | didn’t like guns. They hurt
too much. Then | remembered what | was supposed to say.

“That man says | was supposed to say that he said Abigail wasright,” | said, nice and loud. | was so
happy | remembered the words | said them again. Alan smiled alittle and looked at the man with blood
on him. The man shrugged his shoulders.

“| suppose | deserved that. Ask Abigall later on, what she’ stalking about.”
“All right. What are you going to do, Delley?’

“That’smy own business, Lieutenant. See that you take good care of her. She' sone of akind. Rather,
ghe'sthree of one of akind.”

“Hopefully not for much longer.”

“Indeed. Y ou have no reason to believe me, Lockwood, but... al the best. And tell Barrett to read up
on Professor LeClaire’' swork on the KME. | think he'll find exactly what he needs.”

“You know that Barrett isaive?’ Alan said to the man. | wished they would stop talking. | wanted to see
Dorothy and Abigail. The man stood very straight.

“I amamagor in NATech Supreme. It ismy duty to know these things, then act on them. | hope| have
chosen the correct action.”

“Metoo, Mgor. Metoo.” Alan did something to the thing and it turned away from the man. It arted
going fast into the dark. | sat down next to another man that worked for Alan and smiled at him. Then |
remembered the man with the blood on him.



| looked behind me. We had gone along way aready. The man was still standing there, watching us. |
waved at him, but | don’t think he saw me.

Chapter Four
9:00 am. Wednesday, December 3rd, 2679 (Siberian time)

“ Good morning, ladies!” Barrett’s cheerfully gruff voice filled every corner of the small medical
facility. He held out a plain white garment to Kate, who was seated next to my bed. “ Here. Help
Abby climb into thisand I’ [| do a final examination before we initiate the integration session.”

| sat up and changed into the gown. Thankfully, it had normal closures and there was no risk of

CONTAMINATION TO AREASBEYOND THE ST. LOUISCRATER REGION. IT ISADVISED
THAT ALL ORBITING SPACE CRAFT SHIFT SOLAR RADIATION FIELDS TOWARD THE
PLANET, TO PREVENT INSTRUMENTATION FLUCTUATION OR FAILURE.

giving free peep showsto anyone. Putting it on brought back afew memories

SCAN ISBEGINNING TESTING AT LEVEL FIVE. THERE WILL BE A TWELVE PERCENT
DEGRADATION OF EFFICIENCY FOR THE NEXT NINE HOURS, FORTY-SEVEN MINUTES
TESTING FIRST SX TERRABYTESOF MEMORY... TESTING... TESTING...

from my first experience with Barrett and his doctoring.
“I hope I’'m abetter patient thistime, doctor, than | waswhen you first integrated me.” | dipped on

THE ICE ON THE WEST SDE OF THE BUILDING. MAINTENANCE CREWSWILL HAVE
THE ICE DISSOLVED IN A FEW MOMENTS, BUT | REPEAT, THE SUDDEN DROP IN
TEMPERATURE OVERNIGHT HAS CAUSED SOME ICY SPOTSAROUND THE COMPLEX.
BE CERTAINTO

the gown, with Kate helping me She had been sitting only a second ago, but was now standing. My
sharding had reached the point

WHERE YOU WILL NEED TO EITHER SHEER OFF FROM YOUR APPROACH OR BEGIN
YOUR REENTRY SEQUENCE. NAVIGATIONAL SYSTEMSINDICATE A NOMINAL
TRAJECTORY, WITH CLEARANCE TO LAND AT THE MELBOURNE SPACEPORT. PLEASE
KEEP A MINIMUM FORTY PERCENT POWER RESERVE IN CASE OF

where| still had cohesive thought, but constant episodes accel erated the time. Kate had finished dressing
me.

“Morning, Kate. How' sthe kid?’
She amiled. “It’ safternoon, Abby, and the baby’ s doing fine. Since the suppression field

HASDROPPED TO LESSTHAN SX PERCENT CONTAINMENT. EXTERNAL SHIELDING IS
DOWWN, AND THE ARMADA CAN BEGIN DIRECT BOMBARDMENT OF BOTH NEW LA AND
VERMILLION SURFACE STRUCTURES BELOW SURFACE STRUCTURESSTILL HAVE
FULL SHIELDING AND WILL REQUIRE ADDITIONAL BOMBARDMENT. ESTIMATED TIME
UNTIL

“I'm sorry, Kate,” | apologized, only alittle frustrated. “It’s getting...”



“Kate sstepped out, Abigail,” Barrett interrupted. “I need to suppress your sharding whileyou'rein

A STASSFIELD AND SLEEP YOUR DIFFICULTIES AWAY! WAKE UP TO A NEWWORLD.
ADVANCESIN MEDICINE ARE SURE TO HAVE LICKED YOUR PROBLEM, AND YOU CAN
LEAD A FULL, PRODUCTIVE, AND MOST IMPORTANTLY, LONG LIFE! JUST THUMB IN
YOUR APPROVAL, AND THE HOLOCHURES ARE YOURSFOR THE LOADING. THISOFFER
VOID ON LUNA, IN THE GREATER BRAZILIAN COMMERCE SPHERE AND IN VERMONT.
VOID WHERE PROHIBITED BY LAW. THE PROPRIETOR DOESNOT MAKE ANY CLAIMSOR
GUARANTEESASTO THE ACTUAL IMPROVEMENT OF FUTURE SOCIETY, AND IS
MERELY SPECULATING BASED ON PAST ADVANCES. THUMB IN NOW! OPERATORS ARE
STANDING BY!

“Doctor?’ | asked, lifting my head dightly. | wasfeverish and swesty.

“Hold «ill, Abigail.” He poked afinger a my temple and | heard awhine. He had activated an
inducement disk. My vision faded and blurred to the point that | could only see soft globs of light. |
dropped my head back down to the pillow.

“Whatryou doing?’ | mumbled. My head seemed heavy and dow.

“Sorry, Abi..ed to keep... rigina pers... peration... you fed?’ Hisvoice kept drifting in and out. |
struggled to grasp what he was saying, but | couldn’t keep my focus.

“ Fedlfinedoes posefed thizway 7’

“Sor... supposed to fee..you seeany...” He moved something in front of my eyes.
“|zhanorfing..canwestarsooon?’

“...out...enmin... gal?

“Zorydocantkegpminonyou..donmakmess nmihedok?’

He chuckled and it sounded like the far end of along tunnel. “I’ll try not to.” | heard him clearly say, and
then it was very, very dark.

| woke up, lying on awarm, black surface in awarm, black cave. | should have been nervous,
disoriented, even terrified. | was none of that. | wasimpatient. | wanted this nonsense ended, my persona
completely my own, and my life returned to me. Doctor Barrett and | had talked through this many times
over thelast six days, so | knew what to do. | stood up and began walking. The direction made no
difference, the determination did.

Sure enough, I'd walked no more than two or three minuteswhen | saw the faint glow of light escaping
double doorsthat didn’t quite meet in the middle. | sirode toward them and pushed them open.

The ova waiting room had not changed. There was abank of various computerslining theright wall with
windows gtarting just past them and looping around the ova and coming up the left wall. Directly
opposite the double doors I d entered through were another set of doors, locked tight and with the
legend “Main Gate’ stenciled acrossthem in red. The middle of the room was empty until thelast third,
then had rows of chairs mounted on meta railingsthat kept them in fixed positions. It looked smilar to
pictures |’ d seen of spaceports but wasin fact the waiting area of an old style airport. The air was even
tainted with thefaint smell of jet fumes.

There were two women seated in the chairs nearest the main gate, so | waked up to them. It was Miss



DeChant and the girl. They turned at my approach. Miss DeChant rose, her handsfolded elegantly in
front of her, asmal smilethat lit up her eyesand face. The girl jumped up with asqued and raninto my
ams,

“Oh, Abby! I'm so happy to seeyou!” | shouted and hugged her ashard as | could. Shewasasmal girl,
very pretty, with long hair and pretty eyes. But what was most wonderful wasthat | findly got to hug her.

“Hello,” | said, carefully prying mysdlf loose, but ill holding her hands, partly to assure her | cared for
her, partidly to ensure they didn’t wander. She was bigger than me, which was surprising for some
strange reason. Nearly everyone was bigger than me, but I’ d ways thought of her asbeing, | don’t
know, thesize of her intellect.

She was alovely woman, perhaps twenty or so, with mid-length hair and afigure to die for, which made
sense, and had in fact happened. She had the most stunningly brilliant blue eyes. Eyesthat sparkled with
happiness, yet also lacked the light of a soul. She was a congtruct, awarped mind' s fantasy brought to
near life. Her mind crippled and manipulated, she was in an endless nightmare she was completely
obliviousto.

“I loveyou, Abby!” | shouted, so happy to bewith her. “Y ou' remy real owner, and I’m so happy to be
with you! Areyou staying for dways now?’

“Quiet, child.” | stepped up and placed ahand on her shoulder. Abigail looked quite overcome by the
girl’sexuberance. “I’'m sure Abigall is hereto tell us some very important things.” | looked a my soulner,
haf fearful, hdf hopeful. “Who' s keeping the watch, Abigall?’

“Nobody, Miss DeChant,” | replied. “ Doctor Barrett has induced a sharding episode and placed me into
amedical condition called Hedler's Sleep.”

“Why would he do such athing?’ | asked, not at dl certain that | liked being left completely defensaess
in that world where any man could...

“Don't worry, Miss DeChant,” | said quickly, noticing the concernin her eyes. “We' reat asmal medical
facility severa hundred kilometers north of Y akutsk, in the extreme northern regions of Siberia. Very few
people know of its existence. Jody Eyer from the 179th has some of her people keeping guard over us
whilewefinishthis

“Finish what, Abby?’ | asked. | didn’t remember us starting anything. “ Are Alan and Dorothy here, too?
Can | seethem? They’ remy friends,” | said proudly. “Alan cals me Princess.”

“Doeshe?’ | said palitey. “That’snice. Now let Miss DeChant and metak.”

“Okay,” | sad. | didn’t liketaking anyway. “1 don't like talking anyway. I'll wait.” | sat down onthe
floor and waited. Abby and Miss DeChant walked over to the machines with the lights and words on
them and kept talking. | started to. .. but then | remembered they didn’t want meto, so | thought about
Alan cdling me Princess. It was one of my favorite thoughts. It was amost as nice as my thoughts about
the nice lady who played with me that night in the big bathroom. My thoughts were happy, which wasfun
and different. When | wasin thisroom, | dways didn’t have any happy or sad fedingsor any fedings. So
| thought about Alan. He called me Princess.

“Canyou fed the difference, Miss DeChant? The girl was Sitting down, staring off into space, ablissful
smile on her face. | shuddered and tried to avoid imagining what she was thinking about. “ See? The girl
fedlsit. Our emotions and sense of time are real now. It' s never been like that before.”



“Oui, Abigail. | fed it, too,” | nodded. “But how can 1? Am | not just an artificia person? Wouldn't | be
just using your emotions?’

“I don’t know, Miss DeChant.” | said frankly. “I don’t think so. | noticed your worry about my--I mean
your--1 mean our body being left behind. But | didn’t redlly feel your concern because | knew we were
safe”

“Please, Abigail. It isyour body, your mind. Everything isyours. Y ou must accept that.”

“1 do accept it, Miss DeChant. It'sjust that I’ ve cometo care for you, and to think of you asared
person. You are areal person!”

“Am 1?7’ | asked quietly. “Thenwhen | die, do | go to heaven?’
| opened my mouth to object, then closed it. Tears started to blur my vision, so | wiped my eyes quickly.
“I don’t know, Miss DeChant. But I’'m going to try. Do you know why I'm here?’

“Qui, | believe so,” | replied. “1’ ve been coming up many times since you returned at Mgor Delley’s
house, and have spoken to Dr. Barrett aswell.”

“Whatever possessed you to go to Deiley in thefirst place, Miss DeChant?’

“He represented an authority that | understood, Abigail. | had served Professor LeClaire for over forty
years, and knew NATech quite well, though very few othersdid. At least, | believe |l had.”

“I thought that once, too.”

“Yes. Your service as John Wyeth, al those centuries ago. Tell me, Abigall, will he be heretoday as
wdl?’

“No,” | shook my head definitely. “He won't be because he and | are the same person. | was John
Wyeth. Now I’'m Abigail Wyeth. It'sthe same as| was once ababy and now I'm”--

“Now you' re a beautiful young woman. And you blush so handsomely, Mademoiselle!” | laughed and
clapped my hands. “Aaron isalucky man!”

“Hewill beif he sill dive, if we can rescue him, and if | can come out of thisin more or less one piece.”

“Qui, Abigall,” | nodded solemnly. “Which brings us back to the beginning of our conversation, no? Y ou
are here because it istime for the child and meto die, to make you a complete woman.”

“You'renot going to die!” | exclamed.
“No, | supposenot,” | sighed. “To die, one must first have been dive.”

“Stopit!” | shouted, angry at her fataigtic attitude. “L ook, Miss DeChant, | can't say what kind of life
you haveinsdeyou. And | can't say exactly what will happen when | pull ustogether. Or if | can even
doit. But | do know that you are alivel Otherwise, | am amad woman who has been talking to hersdlf,
writing notes to herself, and believing that someone el se has used my body.” With asudden thought |
added. “ And that meansthat when | wasraped, | wasal done. | don't know that | can bear that
thought, Miss DeChant.”

| took a step back and put a hand to my mouth, startled. “1--1 had not even considered that, Abigail.” |
felt my own tears come up; avery long timeindeed since | had last cried. “Very well. | have accepted the



shame and evil that came with my failing you. | must accept aso your judgment that | am aperson.”

My speaking those words seemed to jolt my heart, and it went quite wild. | touched mysdlf on my bare
chest tofed it racing. | looked in wonder a my soulner.

“I--I cannot believe what I' m feding, Mademoiselle.”

“I know. | feltit, too, Miss DeChant.” My heart was fluttering and jumping inside me, asthough it too
now had alife of its own. “Doctor Barrett must be introducing the micrasonic pulsesthat are meant to
dissolve the barriers between our personas. We' re beginning a controlled cascade dissolution.”

My chest started jumping and thumping, like when I’ m hit redl hard, or made loveto. | giggled and
pressed my hands against my chest. Abby and Miss DeShard were still talking, but Miss DeShard was
holding hersdlf too, like me, and Abby was smiling. Maybe they were done talking and we could play. |
got to my feet and ran over to them.

“| fed al niceand pretty insde!” | told them. “My heart isgoing redl fagt, like when my owner ismaking
me’--

“I know, child,” I interrupted, saving her from becoming vulgar. “We fed much the sameway. Abigall
saysitisthebeginning.”

“The beginning of what?’ | asked, afraid. “Y ou're not going away, are you Abby?’

“No, I'mnot,” | assured her. “In fact, I’'m never leaving you again. Pretty soon, we'll be together for
good.” The weight of my words hit me. To becomewhole, | had to accept the girl. Could 1?

“Who will befirgt, Abigail 7’ | asked her.

“These computers, Miss DeChant. They are as much apart of measyou two.” | glanced at her, anidea
tickling my mind for thefirs time. “ Tell me, Miss DeChant. Do you recognize any of these machines?’

| looked at her, quite startled. Why would | know these machines? Still, | examined them closdly. After a
few minutes, | stepped back and shook my head.

“I'm sorry, Abigail. I'm not very good with machines, and none of these seem familiar.” | frowned a her
obvious disgppointment. “Why would you think | that | would?’

“Wall, since Professor LeClaire used you to embed the KME, | thought one of these machines would
represent that KME and ook like something you may have seenin hislab.”

“I'm sorry, Abigail. Professor LeClaire never alowed me entrance to his university facility, and hishome
study had no machinery thislarge.”

“But what about the KM E embedding?’

“Agan, I'msorry,” | shook my head. “| submitted to asuppression field of some sort and do not
remember the procedure, nor the equipment the professor used. And beyond that evening, | have no
memory at al. It must have been that night that | was... | was...” | felt asudden surge of sadnessand
confusion. “Do you know | have no ideawhat happened to me?’

“Much liketheway | cameto the end as John. | smply stopped being.”

“Not me!” | said. “I remember my last night. It was fun! My owner cut mein dl kinds of places, then he
hit me dl over and made mefedl warm and happy. Then he stuck abig piece of glassinto my tummy and



cut dl theway up!” | showed them on my body where hedid it. “1t felt wonderful, only then | knew | had
to die and couldn’t make him happy anymore.” | sopped and thought. “Only maybe | didn’t die,
because now I'm here. Only I’'m back in my body, and when Alan and Dorothy took care of me, |
looked like you, Abby.” | pointed at her pretty body. “Am | going back into you, Abby?’ | clapped. “I'd
likethat!”

“Yes, I’'msureyou would, uh...” | didn’t know what to call her, and redlized I’ d never called her
anything, referring to her only as'the girl' Miss DeChant saw my awkward moment and stepped in
camly.

“Weknow you' d enjoy that, child,” | said to her, taking her hands. “But we must do this properly. Will
you wait in one of the chairs until wetdl you, please?

“Okay.” | ran over to achair and sat down and waited. | started to think about being called Princess
agan.

“Thank you, Miss DeChant. I’ ve never been ableto talk to her,” | said honestly. * She makes me very
uncomfortable.”

“I understand, Abigail. Although Professor LeClaire never indulged in apleasureripe, | had to deal with
them on occas on when setting up appointments with some of the professor’ s colleagues. | personally
never saw their appeal, but | suppose that was because | am the opposite of them.”

“Hmmm.” | didn’t mean to come off rude, but | was aready studying thefirst of the computer consoles,
and fdlt an excitement growing inside me,

Each of the machineswas curioudy smilar, al of them being roughly the size and shape of adesk. Their
displays varied from flat screen to mist projection to holoimaging. Controls aso ran the gamut of variety,
from keyboard to voice and sight interface. One had no controls whatsoever. Running my fingers over
the primary interface panel of the first one, | recognized it. Thiswas 6 Alpha, the primary unit NATech
had scheduled to use to begin running scenarios on the Pegasus project. Next to it wasasystem I'd
never seen, but one | immediately knew controlled the Net. The others were as easily recognizable.

“| suppose | should get started,” | said with asigh.
“How do you go about this, Abigail?’ | asked, very interested and dightly uncomfortable.

“Doctor Barrett seemed to think that smply accessing it would trigger the cascade,” | replied. | put my
hand on the scanner. “Here goes,” | said and pressed down.

The scanner activated and ared light passed undernegth my pam. There was ahum asit analyzed my
imprint and selected the correct user 1D. According to Doctor Barrett, sncel had at onetime actudly
been this machine, accesswas certain.

Five minutes|later, I’ d decided that access was considerably lessthan certain. Everything worked, but
nothing worked. It ran the scan, identified me, then went back into await sate. The display showed
nothing but idle, self-diagnostic readouts. | felt more than alittle uncomfortable. Thiswas not according
to plan.

“|s something supposed to happen, Abigail ?’ | asked uncertainly.

“It sureis, Miss DeChant. | should have merged with the machine, then emerged fromit, having regained
that portion of my mind, aswell asagrest ded of the data stored in the computer banks. That's
obvioudy not happened.”



| frowned and tried the Net machine. Thisone aso had pam print access. It aso ran thelogon
procedure. And it also went back to await mode. All that the display mist exhibited was the outside
temperature. A hot day, with atemperature of thirty-seven.

The other computers behaved the same way, which isto say they didn’t behave. They just
acknowledged my presence, then ignored me. By thistime, | was very uncomfortable and very nervous.
If I had acollar, I'd betugging at it.

“What are you going to do, Abigail?” Thingswere clearly not going as she expected. She seemed scared.
“I don’'t know. If you have any ideas, Miss DeChant, I'm willing to listen to them.”

“Perhaps these machines are not meant to be joined to you,” | offered. “ Perhapsitisjust for usthree
women to come together.”

| nodded dowly. “You may beright. But | was positive that | needed to do thisin order, and | needed to
integrate al the personas. That' s not working though, so let’ syouand | try.”

Miss DeChant took a bregath, closed her eyes and held out her arms. | felt dightly uncomfortable with
hugging a naked woman, but shrugged it off. | had been her after al, so dl | was doing was hugging
mysdlf. | slepped in front of her and pulled her to me.

Nothing happened. | felt her warm body against mine, felt her arms reaching around me and hugging me.
She wastaller than me--a buck and a hdf in dimes wastdler than me--but | could still ook at her eyes.
She had opened them again in anticipation. We stared at each other, but nothing happened.

Reluctantly, | released her and sagged against acomputer console. My nervousness had turned into
despair.

“WEe ve got to figure this out, Miss DeChant. Doctor Barrett can’t leave mein my Heder's Sleep
forever. | have to wake up sooner or later, and if I'm not reconstructed, I’ [l continue my sharding.”

“Perhaps you should try the child?’ | asked tentatively. | knew | had no other suggestion.

“I could, but I’'m sure the result would be the same. She came after you did.”

“Could it be you need to start with the most recent ripe, and work backwards?’

“No, because then the foundry console would have worked, because it was the last of my ripes.”

“I see” | walked over and inspected the information being given out by the computers. “ Do these things
tell you anything, Abigal ?’

“Not redly. They'redl standard sdlf-diagnostics. Except for the net system, which isdisplaying an
outdoor temperature of exactly thirty-seven degrees.”

“What outdoors, Abigail? We rein your mind.”

Her comment jolted me. What anidiot! Her common sense solved the problem so quickly, | redized it
wasno problem at all.

“Of course!” | jumped up, abig grin on my face. “Y ou're brilliant, Miss DeChant!”

Abigail’ s shout and excitement caused meto start. An exuberant young woman. | was going to ask how |
had hel ped, but she was racing off to the window. She stared out of it for severa minutes. Long enough



for metojoin her. Curious, | looked out, too. She turned to me, asmile of understanding on her face.
“What do you see, Miss DeChant?’ | asked, fedling the excitement that comeswith discovery.

| turned from the window to tell her, and promptly forgot what | had seen. Surprised, | looked again, and
tried to describe the landscape. | couldn’t.

“I'm sorry, Mademoiselle,” | apologized, shaking my head. “I can seeit, | know what | am seeing, but |
cannot put it into words. And when | look away, | no longer remember.”

“It'sthe samewithme,” | agreed. “1 know exactly what it lookslike, but forget the second | ook away.”
“And do you know why that iss0?’

“1 do now. Come on, let me show you something.” | took Miss DeChant’s hand and led her toward the
doors marked “Main Gate”. | flung mysdlf at them, but they refused to open. Exactly as| expected. |
motioned to Miss DeChant.

“Give me ahand here, Miss DeChant. On three. One... two... threg!l”

We hit the doors together and managed to bruise our shoulders. They remained closed. Again, it was as|
expected, but it was disgppointing nonetheless and | swore quietly, aweakness of mine.

| blushed dightly at her vulgarity, but she seemed upset and it was not my placeto correct her. | put a
hand on her shoulder.

“Is something wrong, Abigail? Were you expecting usto open it? I’m larger than you, but | doubt I'm
much stronger.” | hesitated and looked toward the girl, who was watching usintently, but obediently
gaying in her chair.

| saw Miss DeChant’ s speculative glance at the girl and nodded.
“I'm afraid you' re right, Miss DeChant. W€ Il need the girl’ shdp aswell.”
“Afraid, Abigal?’ It ssemed al | could do was ask questions.

“Yes. | washoping it would just be thetwo of us. But | suppose | knew that she would have to come
dongaswdl.”

“ And those machines?’

“If I'm right, they’ re not important any longer. Wait hereamoment.” | walked over to the girl. Her eyes
were bright with anticipation and eagerness.

“Hello. | waswondering... uh... wewant to open thosedoorsand I... um... would you help usoui. ..
uh... please?’ | wished again for acollar | could tug at or akerchief to twist.

| jumped to my feet, happy to help, and happy that Abby talked to me.

“I can do that, Abby! I liketo help. Only | don’'t do that kind of help much. I'm not very strong. I’ m only
grong enoughto...”

“That'sokay,” | interrupted quickly, not redlly interested in hearing what she was strong enough to do. “If
I”m right, we don’t need strength, we need people.”



We walked back to Miss DeChant and | put the girl’ s hands on the door. | nodded to Miss DeChant
and together the three of us pushed.

The doors opened easily and immediately we were standing outside. The room was gone, and the
computers were gone. We were alone on an empty plain.

Thegirl seemed very happy. Shewastwirling and running around, laughing and giggling. Despite mysdif, |
had to admit she was very beautiful, and her shouts of joy seemed to wash away who shewas, if only for
the moment. | know how shefelt.

“Where are we?’

“We, Miss DeChant,” | said with mounting excitement in my voice and soul, “are home. Welcometo the
puterverse.”

Shelooked around her, somewhat stunned, and sank to the ground. | quickly brought up some soft,
warm sand for her to sit on, then flopped down next to her. The girl continued to--I could think of no
better word--frolic. | waited for Miss DeChant to ask one of her seemingly endless questions, but she
remained sllent. So | picked up the ball.

“Sorry, but that was alittle melodramatic. Thisisn't redly the puterverse. It' s arepresentation of what
I’ve made my puterverseinto. I’ ve aways had a preference for sweeping landscapes.”

| swept anarm. “All this, Miss DeChant, ismy mind. Every nook and cranny, including what I’ ve used,
what others such as yourself have used, and even some still unexplored sections.”

“ And what of the room?’

“Y ou were the one who put me on that. | had aways known | wasin my mind whenever | was, well, out
of my mind. Every sharding episode didn’t evict me, it just shuffled us around as a barrier was breached
and a different personacameto the surface. But dl of us have the same address.” | tapped my head. “Up
here. All of us... and one other thing.”

| nodded in understanding. “ Of course! The memory capsule that Professor LeClaire put into me. Y our
pardon, mademoiselle. Into you.”

“Actudly, hedidn’t put it into either of us, Miss DeChant. He embedded it into an unused portion of my
mind. It sat there, tapping into my mind but not having full accessto my cognitive abilitiesto truly take
root. It would be inactive whileit lay in aquiet, unused corner of my head. Inactive and undetectable by
the NATech ghoulsthat pulled you apart after theraid on your homein 2315. Dollars to doughnuts
LeClaire knew that and planned accordingly.”

“Doallarsto doughnuts?’ | asked, the phrase being unfamiliar to me.

“Sorry. Old habit. | still usealot of old phrases. | should try to cut down. Dollars to doughnuts meansit
was asure thing. LeClaire knew what he was doing.

“Anyway, it remained in anearly dormant condition for more than two centuries, until December, 2543,
when | was riped asthe line processing core for afoundry located on the Thames, near London. And
with very straightforward duties--the core only carried out four basic ingtruction sets over ninety-eight
percent of the time--the professor’ s precious little keyed memory encapsulated mnemonic inlay had ideal
ground to grow and mature in. That’ swhy thisareais so flat and featureless; because the foundry ripe
wasflat and featureess. I’ m sure the other machine ripeslook smilar to this. No amount of binary
programming can match human imagination. We should be thankful that the KME didn’t end up in the



pleasureripe. I’'m not even going to try to imagine what that landscape looks like.

“It plugged away at its primary program for one hundred and twenty years. Then, about three years ago,
the Resistance tracks down the ripe, swipesit from the foundry and poursit into this body, making me
into me again. They messed up atad on the plumbing, but that’s made my trip through life just that much
moreinteresting.”

“And what wasthe KME' s primary program, Abigail ?’

“To design, create, and then implement unbound trinary code. After it had done o, it would wait for the
origina persona--me--to be restored.”

“How long did it take to accomplish this cregtion?’
“I’ve used that same trinary code to calculate that very thing, Miss DeChant. Sixty-nine years.”
“Andthat’sal it was designed to do?’

“Yesand no. LeClaire only designed it to create UTC for two reasons. One, that’ s al he had timefor.
And two, once that goa was achieved, the KME would use the KME and proceed from there, reacting
to Stuations as best it could.

“Good thing, too. A couple months after | was revived, | wasforced into asharding episode. There were
indicationsthat I’d had smaller episodes prior to that. | was a prime candidate to become a Shard, which
asyou know isavery unstable, very painful, and very short experience.

“The KME recognized that and began developing asolution. | was unintentionaly helping it by my heavy
accessing of the puterverse. Whenever | was puting, the KME was able to accelerate its cal culations and
expand its scenarios. It used my first serious episode as an opportunity to teach me how to visualize and
use UTC. That way, when | recovered, | would spend even more timein the puterverse. An added
benefit wasthat | actudly designed some UTC mysdf, which had been LeClaire sultimate god: to have
ahuman mind grasp and use UTC. Through me, he had achieved that godl.

“Now the problem was to keep me dive long enough to useit. My sharding episodes were very spread
gpart initidly, but they were present. The KME wasn't fooled. It knew my episodes would continue and
that the time between shards would decrease. So it created the room we were just in. Why it looked like
an airport waiting room, | have no idea.”

“I do, Abigail,” | volunteered. “It looked much like the old Paris airport. There was abrief period in the
2280 swhen it was quite popular to imitate the 1980's. Pariswas like everyone else and designed a
portion of its spaceport to look three centuries old. Professor LeClaire was quite amused by it and
vidted it frequently. He occasiondly took meto dinner there.”

| laughed. “I’ d have never figured that one out, Miss DeChant. Thanksfor thefill-in.

“Soit built this place, knowing it would be needed in order to begin repairing my shards. Into the room,
the KME placed representatives of each of the ripes, including the computers, even though they would
not be used during my reintegration.”

“Why rK)t?’

“Why?’ | countered. “I have the keysto UTC. Compared to what | can do now, even the most
sophisticated binary machine has the computing power of aturnip.”



“Andthegirl and 17" | whispered, afraid of the answer.

“I’'m getting to that. Let metell thisin order. Once the KME had constructed this place and populated it,
it then began the real work of modifying theripe barriersin my mind so that it could ingtitute a structured
collapse at the right moment. That moment is now &t hand.

“I think it was about the time NATech attacked the Third that the KME redlized it had to accelerate the
process, which was both good and bad. It was good because you and | had already met as aresult of
our raping at the hands of NATech SS.” | shuddered at the memory, fedling dirty. “We needed to meet
and understand each other in order for the final reintegration to work properly. Since we were the ones
who initiated it, instead of the KME having to do it, we greetly increased our chances a establishing a
relationship. A rdationship that | value gresly.

“The bad part was, when Posen starting using his micro inducer on me, he tore down much of the work
the KME had done on the barriers. There was a dangeroudy high chance that | would dip into cascading
sharding episodes, something the KM E would not be able to stop. An added danger was that Posen
worked for NATech, and their top dog, Chris 'Y oung, very much wanted my KME.”

“Heknew about it?’ | said, startled.

“He more than knew about it, Miss DeChant. He was the one that made it possible for LeClaireto
cregte one. Y oung isthe main bad guy through al this. Helived during my time--even worked for
me--and was the one who created the puterverse.”

“That | knew,” | nodded. “1 would say that every schoal girl istaught that, which istrue, though | started
life asafifteen year old, and never attended school. But | can aso say that during riping, every domestic
personais given agood dedl of generd information so she might function well as ahostess and
companion. After LeClaire purchased me, | continued to study, hoping | might better serve him.”

“LeClaredidn’t purchase you, Miss DeChant, nor did we just happen to be put together. Y ou were
given to him by Y oung, who knew that it was me being riped. Y oung wanted the most stiable mind he
could get to hold the KME, and | was his choice. | aso know he took a perverse pleasure having me
riped into awoman. He saw it asatype of revenge, or something.”

“So heknew that LeClaire would design amemory capsule?’

“Or something likeit, yes. LeClaire was one of the best minds of his era--maybe of any era--and Chris
had been following his career closdly. Even when LeClaire wasin histhirties-years before you were
riped--he had made astounding advancesin the application of sonicsto the brain. It was, in fact, his
achievements with sonicsin generd--along with Earth’ s enforced i solation--that guided technology from
that point on. Sonicsis used today in many fieds, from weaponsto medicine.”

“Sowhy didn't M’sieur Y oung just design the KME himsdf? Wasn't he acomputer with endless
resources?’

“Yes, hewas. But he' d fallen into the most common trap of al. Thinking computers were superior in
every way to humans, he transferred himsdlf into aspecially built region, essentidly asdf-riping. From
there, he planned to design and implement stable BTC to better control the planet.”

“BTC?Not UTC?”

“That' sright. Chriswas asmart cookie, but he always lacked that extrabit of imagination that reaches
beyond reason. He knew UTC could never exi<t, so he abandoned it immediately.



“But he did want the BTC. There are three kinds of trinary code; pseudo, bound and unbound. Pseudo
uses complex matrices of binary to smulate trinary. When implemented, it crestes mock emotions and
limited judgment. But there’ s no depth. The emotions are not 'felt’ and therefore cannot be used to affect
judgment. On top of that, the coding istedious, bulky, and prone to bugs and eventud failure if not
congtantly maintained. Chrisisusing PTC now, and is probably expending agood ded of hisadmittedly
vast resourcesto keep it running.

“Bound trinary code goesto the next level. It useslarger and larger binary matricesto smulate emation.
With BTC, there are indications that once amatrix reaches a critica point--actua trinary code, code
using twos aswell as ones and zeros--it would self-generate, collgpsing the matrix into atighter trinary
package. A machinewith BTC inits programming would begin to fed actua emotion.

“There are severa drawbacksto BTC, however. Firg, it remains bound to binary code, hence the name.
Second, while the emotions are red, they are chaotic. Third, these emotions still cannot be applied to
judgment, either asymptom or cause of the chaos. And findly, BTC is subject to instant and catastrophic
falureif the host matrix is modified incorrectly.

“Unbound trinary codeisthered prize. UTC fredly mixesin zeros, one, and twosin its programs, and is
bedrock stable. Coding takes up very little room, and creates true emotions; fully stable and applicable to
true judgment.”

“Y ou mean, you' ve cregted life.”

“Inaway,” | agreed. “At firs | found the thought very uncomfortable. Life can only be created by God.
But God choosesto create life through procreation. Asawoman, | can bear children. While | do not
create that life, | do bring it into the world. Mike and Kiki are smilar to my bearing children. | made
them, but if they havetruelife, | did not giveit to them, God did. | only brought them into thisworld.

“S0, getting back to Chrisand LeClaire. Chriswas certain that if given the proper tools and motivation,
LeClarewould solve the BTC ingability problem and provide him with what he thought was the ultimate
compiling code. So Y oung arranged for LeClaire slifeto be trouble free, brought him up to aposition
more prestigious than even LeClaire deserved--at least early in his career, and provided a perfect subject
and servant; me, riped asyou.

“At fird, everything went just as Chris planned. LeClaire continued advancing hiswork, getting closer
and closer to creating amnemonic inlay capable of building stable bound trinary code That it took
decadesfor LeClaireto do hiswork meant nothing to =Chris. Heis essentially immortal. Besides, the
longer LeClaire took to complete hiswork, the better chance there was that he would use you asthe
KME recipient.”

“Why, Abigail 7’

“Because LeClaire would want to use a subject that he knew and trusted. Y oung had calculated that
LeClarewould be tempted to betray him if he ever thought through the implications of abinary persona
using bound trinary code. And since by thistime you had been with him for forty plusyears, you werethe
perfect choice.

“But Chris made some mistakes. Hisfirst mistake was that he had never given a second thought to
LeClaire creating unbound trinary code. His second mistake was that he has arather low opinion of flesh,
and he badly underestimated LeClaire singenuity and resourcefulness. But his biggest mistake was that
he was s0 supremely confident in hisown logic and abilities, he never checked hiswork. It wasafailing
he had even when he was human.



“LeClare had developed aKME capable of designing UTC. And he had not only figured out what
would happen if Chrisgot his hands on the KME, he had a so figured out that Chriswould know he
knew. And with that conclusion, LeClaire knew he was under a sentence of death.

“So when LeClaire was ready to implant the KME, he acted. On the morning of December 3, 2315,
LeClaire reported apower leakage in his private laboratory.”

“I remember,” | said with anod. “| was the one who placed the call.”
“That makes sense. Il dso wager you don’t remember much more after that.”

| frowned. “Well, the technicians arrived and went to work. Since it was nearly lunch time, Professor
LeClaire asked meto prepare them lunch aswell, which | did.”

“Redly?’ | asked softly. “What did you servethem?’

“If my memory iscorrect, thetdl one, Francis, had awedge of cheddar and an apple, with chilled white
wine. The sturdier man, Pierre, had aquarter kilo of cold beef withan de.”

“Uh-huh,” | said. “What did you serve them?’

“I'just told you, Abigail,” | said, perplexed. “I served thetall one, Maurice, acrigp sdlad of |ettuce,
tomato...”

“What did you say, Miss DeChant?’
“I sad, abowl of onion soup... with...” | raised ahand to my mouith.

“That' sright. Y ou can remember, Miss DeChant. But every time you remember, it's something different,
in'tit?

“Qui, Abigall. But I'm so very positiveit wasacold chicken leg... and... what iswrong?’ | felt my heart
beginning to race.

“What you' re remembering is an injected memory pattern. It's made to mimic areal memory, but is not
as stable. NATech uses this technique frequently to trap the Resistance when they’ re restoring a Cue.
Unlessyou're looking for it, it' s very difficult to pin down because the person with the fa se pattern never
redlizesit. LeClaire usad it on you that morning in December. He used it again that evening.” | smiled and
sghed. “ Between the two of us, Miss DeChant, we cover alot of firstsin theriping field. Frankly, I think
it stime we took advantage of that.”

“But why did Professor LeClaire do that to me?’

“He had to, because those technicians were not there to fix hisleskage. They werethereto assst himin
establishing thereal KME. Then, later that day, he established a partid KME in your section of my mind.
He then injected another memory pattern that under scrutiny would reved that he had flat-lined you at
about five that evening, just prior to the KME being inlaid. To throw them off theredd KME. He
succeeded. During your autopsy, the phony KME was discovered, and LeClaire’ s experiment was
consdered invaid.”

“Y ou mean to say that Professor LeClairekilled me?’

“Y ou must understand, Miss DeChant. LeClaire dready knew your liveswere forfeit. My mind would
continue, of course. But your personawas over. By flat-lining your brain waves, he saved you the agony



of sonic interrogation that would have killed you anyway. And despite your memories of that afternoon
and evening, he had actudly flat-lined you that morning, shortly after his associates arrived.”

“Ital ssemssocold and crud,” | said sadly.

“Oh, get off it, Miss DeChant!” | exclaimed irritably. “ThisisNATech we retaking about. LeClaire was
agenius, and he had compassion for you. And he didn’t want to see aworld crushed by a power-mad
puterverse demigod wielding UTC irrespongibly. But the man made hisliving by creating methods of
mental suppression, coercion, and manipulation. He was asirresponsible as Y oung. Hedidn't givea
damn about the consequences of creating UTC. Not really. Sure, hetook stepsto seeit didn’t fal into
thewrong hands. But he still created it. Heintended it for me, but he had no ideawho | was. For dl he
knew, | wasworse than Chris. He just didn’t want Christo have it because he knew Y oung was going to
kill him. LeClairewas never aninnocent in dl this. Y ou should know that, Miss DeChant. Y ou lived with
the man for forty-one years.”

“Youareright!” | cried, feding pangs of guilt and shame. “He was dways pleasant to me, and we were
rarely together in public, except at forma gatherings or occasional medls. But you areright. | heard many
things about him, things that should have made me hate him, they were so crudl. But | never lost my
respect for him. Perhgps | am not innocent aswell, no?’

“No!” | exclaimed, regretting my harshness. “Y ou are theinnocent in this, Miss DeChant. I'm sorry if
I’ve made you fed bad. How can you control your fedings for LeClaire? Y ou were madefor him. Inthe
same way your sexud desires were cut off, your conscience was blunted in how you viewed LeClaire.
Nothing he did could have changed your overwhelming need to serve and respect him. So don’t blame
yoursdf.” | amiled at her. “| don’t blame you, and I’ m the soulner here.”

“Thank you, Abigail.” | wiped atear away. “I am so grateful that you are my soulner. Y ou make mefed
sodive sored.”

“Then | suppose now isthe best timeto tell you.” Shelooked at me curioudy and | took a deep breath.

“Y ou had asked earlier about you and the girl. What would become of you. Thetruthiis, in one sense,
neither you nor the girl arereal. Neither of you hasasoul, nor true control over your actions, nor aredl
ability to better yoursalves.” Shelooked about to cry again.

“In another sense, though, both of you are asreal asme. Y ou see, Miss DeChant, you are me. So isthe
arl.”

“Abigail! Wht. .. what do you mean?” | asked.

“Let me show you.” And | took her hands. Her eyes widened suddenly, and then she was gone, fading
away with ashimmer of light. In thelast moment, | saw apeaceful smileilluminate her face, and her eyes
came dive with the spark of truelife.

“Ah, Miss DeChant. | see you' ve successfully negotiated the KME' stricky path. Good girl!”

| twisted around from my position on the ground and saw atall man standing over me, smiling coldly. |
gasped and raised a hand to my mouth.

“Professor LeClaire!”
Chapter Five
He reached ahand down and helped meto my feet. Unlike me, he wasfully clothed, dressed in his



favorite sweater and dacks. He seemed to bein his early forties, the age hewaswhen | first cameto
serve him. Thinking that, | looked at mysdif.

| was young again! My middle-aged body, fedling the creaks and protests of advancing years, was
replaced by the dim physique of my youth. | gently touched my skin, fedling the soft, smooth. ..

Wait. | wasn't redl. | wasanimagein Abigall’smind. No. | was Abigail! | looked around and saw only
LeClaire. The girl had wandered off somewhere. Miss DeChant was gone. More truthful, she wasin my
memories, where she was wanted and where she belonged.

“Is something wrong, Miss DeChant?’ LeClaire said pleasantly. He placed ahand on my shoulder. |
looked him graight in the eye.

“Y ou're either going to take that hand off me, LeClaire, or you' re going to choke on it when | force feed
ittoyou.”

He seemed startled, but removed his hand. He leaned down and frowned.
“Y ou're not Miss DeChant!”
“No, I'mnot. I'm Abigail Wyeth. And you're not Philip LeClaire.”

“I’'m not, eh? Then why am | wearing his clothes?’ helaughed. “ Come. Enough of thisnonsense. Let’s St
down and you can tell me how the KME has worked out. | could also do with one of your fabulous back
rubs”

He sat down on the sand I’ d created for Miss DeChant and mysdlf. | remained standing and let the sand
trickle back into the floor of my mind. He looked irritated and perplexed as he stood again.

“What are you doing, girl? It isyour station to serve me!”

“No, it'snot. That was the relationship between Miss DeChant and LeClaire. And as| said, we're
neither. Miss DeChant was a piece of my life, manipulated to serve you and Y oung. But now she's
where she should be: in my mind and in my past. And you' re aremnant of LeClaire that he placed in the
KME. A waste of time, if you ask me.”

Helaughed again. “ Y ou are quite the little spitfire, aren’t you? Very well. You'reright, | an aghost of
LeClare”

“Morelike aghost of LeClaire' sego. What isyour purpose here?’

“Despite the grim picture you painted for Miss DeChant afew moments ago, | am hereto help you. I'll
need to hurry, though. | have perhapsfive minutes of life. | didn’t want to use too much roomin the
KME.” He put his hands behind his back and bounced dightly on histoes, considering me.

“I can’'t tll you how exciting it istolook at you!” Heraised hishands a my look. “Not in aphysica
sense, young lady. Although thereisthat, too. | meanin ascientific sense. Y ou haveto be the origina
persona. If you are, then that means the KME has not only reached full maturity, it's activated and has
taught you unbound trinary code.” He looked at me earnestly. “ Tell me--Abigail, wasit?--what isit like?’

“Something | can't describe, LeClaire. It' sasthough...”
“Please, cdl me Philip.”

“I think not. Anyway, it'sgiven mefreereignin the puterverse. And | can use the coding directly, though



| have two UTC congructs that do most of the number crunching for me. All indl, it’ sfit very well insgde
me.” | looked a him. “I’ d thank you except | know that what benefits I’ ve gotten from it are just Sde
issues, aren't they?”’

“Quite astute, Madame. My main desireisto know that it worked. I’ ve no doubt been dead for some
time. What you do with the UTC is quite irrelevant to me, or to my bones. My second desireisto know
that M’sieur Young didn’t get that knowledge. And my third desireisthe one | stated first: to help you
by giving you additiond information. Information not included with the KME, nor recorded anywhere
dse”

“Goon.”

“Y ou say you' ve been able to move fredy through the puterverse?’ | nodded. “At what level, might |
ak?’

“Any level | choose, dthough my norma accessisat unlimited.”

“Indeed!” He became very excited. He peered at me closdly. “ And tell me; are there more than
thirty-two levels? Perhaps, say... Sixty-seven?’

“I'mimpressed, Doctor,” | said honestly. “I know that levels beyond thirty-two were not discovered
until...”

“Yes, yes, yes. I'mwell awarethat not dl the levels had been discovered by the twenty-fourth century.
The only rdevant fact isthat there are Sxty-seven levels. And your accessing; it’ swithout pain or physical
weakness, isit not?’

“Yes. | have no difficulty coming and go”--

“Yedl” Hejumped and spun, very unusua for aman, especidly for aghost of aman that would flicker
out in afew moments. He continued making exclamations and shouts in French, which | now understood
fluently. I cut him off after histhird outburst.

“LeClaire! Wedon't have much time! Y ou’ re here to help me, remember?’

“I’m so sorry, young lady.” He camed down and wiped atear from hiseye. “Y ou are correct. Very
well, let metell it quickly, and you can deduce the rest after you waken. Firg, briefly about mysdf. I'll
speak frankly, since | am but an image, and my true salf has gone on to whatever reward or punishment |
deserved.

“I was quite famous as aleading pioneer in the field of sonics. It' sareputation that iswell deserved. No
doubt many of my discoveries and applications are refined and in use today. I’ m sure to be remembered
and honored even in thistime, which | would estimate to be between 2650 and 2800.”

The man’s ego would have been staggering if hisclamsweren't dso true. And hisguess a the year was
very impressive. Herewas redl NATech materid.

“What is probably not aswell knownisthat | started out not in sonics, but in spatia theory | wasamong
the class of 2251 that tapped into the poorly named fourth =dimension for eighty-nine nanoseconds.
Poorly named, | say, because whiletime is often consdered the fourth dimension, we both know it isin
fact the red fifth dimension. Thereisno fourth dimenson.”

| nodded in understanding. Contrary to conventiona wisdom, and the seeming proof of the stability of
binary code, mathematics thrived on prime numbers. Non-prime numbers were merely unstable



composites of prime numbers. It tends to be overlooked that the number two isa prime, unlike al other
even numbers.

“In any event, thislook into the new dimension was very brief. Fortunately, we were fully documenting
the event, and in e ghty-nine nanoseconds were able to accumul ate 944 terrabytes of data, images, and
digitized samples”

“I remember reading about the discovery. | was excited at firgt, because it seemed like a substantia
breakthrough in physics. | wouldn’t know, because | could never gain accessto the data, but | imagine
that afifth dimension would probably be a stable merging of the first three dong the time axis, which
would eiminate physica velocity and accderation. In that dimengion, any form of movement by any
object would be instantaneous.”

“Wonderful!” He clapped his hands. “ Y ou have an excellent grasp of spatia theory, woman! | am
astounded! Y ou’ re imaginings are completely accurate. It took the eight of us nearly aweek to cometo
the same conclusion. Further work with the data revea ed that a byproduct of non-tempora movement
aso meant that exigting in this dimension would be impossible for corpored life.”

“Of course. Since any movement would occur in literally no time, the norma movement of living would
provefata. Air entering the lungs would travel a such high speed, the lungswould be shredded in a
moment. The friction caused by blood cellsin the veins would cause the entire circulatory system to be
burned away. Even asingle heartbeat would be fatal, because the muscle would completely implode.” |
fet ashiver dong my back and aheavy thudding in my chest as| listened to the suddenly familiar
description of death in that dimension. LeClaire saw my widened eyes and smiled.

“Y ou have captured the action quite vividly and again quite accurately. Have you ever heard of or
witnessed such adeath?’

“Yes. A Lieutenant Posen was found dead in his quarters with injuries exactly like that. At least, what
was | eft of him indicated massive and spontaneous organic failure throughout his body. And he had just
been in the puterverse, a my access.” My voice rose with the excitement and fear of sudden revelation.
“Doyoumeanto say...”

“What | mean to say, young lady, isthat the puterverseis not a creation of ChrisYoung. Itisitsown
dimension, adimension we cannot physicaly enter. He created the origind webbing techniques, and he
was the driving force behind the devel opment of the Net. But the puterverse, asit exists today, was made
possible by the data stolen from us by M’ sieur Y oung, who overlaid it with aNet interface to disguise his
theft.

“Lessthan amonth after our access, the data, all its backups, and all our research--stored on the
univergity fullframe--was missing. Within sx months, five of the eight of uswere deed. Within three years,
two more had also died.”

“Leaving just you.”

“Leavingjust me,” he 9ghed. | saw particles of light popping and bursting from behind him. Hewas il
solid, but there seemed to be small glimmers peeking through. He saw my stare and |ooked down.

“I should say my timeis concluding. Please, let mefinish.

“Asyou said, leaving just me. It wasn't by accident | wasthelast one dive. | figured out very quickly that
the only being that could do such sweeping theft of that much data had to be an entity, not a person.
Wherethat entity existed was not difficult to deduce ether. To survive my friends, | would need to



become useful to him.

“| shifted my studiesfrom spatial theory to sonics. | had dways enjoyed it as ahobby. | now devoted
mysdlf to it for three reasons. One, it would be seen as a non-threatening discipline by the puterverse
entity. Two, the long term benefits, asawhole to society and specificaly to my new, secret employer,
NATech, would give me vaue, aswell asaportion of the fame and socia status| deserved. And three, |
knew that with sonics, | could create amethod to devel op unbound trinary code without the use of a
computer. And once the entity--Y oung--concluded that it was impossible to create trinary codein a
binary environment, he would alow meto continue my work for his ultimate benefit. A benefit | never
intended to fall into his hands. He had destroyed by best chance to gain recognition and wealth. He
robbed me of my discovery of thefifth dimenson!”

There was no question now that he was disintegrating. Already hisfeet and lower extremities were gone,
athough he continued to hang in midair, a hideous crucifix. His hands were gone, as was the back of his
head. Light shone through his body as through stained glass. He gazed at me intently with eyesthat
seemed like dark, smoke-filled marbles with a candle glowing on the other side.

“Remember, woman, what Philip LeClaire has done for you. Remember mefor what | have donefor
mankind, not what | have donefor NATech.” He flashed asmile and the glow in his eyes faded to dying
embers. “ And remember that Y oung is not the master of the puterverse. You are.”

The vedtiges of hisface lingered, then vanished with asilent pop, leaving me aone with my thoughts and
within my thoughts.

* * % %

“Princess!”

| waited amoment, then caled again. I’ d been searching for over an hour, being pulled dong by adeep
sense of direction. The landscape had changed significantly and to the worse. Gone was the flat plane of
the foundry ripe. | was now entering the portion of the girl’ sripe, and it wasworse than | could have
imagined. Everything was black, with no relief of shade or pitch. | could make out features only by asixth
sense that seemed to let me see from within my chest. In my blindness, | could make out fissures
everywhere, inthe air aswedl as on the ground, which itself was rough and sharp and uneven. No matter
which direction | went every step was an uphill struggle. | sumbled frequently and when my hands
touched the ground, it felt like bloody flesh. Only once, after abad stumble, did my hands come against
the edge of afissure. The edge cut my pams, but aso gave way, like the edges of aknife wound. |
lurched to my feet very quickly, the quiver of the ground undernegth filling me with terror and revulson.
Y et thiswasmy mind. At onetime, | had lived here. At onetime, | was this place.

“Princess!” | ydled. Although the name was so completely out of placein this Dantesque horror, it was
the only name that had been given her, and it seemed more appropriate than shouting “dut” or something
equaly descriptive.

| had staggered up a particularly tough stretch of flat ground, jumping over four fissures and walking
around two othersthat rent the air, when | saw ashimmer of deep black in the distance. Occasiondly, a
flicker of pain would show through, with the smell of laughter. | worked my way toward the shadow, the
ground becoming softer and sharper as| went. | finaly was close enough to seethat it wasthe girl.

She lay on the ground, near afissure. Although she was curled up, her face was extended toward the
jagged edge. | heard lapping sounds and whimpers of delight coming from her as she licked the massive
surface scar. My stomach twisted and | was very nearly sick at this open display of obscene pleasure,
but | fought it down. It wasn’t her fault shewasthisway. That’ s not quitetrue. It wasn't my fault that |



was once thisway. Because the pathetic creature lying at my feet, oblivious to everything but the pleasure
pain brought her, had been me. | leaned down and touched her shoulder.

“Princess?’

| stopped my licking and looked up. Abby! She had cometo find me! | felt awave of happinessinsde
me. | laughed and came to my knees, grabbing her around the waist. She smelled so wonderful! And her
skin was so soft!

| half-expected the girl to disappear when she hugged me, but she didn’t. We gpparently had not reached
the point where we were close enough mentally to join. | wondered how | could possibly let Doctor
Barrett know he needed to adjust the wavelength of the inducer, when | suddenly just knew that he
understood. | felt acurious sensation wash over me, and the bitter warmth of the surrounding air began
seeping into me, making metingly and numb &t the sametime.

Abigail was standing till and | felt her body get hard, like she was going to hit me, which would be nice.
But then her body went softer again, like she liked my holding her. That was nice, too, so | began kissing

her pretty legs.
“Stop that!” | scolded. *Y ou know | don’t want you to do that!”
“Youdon't?’ | asked, very confused. “ Then why are you here?’

“I’'mhere...” | broke off and lowered my voice. Deep inside, adark pleasure started rising, and | had
the sudden urge to strike her, knowing she would enjoy it. | fought it down. It receded into my soul, but
remained dive. “1’m here, Princess, becauseit’ stimefor you and | to become one person. May | Sit
down?’

“Oh, yes, Abby! Please!” | let Abby go so she could sit down, then tried to curl up in her lap. She
wouldn’t let me and anyway | was bigger than her so it would be hard to do, so | lay down and put my
head on her l1ap and looked at her pretty eyes. | couldn’t really see her, because it wasal night
everywhere, but | could see her, too.

She put her head on my lap, leaving her lovely throat completely open to being crushed... | shook my
head harshly. Why was | thinking this? We needed to talk. | wanted to know this girl, thislost piece of
my past, before she disappeared forever insde me. But how can you carry on a conversation with
someone likethis? | didn’t know, but | would haveto try. Forcibly relaxing mysdlf, | began stroking her
hair. She sighed and made asound in her throat not unlike apurr.

| wanted to just talk and wait until Barrett discovered the correct frequency that would begin meshing our
minds together, but having her lying there, so trusting, so vulnerable... | grunted and tightened my eyes
shut. Why didn’t | start talking? Why couldn’t | think? What was it about her?

Abby wanted to hit me, | knew, but she didn’t. | wondered why, so | asked her.

“What' swrong, Abby?Why don’t you have fun with me? |sn’t that why you're here?’ | grabbed her
hand and put it on my tummy and then my face. “Please? 1’|l be good, | promise.” | licked her hand.

Theblood roseupin meas| found her attention wildly exciting.
“What' s happening?’ | screamed a her. “What are you doing to me?’

“I'msorry!” | cried. “I’ll be better! | promise!l” | didn’t know what Abby wanted to make her fed better,
because | could tell shedidn’'t know ether. So | just kept close to her, hoping shewould do what al my



other ownersdid.

My blind eyes were dazzled by ribbons of hate and self-loathing. Desperate to hurt her, | knew | would
only be hurting mysdf. With my last ounce of willpower, | threw her off and scrambled to my feet. She
rolled over to her hands and knees and began whimpering like a beaten cur.

| straightened up, and suddenly amassive weight fell on my back and shoulders, driving meto my knees.
| felt exposed and guilty and worthless and delirioudy happy.

Abby stood up, then went on her knees. Her arms were open, so maybe she wanted me to hug her. |
crawled over to her and hugged her ashard as| could.

“Don't be sad, Abby!” | cried. “1 want to make you happy! Tell mewhat to do! Please! | want you to
fed better!”

Thegirl’ scries of love and mercy cut like razorsinto my skin, making me want to lash out wildly. | put
my hands around her throat and began crushing her windpipe. | watched my hands with adetached
fascination squeeze the life from her soft throat. She offered no resistance and in the pitch darkness of
hopel essness, despair and vile need, shewas willing to give hersdf up in the impossible hope that she
could till pleaseme.

Abby liked me! 1 was making her happy! Sheredly was my rea owner! | felt her strong, soft hands hold
me very very tight around my neck, and | felt the wonderful colors and pretty smells make mefed good,
too. She hurt me even harder, so | knew she did love me. | only had alittle strength left, so before | died,
| wanted to do one more thing to make her fed good. | raised my hand and stroked her pretty arm.

Her loving caress seemed to sngp me from my thrall. What was | doing? | tried to wrench my hands
away, but they only tightened, intent on killing her. | could not stop mysdif, nor could | stop the pangs of
pain and pleasure shooting through me, each stab filled with wonderful colors and pretty smellsthat made
mefed good.

Knowing her death at my hands was only moments away, | threw mysdlf bodily to one sde, the girl ill
locked in my grip, her body becoming limp. My leg hit the edge of the fissure and skidded off. Helpless
to stop mysdlf, | screamed slently, once, then fdll into the hot, dark abyss, the girl being yanked aong
withme.

* * % %

It was dark in my room. They had been feeding me, and sometimesthey let me out of the chair that held
me and let me walk around. And Stays, who was dmost my owner, but wasn't, had been training me.
But | wanted to go. | wanted an owner.

The men who kept mein my room were amost my owners, but weren't really. They came and got me at
the place where | woke up and started to want an owner, but they didn’t want me to do anything with
them.

Thechair let go of me, so | stood up. | wanted to take off my long shirt, but wasn't dllowed to. So |
stood up and ran around, trying to get so | would fedl better, and be ready when my very first owner
cameto get me. My legsplayed trickson meand | fell. So | got up and ran again and fell again. Then |
got up and ran and didn’t fall down. | was getting ready. Ready for my very first owner.

A little light came on, and the door opened. | went next to the chair, away from the door like I’ d been
told. Three men camein. They had on nice clothes. Even though | could only remember some days since



| woke up the very first time, something in me said they were nice clothes.

They walked over to me, so | knew they were going to talk. | went on my hands and knees and |ooked
a thefloor, just like they trained meto do. They wanted meto, so | wanted to, too.

“Issheready?’
“Yeah, | think so. Let me check.”

A man grabbed me hard on my shoulders and pulled me up. | kept looking at the floor. They said it was
bad to look at them, but | didn’t know why.

“Hey, darling. Look at me.” Happy to do what | wastold, | looked into hisbig, pretty eyes. Was he
going to be my owner?

“Hi. Areyou my owner?| hopeyou are” Helet me go, so | hugged him, touching him on hisnice
clothes. “I want you to be my owner. I'll make you happy. | promise!”

He grabbed me and threw me down. He was my owner! | giggled and tried to get up, but he hit me
behind the head and | fell down again, feeling happy indde.

“Damnit, Calhoun! Stopit! Geez! Y ou put amark on her and Deke will think we' re giving him used
goods!”

“I--I couldn’'t help mysdlf, Stozi! It waslike she was messing with my head!” My owner, Calhoun,
backed away from me, and | could seein hiseyeshe didn’t like me. Maybe he wasn't my owner. “I
wanted to..."

Stays snapped hisfingers, so | looked up a him. He pointed to the floor. He had trained me, even though
he wasn't my owner, so | wanted to do what he wanted. | went down on my knees and looked at the
floor again. | heard him laugh not loud.

“I know what you wanted to do, Berty boy. That’s why we always comein herein twos or threes. She's
got that effect on people. Both men and women, | been told.”

The man who hadn’t talked started talking. “ And you better believe what you' ve been told, Stozi. She
looks like a standard issue pleasure ripe, lower executive, gammamodel. But she' snot. She'sa Shiva
classtrigger, Harting Enterprise slatest little toy we give to our esteemed competition and our own
deserving associates.”

“A trigger?’ said Cahoun, who wasn't my owner. “What you mean, Cut? Y ou mean, likeagun?’

“Y eah, kinda. Only nothing so obvious. The lab boys mucked around in her head, trying for a specia mix
of pleasure ripe and time bomb. They turned dl her nerve endingsinto, like, pleasure fedings, and
changed the signalsin her brain over so whatever gets doneto her, she lovesit. She'sgot the brains of a
Damatian, but she sends out some kinda--I dunno--messages, making people lose control of
themselves”

“Messages? Like how?’

“I sad | dunno! Whaddall look like? Some puterfreak? They said like pheromones, and body language
and even some mental psycho something. Hitsyou in the body, in the eyes, and screws up your head.
She gets close to you, and before long she getsinto you.” Cut laughed. “ She getsinto you alot deeper
than you get into her! Anyway, it'sfun at first. She' sgot agreat body. She' s younger’ n she looks, but



they pushed her alittle. And she never argues with you. Best of dl, she can't tell between getting loved
and getting beaten. She'll do anything. And you can do anything to her, and she'll love you for it. Ain't
that right, sweetheart?’

“Can 1?7 | asked with my happy voice, clapping my hands. “ Are you my owner? Arewe going to play?
I’ll dowhat I'mtold. | promise!” | sarted to get to my feet so | could get closer to him. Maybe he was
going to be my first owner.

“That'senough.” He pointed &t the floor, so | sat on my knees and looked at the floor some more, just
like he wanted me to. So | wanted to, too.

“Y ou get thislittle trick for a present, and somebody wants you dead. They want you dead real bad.
Only shedon't kill you. Y ou do that to yoursdlf. She sucksyou into her little world with dl that crap she
doeswith the girly chemicas and mind stuff, and pretty soon you start feding sorry for her. Course, she
don’'t know she' sdoin'it.

“That' sthefirst step, because she doesn’t know she' s garbage. All she knowsiswho her owner is, and
that she loves him. Then you hate her cause she don't react to pity, and before you know it, you start
beating her. Only she loves you even more because of that, and you get meaner, trying to break her. But
she never breaks. Never. After awhile, she sdl you can think about, al you can hate, dl you can ded
with. And bang! you' re wrecked. Ain't too long and you put a blaster to your head, or accessat level
thirty, or shoot aNATech grunt. Anything to get away from her. So you kill yoursdlf, and she' slike the
trigger onna.gun you got at your head. And nobody ever knows you just been offed. Ain’'t she specid,
boys? A regular princess.”

| didn’t redlly hear their words. A lot of them were big and anyway when they talked like that, | knew
they didn’t want to talk to me. That was good because | didn’t like to talk, accept to talk pretty wordsto
make my owner fed good. But | heard him call me special. | liked being called specia. And aprincess,
but | didn’t know what that was. Maybe he liked me. | wished | could help him like me.

“And we re giving her to Deke? What did he do to rate this?’

“Ain't my business, Berty. But | heard Deke' s been sdllin' more sniff than he's supposed to have, sohe's
ether cuttin' it or picking up extra sniff somewheres”

“Y ou mean like that hov that sank into the Gulf without atrace?’

“I mean likethat. But I'm justaleaner. If the big guy sayswewrap up thelittle princess here and give her
to Deke, that’ swhat we do.” He grabbed my jaw and jerked my head up. | smiled at him and touched
his strong hand. He pushed me back against the wall and snorted. “Deke' sadead man. | bet he don't
makeit to 2470.”

“You crazy, Cut? That' sonly eight month’s! Deke sall man. | bet he makesit ayear, easy.”
“Yeah?| got five hundred credsto back me up, Berty boy.”

“Five hundred?’ said the man who trained me. | think his name was Stays, but | wasn't sure because |
wasn't good with words. “I’ll take some of that! She ain’t that dangerous. Put me down for five hundred
Deke goes twenty months. To 2471.”

They talked some more loud words, then Stays picked me up to my feet. He held me close, but | kept
looking at the floor because hedidn’t say | could look at him. He put his mouth next to my ear and | got
al tingly from his hot, wonderful breath when he talked.



“Got good news for you, babe. Y ou got you an owner. His name' s Deke, and you get to love him with
al your heart! Firdt, though, we gotta get you prettied up.”

“Deke?’ | asked, feding very very very happy. | closed my eyes as he pulled me out of theroom, and |
said hisname over and over, so | would remember. “Deke. Deke. Deke.”

| opened my eyesand smiled at Stays. “I’ m going to go to my very first owner! Hisnameis Dekel
“That sright, babe. Only look at thefloor.”

| forgot.

* k% k% %

| was crying out as though the lost agonies and pain and terror of many years were suddenly pouring
through me aswefdl. The ghastly memories, buried and forgotten in these ragged fissures and hot,
bleeding crevasses, crashed over my mind, threatening to tear it gpart. Soul-wrenching sadness, never
felt, never expressed, screamed and shrieked itsway from my raw throat.

Her hands were till around my throat, so it was up to meto stop our fall. Twisting my body, | jammed
my hands and feet against the soft crevasse walls. Had this been red rock, it would have been quite
impossibleto stop. But inthe mind, dl of one' sstrength lay inthewill. | willed usto stop. And gradudlly,
wedid, with me dinging to thewall, and theterrified little girl clinging to me, her hands still crushing my
throdt.

| looked up. Even in the vast darkness, where no light penetrated, | could seethetop, so very, very, far
away. No sense putting it off. | yanked my hand out of the cold fleshy goo of the wall, reached up, and
plunged it back in, hoisting us up; we were now thirty centimeters closer.

* k% k% %

“Y ou worthless bitch!” Deke ydlled, hitting mein my broken jaw again. | cried and giggled, trying not to
spill blood on the carpet. If | did, he might stop hitting me and make me clean it up. Some splashed on it
anyway, but he was too angry to notice, which was good.

“I'm sorry! What should | do? Tell me!” | cried, having ahard time talking right.

“DO?Youanima! Haven't... haven’t you done enough!” He started sobbing, so | crawled over to him
to touch him and make him fedl better.

“Should I touch you some, Deke? Or do you want to hit me some more?’ He stopped sobbing and
Stared a me.

“It doesn’t matter to you, doesit?’
“I like them both, Deke. | want what you want.”
He became very very mad. He stood up and started dapping mein the face.

“What | WANT?" heyelled, dapping me again. My head started to fed dizzy and nice. There were
pretty lightsin my eyes. “1 want my self-respect back! | want my friends back! | want my life back!”

“I’'msorry! | don’t know how to do that.”

“That'sright, dut. Y ou only know how to take them away, don’t you?’



“I--1--don’t understand,” 1 said. | didn’t know how to do any of thosethings. | just knew how to do
what | dwaysknew.

“Of courseyou don't, dut. You' reanidiot. Y ou don't understand anything. Y ou don’'t know even how
closeyou are to death right now.”

“I don't? Am 1 close?’ | touched my jaw. “That’ s not going to make medie. | know that. And my tummy
fedsredly good, and so do my arms, but not good enough to make me die.”

“No?How about this?” He opened his power knife and put it into my chest. My breath got al hot and
felt good. | looked at him and giggled, then laughed when my mouth made bubbles from the blood that
came up fromingdeme.

“Thank you!” | groaned. “I’ve never felt that good, not with anything you’ ve done to me before, Deke.
Pease! Doit again!”

He must have been happy, then, because he did it some more times, until | got deepy and went to deep.
| wasalittle sad that | had to die, because | couldn’t make Deke happy anymore. But if he wanted meto
die, then | wanted to, too.

When | opened my eyesagain, | waslying onthefloor. | didn’'t know if | died or not, but | didn’t think
90, because it et like Deke sfloor.

There were two men in the room, and | could see it was Stays and Cut.
“October 28, Stozi. Y ou owe me five hundred.”

“Yeah, yeah. I'll pay. | never figured Deke would go so fast, though. And look at his head! He musta put
the thing on overload before pulling the trigger.” Stayslaughed. “NATech won't be getting anything from
his denta records, huh, Cut?’

“Geez, you're areal comedian, Stozi. Show some respect for the dead. Just hurry up and plant the sniff.
NATech's been put on hold, but they’Il be herein ahour.”

“Okay, gimme aminute. How about the girl ?’

“I dunno. | think she’ sdead.” Cut walked close and kicked mein theribs, making meadl tingly. “Hey!
You dive, princess?’

| opened my eyes and smiled alittle. The smile made my jawbone move around, so | smiled more. Cut
liked me, because he smiled back.

“You'reatough little trigger. Tougher than Deke.” Hejerked hishead. “Y our owner’ s dead, princess.
Hey, Stozi! Finish up and help me haul thisgirl out to the hov!”

“All finished. Deke s contract isin-va-id, Cut. NATech findsthis sniff, and dlaDeke scredsend up in
with Harting in lessthan aweek.” Stays walked next to Cut and looked a me. Hewas't smiling. “She's
dill dive? Tough nut. Think she'll liveif we carry her outta here?’

Deke shrugged. “Maybe yeah, maybe no. Shelives, we got anicelittle trick to give away again. She
dies, we dump her innaditch, no loss. Here, you grab her arms.”

“Shouldn’t we give her something for the pain? She' s gotta be hurtin!”

“Areyou kidding, Stozi? She gets off on this. Now get her arms.”



They lifted me up and carried me away from my very first owner. But | didn’t mind too much. Cut said
Deke was dead, so | would need anew owner. And the way they carried me made me fed warm and

pretty adl over.

* * % %

| looked up and saw the edge only a half-meter above me. | yanked my freezing, aching feet out of the
wall, then jammed them in again, the disgusting squish making my stomach retch. Bunched up, | now
pulled out ahand and shot it toward the ledge. The girl still had her stranglehold on me, it never easing
once during the endless climb.

My hand dapped on the surface and my fingers scrabbled for a purchase. Another fissure had opened up
intheair just beyond the ledge, so | grabbed it and pulled us both over and out of the crevasse mouth.

| rolled onto my back and felt the grip on my neck ease asthe girl released me. | felt her come close and
lay besde me.

“Thank you, Abby,” shesaid. “I’m sorry for everything that I've done. I...” | placed two fingers on her
soft lips.

“Shush, Princess,” | whispered. The darkness was relenting, and | could make out avague form, even
while | saw her perfectly with the eyesinsde me. “1 forgive you. Y ou cannot be responsible for what you
were madefor, but | forgiveyou.”

She smiled, and | saw tears of genuine happiness sparklein her eyes.
“I--I"'m ready to join you, now.*

“And I’'m ready to accept you. I...” | choked, feding the tearsin my eyes. “I would be honored to have
you as apart of me.”

She rose up on her knees and held out her hands, asdid |. | looked at her in the early dawn light. She
had always been beautiful. Now, with an inner peace, she was more than beautiful. Shewasred.

We touched hands and | was done. All around me, the fissureswere closing... no, heding... asthelight
poured across the gently rolling landscape.

| looked back at the fissure we had falen into, watching it dowly mend itstorn sdestogether, closing the
wound. There at the end, | remembered that it was |, Abigail, who had been strangling the girl, not the
other way around. We had in some way exchanged positions during our fall, and | had used the girl’s
body to climb out, with the girl in my body holding on. Looking a mysdf in the pinkish dawn light, |
knew | was mysdlf again. And now the girl was myself again, too. “1 forgiveyou,” | whispered. She was
at peace now, and | was at peace with her.

Her memories, which had kept me occupied as| climbed, were now a part of me. That meant that my
mind waswhole. | had survived. | closed my eyesfor amoment, then opened them again.

* * % %

“Doctor Barrett!” | heard Kate' s excited voice calling out.
“What isit, Kate? Baby doing somersaults?’

“No! It's Abby! She'sawake!” Which wasn't entirely true. | was awakein Healer's Seep. It felt nearly



asodd asit dways had before, but it also felt magnificently, glorioudy, undeniably redl. | heard Barrett’'s
gruff, friendly voice beside my bed.

“So it would seem. Welcome back, Abigail. We re going to take our time getting you out of Hedler's
Seep. And we have plenty of time, because the reintegration was a complete success. So if you don't
mind,” he added with adry tone, “please stay put and do not pull any midnight wanderingslike thefirst
time, okay?’

| absently nodded my head in agreement, then lost the ability as soon as| redlized. Kate gasped, and |
heard Barrett chuckle.

“That' s about what | expected. Y ou are something else, young lady. Y ou redlly are something else”
Maybe so. But best of al, | wasno oneelse. | wasme.
I nterlogue One

The duck had had quite enough. As coffee tables went, it was one of the lighter ones, and it even had a
very convenient drawer hidden away initsdesign. But the legs kept shimmying and getting caught in the
micro fissures and bumps and minor imperfections that made up the floor of the puterverse. Keeping it
clean was aconstant source of bother, too. The ion particles were dways marring the crystaline tricode
surface of the table, demanding to be dusted. And while watching a duck dust a coffee table was
hilarious to observers and casud passersoy, it was no fun for the duck.

He flopped down from the now spotless tabletop and continued his journey, the soft harnesstugging at
his progress as the table groaned and shimmied behind him.

Deciding on a change of waddle, the duck dipped his head and went down to level one access. Groucho
had been spreading the joke around that he was pulling the coffee table because the thought of a duck
pulling two end tables was Iudicrous. After awhile, though, it wouldn’t sound so ludicrous to Groucho,
and it was only amatter of time before he--the duck--would be pulling around two end tables and the
coffeetable. Probably awhole living room ensemble. The weight was not a problem, but dusting would
take hours. So to avoid the whole fiasco, the duck went to level one, where Groucho never went,
eschewing it as seerage class, and therefore quite beneath him.

The duck dove through aflooded tunnel filled with microfish, then reemerged at level one. Theregion
was awide-open, public region, cdled the Marketplace. Although hundreds of cubic kilometersin size, it
was comfortably filled with people, none of whom had ever seen aduck access. Thefirgt to point him out
was ayoung boy being tugged dong by his mother.

“Hey, Mom! Look! It'saduck! I thought you said only people could access!”

The mother looked at the duck, who patiently stood till to beinspected, then pulled the boy away, not
trying to explain to the child something she didn’t understand, nor wished to. The duck quacked and
moved on. The surface here was under constant access and was bumpier, making progress erratic.

Many others passed by in the next few minutes, but al ignored him. The next person to sop wasaso a
child. Shewas aone. She stepped up in front of him and knelt, alarge smile brightening her aready
cheerful amber glow.

“You'readuck!” While this stlatement might have seemed awaste of time to adults, to the duck thiswas
opportunity. He quacked enthusiastically, seeing in her an interest in exploring the odd and out of place.

“Why are you pulling a coffee table around? Is that harness too tight? Where did you come from?1’ve



never seen an animal in the puterverse before, and I” ve been accessing by mysdlf sincel wassix and I'm
nine now, going on ten. Daddy says| should learn as much as | can 'bout the puterverse, ‘cause it OH!”

Thegirl rose from her knees and went to the coffee table, where aglowing jewel had appeared. She
picked it up, then set it back down quickly.

“I’'m sorry. | shouldn’t touch thingsthat aren’t mine.” The duck dipped out of his harness and jumped up
on thetable, quacking dl the while and fluffing hiswings.

“I sad I’'m sorry! It sjust that it was so pretty, and...” she frowned as the duck continued his noise
making and festher ruffling. A dow smile spread across her face as she understood. “You're... you're
giving thisto me, aren't you?’

For asmuch as aduck could quack yes, the duck quacked yes. The girl began smiling even more.

“Oh! Thank you! Just wait until I show Mommy and Daddy!” She frowned again. “But how do | get it
out of the puterverse?” The duck waited quietly whilethe girl tried to solve her dilemma, thoughtfully
pulling a her lip. They made for quite the spectacle, aduck and little girl at a coffee table in the middie of
abusy marketplace. But amost no one paid attention. They were too busy trying to kegp normalcy in
their livesto dedl with the messiness of the unusud.

Finaly, thegirl smiled. “I know! I'll keepitin aspecia hiding place in the puterverse, then carry it with
mewhen I’'m here. Thank you, Mr. Duck! Thank you very much!” She picked up the jewel and stood.
She bowed in thanks once more to the duck, then began skipping away.

She' d gone no more than a dozen meters when suddenly there was aflash, and her aurabegan to
brighten. She stumbled, then caught hersalf. She stood till, enthraled by the light pouring from her body,
then ran back to the duck. Her face was amixture of excitement and fear.

Just as she reached the duck, hetook flight. She jumped up to catch him, just missing him. Heflew up
high, keeping an eye on the brightly glowing girl who looked up, watching him. He swooped down and
flew over her head, again, just beyond her reach. He continued to make low flybys, apparently to
torment the girl, who was near tears. Findly, out of anger because the duck was now quacking at her
when heflew by, she jumped very high, giving no thought to landing. Immediately, she became airborne,
and took after the duck.

It was only afew seconds before she redlized what she was doing, but she had aready traveled severa
hundred meters and she squedled with fright. Her squeals very quickly became shouts of joy as she
learned to use this exciting new ability. The duck flew up to ahigh construct, the girl giving chase,
laughing all thetime. They landed together on aledge. Far below them they could seethetiny dotsand
blurs of thousands of people.

“Wow! Thisisso rammin’! | was about to cry when the jewd broke. And then | was mad when you
teased me. But now I’'m not sad or mad at dl! Y ou gave methejewe so | could fly! | can’'t believel’'m
redly flying! And | know where | am, too!” She sarted pointing out various landmarks, her hedlskicking
playfully against the construct. “ There' smy school’ s access point, and Daddy’ swork is over there, and
Millie' s point isthere, and my home sway over there, and the Quantum isthat way, and... and... thisis
50 'nary! Oh, thank you thank you thank you thank you!”

She reached down and hugged the duck, who struggled and flapped in her enthusiastic grip. Shereleased
him and did off the ledge, plummeting a hundred meters before pulling out of her dive and racing off to
explore a suddenly new and fantastic world. The duck was able to follow her bright pinpoint of light for
severd kilometers before it dashed behind atal spire, circled once, then continued on toward her home's



access point.

It was ten minutes before the duck finally returned and harnessed himsdlf up, and another half-hour
before someone decided to investigate him. Thistimeit was agroup of ten children, on afield day with a
gifted teacher who still saw the wonder in everything around her, who il appreciated the odd and out of
place. She laughed and clapped her hands when she saw the duck, seeming to understand the joke.

“Here, children, look at thigl It'saduck! In the puterverse! Why don’t we find out what he' s doing, and
why he's pulling acoffee table. Gather close...”

Interlogue Two

“In the name of our God, to whom al hearts are open and from whom no secrets are hidden, Amen.”
The pagtor’ s voice was warm, soft, and comforting, in perfect harmony with the ancient desert chapdl.
Before me was an degantly smple dtar, and aboveit, an elegantly smple cross.

| knelt a the communion rail beside the pastor and held my folded handstight to my chest. Bowing my
head, | began.

“Have pity on me, O God, in keeping with your mercy. In kegping with your unlimited compassion, wipe
out my rebellious acts. Wash me thoroughly from my guilt, and cleanse mefrommy sin. | admit that | am
rebellious. My sinisdwaysin front of me. | have snned againgt you, especially you. | have done what
you consder evil. So you hand down justice when you speak, and you are blamel ess when you judge.

“Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy. Lord have mercy.”

“The Lord will have mercy,” the pastor assured me. “AsaChristian brother, | will hear your private
confesson, sger.”

When | finished my confession of the past seven centuries, the pastor stood up dowly, perhaps because
of his age, perhaps because the magnitude and uniqueness of my confession weighed heavy onhim |
would be thefirst Shard who remembered and repented the sins of her =false personas. Fal se personas,
but red sins. Miss DeChant and Princess had called me the soulner, the one who ownsthe soul. It was
way past time| took care of it properly. He place ahand on my shoulder.

“Jesustdlsus, hisfollowers, 'Whenever you forgive sins, they areforgiven.' Our Lord has authority over
death, sin, and the devil, and has paid for your sins and the sins of the world by his death on the cross.
Do you believethis?’

“I believe. | believein God, the Father Almighty. | believein Jesus Chrigt, hisonly Son, our Lord. |
believein the Holy Spirit.”

His moved his hands and placed them on my head.

“Because of the promise, and by the command of our Lord and Savior Jesus, | forgiveyou al your sins.
Y ou are God' sdear child, and will receive the crown of eternd life.”

| felt aburden lifted from my back, and my heart wasfilled with comfort and joy.

“Now, Lord, you are alowing your servant to leave in peace as you promised. My eyes have seen your
savation, which you have prepared for al peopleto see. Heisalight that will revea savation to the
nations and bring glory to your people Isradl.”

“Go in peace. The Lord will bewith you.”



Chapter Six
Saturday, December 27, 2679

“ Access, Abigail Wyeth, level sixty-four.” | requested clearly, and immediately the phase hov was
filled with water. The water splashed to the sides and disappeared, leaving the puterversein its
wake. It looked much as I’ d left it, though somewhat dimmer and less exciting since | was limiting
myself. | knew Chris could access higher than sixty-four, but it suited me to come here. | wanted
to make a point.

| had a definite purpose here, so | waved off the duck--not before | noticed he was il dragging the
coffeetable, though--and bounced off my toesand into the air. | hung in the air amoment, debating
which wingsto use, then decided on my softer ones. They came out of my back and attached to my
arms. As| gained dtitude, | left atwinkling energy trail behind me, marking my progress as | swooped
and glided toward the Quantum.

As| soared over the landscape, ablack wall would occasiondly spot me and try to prevent access. The
wallsat thislevel were very few and very powerful. | could have activated my UTC key and gone
undetected, but chose not to. Not that it mattered. The three wallsthat did intercept me just melted away
at my gpproach, turning into aliquid that poured down their obsidian sides, evaporating before theionic
fluid even hit the surface. The effect would be carried al the way down to the lowest accessleve, and
anyone who entered the puterverse in the next few hours before Chris repaired the damage would bein
for araretreat indeed.

| reached the Quantum in less than ten minutes and set down close to the near bank. | looked around,
more out of habit than caution. | was done.

“Time marker, please.”

“Sergeant Moss reports units one through four and seven arein transit and will arrive a alphatarget in
twenty four minutes,” apleasant male voiceinformed me. “Lieutenant Eyer reports unitsfive, sx, and
eight are at tandby, with departure for betatarget in eleven minutes.” That last bit | knew, sincel was

with Jody.

| bounced up lightly again and took flight. Thistime, however, | chose not to use wings and instead
remained vertica as| crossed the Quantum at afairly quick clip. I’ d been foolish to try snesking over the
last time. I'd seen the partia bridge, discovered the hidden access port, and heard al the stories of the
agonizing death that struck anyone who so much as touched the awesome datariver, and had assumed |
couldn’'t cross. Ahwell, live and learn.

| was about halfway when Christried to sop me. Sheets of energy, the thickness of atwo-dimensiona
line and moving at light speed, rocketed up from theriver, with the purpose of dicing meto ribbons. |
had already raised my defenses, and they shattered and scattered as low energy red, blue and purple
laser light when they hit my feet. A hugewall of data, racing a me from upstream and twenty meters high,
engulfed me from my right Side. | continued through, unaffected save for ablurred vision asit cascaded
off me. A second, and then third datawave smashed into me, having the same effect, which was none. |
suppose | could have just ascended to a couple hundred meters and avoided the whole thing, but like the
obsidian barriers on the shore, | chose not to. | wanted to send Chris a message.

He apparently got the message, because he was waiting for me when | reached the far bank afew
minutes later. He hadn’t changed, and even had his smile firmly planted. Planted firmly and held in place
with great difficulty. Even in the puterverse, even with non-organic lifeforms, the eyesremained the
windows to the soul. And these windows showed an evil creature that hated me more with each passing



moment..

“| didn’t expect to see you again, John,” he said just as | landed afew metersfrom him on the flat black
ground. “Y ou left your friends at home thistime? Are they dead, or don’t you need them anymore?’

“Wrong on three counts. My name’' s not John. It'sAbigall. And Alan and Mike arefineand | do need
them. They’ remy friends, and agirl needs her friends.” | paused, wanting to timethisout carefully. “1 am
going to destroy you, Chris.”

“You mean likethelast time?’ Helaughed. “Wdll, let’ sget sarted.” Heraised hisarms and his hands
began to shimmer asthe energy gathered.

“No. Not yet.” | killed the energy build up in his hands, then reversed polarity feed in the rest of hisbodly.
He flashed from black to bright yellow and was thrown back. He landed hard with a grunt, then
scrambled to hisfeet. | saw thefear in hiseyes, and felt my beast coming awake. | could have easily
surrendered to it and destroyed him then, but held back. As’d told him, it wasn’t time.

“Y ou bastard! What did you do?’

“Better work on your cussing, Chris. Y ou' re using the wrong sexud vulgarities. All | did was channel a
packet of UTC into your hands, then flash arced it to the power coupling between you and the ground,
using your body asaconduit. It'seasy. See?’ | sent another packet and he flashed bright yellow again

and screamed.

“Did you hear me, Chris?1 said UTC. All thistime, that teeny gob of binary code you call abrain was
been thinking how wonderful it would be to get the secret of stable, bound trinary code from me. Stable
BTC? Sorry, that’ s an oxymoron. But unbound trinary code? Stable as can be. And you’ re the one who
gaveit to me, you and LeClaire. He suckered you into waiting for amock KME to mature. And dl the
while, the real one, planted outside Miss DeChant’ s mind, kept developing UTC. Not to give to me, but
to not giveto you. Understand, Chris? LeClaire had you figured out ever since the day you stole the
Class of 51’ sresearch. Y ou' ve been playing thefool for over four centuries.” | laughed at him. “Looks
likewefinaly found something you're good at!”

Oh, I had him ticked off! | was using my obnoxious, jarring teen voice tuned perfectly, thanks mainly to
my memories and skills as Princess. And, again thanksto her, | knew exactly how to stand and move
and inflect my toneto further infuriate him.

He swore at me again, explicitly, vilely. And with that expletive, we both knew | had won, for he had
been anatomically correct.

“Hurts, doesn't it, Chris? But don’t worry. Y ou' ve got sometime dtill. If | destroy you now, then millions
will suffer from the sudden loss of dependency onyou. So I’'m going to keep you dive alittle longer.”

“Y ou have no control over me!” Black tendrils sprouted from the ground to embed themselvesinto me,
but withered and died as they touched me.

“No?Fine. Think that if it makes you fed better. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’ m going to use you
just like you used me. Firgt, though, I'll need to tell you what I’ m going to do, so you take the
gopropriate actions.” He waited sllently, hating me but still hoping | would make amistake.

“I've dtill got some preliminary thingsto do, Chris” | continued. “1’m going to take back my friends at the
concentration camp. W€ |l be garting that operation in lessthan half an hour. While they’ re recovering,
our unit will coordinate the attacks that will begin dismantling NATech Supreme, your little real-world



puppet. We don't need to destroy NATech. Just wound it in theright places. Finaly, I'll be coming back
here to put you out of our misery. So, did you get al that, Chris? Or do | need to use smdler words?’

I’d repeat what hetold me, but I'm alady. Suffice to say hisresponse had very little vdlue asfar as
content. For setting the mood, however, it was perfect. I'd redly rattled his cage. | had hoped there was
enough of thereal Chrisleft that he' d act on emotion. He d obviousy done wonderswith his gpplication
of pseudo trinary code into aliving soul, because he till had plenty of emotion. He' d do anything to stop
me, which waswhat | wanted.

“No wonder you can't get adate, Chris,” | laughed, using that abrasive, teenager know-it-al laugh. He
looked like he was going to explode with hate. If he had had veins, they’ d be popping by the dozen. He
was spewing out epitaphs, curses and pointless, crude insults. “ Such language! And not very origind,
either. Well, timeto go get my friends. Oh, before | go, let me give you something to keep you busy and
out of trouble.”

My stedl wings shot out of my back with a sharp screech and | launched mysdlf into the air. Blacks bolts
pounded at me, but had no effect. Ignoring them, | started firing pulses of UTC-shielded plasmainto the
surrounding area, careful not to hit the Quantum. Everything my plasma stream hit erupted dozens of
metersinto the air, leaving behind huge chasmsfilled with molten energy that bubbled and dissolved the
cohesiveness of Chris black region. Satisfied that I’ d Started enough chaos, | swooped over him, smiling
and waving.

“Catchya later, jerk! Don't forget to do what you'retold!” | called out, and raced off acrossthe
Quantum, nimbly dodging hisblasts, just to show him | could. When | last looked back, the areawas
brightly lit with red and brown, and theion air was crackling with lighting. | hoped | hadn’t done too
much damage. | redlly did need Christo hep meif | was going to accomplish dl | wanted. And it wasa

pretty largelist.

At least I'd gotten thefirgt item on the ligt Sraight. Chriswas practicaly out of mind with fury and hatred
for me. If | waslucky, | could count on him being just alittle over enthusiastic with his attacks and
reactionsfor the next few hours. If | was lucky.

| terminated access and got out of my seat. Everyone was wisdly waiting outside the hov for meto finish.
| opened up the rear loading bay and stepped out. Gary Parkins, the pilot, dipped by meto begin the
prephase sequence. Jody and the others were idly busy, leaning againgt the other PDQs, checking their
equipment, and swatting bugs. | flashed asmile and gave Jody athumbs up.

“Mission accomplished, Ma am!”

“Thank you, Sergeant Marks.” She motioned an arm and everyone began embarking. “Y ou think he'll be
off balance for the duration of the misson?’

“Y eah, that’sapretty safe bet. Can you still see my ears? If they’ re not burned off, they should be beet
red from hislanguage. And in front of animpressionablekid, too!” | laughed--but a pleasant laugh this
time

“Lieutenant?’ Parkins voice cdled from the cockpit. “ Ready in two minutes.”
“Thanks, Gary. Suit up and bucklein, Abby. It's show metime!”

“Close,” | laughed, following her into the hov and securing the hatch. Behind us, three PDQ attack hovs,
identicd to ours, were aready floating quietly, waiting for usto lead. Beyond them were two empty troop
transports. They would be leaving with us, but would travel dower, so asto arrive ten minutes after our



initial assaullt.

| wriggled into my upper body armor and swung my gunbelt around my hips, buckling it securely. While
the MacDonald phaser charged, | put on my headset, then took a seet at the terminal. Jody took the
copilot’schair. | turned toward the rear to face my troops. With Sergeant M oss setting up thefeint in
Melbourne with Company B, and Jody coordinating the two forces, | had command of Company C
platoons. Sergeant was my new rank, but the job was the same. | tapped the headset, signaling the other
hovstoligenin.

“WEe re leaving in one minute. We do this by the numbers, and we' Il be fine. Our primary target isthe
prisoner barracks. It' [l be just after two in the morning, but the camp will be on full dert. Takari, you and
Marcy will comein on the surface from the west to draw fire. Scott and | will pop up through the
minefield four minutes later near the cutting mills, then swing around to flank Forncheth. Marcy, your
people have the northwest and southwest towers. Takari, you' ve got the middle. Scott takes the other
two towers, and we' |l take out the center and commandant’ s quarters. Transports arrive six minutes after
second wave. Our people will be heavily suppressed and lethargic. They’ |l be susceptible to commands,
s0 use afirm voice to get them on board asfast as you can. We should be able to neutralize the camp,
but backup from the Mebourne garrison will arrive about twenty minutes after initid engagement. That
gives usonly ten minutesto load the transports and get them clear.”

“We'reready, Sergeant” Parkins had opened and armed the phasing switch.

| covered the mike for a second. “ Thanks, Parkins.” | spoke back into the headset. “Keep your powder
dry, dogs! Let’sgo get our people back!” Asinspirationa speeches go, it was pretty lame. But | meant
it.

“Phaging... five... four... three... two... one...” | felt thefamiliar drynessin my throat and eyes asthe
phase field permeated every molecule of the craft and our bodies. We were in adeep jungle canyon, so
rather than try negotiating it, we just accelerated while phasing. To me, it looked like a mishmash of rock
and earth, with occasiond patches of near norma lighting and plant life as we scooted in and out of the
twisting canyon passages. Parkins seemed to find some sort of order though, because he camly made
several minor adjustments, then abruptly pushed forward on the yoke. The craft dove and blended with
the rock and we were on our way, cutting through the planet a close to 18,000 kilometers per hour. If al
went well, we' d have Aaron and Susie and the rest of the Third back in forty-five minutes.

Needing to kill time, and wanting to monitor Jody’ s conversations with Moss, | activated theterminal,
dtaying outside the puterverse, but listening in. Kiki was waiting for me.

“Hiya, Abby!” Always the bouncy one, was my Kiki.

“Hey, Kiki! How’sMike?’ Ever since Chris had nailed him with aPTC virus, Mike had been dow to
recover. Heworsened dl the timethat | did, and only now seemed to be getting back to norma. He and
| were somehow linked. As| fared, so did Mike.

“Ask him yoursdlf!” She seemed quite pleased, as she should be. | was dl but useless after our botched
attack on Chris, so Kiki nursed him back to health, making heavy use of the duplicate coding of Mike |
stored in secure locations. How many times have you been told? Always keep good backups. Because |
did, Kiki was able to sustain Mike through multiple trinary transfusions.

“Mike?’ | asked excitedly. At leadt, | was excited insde. Because of the phasing, it sounded morelikel
was agigawatt short of afull charge.

“Hey, kidl” Mike s abrasive, sharp voice sounded like achoir of angels. “*Bout time we got on our fedt,



huh? Not too smart, leaving everything in the pixi€' s hands. Ow! Hey, knock it off!” | couldn’t seeinto
the puterverse while phasing, but | could easily imagine Kiki punching him.

“I'mnot apixie, you jerk! I'm amost astal as Abby now!” Which wastrue. Since the attack, Kiki had
begun taking on amore norma size, perhapsto better work with us, but | had asuspicion it was to better
gpped to Mike. Inthe dang of my early life, these two were becoming an item.

“Knock it off, you two. Y ou can beat each other’ s brains out after the snatch. Kiki! How’ sthe place
look?’

“Chrisjust tipped them off, and they’ re on dert, Abby. There satota complement of six officers,
eighty-six enlisted, twenty-three of them in sick bay.” She paused then spoke with uncertainty.
“Twenty-three? That can’t be right. There must be some sort of epidemic there.”

“Yeah,” sad Mikedryly. “An epidemic of laziness. Unitswith low morale normally have high sck call
numbers, and prison camp guards aren’'t exactly cream of the crop, even for NATech. You'll pick up the
finer workings of raid planning with practice, Kiki.” He actually sounded like he cared.

“Uh-oh, Abby! The Mdbourne garrison is aso responding. Chrisjust scrambled them, and they’ |l be on
the movein ten minutes.”

“Bet you adollar they won't be, Kiki,” I mumbled quietly. And tiredly. Ultrahigh speed phasing redlly
beat on a person my age, making mefed likefivetimes my age.

“I'm not taking that bet! That’swhy Sergeant Mosswill be hitting them in five minutes. That' s great
timing!” she said admiringly. “How did you know, Abby?’

“Like Mike said, practice. Hey, guys, I’ m getting pretty ragged out. Sorry | can’'t spend moretime. Kiki,
give your reports and updatesto Jody. I'll talk to the both of you after theraid, but Mike? | could usea
partner during theraid. Areyou up to it?’

“Nah, Abby, I’'m not. I'm just asucked dry dweeb without an ounce of energy.” he said sarcastically.
“Geez! Why don’t you gouge out my eyes, too? Of courseI’m ready!” | heard afew clicksin my
headset as he switched over. Helaughed loudly in my ear, making mewince. “Areyou ready for me?’

“Probably not. I’ll just have to lower my standards, | guess.” | heard Kiki’ slaugh in the background.
“Wishusluck.”

“Good luck, Abby!” Kiki called out.
“You don’'t need luck,” Mike whispered seductively in my ear. “Y ou’' ve got me.”

| grinned and signed off. He was definitely on the mend. | checked the timer, set the PDQ chargeto first
out, then took anap. It wouldn’t help much, but in combat | take any and al advantages.

I”’d no sooner closed my eyesthan it seemed they were open. A glance at the timer told me I’ d dozed for
ten minutes, meaning it was show time. The loud chime that punched clean through my head emphasized
the point. Mercifully, it was ashort blast.

“Y ou awake, Abby?’ Jody’ svoice caled to me.

“Just now, Jody. Status.” | felt mysdlf giving way to my beast. Thethrill of combat began to drive the
pounding of my heart, and the excitement ran like afield of dectricity just above my skin. Jody seemed a
little taken aback by my serioustone, but adjusted to it fairly quickly.



“Jack started hisfront assault one minute ago. We re coming up underneath the minefield. Moss hastied
up the Melbourne garrison, but they’ re starting to withdraw to reinforce the compound here. We go hot
injust under three minutes”

“Acknowledged. Arming PDQ.” | flipped through the switches on my left console and activated the
power supplieslocated in each of the eight chairs my dogs and | were in. Each one had amicro phase
unit for Phased Deployment Queuetactical attacks. When triggered, the phased chair shot through the
hull, deploying the dog into immediate combat formation while the hov maintained attack speed. If inthe
air, which was amogt dways the case, the chair’ s micro power supply had enough reserve to activate the
emergency restraint field around the occupant, alowing for asurvivable landing. If deployed
underground, there was asmall booster to lift the chair and occupant free before release. Thiswasthe
more dangerous tactic. Although you were protected from enemy fire until thelast ingtant, if the on-chair
gyro were damaged, or you PDQed too deep, it made for a mighty short combat tour, complete with
nasty ending, when the phase unit drained the power pack and you became one with Mother Earth.

The forty-second chime sounded, bringing me back to the here and now. | banged out the fina
authorization codes for phased deployment, snapped the safety off on my dug gun, then settled in. About
twenty minutes later, the forty seconds were over and the deployment klaxon sounded.

The port in the front of the hov snapped from muddy, half-seen black to crystal clear black with gtars,
and the ERF kicked in, jamming meto the chair. It was agood acronym for the emergency restraint field;
that’ s the exact sound you make when it crushesthe air out of your lungs. The chair jarred violently to the
left and suddenly the starswere dl around me as | and the chair cleared the hull.

The view was beautiful, but brief. The gravgyro woke up and righted the chair a the same moment the
phase and ERF fields clicked off. Exposed to the environment, | felt the chilly wind whipping around me
as| plummeted to the ground less than two hundred meters below. | had perhaps five seconds of freefdll
before the ERF activated again to protect me from impact. Asrapidly as possible, | looked dl around
me, assessing the scenario.

Beacons from the chairs showed dl fifteen of my people. They were al above me, except Scott, the
platoon leader in the other PDQ hov. The hovs had come out of the ground in near verticd flight,
alowing for tight grouping on the ground without piling us on top of one another. There dways remained
the chance of achair landing on you, but no-one ever guaranteed war was a safe game. | looked back up

inthe sky.

Thetwo attack hovs had aready broken formation and were swooping around for strafing runs, their ion
exhaudt trails painting the sky with the lightest of brush strokes. Unlike the hov that Susieand | had
wrecked in Glendd e, these compact, rugged ships were very maneuverable and quick in sustained flight.
Only lightly shielded, they relied on agood pilot and their three forward rapid-fire lasers to keep them
hedlthy. It helped that the ion exhaust from their high-powered engines magnetized the atmosphere
dightly, keeping the area blocked from microsat observation. The PDQ hovswere the reason we could
even attempt amission thisbig. They’d do fine. | looked down.

There was extensive combat to my |eft, and blackness on my right. Directly beneath me was a so black,
black ground. Good, | thought gratefully. | hated going through a building. Y ou ether got caught above
the floor, or the ERF kicked on and off so much asit hit the roof, ceiling and at least onefloor, that all
you were good for when you got free of the chair was crawling around on your hands and knees, making
amess of the floor with your most recent medl.

The ground was coming up fast, so | drew my gun and sat back. The ERF kicked in and suddenly | was
on the ground. It was great not having your spine liquidated when you ingtantly went from 180 kilometers



per hour to zero. But it was very disorienting not fedling anything, too. I’ d been doing quick deployment
with an ERF field for dmost three years, and | was gtill thrown off by the change. The ERF field dropped
afina time, the chair straps popped free, and | rolled off the chair to my right, using it asashield.

| needn’t have bothered. No one was paying any attention to us, they were so caught up in the fight they
were aready in. Takari and Marcy were doing agrest job, but it was ill doppy of Forncheth’ stroops
to leave the backdoor this wide open.

Therewere alot of thumpsin the night as the chairs dammed into the ground around me. | knew | was
safewhere | was, but | didn’t want to stay where | was. The sooner this battle was engaged, the sooner
it was over, the beast told me, and | agreed. Looking up to see where the chairs were coming down, |
roseto my feet and moved rapidly toward the building that protected us somewhat from the center of the
battle line. | motioned my arm for everyone to follow me and took the lead.

By thetime|’d made the building, al sixteen of uswere grouped, with Corpord Gallen at my right. |
expected the building to be the commandant’ s quarters and it was. | looked back over my shoulder and
could make out the dimly illuminated, unmanned towers |located on the northeast and southeast corners of
the compound. Again, Forncheth was being doppy. Just because the prisoners were under suppression
during the night was no excuse to leave the towers unmanned. They were too good an attack point for
whoever controlled them. He' d think of it soon, too, so they had to go.

“Corporal, take out those towersfirst. Four for each tower, then back here in three minutes. Go.”

He moved off, splitting his group, leaving mewith my seven troops. | could make out their facesin the
backwash of the explosions. Eyes bright and guns at the ready, they were eager, but untested. The ones
who lived the night would be redl dogs.

“Okay. We'relooking to strip off their flanks and split their force. Make it fast, keep low, and keep
advancing. The transportswill be herein four minutes. Stay near each other, but not close. | don’t want a
puncher to take out more than one.” They looked nervoudly at each other. Aswell trained asthey were,
they were only now redizing thiswasfor kegps. Some of them might not be going home.

Leaving them with that thought to keep them on their toes, | ran around the side of Forncheth’s quarters,
stopping at the corner closest to the fight. | hitched an eye around.

The combat was going well. Forncheth had crowded his men too closely, and they werein each other’s
way, ableto bring only afraction of their firepower to bear. They were divided into two groups,
Forncheth and about fifty grunts, and asmaler pocket of fifteen closer to us. All four hovs were coming
acrossthelines, enfilading them with coordinated strafing runs. Though they did little real damageto
Forncheth’s entrenched position, it was making it warm for them. | could probably have just watched
and done nothing, that’s how well Takari and Marcy were doing. But that wasn't what | joined up for.

| swept ahand in advancing motions, pointing out cover at various points forward of our postion.

“WE re going to take the smaller group. Head out there in twos, congtant firing. DON’ T wait for atarget
to show, just fire. Firgt, though,” | jerked athumb at the building, “you two in the back, Zollersand
Akagi, punchthisout. Let’ sMOVE!"

| broke into arun, directly toward the nest. They were so absorbed in the front that it was five seconds
before | was spotted, and even then the shock of our full-tilt advance gave me another two seconds
before they reacted. By then, | had closed to twenty meters, closer than | thought I’ d get. | border
shifted my energy gun to my right hand, then yanked out my dug gun. By that time, one of the soldiers
had whipped hisdug gun around to fire,



| hesitated just afraction of time to make sure my shot was good, so hefired fird. It spattered dirt onto
my boots as the dug drove into the ground under my feet. | squeezed off my shot and he dropped. Not
waiting for more targets, | rapid-fired four more times, then dove behind a covered pile of metal parts. |
was joined by two others, Brachmann and Vetter.

“Both of you, pull out a puncher and set to practice mode, proximity detection at five meters. Kelly,
you'refirst. Throw it straight up about three meterswhen | tell youto.” | switched to headphones.
“Mike, I'm stuck here for afew seconds. Guard my ass, will you?’

“And apretty...” Hecut off a my growl. “You got it. I'm patched through to al four hov’ s now, and
have asolid image.”

“Good.” There was adouble explosion as Forncheth’ s place went up and the southeast tower came
down. They werejoined about two seconds later by the northeest tower. | saw some flashes at ground
level where they hit. There were some NATech men over there, after dll.

“Gdlen. Report.”
“We rejust fine, Sergeant. Gimme another thirty...” A tonewent off in the set.

“Vetter, NOW!” | ydled. The tone meant someone had armed a puncher and was just about to lob it at
us

Kdly started at my yell, then lobbed her puncher into the air. The three of us covered our ears and
opened our mouthsto avoid awicked headache.

Her puncher exploded, making our ears pop. The concussion thudded hard against our bodies, and |
heard them both grunt. | rose to a crouch and waited for the explosion astheir puncher, blown back by
the concussion, went off in their faces.

There was aflash and deafening thunderclap and | was on my feet. | caught abit of the blast, but not
enough to affect me. | covered the last twenty meters at adead run. | could see some of the soldiers at
Forncheth’s site begin firing toward us. Severa screamed as our return fire found some marks.

| had covered half the distance to the nest when three of them stood up, dazed but still dangerous. |
could have taken two with my dug gun, but maybe not three. | brought up the energy gun, set at sonic
inducer. Even in the confusion of battle, adozen things racing through my mind and four dozen people
wanting me deed, | still appreciated the grim irony of using asonic inducer on the soldierswho had used
asmilar technology on my friends.

The gun kicked dightly from the plasma recoil, and became very warm. Theair in front of me shimmered
and warped, distorting the faces of my threetargets. Since | was ill running at them, | waslessthan ten
meters from them, closer to five. Even standing behind the gun, | felt atwinge of painin my head and
ears. The effect on the three soldiersin front of the gun was devastating.

The one on the right started jerking uncontrollably, throwing up dl over himself. The one on the left
suddenly dropped her gun and began clawing at her eyes, screaming with pain and delusond terror. But
the middle one received the brunt of the charge, and hiswas the worst reaction of all.

He dropped his gun and stood there--to remain standing the last ever command his mind had given his
body. | brought up my dug gun and took out the two flanking him, and he did nothing. Hewas
completely obliviousto everything around him. Something inside me, avoice or sense| had gained from
Princess, told me that he was no longer human. His body was dive, but his mind was dead. Like the



things that were grown at the NATech phys omanufacturing plants, he d become a soulless lump of flesh,
the way my body had been before | moved in. Though his vacant stare was drained of emotion,
intelligence, or even sdf-awareness, the glassy eyesreflected perfectly the horror of what man could do
to hisfellow man when profit ruled motivation, and ambition was used as a conscience.

Now, however, was not the time for such musings. | vaulted over the low barricade and scrambled for
some punchers. Finding five, | armed and tossed dl of them in the direction of Forncheth. They
detonated and | risked a quick peek over thelip of the barricade.

It was over. | had clearly over-planned the attack. | hadn’t expected top shelf resistance from a prison
camp brigade, but they should have put up more of afight than this. A small warning bell sounded in my
head, and | let it kegp ringing. I’ d learned long ago to listen to my ingtincts, and thisnew insight I'd
received from my trigger persona seemed to enhance and sharpenit.

The headset snapped in my ears and Gdlen’ s voice came on.
“Sergeant?’ he asked cautioudly. It wasthen that | remembered I’ d put him on hold.
“Sorry about that, Scott. Things got hot here for afew seconds. Report.”

“We' ve secured the area, and taken down both towers. We' re moving in to the prisoner barracks after
we make afina sweep.”

“Do the finad sweep, but stay out there, on your toes. I ve got a hunch we' re not done yet.”

“Will do.” The headset clicked off just as Jody walked up. She had stayed on board our hov to man the
lasersand keegp aneyeon dl of us.

“Something wrong, Abby?’" she asked, having heard my exchange with Scoit.

“I’m not sure, ma’am. Could be. This crowd wastoo easy. | love missonsthat are easy and hate ones
that aretoo easy. | don't likeit. We d better bug out quick.”

She had no reason to believe me other than my experience. Being a good officer, she counted that for a
great deal. She nodded quickly and tapped the open circuit on her headset, giving her achannd to dl
personnel.

“Good work, gang, but it s not over. Prepare for an ambush. | want a split force, quad team scenario.
Generate and hold the west and east perimeters. Scott, keep your teams on the east. Marcy, you hold
the west. Takari, push the transport loading to maximum. Abby, you' re therover. All hov’sground and

prepare’ --

“No,” | said, careful not to spesk into the mike. “Keep 'em in the air, ma am. When the attack comes,
it'll bedl out wicked, and thefirst few secondswill mean everything.”

She considered briefly, then nodded. “ Scratch that. Keep the hovs up and armed. Y ou too, Gary. Put
thelasers on auto, I’ m staying on the ground. Bug-out scenario Y ellow, thirty seconds after transport
departure. Combat control to Sergeant Wyeth.” She shut off the mike. “All yours, Abby.”

We went over to Forncheth’ s hole, but there was nothing to learn from them, except maybe how brutal it
was to be on the receiving end of five punchers. Forncheth was easy enough to identify; hewasthe
smoldering lump with the colond’ sinsignia. | told Marcy to keep one quad here, then roam the perimeter
with the second quad. Jody was making her way quickly to the prisoners barracks, located in the middle
of the camp toward the north perimeter. A low, degp rumbling from that quarter indicated the arriva of



the trangports. | called my teams and ran for the wreckage of Forncheth’ s headquarters, my two quads
faling in behind.

“Mike?’ | shouted into the set.
“Yol” he snapped back.
“WEe re loading the trangports now. Run afull sweep of the area. Thisisgoing too easy.”

“Will do. Hang on for asecond. Checking. All clear for one-hundred kilometer sphere. All clear for two
hundred. .. three hundred... everything' sfinefor five hundred, Abby. There sabunch of traffic after that,
none of it seeming to beamed at us”

That wasn't right. “What about Sergeant M oss' s detachment? And the NATech unitsin Me bourne?”

“They’vefollowed our plan about right, Abby. Moss pulled out just after the attack began here, then
circled around after drawing off the garrison attack hovs. He made a second attack, which drew the
garrison hovs back to Mebourne, and Moss has engaged them in awithdraval movement. He should
disengage completely in three minutes.”

It was dl according to plan. Theideawasto tell Chriswe were hitting the prison camp, then hit the
garison at the Melbourne supply depot. Chris, having adevious mind and probably attributing the same
thing to us, would assume I’ d lied to him and that the attack here afeint and the Melbourne oneredl.
When Mass pulled out, Chriswould know I’ d told the truth and commit his garrison to attacking us. Until
Moss circled around, and then he' d think we' d either suckered him yet again or that we' d staged aduad
attack, which wastrue. Since we knew, and he didn’t, hisindecision, aggravated by hisemotiond state,
would give us enough edge to pull off both attacks despite the smaller force. It had worked for Lee eight
hundred years ago, it would work for us. So why did | fed like I’ d been the one who' d been suckered?

“Plant here, people. Use the wreckage for cover, but if the counterattack comes, everyone heads there
on thedouble.”

They were green, but they weren't scared. Everyone found aspot in the still smoldering wreckage, rifles
up and charged. | felt asurge of pride. | hadn’t trained them much--it was only three weekssincel’d
been desharded (Did Princess have an ingght when she called Miss DeChant by the name
DeShard?)--but they were my dogs now. | hunkered down with them and waited.

Two minutes later, Jody came on through my private channd.

“Okay, we' re almost complete, Abby. First one' sloaded and leaving now. About ten more for the
second. I'm going to clear the camp before phasing, though. No point in risking the phase mineswhen |
don’t haveto. How'sit look out there?’

“Quiet so far, ma am. Maybe | waswrong. Either that or they’ re dow. Will you be starting personnel
evac after the second transport leaves?” As| spoke, | noticed the first transport hov pulling out from
behind the barracks and begin acce erating through the camp.

“Y eah. Thelesstimewe spend in this hole, the better.”
This hole? Something started to scream at me. What? What was | missing? Jody was still talking.

“Okay. Number two' s pulling out now. Mission accomplished, folks. Let’ s bug out of here. Begin evac
scenario.” The second transport began moving across the ruined compound. As soon asit was clear,
we d just have ourselvesto worry...



“NO!"” | shouted, making my peoplejump. “No! Abort evac scenario! All hovs maintain attack
maneuvers and firing patterns. Trangport Two, decelerate and return to prisoner barracks. All personnel
evacuate the compound perimeter immediately! That isacombat order!” Though Jody was my officer,
she had given me combat command, so my orders were carried out. My set clicked over to private, and
alessthan thrilled Jody broke in on the suddenly active channels.

“Explain yoursdlf, Sergeant,” she said coally. It was ameasure of her trust in me that she did not
countermand my orders. That didn’t mean she wasn't going to jump al over meif | couldn’t give her a
very compdlling reason for my actions.

“Yes, ma am. Wait one second, please.” | clicked off the mike and spoke to my dogs. “Clear out! Move
quick to thewest at least one kilometer. I'll catch up. Kdly, you'rein command.”

“Yes, Sergeant!” Kelly'svoicewasalittle shrill, but she stayed calm. She turned to the others. “You
heard her! Let’sgo!” They took off, running, but not fleeing. | clicked the set back on.

“Sorry, ma am. | think we' re getting away with the trangports because the hovs are ftill airborne.
NATech ismonitoring their ion trailsfrom space. Aslong asthey'rein the air, they know we're on the
ground. Oncethey land, we' Il be ready to embark and bug out. That’ swhen they’ Il blow the minefield
under us.”

“I don't buy that, Abigail. They'd kill the whole garrison here just to take out us? Not even NATech is
that cold. And if they were, why not just blow it now?’

“They arethat cold, ma am. Remember who NATech redlly is. Y oung wants me dead. But since the
hovs have been airborne the whole time, the sameion trallsthat mark where they are a'so disguise
everything going on undernegth. For al Chrisknows, the battleis still raging, and | might be captured.
That would give him the chance to get his hands on me and my trinary coding. That’swhy | told him |
had UTC knowledge, to make him hesitant to kill me out of hope of acquiring that knowledge. Once he
knew Forncheth lost the fight, which he’ d know as soon as the hovs landed, he’ d give up on that and
amply blow the place”

“And your recal of the second transport hov?’

“ Another indication that we' d won the battle. One might have made it out and we' d still stay. But if two
get clear, we' d bug out asfast aswe could.”

“Asfast aswewerejust about to,” she acknowledged grimly. “So now what? We ill haven’t bought
oursalves much time. It' [l only be two or three minutes before he spots our people outside the ionized
field and comesto theright conclusion.”

“I know. But that may be al we need. Mike?Y ou there?’

“Hey, you said to tick around. Lemme guess. Y ou want meto start blowing the minesin
counterproductive patterns?’

“Bingo. Use asymmetrical blaststo nullify the effects of the explosions as much aspossible. Try to avoid
achanreaction.”

“Wadl, duh!” he smart mouthed back. “I’m on it. Y ou get out of there.”

“I'maready going.” | was, too, having gotten free of the wreckage and heading west at afast trot.
“Lieutenant? Take your group out with the transport. It'll be alittletight, but...”



“They’ re aready squeezing in now, Abby. I'll bejoining you inlessthan aminute.”
“Ma am! Please get on thetrangport! There sno pointinrisking...”
“And what army are you in, Sergeant? As commanding officer, would you get on the transport?’

Of course | wouldn't, and she knew it. | braked and started running for the prisoner barracks. “All right,
ma am. Hold the transport until | get there. We' Il take out to the west as the hov |eaves. We should be
ableto get clear before Y oung decides to blow the minefield.” Shedidn’'t argue, knowing I’ d use the
same in-my-shoestactic she'd just used on me. As second in command, I’ d desert her only if it meant
saving the lives of my people.

| was dmost there when the ground shook violently, knocking me off balance. Mike was detonating the
phase mines deep beneath us. Detonated al at once, they could turn this place into avery deep, very hot
crater. And dthough individudly they gtill packed awalop, activity above ground could continue,
disturbed only by occasiona upheavals. | regained my balance and picked up my pace. If Chris spotted
Mike blowing the mines, he’ d know we' d figured out histactics and would set off the others. He might
just tire of the whole thing and blow it up anyway, athough | expected the possibility of acquiring UTC
would hold him alittle longer.

Jody had just finished closing up the rear cargo hatch when | rounded the last corner of the barracks. She
spotted me, said something into her set and took out after me. | braked and started back the way | had
come. The hov turned dowly and began ambling dowly toward the center of camp. They were obvioudy
going dow to give ustimeto clear the compound, but there was no point waiting in the dead center of a
degth trap.

Jody fell in besde me, loping easily. | wasin fairly good shape, but I’ d only been agoing concern for
three weeks, and | didn’t have al my conditioning. Also, thelong, ultrahigh speed phase had drained alot
out of me. As aconsequence, the running was starting to hurt. | was gasping and my face was dripping
swest even in the cool summer night air. Underneath my armor, my burning lungs seemed to radiate heat
outward, soaking my dick body sheathe. Fortunately, my legswere still up to thetask, so | kept up with
Jody, although | sounded like a cheap squeeze box.

Weran across the compound to the west, the small firesand starry night sky lighting our way. If it hadn’t
been for the overwhel ming urgency and my heaving, about-to-explode lungs, it would have been
enjoyable. Overhead, flashing red and green lights flickered over the camp, the hovs continued their
mock strafing runs, firing a long destroyed enemy positions. | shuddered at the thought of the carnage
being wreaked on the corpses of our enemy. We were about one hundred meters clear of the destroyed
perimeter when my set crackled and Mike came on.

“He s garting to blow the minefield, Abby! Kiki’s changing the manual override codes asfast as she can,
but he' s getting through! Y ou’ ve got maybe two minutes before he starts the chain reaction!” Asif to
underscore the warning, the ground lifted afew centimeters, and a deep rumble sounded. It was followed
amog immediatdy by another tremor.

“All hovsand personnd!” Jody yelled into her set, meaning she d either heard Mike' s message or
deduced what the tremors meant. “Emergency evac! Land, load and bug out! Ninety seconds!”

Immediately the hovs broke off their pattern and banked away from the camp, descending at areckless
speed and angle. Ninety seconds smply wasn't enough time to land and load, but they were going to try.
Therewas aroar asour PDQ Hov shot over us and landed about half akilometer from us. Inthe clear
ar, it was possble to see severd slhouettes outlined againgt the light spilling from the already lowering
cargo ramp.



They took Jody’ s orders serioudy. The ramp hadn’t even touched the ground and they began piling in.
Their movementswere quick and orderly, a credit to their unit. Unfortunately, they were moving alittle
too quickly for us. Jody and | wouldn'’t be able to reach them before they finished loading.

“Hov Ydlow Oneloaded and phasing,” we heard over the common channel. In emergency evac
scenario, each hov acted as an independent unit, the pilot responsible only for his passengers. It may
have sounded like an every man for himsalf philosophy, but there was redlly nothing that could be doneto
offer support to other hovs during a phased bug-out. They would continue to monitor channels, and
would turn back at any distress call, but there waslittle point in risking lives when the other hovswere
probably just as safe.

“Yéelow Three. Loading complete. Bugging out in ten seconds.”

Thehov infront of uswas nearly loaded, and we were till two hundred meters away. All either of ushad
to do was speak into the mike and they’ d wait for us. But with the ground shaking continuoudly now as
Kiki fought her losing bettle for control of the minefield, neither of us wanted to risk the unit.

“Yelow Four. Loading complete. Bugging out in ten seconds. Anyone have the Lieutenant?’ Jody was
gasping for breath now, too, but spoke camly into the set.

“I’'m taken care of, Gary. Get out of here.”
“Will do, ma am. Seeyou a base.”

The hatch was closing now, the ramp lifting dowly up. The hov pilot, Johnson, wasn't even waiting to
secure, and had aready started turning away from us. We were less than twenty meters now, but the
craft had begun moving dowly away from us.

Wedidn't makeit. We were no more than ten meters away and the craft started accelerating faster than
we could run. The ramp was two thirds up, blocking those ingde from seeing us. Still wedidn't cal out.
If we madeit, we madeit. If not, then we weren't risking the lives of those under us unnecessarily.

“Yédlow Two. Loaded and phasing.”

There was aheavy roar behind us as Kiki lost control of the minefidld. More brilliant than adozen suns, a
blinding light poured against our backs, and the warmth of the blast sent a shiver up my spine. Our
sharply defined shadows were cast onto the rear of the hov--lurching, sumbling figuresthat made a
mockery of our desperate run. With no reason and littlelogic, | cursed the images, blaming them for our

misary.

Aningant later | was praising them asthe sweetest art in creation. Someone must have spotted the
moving shadows and recognized them for what they were. The hov abruptly dowed down and the cargo
ramp sammed down. The hov dowed so quickly that both Jody and | had to jump onto it to avoid
running into it. Eager hands grabbed and pulled usinto the hov, gripping usfirmly asthe pilot accelerated
asquickly as he could, trying to outrun the blast.

Unableto tear our gaze away from the onrushing explosion, we stared out of the rear of the hov,
shieding our eyesfrom the till blinding light that poured from the vaporized concentration camp. It
seemed impossible that we could outrunit.

Nor did we. The explosion surged up to us, then enveloped us. But it did not the dightest damage. It
didn’t even chip the paint; Johnson had entered phase mode an ingtant before the explosion would have
destroyed us. The ramp, dowed now by its phased state, continued to inch dowly closed. Findly, after



what seemed an eternity, the hatch secured and we could relax. Johnson eased the craft into the ground,
banked steeply to starboard, and headed for home.

Chapter Seven

A lot can happen in seven hundred yearstime, even in a crippled society like this one. Space had been
colonized. Vehicles moved slently while Stting on acushion of antigravity, propelled effortlesdy through
ar, water and solid ground. Pollution, overcrowding, and famine had become curiogtiesin history
lessons. Computers had advanced from an artificialy represented three-dimensiona interface to an actua
five-dimensiona adventure that tapped into yet another dimension. Even something as smple asadoor
had undergone stunning and radica changes. As exciting and wonderful asdl these thingswereto me
normdly, it was with overwheming relief and comfort that | clung to the never changing, never improved,
never computerized toilet.

My stomach took another nosedive at five hundred knots, then pulled up sharply, so | leaned over and
wassick again. | wanted to die. The happiest day in my life, and | wanted to die. | leaned back against
the door and moaned. A pounding on the stall door produced a second moan.

“Comeon, Abby!” Susi€ svoice came through cheerfully but firmly. “1f we don’t get your hair up inthe
next twenty minutes, there won't be time for everything else!”

“I don’'t want to get married, Susie!” | cried out, panic clamping my voice to athroaty squeek. “I’'ve
changed my mind! I’m not ready!”

“Okay,” she said agreeably, and walked off. | was about to get sick again, when | heard the bathroom
door tone closed as Susie | ft.

My stomach settled down, but then knotted up with fear. Sheredlly had left! Shewas going to tell
everyone... oh, no! | scrambled to my feet and yanked open the stal door. What was she thinking?
Aaron would be crushed! Dressed only inmy dip, | raced out to the shower area--and right into Susie’'s
waiting arms. She clamped them firmly around me, while | tried to break free. | heard her laugh.

“Sorry, girl, but I've had al my strength back for more than amonth now, and you' re too mixed up to
even try one of your moveson me. Y our heart’snot in it and your head’ s one thread shy of stripped.
Here,” sheled meto the mirrored counter, sat me forcefully down on a stool and handed me a cup of
cold water. “ Rinse out and splash alittle water on your face. It will help you cam down. But then we
haveto get started. The wedding'sin two hours.”

Two hourd! | looked desperately into her eyes, wanting to cry and laugh and be sick again al a once.

“Oh, Susiel What am | doing? Thisisinsane! I'm not old enough to get married! What if Aaronisn't the
one? What if I’'m not good enough to be hiswife?’

“It seemsto me Aaron should be the one who decidesif you' re good enough. And since he' s standing
less than a hundred meters away, dressed in his number ones, with your wedding ring in his pocket, I'd
take that as a strong indicator he' s decided.”

| nodded, feeling my heart flutter and soar. “Y ou'reright. Helovesme. And | lovehim. But isn't it
awfully soon to be doing this?*

Susie stepped behind me and began combing my hair out and styling it. It had been over three months
sncewe d pulled the Third out of NATech'slittle diver of hell, and al thirty-one of the prisoners had
made afull recovery--at least physicaly. Theinternd scarring of the soul was permanent. Susie ill woke



me in the middle of the night once every week or soto talk and fed dive. She'd haveto find another
midnight confidant, though; | was changing roomies as of today.

Shefinished putting up my hair and stood back. She had combed it out and braided it in the back. I'd
liketo tell you what kind of hairdo it was, | redly would. But the fact isthat | never had thetimeto pick
up al the great knowledge that teens pick up; my life even under the most liberd criteriawas unusud. |
do know that | liked it.

“That' sgreat, Suse! How'd you learn to work with hair so well?” The excitement of the day had
reversed itsdlf again and was now lifting my emotions.

“Showswhat you know,” she sniffed. “Thisisn't dl that grest. My own hair isn't asfine asyours, and
neither were my ssters But | attended dl the same putclubs growing up that my girlfriendsdid, and you
aways pick up something.” Shelightly brushed the sides, accenting my cheekbones. “This | work fine for
you, especidly with that gorgeoustrain you'll be wearing.”

“I can't believethe dressI’ll be wearing, either!” My terror of only twenty minutes ago had vanished
completely. “It’' s so beautiful, it dmost hurtsto look at it!”

“Wadll, what had you expected to have on, silly? A dirty rag?’

“To be honest, Susie, I’ d planned on renting atuxedo. Before Aaron, the only thinking I” d done about
marriage had been back in the twenty-first century.”

Susie pulled out our makeup kit and began applying it. Neither of us used it much--we were dogs going
into battle, not norma women going into town. That didn’t mean we didn’t likeit, or knew how to useit.
Susie was again better than me since she had the benefit of a contiguous life span and | did not. She
picked up on my comment.

“I hadn’t thought of that. Y ou know, Abby, it hasn’t been that long since we Cued you’ --
“Just over threeyears,” | broke in. She dapped the back of my head lightly.

“Don't interrupt. It's only been three years, but so much has happened to you. To us. You've comea
long way from the terrified fourteen-year-old girl to the lovely young woman who' s getting married
today.”

“Hey! Don't hit!” | complained cheerfully. “Tell meabout it. All I’ ve done for the past Sx weeks, Snce
Aaron was enough of himself to propose again, isworry if I'm going too fast. Remember, in the culture |
grew up inthefirst time, norma marrying age was around twenty-five. On top of that, Aaron and |
haven't had what you’ d call anorma courtship. One date the night the Third got taken out, and the three
day-trips Jody gave us as an early wedding present.

“Y et we' ve worked and fought together for two years. I’ ve relied on him to save my butt two dozen
times, and I’ve saved his, too.” | giggled. “Now | know what | was saving it for.”

“Abigail! I'd never expected to hear that from you!” Susie sounded shocked, but laughed. “ Although he
does have anice butt. Great shoulders, too.”

“They'retodiefor,” | agreed, Sghing. “When hewrapsme up, | fed like the whole world is shut out and
nothing can harm me. And his kisses are dways warm and soft, except when they’re hot and...”

“ Settle down, kid. | don’t need the details, much as |’ d like to hear them.” Her next comment was the
one she redly wanted to make, though.



“Umm... thereisonething | wanted to talk about asfar as... that.”
“What?’ | sensed her sudden discomfort.

“Y ou know. About Aaron and you. | mean, tonight.” | suddenly knew exactly what she wastalking
about and tried to keep a straight face.

“What about tonight, Susie?’ | asked innocently. “Y ou mean, at the reception? I’ m not worried. I'm
sure--ow! Not so hard!” She had been filing and finishing my nails and had lost her concentration.

“Oops. Sorry.” She eased off on the pressure. “I didn’t mean the reception. | meant... later. Y ou know,
after you' ve gotten to your little bungaow in Arizona”

“I don't understand,” | said densely, squeezing the moment for al | could. “What about it? The areaiis
very pro-Resistance, and we have dl that we need for the three dayswe' Il be there. And you can aways
cdl usif therésan’--

“No! Nothing likethat. | wanted to talk about something alittle more persona. About what happens
tonight. Once you get... you know...” She saw my gently shaking shoulders and clamped lips, small
tearsin my eyes.

“Youjerk! You know exactly what I'm talking about!” Shetried to look angry, but did apoor job. |
gtarted laughing out loud and she joined me. “ Okay, it’sfunny. | never thought it would be this hard,

though.”

“What?’ | asked, wiping atear. “Y ou mean talking about sex? Why isit so hard, Susie? Of course |’ ve
been thinking about tonight.”

“And what have you been thinking about it?’

“I"'m thinking that I’m more excited about making love to Aaron than anything other than the wedding. |
waited for marriage before having sex, and now my husband and | can share the reward of my patience.
Andhis”

She nodded, understanding and agreeing. “My feding exactly. But what I'm talking about is not so much
the when as much as the how. If you have any, you know, questions about, well...” She started to hem
and haw again.

“What do you mean, Suse?’ | asked with wide eyes, then laughed. “ Susie, you're so good to me! | love
you, lady. Thiscan't be easy for you.”

“It'snot,” shesaid frankly.

“| can guess. | hope | don't have the same difficulty when it’stimeto talk about sex to my daughters.
Thanksfor caring and trying. I'm sure Aaron and | can figureit al out. And if we're not perfect thefirst
time,” | added mischievoudy, “I supposeit will be acase of try and try again.”

She gasped, then laughed. “How you can be so sweet and innocent one moment then such atart the next
iswhat makes you so much fun.”

The bathroom door opened and Sarah walked in. Of all the prisoners, Sarah and Aaron had best
wesgthered the humiliations and deprivations of being under constant mind control. After the effects of the
suppression field had worn off under Doctor Barrett' s care, both took the very pragmatic attitude that
what had happened to them, what had been done to them, was outside their redl lives. Each had



therefore mentaly written off those months and distanced themselves from the orded. That othersdidn’t
follow the same path bespoke of the difficulty of doing so. | had firsthand experience with that myself. |
had struggled to put my rape of nine months ago behind mein the sameway. And it waswhy my
wedding dress was pure white and why | would weer it today without the dightest twinge of guilt. Ina
way, it had all worked out to our benefit, for Aaron now completely understood.

For thefirg time since I’ d known her, Sarah didn’t look like she needed acigar. A big, strong woman
built on agood-sized frame, she was made for front line duty. Y et she had aways maintained a subdued
ar of femininity that complemented her forward nature and tomboyish looks.

That ar of femininity wasn't subdued now. In her bridesmaid dress, she ran therisk of looking more
beautiful than the bride. Not too difficult in my case, but still abreach of etiquette. She moved with ease
and grace, as comfortable in her elegant pumps asin combat boots. She was the perfect image of a
refined, cultured young woman, the very cream of high society.

“Hey, anchor girl! What' sthe hold-up? Too busy thinking about getting laid tonight by your other
wingman?’ Okay, maybe not a perfect image.

| didn’t need the mirror to see my face flush from my neck to the roots of my hair. Sarah had dways
been able to throw me off. Though the moment was always uncomfortable, | loved her open and honest
friendship.

“Sarah!” Susie scolded her. “Y ou wak in here and make rude remarkslike that, and I’ Il never get her
color right!”

Sarah grinned and pulled up a second stool. She looked me up and down.

“Nice, Abby! Can’'t make too many attack moves and still keep the hair up like that, but you look just
swéell for today’ smission.” She smiled at me and leaned close. “How "bout tonight’ s misson? 'Y ou ready
for that?’

“Morethan you' d think, Sarah.” | was back on balance, and dways looking for away to give payback.
“Don't forget, | used to be apleasureripe. Sheleft mealot of knowledge. | can do things that would
make your head spin.” At her blush, | had my payback. “Rather, Aaron’s head. For instance, when you
rub’--

“Knock it off! Both of you! Y ou sound like a couple of tramps! Thisis ablessed event, not alicenseto
talk trash. Now stop moving, Abigall, or I'll just dap some combat camouflage on you and call you
done.”

Sarah and | laughed, but | sat ill. | didn't have to wait long.

Susefinished with asmall sweep on my eyelashes and nodded gpprovingly. She stepped out of the way
so | could | ook into the mirror. | amost didn’t recognize mysdlf. Somehow she' d made me beautiful.
Very beautiful.

“That' sincredible, Suse! How'd you do so much with solittle?’

“Don’'t underrate yourself, Abby. You' reavery pretty woman. A redl... ummm... fox?" She frowned.
“Isthat right?’

“Thetermisright. | don't know if I'd gpply it to me. I’ ve dways thought of myself as being, you know, a
plain Jane”



“*Plain Jane'? 1 hadn’t heard that one before. If you mean just s0-s0 in looks, though, you' re way off.
Back when you were dl arms and legs, Kerry--remember her?--had said you' d be a stunner, and she
wasright.”

“1 suppose.”

“I' know. Now let’s get finished up. We have to get back to our room and get you dressed. Y our pastor
will want to give you somefina ingtructions and encouragement, no doubt. Sarah, will you clear the halls
S0 our brideisn't bothered?’

* * % %

The corridor was alevel eighty meterslong, but it felt at least eighty kilometerslong and uphill to boot.
My veil was paper thin but till managed to cut off al theair. On top of al that, my heart could probably
be heard across the entire hanger, which | was about to enter. Sarah and Jody had reached the makeshift
atar, and Suse, my maid of honor, was halfway down the aide. Doctor Barrett took my el bow and
whispered into my ear.

“I've never seen such abeautiful woman, Abigail.” For amoment | thought he wastalking about Susie,
then redlized he meant me. “It isan honor to give you into marriage to Aaron.”

“It'syour right, Philip. After dl, you' re the one who brought me into thisworld, making today possible.
There sawar waiting outside for us when we get back, but it’s because of you that we can have & least
these few days of happiness. | cannot thank you enough, but | cantry.”

“You are entirely welcome, dear. Shhh. It' stime.”

The wedding march started and the crowd arose, turning toward me. At Philip’s gentle guidance a my
elbow, | started down the aide, concentrating on my stepping to avoid passing out.

The corridor had been eighty kilometerslong, the aide was eighty centimeters. | vaguely remember the
walk, even though | wanted to remember it dl. It is more an overwheming weight of emotion than
memoriesthat remain with me.

| cameto thefront of the ade and saw Aaron standing there, looking at me with a confident smile, his
eyesmoist with love for me. Hewasincredibly handsomein his dress uniform. Beside him stood Raul, his
best man, resplendent in his lieutenant’ s uniform, the | eft deeve folded neetly up.

Therest of the ceremony isdl ablur. | so dearly wanted to remember every moment, to lock away
forever the sights, sounds and fedlings of the day. Thetruthis, | wasfar too dazed and happy to even
begin to keep a coherent record of it. It was al stored into the memory pools, of course, but nothing can
ever or will ever recreate the aura and excitement of the day. | stood by Aaron’ssidein front of the
pastor, completely weightless and dmost giddy with joy. The bouquet in my handswas nearly crushed
undernegth the flowers, | was squeezing them so tight to keep my hands <till. A pleasant buzzing in my
ears was quiet enough to hear the sermon and the hymns, but was distracting enough not to let me
remember any of it. It was only during the vowsthat | came out of my fog.

“Do you, Aaron Marks, take thiswoman, Abigail Wyeth, to be your wife? Will you love her, guide her,
and counsel her as Chrigt loves, guides, and counsdls his Church? Will you promise to be faithful to her,
cherish her, support her, and stay with her, in sckness and in hedlth, aslong asyou both shdl live?’

“I do,” Aaron said with afirm voice, looking into my eyes.

“And do you, Abigail Wyeth, take Aaron Marksto be your husband? Will you love him, follow him, and



submit to him asthe Church loves, follows, and submitsto Christ? Will you promise to befaithful to him,
cherish him, support him, and stay with him, in sckness and in health, aslong as you both shdl live?’

“I do,” I promised, spesking from my very soul.

“Then, before these witnesses and God, and by the authority vested in me asa caled servant of the
Lord, | declare you to be husband and wife. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit. What God hasjoined together, let no one separate. Y ou may kissthe bride.”

Aaron reached up with trembling hands and lifted my veil. He leaned down and gently kissed me on the
lips. His strength seemed to flow into me, bringing me out of my thral. | wrapped my arms around his
neck and kissed him back. The pastor had to gently clear histhroat to remind uswewere ill ina
ceremony. | stepped back alittle, smiling. Aaron took my hand and turned us toward the congregation. |
heard the pastor’ s voice behind us.

“It ismy honor to present to you Mr. and Mrs. Aaron Marks.”

| don’t know what was louder, the cheering and applause of our friends asthey cameto their feet or the
roaringinmy ears. | didn’t care. | waswith my husband.

Interlogue Three

Aaron pulled the hov under the pines beside our small bungaow and settled it onto the small,
packed-earth pad. | went through power down procedures while Aaron opened up our little cottage and
carried the luggage insde. | finished the power down and reached above my head to toggle the puter
switchover to the house If the call came through that terminated our saventy-two hour...

A big hand clamped over mine and gently pulled it down.

“I redlly don’t think we want to be interrupted, do we?’ he said softly in my ear. | thought it over for a
long time, perhaps as much as a half-second, then smiled.

“No, | don't supposewe do.” | activated the externd alarm instead. If they redlly, redly wanted us,
they’d haveto... | switched it off again. Let them come get usif they were that desperate. Aaron
chuckled, his breath softly brushing my hair, sending atingle through me.

“Good girl.”

| smiled a him. “Good girl? What am I, your little plaything now?*

Helaughed quietly. “Maybe.”

“That' swhy you married me?’ | accused him. “ Just so you could jump my bones?’
Helooked startled. “ Jump your bones? What a strange phrase.”

| giggled. “Itis, ign't it? Let merephrase that. Ummm... you married mejust so you could...” |
whispered in hisear while | ran my hand through histhick shock of black hair, and he feigned righteous
indignation.

“Abigal! That'snot it at al!” He grabbed me and brought me up againgt him. Heran hisfingersthrough
my hair, then pulled back firmly, lifting my faceto his. He kissed me deeply, first on the mouth, then ong
my cheek to my ear.

“Rather, that'snot al of it. | married you so | could hold you and keep you safe. | married you because |



love you, swest, sweet Abigail, and | want to be with you forever.”

My heart wastripping al over itslf, making agenerd mess of my insgdeswhile threatening to explode. |
looked into hiseyes, and lost mysdlf in their bottomless darkness.

“I--1--1...” I couldn’t think straight. | couldn’t think. He put two fingerson my lips.
“Shhh. Don't say anything, love”

He picked me up in his powerful arms and carried me to the bungalow. He nudged the door open with
hisfoot and carried me across the threshold, then set me down. It wasasmall place, only agreat room
and abathroom. Therewas asmall kitchen areain one corner. A large king sized bed was against one
wall, an equaly largefireplace againgt the opposite wal. Rustic furniture was scattered about.

“I know thisdoes't redly count,” he apologized. “Thisisn't our home. But it sthe best we' Il be ableto
do for now.”

“I loveit!” | inasted. “And it doestoo count.”
“I loveyou, Abigail.”

“And | loveyou, Aaron.” He pulled meto him and | fdt falling into his strong, warm, and loving arms.

* * % %

| wasthefirst one awake that evening. Aaron had piloted the hov the entire distance, letting me deep.
Although | was seventeen now, phasing gill affected me, draining my energy and leaving me exhausted. It
was only our passion when we arrived that kept me awake. Still, | bounced back fairly quick and was
now reedy for my first evening with Aaron.

| looked at hisface, quiet and till as he dept. Seeing him completely relaxed now, | must admit to a
certain temptation to... | smiledin thefading light of |ate evening and eased out of bed, letting him deep.
It was very chilly, so | opened up the comforter at the foot of our bed and spread it over him. He tirred,
but stayed adeep.

| padded on bare feet to the front door. Located literally on amountainside, Jerome, Arizona, had been a
mining town nearly athousand years ago. The mines played out in the twentieth century and it had
become aghost town. Later it became a popular spot for artists and tourists. In the twenty-fourth

century, it had a brief resurgence when Phoenix boomed to over three million during the Terran/Martian
Wars, but once the fourth war ended, Jerome settled back down to a handful of people and aquiet
existence. Today, it was much the same asit had been for most of itsthousand yeer life: alovely little
town that had no redl reason but smply was.

Aaron had left the door dightly open when he carried mein, so the chilly night air waswafting in, straining
the heating system. | activated the temperature shell, then lingered at the open door, staring out over the
sunning valey. How | loved this country!

| finally closed the door and walked back to the bed. | dug around my luggage for my robeto pull on
over my admittedly skimpy deeping clothes.

The kitchen wastiny, but served. | put on akettle of water in the therma field and looked around for
sometea. Therewasn't any, but there was hot chocolate, which was fine with me. There was aso some
coffee, which | knew Aaron enjoyed, though | couldn’t remember if he put anything init. The cooling
field had a sdlection of fruits, so | began preparing some for dinner, dong with ablock of cheddar. Asl



made him our first medl, my heart thudded and thudded as | thought about the commitment | had madeto
him.

Hewas my husband. Though he would obey my ordersin battle, | would gladly obey him everywhere
else. Neither of usknew how long we would be married, except that it wasfor life. True, our liveswere
very likely to be cut short within days or weeks. We comprised two-thirds of the front triteam in the
newly formed Company A of the 179th. And | had the additiona worry of having the cyberleader of
NATech--and essentialy the world--want me dead, dead, dead. Aaron and | had discussed that shortly
after the apha suppression field had worn off. Would it have been better to wait until after thiswas over,
then marry? Or should we marry now, and run the risk of only one surviving?

It had proven to be afairly easy decison. We loved each other deeply. Whether or not we were married
would make no difference to the sorrow one would fed if the other was killed. Nor did we want to give
Y oung even the dightest satisfaction by disrupting our happiness. So we married. Children, of course,
would have to wait until thiswar was over and we had emigrated. | had seen Doctor Barrett, and the joy
of ahoneymoon pregnancy would have to be denied us.

| carried the board of fruit and cheeseto alow tablein front of the fireplace and set it down. Theroom
waswarming nicely, but nothing best afire, so | began laying afirein the hearth. Everything about the
bunga ow, down to the bearskin rug in front of the fireplace, seemed like a perfect dream.

The dream continued when the teapot began whistling and | heard Aaron tir. Having laid the wood, |
lazed it and started thefire. Leaning in close, | puffed air into the base of the wood, encouraging it to
burn.

A gentle hand settled on my back, pressing and rubbing and feding glorious.

“Mmmmm...” | moaned, trying to blow on the wood. “Hey, knock it off, husband mine! I'm trying to get
this started. Hey!” He pulled on the robe, making mefall back onto him. We tumbled to the rug, laughing

and giggling.
“Y ou better eat alittle something fird, lover, before you start getting fresh.”

Thefirewas crackling cheerfully now, providing the only light in the cabin, and setting the mood
wonderfully. Aaron arranged the floor pillowswhile | fetched the hot chocolate and coffee.

| st it down, then brought over the comforter for usto wrap oursavesinto. His strong and earthy smell
seemed to be everywhere. | went to my hands and knees and crawled to him, then curled up in hisarms
and we stared into the fire. He munched a piece of apple, then wrapped a hand around my waist. We
were quiet for afew minutes, eating the fruit and cheese and enjoying our closeness. Hewasthefirst to

speak.

“Why in the world were you blowing into thefire?’

| shrugged. “ Old habit. I’ ve never used the laze much to start fires; I’ m used to matches.”
“Matches?’

“Uh-huh. A piece of wood with solid flammable chemicals on one end for igniting. We use the microlazes
today. A match only gave out limited heat for avery short period, so even if you could light the wood,
you sometimes needed to blow on it to help it burn properly. | keep forgetting the laze burns so fierce
that blowing isn't needed.”

He settled back and was quiet again. Thistime, though, hissilence fet different.



“Aaon?’
“Hmm?’
“What' s bothering you?’

Hewas quiet for along moment. | was about to ask him again when he stirred and pressed me closer to
him.
“Why do you ask?’

“Because | know something’ swrong.” | kissed the arm he had wrapped across my chest. “ There's
something you want to say or ask, isn't there?’

Heremained slent, hugging metighter. | had afeding he did have something to ask me, and | had a
hunch asto what it was.

“Please, Aaron?’
Hekept quiet, but findly sighed.

“I’'m sorry, Abby. Yes, thereis something. It ssilly | know... but it occurred to me while you were
talking about matches. It' s so easy to think of you as an incredibly talented woman. Beautiful, mature,
with avery scary mean stresk...”

“Thank you,” | murmured.

“| did intend that as a compliment. Y ou, Sarah and | have fought as teammates for along time, and that
beast insde you has saved our lives more than afew times. It' s a strange compliment, but these are
drangetimes.

“Anyway, I’ ve dways known you as Abigail. It's so easy to just stop there. But then you drop an odd
phrase, mention an ancient technology, or refer to an extinct culture, and I’ m forced to remember that
you're not just Abigail. Y ou' re Miss DeChant. Y ou’ re who knows how many computers. You'rea
booby-trapped pleasureripe. You're... you're...”

“John Wyeth.”
“Yes” hesadflatly. “You re John Wyeth.”

“I see” | knew thiswould come. Susie had said months ago that Aaron would only see me as Abigail
Wyeth, awoman. But that was impossible. Sure, most anyone, even Aaron, could know mewell and
think of me aswho | was now. Aaron had married me. Still, it had to give him pause when thrown in his
face.

“I see)” | repested. “Aaron? Why did you marry me?’
“Because| loveyou, Abigail. But...”

“And what about this?’ | put my hand on hisand guided it under my robe and shirt, to the white scar
acrossmy ribs. “ Do you gill love me even though I'm scarred?’

“What asilly question! Of coursel loveyou!”

“What if it wasn't ascar? What if | had been blinded? Or what if something had happened when they



stole this body from the physiomanufacturing plant, and | had started out blind? Could you till love me
then?’

“Abigall, thisispointless. Yesand yes. It'snot your body | love. It's you that I”-- he broke off. “| take
your point. If | can overlook those disabilities, | should be able to see beyond your past.”

“That's partidly it. Now suppose | had grown up completely normally. No scars. No wounds or
disabilities. No ripings. Just an ordinary, everyday girl.”

“You'd never be ordinary.”

“That'sswest. Let’sjust say | was born femae and grew up femae. Would you have married meiif |
was only twelve years old? Or eight?’

“Of course not.”
“How about four?’
“Aum'l!”

“Okay, okay. | know you' re not apervert. You d only be intimate with the grown woman you were
married to, right?’

“Right,” He agreed. | waited, not saying anything. He was quiet for afew seconds, then started
chuckling. “1 take the rest of your point, love. Y ou know I’'m not apervert. Y ou want meto redize that |
know I'm not a pervert. But what about...”

“What about what?’ | demanded impatiently. | rolled over on my hands and knees and put my face
within centimeters of his.

“| wasriped over and over for hundreds of years. | was used, manipulated, and humiliated, first by Chris
Y oung, later by happenstance. | lived through them al. And unlike any other Shard, | survived my
dissolution because of LeClaire' sgenius, Doctor Barrett’ s care and expertise, and, quite bluntly, by my
guts. | had to accept al my false personas as having been apart of my past. They have not dtered my
personality any more or lessthan asignificant event in your past has atered your personality.

“When we were together this afternoon, | knew how to excite you, how to please you, how to enjoy
being with you, because of my memories asthat pleasureripe. But it wasn't her you... you made loveto.
Shenever existed! It was aways me, Aaron!”

| sat back on my knees and looked steadily at him.

“And, yes, | was once John Wyeth. But in much the same way, heisn’t me any more than Miss
DeChant, the Foundry computer, or the pleasureripe, aren’t me. My body never belonged to him. He
never lived init. He was never awoman.” | steadied my voice and took a breath, continuing to look
directly into hiseyes.

“And | was never aman. Never. | have hismemories, hismind, his soul. When | wasfirg riped into this
body, | thought of them as my memories, my mind, my soul--like you have the memories, mind, and soul
of the small boy you once were. But as 1’ ve truly become Abigail, they’ ve become more like an
inheritance from favorite grandparent, as though I’ d heard stories of hislife so often that | canimagine
mysaf being him.

“Asfor my past, whet is the difference between my life and the hypothetical lifel mentioned? Of course



you wouldn't have been intimate with me had | been mae. Neither would you have beenif | had beena
normd, eight-year old girl. Y et this afternoon we shared that intimacy.

“Look a me, Aaron!” | hdd my arms out, letting him see my feminine silhouette in thefirdight. “I’'m not
Abigail Wyeth, éther. My nameis Abigall Marks! I'm your devoted and loving wife. I'm asmuch a
woman as you are a man. What' s happened to me in the past has shaped meinto what | am. But | ama
woman!” | was closeto tears, | so much wanted to settle this between us. From my knees, | bowed at
thewaist, my face near the floor, to humbly share my strong fedingsfor him.

“Please say you understand, dear husband. It's not the person | was that’ s important. It's the woman |
am. Here. Now.” My emotion were too strong, and the tears came. “And | am awoman who is
hopelesdy, ddirioudy, passonately in love with you.”

| cried slently, staring down sightlessly at the bearskin rug, wanting everything to beright, hoping | had
not ruined it al. What if | waswrong? What if it did matter what wasin the past? That what | had been
somehow invalidated who | was now? If that was true, was my existence a sham? Was everything |
hed...

“Abigail,” | heard him call softly. | looked up through blurry eyes and saw hisarmsheld out to me, his
gtrong, handsome face smiling gently.

“Come here, my swest bride. My lovely wife.”

“Oh, Aaron!” | lunged into his arms and wept. He wrapped the blanket around usand let me cry in his
chest. He comforted me with his gentle voice and gentle touch. With infinite patience, he waited until |
had cried mysdf through it, then hugged me even tighter. How could | have ever doubted him?

“I’'mso sorry, Aaron. | let...”

“That'senough of that!” he admonished. “ Apologies are due, but from me. Y ou wereright al along,
Abby. It'swho you are now that’ simportant. | was just too thick-headed to see my doubts and worries
asusdesswhite noise. | don't care what you have been, other than with idle curiosity. | don't see how
who you were six and haf centuries ago has any bearing on today.”

Hiswords pulled my heart up from the ruinsit had created and lifted mein away | had not thought
possible. He continued.

“Y ou did miss out on onething, though.”
“Onething?’ | asked, asmdl, namelessfear rising.

“Uh-huh. Y ou talked about your past and your present. But you didn’t even mention the kind of person
you will be.” He amiled.

“You'reright,” | said, asmile coming to my lipsaswéll. “Did you have anything in mind?’

“Asamatter of fact, | did. Here' stheway | seeit.” He settled meinto his embrace. “First, we take care
of this... this...”

“This'great unpleasantness 7’ | offered. “It was aterm used by Southern people when talking about the
Civil War of the United”--

“Great unpleasantnessisfing,” heinterrupted. “We Il take care of this great unpleasantnesswith NATech
and Young” .He put his hand on my tummy. “Then we' |l see about getting you fat.”



“Fat?’ | protested.

“Uh-huh. Nothing too much at first. We Il do it gradualy. Nobody will even notice thefirst three
months.” He patted my tummy. “After that, I’ d say a steady growth for about... ohhh...”

“Six more months?’ | suggested. He smiled.
“Yes. That sounds right. After that, | predict a sudden loss of weight.”

“Wadll. | suppose | could livewith that. And how many times do you imagine I’ ll have thiskind of weight
gan?

“Difficult to say. How gbout...” he consdered me carefully. “Four times?’
“Four?’ | didn’t bother hiding my disgppointment.
“Too many? | suppose we could talk about three’--

“Toofew,” | interrupted. “I should think at least Sx. We'll savethat for another time. Right now...” | did
to one sde of the pillow and invited my husband to deep with me. He gratefully lay beside me, pulling the
comforter over us. My small body spooned into his, and histender embrace held me safein hisarms.
Together we watched the silent flame shadows scampering around the room, easing us unawaresinto a
blissful dumber.

Chapter Seven--cont’d
“One seventy-nine... 179... thisis 179 hover six, requesting approach and docking clearance.”

“One seventy-nine hover six, thisis 179. Approach and phased docking clearance granted. Please keep
variance from docking buoy at lessthan 100 centimeters. And welcome back, you twol”

“Variance restriction noted and thank you for the welcome. One seventy-nine hover six out.”

| broke the comlink and patched in the nav computer to base docking pilot. Because of the events of the
past three days, of which Aaron and | had only heard about afew hours ago, the 179th was on maximum
security and we had to execute somewhat tricky phased docking maneuvers. | left Aaron to do the
piloting--1 was afairly good hov pilot, but inexperienced--while | prepared for find approach.

Aaron pulled back on the controls, decelerating quickly. | pressed theimminent arrival broadcast switch,
attached the sonic umbilical cord to the docking buoy, and locked the ERF down. When a section of
ground has been phased through enough times over a short period of time, it destabilizes and takes on the
qudities of aphase mine. Although not amajor danger for non-phased objects--unlike phase mines,

there was no explosion--it could be very painful for phased people, such as Aaron and myself. To avoid
destabilization of afrequently used hanger, quick entry and exit was required. Since the hanger was only
ten meters high, the stop needed to be fairly sudden--hence the ERF.

The field snapped on, feding like concrete casing, and we popped up into the hanger. Even with the
ERF, it was not aride | would recommend. The hov floated two meters above the surface while | shut
down thefidld, dlowing Aaron to properly land us. The craft settled and we unbuckled. Aaron |eft the
engines running, which was standard operating procedure when the base was on non-evac maximum
security status. We grabbed our personal effects and walked hand in hand down the lowered rear hatch
ramp.

Our entire reception committee was Sarah, and while she smiled at us, she aso had on her war paint.



Thelast timel’d seen her, three days ago just after the wedding, she had looked elegant, sophisticated,
and relaxed. Now, in her combat fatigues, she looked tough, dangerous, and even more relaxed. The
stunning smile of three days ago was abig grin now, and again desperately in need of acigar.

She pulled meinto her arms and gave me a crusher hug, then kissed me on the cheek. Shelet me go, and
while | stood there unsteadily, looking at dl the pretty lights popping in my eyes, she mussed Aaron’ s hair
while giving him akissfull on the mouth. Such was my confidencein Sarah asafriend, Aaron asmy
husband, and mysdlf asawoman that | took their kiss exactly the way it was meant. Y ou don't charge
into battle countless times with the same two comrades without forming a very deep trust between
yoursalves. | knew Sarah loved Aaron, and he returned that love. | aso knew that sheloved me and had
gracioudy stepped aside when Aaron and | had progressed in our relationship and had fdlenin love
romanticaly.

“Hi, Abby! Hey, Aaron! Welcome back, now get to work!” She laughed, dways the cheerful one. She
grabbed my gear and dung it over her shoulder, then led us quickly through amaze of marked yellow
paths around the hanger to the main corridor. They were paths around large sections of hanger space,
each with adocking buoy. These lines hadn’t been here when we left, which | commented on.

“Yeah. Stay ingde 'em or risk having ahov pop phase through your guts. There' s been alot of changes
in the past three days. The dert came down from TAU only hours after you left. The Lieutenant near asa
whisker called you two back to duty, then decided againgt it when it became obviousthat NATech
thought the explosion hadn’t betrayed anything. And if Kiki hadn’t been on her toes, it wouldn't have.”

Aaron and | exchanged glances of relief and shy smiles. While we would have come back if we' d been
ordered to, our three-day honeymoon in Jerome had been heaven-sent, letting us get to know each other
in ways no amount of combat could. Sarah caught our ook and laughed.

“Yeah, that’ swhat | thought, too,” she said, asif reading our minds. “| told the Lieutenant that if the three
of usweretaking her kidsinto the real thing, | didn’t want to have to keep looking over my shoulder to
seeif my two partners were groping each other up. | need fighters for my anchor and wingman, not
lovers”

We stopped in front of adoor that hadn’t been there before the wedding. Positioned on the outside wall,
it was some distance from either the men’s or women'’ s barracks. Sarah dropped my gear.

“Evenwith dl that’ s going on, the Lieutenant made sure you got your own quarters. All married couples
do. Lucky tiffs. | oughta get a husband. Anyway, the Lieutenant said get settled in, grab abite, then
report. Abby, you go to her. Aaron, you and | have instruction courses with B and C companies.” She
amiled wickedly a him. 1 can’t wait to hear al the details!” Laughing, she walked off.

“Wait asecond, Sarah,” | said, grabbing her arm. “Why the rush? We d heard about the explosion, of
course, but not much more. What' s going on?’

“The Lieutenant will fill you in completely, but apparently when the thing went off, the shock wave
penetrated the entire planet and Kiki got it all. Seemsthere’ sabig hole in the bedrock about a hundred
and eighty k undernesath the Mojave desert, in that place you came from, Abby. No way in, no way out.
But plenty of energy readings”

“And the power source?’ Aaron asked quietly, already knowing the answer.

“What do you think?" she shrugged. “They’ re grest big NATech fission generators. Looks like we found
Chris Y oung’ s home address.”



* * % %

The United States of Americahad originaly used White Sandsfor the testing of nuclear wegpons, so the
ground was hot enough anyway. After the bomb bansin the mid twenty-first century, they used the area
to store their now illegal arsend, figuring the place was aready glowing, and an extra ten thousand tons
or so of live warheads wouldn’t make it any worse. The weapons would remain untouched and safe for
centuries.

Then, as happensin aworld that went through periodic upheavals, things got forgotten. History, art,
culture, names, places. And when the United States of North Americaofficially dissolved in 2388, even
stockpiles of atomic wegpons were forgotten.

It was the most innocent of mistakes. A couple of kidswere ground surfing out west of the Rio Grande.
Ground surfing was a popular sport among people who had agreat dedl of brain cavity to let and were
awayslooking for aquick thrill. Using the Earth’ s gravity and mass variances, they would scoot in and
out of the planet’ s crugt, riding nothing but unstable phase boards. Asthey hit different rock densties,
their hypersengitive grav gyros would overreact, shooting them either degp underground or airborne. The
ride was gpparently even morethrilling if the dirt was dightly radioactive. | didn’t know; my 1Q was
above room temperature, S0 I’d never tried it.

They had apparently souped up their phase boards and were able to take them very deep, nearly ten
kilometers. Too deep, it turned out. Uranium has such ahigh atomic weight that it reacts when phased
through. If it senriched uranium, or plutonium, it' saviolent reaction. One of the boards must have
phased through the core of amissile, causing sympathetic detonation of the firing mechanismswhichin
turn detonated the warheads. The horrors of the Terran/Martian wars were revisited. Like the New Y ork
glasdands, that section of the world was now closed off to human habitation. Preliminary studies placed
the date of safe resettlement around the year 46,500 AD.

If it was possible that good could come from such aravaging of our home, then there was one benefit: the
shock waves reverberated for thousands of kilometers through the crust, the mantle and even the molten
core of the Earth. And for three minutes, the entire interior of the planet could be captured on seismic
film, so perfect and focused a picture that if the proper equipment existed, every nook and cranny would
belaid bare Only the proper equipment didn’t exist. On Earth. Kiki had registered the explosion, known
what it was and what it could do, and had taken that seismic picture from the puterverse. | waslooking at
asmdl diceof it now.

“Here?’ | moved ahand up to the dark pocket located 181 kilometers below the surface of the Arizona
desert. It wasincredible that Aaron and | had spent our honeymoon in dmost the same location only a
day earlier.

“Uh-huh.” Jody acknowledged. “ After Kiki took the picture, we asked her if she could run an anomaly
study and locate any potentia hiding places.”

“You' d need to be more precise than that, Jody. I'll bet Kiki found maybefive or six thousand in thefirst
ten minutes”

“I found 8,687!” Kiki said indignantly. I turned toward her and smiled. Mike was Stting beside her, feet
up on Jody’ s desk, green eyes burning bright. We were running total access, having duplicated Jody’s
quarters perfectly and providing UTC shielding for everyone. Maoss, Raul, and Takari were standing
loosely around us, trying not to stare at my two puterverse friends. Suse was Sitting very closeto Raul,
clicking her teeth with her fingernails, thinking.

“Sorry, Kiki. No offense.” I’d have to get her away from Mike every now and then; he was beginning to



have abad influence.

“That’ s okay, Abby.” Quick to forgive, was Kiki. “ Jody gave me a better idea of what to look for, and
this place popped up after an hour. | noticed it for three reasons: its Size, its energy signature, and the
seismic warp that it caused. Jody was suspicious, so she sent Miketo take alook.”

“Shedidn’t send me. | went because | was curious.”

“Uh-huh,” Kiki said with such agtraight voice | had to turn away to keep Mike from seeing my smile. |
amost madeit, too.

“Oh sure! Laughit up! Anyway, getting in wasared bear. | had ablast.” Hetook hisfeet from Jody’s
desk and projected a gorgeous image of the cavern.

“The cavern’s naturd, but there' ve been people doing work in there since the mid twenty-second
century. Maybe earlier.”

“How, Mike?" Raul asked quietly. “Phasing isardatively new technology, lessthan ahundred yearsold.
And the location isfar too deep to burrow to.”

“I don’'t know, sir.” Such was Raul’ s presence and character that he was the only person Mike called gir.
I’d have been shocked if | didn’t know Raul so well. And Mike, too. Heredlly wasagood kid. Just
headstrong and overconfident. VWWhen he recognized quiet power and relaxed salf-confidence in someone,

he respected it.
“I' know how,” | volunteered. All eyesturned to me.

“Therewas an incident in the late twentieth century near that same areathat caught NATech' s atention.
The NATech of then, not NATech Supreme,” | added quickly. It happened in the summer of 1992. We
weren't sure what it was, but speculated it was atempora warp.”

“That' s sciencefiction!” Moss laughed, not meaning to be rude, but unable to help himsdlf. “How in the
world did you come up with such anotion?’

“I would not dismiss Sergeant Marks comments so quickly, Sergeant Moss.” Raul said quietly, nailing
poor Len with alook that skewered him to the wall he leaned againg. “ She was one of the brightest
minds of the twenty-first century. And isnow in the twenty-seventh.”

“I--I'm sorry, sir.” He bowed to me. “My apologies, Sergeant.”

“That’sokay, Len.” | returned hisbow. “No offense taken. We didn't believe it oursalves. | mean we as
in NATech. | wasn't even born yet.

“We cameto that admittedly wild conclusion partly because of the never before seen atmospheric
readings that pervaded the areafrom that point on. They still existed when | joined NATech in 2018,
twenty-sx yearslater.

“ Another piece of evidence was the disappearance of one of our founding members, abrilliant scientist
and inventor named Carl Woldheim. He and alady friend of his vanished the same night the anomalies
began. We speculated that \Woldheim had constructed atemporal device and had used it.

“But the biggest reason we reached that conclusion wasthat by using his early work, NATech had
created atempord shifting device of itsown.” Nobody said anything; they just stared. Even Mikewas
leaning forward, cong dering me through steepled fingers.



“NATech hastimetraveling ability?’ Jody’ s voice sounded like she was in phase, the ERF full on.

“No, they don’t. Not anymore. The devices had aquickly drained power source, and a person could
jump for only four seconds, absolute time. Worse, Woldheim had apparently solved the spacia
relationship puzzle, but we hadn’t. Without the ability to make a coordinated spacid-tempord jump, the
traveler tayed in her preciselocation during the jump while the universe continued moving.”

“Ouch!” Mikewinced. “Y ou'd pop out of your tempord field buried inside the ground, hanging
thousands of feet intheair, or just sucking vacuum while the planet continued on without you. NOT the
way I'd liketo end aday.”

“That just about sumsit up, Mike,” | nodded. “We were il trying to solve that problem when | was
therein the 2020’ s, and had gotten no closer.”

“So how does this answer the question of how people...” Jody dapped her head. “Oops. Brain boot.
Sorry. Young just pops some peopleinto that temporal field and has them appear inside the cavern.”

“That does not make any sense, Lieutenant,” Takari objected. “Where could you find someone foolish
enough to make such adangerous journey?’

“And what about getting out?’ Mike pointed out. “ Getting stuck a couple hundred k' sinside solid rock
would not be agood career move.”

“That al depends on your mind set, Mike,” | said softly.
“Onmy mind s?’
“Dear God.” Susie spoke for thefirst time. “He used ripes.”

“That' swhat hedid,” | nodded grimly. “Y oung had aready come up with the technology to ripethe
human mind. | know that firsthand. Satisfied that he could do it, he continued refining that skill, riping
criminds, derdlicts, and the mentally ungtableinto loya drones, al eager to make that suicidd timejump
and be entombed forever in the earth, al to build hislittle home. And when his own body started to fail in
old age, heused dl that skill to transfer himself into the puterverse.

“But he couldn’t transfer himsdlf entirely into such a hostile dimension. He had to remain anchored here,
inour redity. Since ahuman body istoo fragile and lived arelatively short time, he chose the route he'd
used on me; settleinto acomputer and let your program be your guide.”

“And he picked this cavern as the best possible location to keep hisframe,” Len said, nodding. “Now
that we have the ability to phase, that place is probably manned and fortified to the eyeteeth.” He
frowned. “1 do have one question, though.”

“Yes?' | asked.
“Whatever became of adl thistime travel technology? Both Woldheim’sand NATech’ s?’

“I’d wondered that myself, so | tried looking it up.” | shrugged my shoulders. “The answer is, | don’t
know. Woldheim and his companion were never heard from again. Perhapsthey died during thetime
trip. Maybe he ran into an anomaly or quirk we can’t even begin to fathom. Y our guessisas good as
mine

“Asfor NATech’'stimetravel capabilities, it'saso amystery what happened. | found avague reference
to anincident in May of 2259 that seemed to coincide with the appearance of a spontaneous hyperidor



near the moon. Mahlon Stewart, athird class stellar drive engineer on the Horizon was proven to bein
two locations at the same ingtant: on the Horizon and on Station Gamma, orbiting the Earth. That' sthe
last time travel incident that can be proven or inferred from al available data. There sno actua
connection, but | have afedling.” | sat on the edge of the desk and Jody took over.

“It doesn't redlly matter now, | suppose. What mattersisthis.” She pointed to Mike s holo image of the
cavern. “Asvauable asthisinformationis, it will ultimately be usdessunlesswe act on it, and act
quickly.”

“Why?Wouldn't it be better to take our time, carefully plan...”

“Sorry, Takari, but the answer’ sno.” Jody shook her head. “ There are eight peoplein this room now.” |
saw Mike and Kiki St up alittle straighter, having been counted. “ And while | find it inconcelvable that
any of you would ever share thisinformation without good reason, eight people sharing a secret will
ultimately spread that secret.

“No, I think it’ s better that we plan carefully but quickly, then hit the cavern from both redities. We ve
aready received TAU'’ s gpprova and support for the mission.”

“Why not just have Mike and Kiki take out the power sources? Or sabotage the hov computers? Or
poison theair, or even shut it off?” Takari offered.

“Because | don't kill, Yashimoto,” Mike stated coolly. “ And neither does Kiki. Y ou flesh might see
killing asthe best solution to most scenarios, but we don’t.”

“I meant no disrespect, Mike. It' sjust that...”

“It'sjust that Since we' re soulless congtructs, it would be easier if we did your dirty work,” Kiki brokein,
her flaring anger causing her aurato glow an intense gold.

“Cdm down, Kiki,” | said sharply. “Takari not only meant no disrespect, he was doing you an honor.
Thisiswar, kid. The best assets are used as often as possible in the mogt critical conditions. AsSUTC
beings, both you and Mike can move fregly about both dimensions through the common interface. | can,
too, and you can just bet your bottom dollar Takari was going to bring that up next.” | glanced at him,
and he nodded. “ See? He' s doing what he strained to do. So am 1. | don’t want you two going into
combat here because you and | have to take on Chrisin the puterverse after we engage himin this
dimenson.”

“Finel” Mike exclamed with mock irritation. “Make aliar out of me. | say | don't kill, and then namethe
oneguy I'd lovetokill. Oh, well. My reputation’ swrecked, | may aswell off thejerk.”

Nobody took Mike up on his comment, so Jody cleared her throat.

“Sothereitis, gang. WE ll take the next twenty-four hoursto plan our attack and continue training. Then
twelve hoursfor on-base R& R. Then twelve more to lock and load. Werall out in forty-eight hours.
Computer!” she snapped.

“Yo!” afriendly femade voice responded. Mike s ears perked up, but Kiki jabbed him in theribs. “What
can | dofor you, Lieutenant?’

“Sedl the base. No outside access for any personnel with the exception of those present. Let anyonein,
no-one out.”

“Yougot it, Lieutenant. Uhhh... I’ veidentified two anomdies’--



“Yeah, | know. Please log their presence, but don’t worry about them. Y ou don’t have any control over
them anyway.”

“Fine by me, ma am.” The computer toned off and Jody dismissed the meeting. We would see the end of
this

Chapter Eight

“Hey! Get up, Marksl Movethat lazy butt! GO! GO! GO!”

| jerked my head up and spun around in the darkness. Where... wherewas...
“Faster! What an 8088! Faster! Gimme twenty!” he laughed.

| was hafway out of bed, ready to do twenty pushups, when | redized it was Mike laughing and | knew
he' d suckered me again. | sagged back down onto Aaron’ s bare chest, moaning.

“Don’'t do that, Mike! Why can’'t you just give me some music or something. Maybe alittle Sons of the
Pioneers, or Bedtles, or...”

“Yeah, right. | tried that once, remember? Y ou were so late, Thawell even yelled a Susie. I'd be
tempted to try it again, but you’ re the Sergeant now, and nobody on this base hasthe gutsto yell a
Aaron. Now moveit!”

“Okay, dready! Geez! What agrouch.” | started to get up.
Aaron moaned and | felt hisarm come across my shoulders, pulling me back.
“Abby?Isit timeto get up dready?’ He groaned again. “| just went to deep.”

“Then go back to deep, lover,” | ordered, kissng him. “Thisisjust noncom wake-up. Y ou lowly dogs
get another hour of much needed beauty deep. Ouch!” | rubbed my fanny where he dapped me. He
grabbed me and rolled over on top of me, smiling in the dim starlight of our room. | pushed against himin
protest, but not very convincingly. He brought his mouth down and kissed me deeply. | felt mysdlf
warming and relaxing. ..

“Nope!” Gathering my willpower, | broke off the kiss and pushed him off. “None of that! Try it again and
I’ take Mike' stactic and have you do twenty pushups.”

“That might beworthit,” he said, consdering. Hisface brightened. “Do | get to do them on you?’

| dugged himwith apillow and rolled out of bed, barely evading his grasp. Pulling on some nightclothes
to smulate modesty, | hurried off to the showers before his hormones overwhelmed me completely. My
shower would have to be cold thismorning. Redl cold.

By thetime gotten back to our room, Aaron had already showered and dressed. | smiled a him,
envying his speed and appreciating his thoughtful ness of getting up with me. | tossed my clothesand
towe into the hamper and started putting on my body shegthe.

“Hey, Mikel” Although Mike could project himsdlf into any room with puterverse access, because | was
married now he showed restraint and care by not doing so when Aaron and | were together in our
quarters.
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“Stop staring a me and wake up Sarah.” | was only joking about the staring. He extended our privacy
by not visudly monitoring us. Again, very mature and very much appreciated. “1 want her in the hanger in
thirty minutes. Isthe armory open yet?’

“Uh-huh. Lieutenant Sanchez has been therefor three hours. I’ ve been helping him and Susie perform
fina checksand cdibrations on dl wegpons and armor. And Sarah’ saready in the hanger. She wants
meto tell you, and | quote, 'Get your hands off each other!" and gave you thirty minutes”

“Did she? There sno respect for Sergeants these days. Okay. Tell her we' Il be therein ten.”

| finished dressing and started to comb out my hair while Aaron straightened up our room. The bed was
atouded messfrom earlier that night. Hewas alot neater than | was, while | wasalot dower getting
ready, so it worked out fine. | tied off my hair into a ponytail and picked up my gun belt from the peg. |
held it by my side and smiled a Aaron, shifting my hips out seductively.

“Last chance, lover,” | invited him.

Hewrapped his arms around me, crushed meto his chest and buried me in adeep, lasting kiss. |
dropped the gun and kissed him back as hard as | could. Two hours from now one or both us might be
dead. This could be our last moment of tenderness together. We lingered over it, knowing once | put on
the gun, I’ d be Sergeant Marks.

The moment had to pass, and though we held on to it aslong aswe could, passit did. | picked up the
belt, took a deep breath, and buckled it on. Far down inside me, my beast stirred, awoke, and began
climbing dowly to the surface.

“Okay,” | said, looking a my right wingman. “Let’sgo.”

We waked to the hanger and cut acrossit to the armory, ignoring the yellow wakways. Every dock had
ahov now, and nothing more was coming in. Though not as active asit would bein haf an hour, the
hanger was aready coming to life asthe hov crews armed and readied the two dozen PDQs.

Sarah was waiting for us at the armory. She' d dready put on her heavy armor and was carefully loading
the holoknife quiver in her left deave holder. She looked up from her work and smiled, agrim,
sdf-assured amile. | nodded and started putting on my lightweight armor. Unlike my wingmen, | relied on
my small size and quicknessto provide most of my protection. It wouldn't help in awide-open terrain,
but this mission was going to bein tight quarters for the most part.

| did on my leg armor, settling the form-fitting gel packsinto the proper locations before izing them to my
pants, leaving my booted feet and waist free. | used five layers of powered micro-armor around my waist
and midsection, the dull materia hardening and glistening whenever pressure was applied. More ge
armor went for my upper chest, shoulders, and arms, again sacrificing maximum protection for increased
maneuveraaility.

Setting the single-piece head armor aside, | stepped up to Raul to get issue.
“Good morning, Sergeant,” he said, offering me atabind.

“Good morning, Sr. Requesting missonissue.” | pressed my thumb against the tabina and inspected the
wegpons Susielaid out for me. One nullifier, one small caiber dug gun with ten clips of twenty dugs, four
throwing knives, one arm quiver with ten holoknives, six magpucks and one sonic grenade. Anything else
| might need | would acquire as| went. My own boot knife and energy gun | already carried. Quietly, |
armed mysdf.



Sliding thefina knife homeinto its neck sheeth, | retrieved my helmet. Covering my entire head and face,
it contained multiple comlinks, puterverselink, image strobe and forty-minute oxygen supply, yet
extended no further than three centimeters from my head at any given point. With no visible faceplate, |
had painted on a shining gold cross, afina witnessto those | was about to kill.

Therewas a heavy click as Aaron rammed home the arming bolt of his high-speed dug gun. Dressed in
powered heavy combat armor from head to toe, he looked more machine than man. Painted on his battle
helmet was alarge, staring eye, a hideous object that had distracted or unnerved more than one NATech
grunt.

“Ready, Sarge.” Sarah stood beside me, gripping her high-velocity phased dug gun. Using acombination
of energy and matter, therifle projected atight, fluctuating phase field that the fired dug traveled dong.
Any target within fifty meterswould also enter phase mode, then be vaporized when the unmatched
phased dug came into contact. A properly trained dog could demoralize and dismantle the most
disciplined NATech cohort in seconds. Sarah was ahighly trained dog.

“Good.” | lifted my rifle and led them to the hanger and the lead PDQ hov.

“Y ou be careful, Abby!” Susie called after me. | turned back to her, Aaron and Sarah holding position
on my flanks, ready to aggressvely protect mein an instant. She couldn’'t see my face, but knew it would
hold little expresson. Knowing her skills, | would have liked her with us. Sayonara Suse was agood
combeat dog, but she would serve us better here, coordinating our attack with the other Resistance units.

| considered her comment for amoment.

“No,” | replied, and turned away.

* * % %

Three minutes.

The hov cleared the glasdands radiation zone and began accelerating asit shot through the bedrock
toward our target, four thousand kilometers distant. The display in my helmet flashed briefly, indicating
that hovs seven and ten were out of formation. Less than five seconds later, | received the “in formation”
green arrow. Good. A doppy entry was dways the kiss of death.

Wewerethelead PDQ, just Aaron, Sarah, the pilot and me. Ours was the hot spot. We'd go in first and
open things up while everyone else positioned for full assault entry. Aaron was on my right, Sarah was
behind me. Two of the remaining five seats contained equipment for our second follow-up mission, the
onethat counted. | ran aleisurdly equipment status check through internal diagnostics and was satisfied.

Two minutes.

The attack was a coordinated effort of Six regiments. Two local regiments, the Seventeenth and
Nineteenth, would create a diverson. The Seventeenth was the regiment Kenny and Wayne belonged to,
and | was glad to hear they’ d both survived our adventure in Glendale. Their regiment and the Nineteenth
would take out the two supply bases on the surface. Meanwhile, the Eighth, Sixty-sixth, 201st, and our
unit, the 179th, wereto hit the massive cavern in three waves. The cavern was three kilometers by two
kilometers and nearly five hundred meters high, and we were going to hit it from al sdes, then perform a
collapsng action on the middle with three regimentsin the second wave.

If it went according to plan, when NATech had fortified themsalvesin the center, we would pierce them
with the third wave, the phased insertion of the 8th, the most lite regiment of our attack force, directly in



their center.

Before dl that, though, wasthefirst wave: Aaron, Sarah and |. While the remainder of the 179th joined
the Sixty-sixth and 201t in the second wave, we would blaze thetrail for the Eighth, appearing in the
most unlikely, most dangerous location of al: the main barracks of the NATech Xeno forces.

A unisex barracks holding roughly two hundred soldiers, it waslocated in the middle of the western end
of the base. Our firgt objective was to do as much damage as possible to the Xeno personnd. Although
there were six other, smaller barracks scattered about the compound, crippling this one with asurprise
attack would be half the battle.

If we were successful, we would then have to fight our way through the collgpsing front and work our
waly to our true objective: asmall access tunnd located behind the backup power generators, haf a
kilometer from our phase-in point. From there we would set up a puterverse access point and | would go
after Chris.

Oneminute.

“Arming PDQ.” | worked the console quickly. “ Activating on-char gyros. Synchronizing with puterverse
virtmap. Forty seconds. Employ explosive dismount.”

“ Acknowledged.”
“ Acknowledged.” Both my wingmen had fallen into combat readiness.

“WE ve got a synchronized virtmap, Sergeant,” Parkins reported. “ Beginning attack approach. All
safeties released, downloading onboard navigational array to chair gyros.” He paused. “ Regiment
break-off in progress.”

| flipped up the regiment display and saw the other twenty-three hovs veer off our flight path, beginning a
wide circling maneuver that would bring them together, then join them with the second wave, which
would hit the cavern five minutes after we did. | had just switched off the display when | heard my private
comlink activate and Jody’ s voice came through.

“Makeit messy, Sergeant,” shesaid, “and we'll clean up after you.”
“ Acknowledged. Twenty seconds.”

| settled back in the humming darkness as tons of rock passed through my body each second, and closed
my eyes. My beast was still caged, but only just. The heat of imminent battle was like the scent of blood,
driving it--and me--to a plateau where only the most ruthless, most cold, most driven can ever visit and
urvive

Their faces gaunt, their eyes were blurred,
their shirts all soaked with sweat,

they’ reriding hard to catch that herd,

but they ain't caught 'em yet.

‘Causethey gottaride forever,

on that range up in the sky,



on horses snortin' fire,

asthey ride on, hear their cry.

Y ippee-aye-aaa. Y ippee-aye-000.
Ghogt ridersin the sky.

“PDQ engaged. Two seconds.” The deployment klaxon sounded and Parkins corkscrewed the hov
violently, alowing for atight entry. The ERF clamped down and the launcher jammed us clear of the hov
and into hard, hard bedrock, 181 kilometers beneath the cool green hills of Earth.

For amoment only, | tumbled out of control asthe gyro oriented itsdf and initiated the nav program.
Then the jetsfired and the chair steadied. The low power indicator began glowing, adull yellow at first
but quickly brightening to gold, asthe power draw from the ERF, gyro, and phase unit sucked the
battery dry. It began blinking red, and then | was clear of the mantle, and shooting through the cavern
itsdf.

We traversed the seven hundred meters of open space and buildings, aimed for the barracks. The power
light was steady red. | committed the unstable emergency battery for each of the five chairs and hoped
we had enough power to phase through the barracks wall.

Wedid. | went through first, with Aaron and Sarah close behind and the two equipment chairsfollowing.
There was abrief sense of darkness and then aheavy jolt asthe chair exploded me free. The ERF
protected me from the force of the explosion and the sudden change in velocity. With an ear-shattering
crash, the chair smashed into the wall bunks, crushing and scattering men and women. It dammed againgt
the far wall with adeafening, hollow sound that tolled the beginning of the end of Xeno Brigade Four.

Still moving at amodest speed, | curled up and tumbled, landing on ametal cot. Its occupant, awoman,
had been awakened by the dismount charges and was reaching over her head for her pistal. | did a
holoknife from its quiver on my right arm and made astraight, fast stroke, laying her open from stomach
to armpit. Knowing the holoknife had alife of only five seconds, | needed to useit quickly before the
micron-thick energy blade evaporated. | flicked it a the bunk of the woman on my right. The knife diced
through her neck, nearly severing her head before the blade disappeared into vapor.

| jerked out amagpuck and whipped it at agrouping of four about three metersin front of me. | chose
them because they held the optimum location for Sarah and | to divide and attack the soldierswhile
Aaron wreaked havoc on the bulk of the force. My infrared visor snapped on as the puck exploded,
Spraying molten magnesium on al four while blinding dozens others. Two smilar flashes on my flanks
came from Sarah and Aaron. | pulled the dug gun free.

There was no communication between us. None was needed. Each understood and trusted the others.
Considered the best triteam in the Resistance--to the point that even NATech knew and respected
us-—-we operated as one efficient warrior. The Xeno troops swarmed around us, already adjusting to the
impossible, the very best NATech had. They’ d been caught by surprise, but al carried their own
weapons and al were fast and ruthless killers. One hundred and sixty nine very tough soldiers who would
fight to the death, refusing to understand or accept fear.

Not one was going to live another three minutes.

A sudden, rending scream from the depths of hell made even these seasoned veterans jerk and twirl
toward thisterrifying, unknown enemy. Aaron’s high-speed dug gun had the piercing screech of a
banshee as he stood there--hislegs so immobile despite the wicked recoil that they seemed bolted to the



sonefloor. With his upper body and shoulders, he muscled the gun in sweeping motions that
disntegrated cold meta and warm flesh aike, each shredding like paper from the gun’s heavy dugs. They
danced and lurched on invisible strings that plucked them from both sides; the ricocheting pieces of
jagged meta being even worse than the dugs.

Sarah dropped to aknee and brought her rifle up, smoothly opening fire at the far end of the barracks. |
followed the phased dugsin, confident she'd not hit me. We had used thistactic over and over with
devadtating success. In attacking me, the closer and more vulnerable of the two targets, they’ d have to
open themsalves up to Sarah’ s congstant and accurate gunfire. If they choseto take out Sarah first, my
own weapons and skill would tear them to pieces. The correct solution, split forces, would not occur to
them for five to ten seconds--far too long atime when we were dready attacking.

| tossed two more magpucks into the gathering crowd, then tossed one high toward the back. My
solid-digplay visor kicked in as the pucks detonated. The image strobe in my helmet flashed for a
millisecond, capturing both the location and movement of the forty Xeno troops directly in front of me,
then downloaded the datato my helmet imager. Their forms popped up on my visor and | went to work.

Opening firewith the dug gun in my left hand, | snapped on theinducer charger of my energy gun with
my right hand. Knowing | didn't have any dliesin close, | shot fredy a anything and everything.

The inducer required four seconds to charge--the energy signature conflicted with phase technology so it
had needed to remain off until now--so | was able to empty the twenty-shot clip and reload. A hand
grabbed me from behind. They had chosen me, leaving Sarah freeto pick her targets. Continuing to fire
the dug gun inmy left hand, | swung back my right arm and snapped my hand down, releasing a
holoknife from the quiver. It diced up and dong the arm of my attacker, burying itsdf in histhroat, where
it turned into avapor that penetrated his brain.

The energy gun toned ready in my ear and | jerked my right arm down, cleanly drawing the gun. | dug
shot two goonsto clear a path, then fired the inducer. Just as| did, two more X enos softly exploded as
Sarah’ s phased dugs took them out. | now had avery clear path to about six others who had grabbed
their rifles.

The gun kicked in my hand and my ears Sarted ringing, despite the helmet. All Six were affected by the
sonic inducer, three immediately dropping to their knees, vomiting blood, and the other three staring at
us, unaware of what was happening. I'd kill them later. Right now | had six more on top of me. Timeto

get nasty.

| dropped the empty dug gun into its holster and pulled out my boot knife. Thefirst one was attacking. |
rolled to my back and kicked my boot into his unprotected groin. He screamed, then fell away, alarge,
smoking hole where his chest had been. Sarah never missed. With my knife, | diced through the feet of
two who had come too close. They staggered back and fell. | brought my right hand around, but since |
wanted to save the energy shot, | snapped my hand down and fired two holoknives. Thefirst one caught
the bladein her gut as shelay, and it diced up through her, severing her spine. She'd live at least another
two minutes, unable to do anything except experience her approaching desth. The second was luckier.
Having falen down on his ssomach, his head was closest to me. Helooked at mejust as| fired. The
blade punctured hisface and traversed hisbody, partialy exiting from hisright leg before evaporating.

Although | appeared in the wesaker position now, lying on the floor armed with only aknife and energy
pistol, the redlity was much different. Spinning over to my scomach, | swept aleg around. Knowing |
could easily break their legsin my armor, three jumped clear while one attacked. | jammed my gun into
his stomach and squeezed the trigger just as his head snapped back. Between my laser and Sarah’ s dug,
he died instantly. He nearly fell on top of me, but | scrambled free and rose to my feet.



The barracks was eerily quiet, Aaron’smetd terror having falen silent. Even the attack siren sounding
from outside only seemed to intensify the stillness.

Covered inther blood, | lifted the visor and faced my enemy, who mustered amereten. They drew
back in numbed horror In their faces was the fear of inevitable desth. Though four were armed, they
seemed unable to act, unaware they even had weapons. One had soiled himself. We had taught them to
understand and accept fear. What they had witnessed had been too much. All that remained of Xeno
Brigade Four were shattered bodies and memories of past gloriesforever tainted by thisbrutal,
humiliating end.

Cooally, I sheathed my boot knife and reloaded my dug gun in front of them. Aaron’ s heavy gun hitting the
floor as he discarded it made them jump like frightened animals. Having their measure, and needing to
bivouac, | turned my back and walked toward the equipment chairs. Like aravenous wolf, Sarah swept
past me, her holoknives being far more fang than these shattered warriors could cope with.

The equipment chairs had survived intact, and we could begin loading up. Aaron pulled loose the heavy
access grids and effortlesdy carried them over to one of the two entriesinto the room. The barracks took
up the entire building, and each door led to ardatively narrow outside walkway. Sarah had joined usand
put on the energy tap and cloaking equipment. Not having strength-enhancing armor, | carried nothing
extra. | pointed at the north door, then held up two fingers. She picked up two of the less damaged
corpses and carried them to the door.

Standing to one side, | pulled out both guns. | would normaly use a sonic grenade for this scenario, but
since thefighters most trained to ambush us now lay dead at our feet, what lay on the other sSide of that
door could be easily managed while lowering the risk of deafness and equipment shut-down from the
blast.

Aaron picked up a heavy foot and kicked the door open. Sarah stepped up and heaved the two bodies
out, her powered armor giving her the ability to hurl them three or four meters. Immediately the corpses

were riddled by gunfire coming from our right. That wasall | needed to know. | waited for the inevitable
cease-fire when they redlized they’ d been taken, then launched mysdlf into the momentary calm.

| didn’t wait to identify my targets. | smply opened up with both guns, and used the normal course of
combat to assess my latest enemy. Again my ears started ringing as the inducer discharged. | had no idea
if they werein range of theinducer or not, but didn’t care. My dug gun was accurate to two hundred
meters.

They were just barely in range of the inducer. They were dso just bardly soldiers. Looking more like
support personnel than front line combat troops, they didn’t react at al when | appeared. 1t seemed likely
that the inducer numbed them to an extent. But they were a solid twenty meters distant, too far for the
inducer to have any lagting effect.

They were, however, well within range of the dug gun. Bringing up my left hand, | trip-fired the dug gun,
going for percentages rather than accuracy. They snapped out of their thrall and scattered. All but five.
We now had the walkway to ourselves. | stood up, reloaded, and headed east. Sarah and Aaron were
quickly a my side. | motioned up and Sarah jumped easily to the roof of the barracks, drawing her
forty-shot speed pigtal. If they had been watching this door, they’ d be watching the other, and would be
running here to back up their friends.

Aaron and | plit up and ran down the walkway in opposite directions, Aaron going west, where the
attack would most likely come from, while | headed east, toward what would be their rear.

Running past the five | had gunned down, | snatched up one of their energy guns and glanced at it.



Standard issue, eight-megawatt reservoir, six-second recharge, and on the bottom, twenty-second
suicide switch. | didn’t have twenty seconds, so | split open the reservoir casing with aholoknife. The
knifelost cohesiveness asit neared the energy core, so the casing was only deeply scarred. Perfect. |
locked on the suicide switch, pulled the trigger, and felt atingle up my arm asthe energy core began
spilling its contents. | had maybe five seconds.

Rounding the corner, | caught aface full NATech goonsrunning in terror. Aaron must have caught up
with them. Heaving the gun toward their rear ashard as| could, | toned an incoming warning to Sarah
and Aaron, then got to work with the dozen grunts who now surrounded me.

| felt awicked blow in my gut as someone discharged their energy guninto me at point-blank range. The
micro-armor absorbed the blast and spread it to the gel packs, but | was down to four layers.

The person who fired had been the most dangerous, but now had to wait for six seconds before she
could fireagain. | border shifted the dug gun to my right hand and pulled out my boot knife with my left. |
spunin atight circle, holding the razor-sharp knife at army’ slength. Turning the haft up, | dugged the
person nearest the wall, then stepped around hisfaling body, pulling and holding the trigger of the dug

gun.

The yammering of my smaler gun was muffled abruptly by ahorrendous blast about twenty meters down
the walkway. The suicide gun. It may or may not have taken out some NATech grunts, but it certainly
cleared the way for Aaron to give me support.

And support was becoming desperately needed. The base had been on full dert for three and half
minutes now, and the place was coming dive with hostile activity, al focused on us. They had made the
logical assumption that the amount of damage we were doing pointed to the main focus of the attack.
And soit was. But we were only thefirst part of adoublefeint.

Thelast of my attackersfell away just asthe gun emptied. | released the clip and reloaded in an instant.
My first attacker, the one who had actualy shot me, was on the ground, her head, neck and shoulders
shot away from Sarah’ s overhead assault. She jumped down from the roof, landing near me as Aaron
came around the far corner and loped up to us. We were now in an undesireable position, highlighted
againg awall, with the enemy out of effective range for usto attack. We were best gone.

| ran back to the east side of barracks, then cut north to the walkway we had first entered. The walls
were now popping and chipping as dugs and beams began tracking us. My right shoulder gel pack
jumped asit deflected adug. Another five seconds and they’ d have our range.

We needed only three seconds to reach our objective, which was the far edge of the walkway. Below it
was darkness. Though located in the west center of the cavern, the Xeno barrackswas at the
northwestern edge of the base. In front of us were rough-cut and partialy used service areas. Thiswas
our way out.

| leaned over the walkway and pinged the depths. Empty, flat cavern floor.

“Fifteen meters, flat,” | cdled. Without hesitation, Sarah vaulted over therailing and disgppeared into the
darkness. Aaron picked me up and followed.

“Bogies,” | heard Sarah cdll, just as bright spots benesth uslit up. Damn. We d wasted too many
seconds outside the barracks, alowing NATech to get one of their powered quad teamsinto position.
They had state of the art enerarmor, too. My sensors hadn't registered so much as an anomaly during my
quick scan. That was good and bad. Bad that we' d been surprised, good because stealth armor didn’t
have the staying qudity of front-lineissue.



There was no turning back. Sarah was touching down, and Aaron and | werein freefal. We had been
caught fair and square. Of course, you can aso catch atiger fair and square. It swhat you did after you
caught him that counted.

Aaron threw me off agplit second before touching down. But he didn’t throw me to safety, he threw me
at the head of the nearest of thefour. It wasarisky move. If thisNATech goon reacted in time, he could
snap mein two with his powered armor. If he didn’t react, though, | had one of two superior positions.
ether on him or behind him.

MamaWyeth'slittle girl lucked out. He couldn’t react intime and | crashed into his upper helmet. Using
my momentum, | grabbed on and threw him back. He had the strength, but | had the leverage. He hit the
ground with aloud bang, not doing any damage, but distracting him enough for meto pull the nullifier off
my belt and attach it to his back shoulder. | clicked it on and it started the decoding process.

He moved to throw me off, but | anticipated his action and dithered insgde his grasping arms. Jerking my
right hand down, | fired my remaining holoknivesinto his chest plate.

Hisarmor snapped and crackled asthe knives disintegrated againgt his energy shield, doing no damage
other than some scorching. He laughed and swung hisarm like aclub. | raised my arm to catch the hit in
my upper chest armor. Just as he crashed into me, | launched myself in the same direction. Between his
hit and my leap, | landed three metersfrom him. Rolling over, | drew my energy gun and fired the laser.
The beam took him straight in the chest as he rose, but as with the holoknives, it caused agreet ded of
crackling and popping but little damage. He laughed, thumping his chest.

“Go ahead, you little whore. Shoot away. Y ou’ re not going to penetrate NA Tech enerarmor with that
little popgun. Eveniif you did, | ill have enough hard armor to take a dozen more shots.”

The manwas anidiot, and obvioudy didn’t consider me athreat. Unneeded talk demonstrated either his
lack of training, hislack of confidence, or both. No point in showing him the error of hisways. | should
have thanked him, though. He gave methetime | needed for my gun to recharge. It toned and | fired.

Asbefore, hisarmor crackled and sparked. Thistime, however, the effect didn’t fade away. It gained
intengity and began spreading over hisentire suit. The nullifier had used my attacksto find thearmor’s
energy frequency and was disrupting the flow of power. Now was the moment. | drew my boot knife
andrana him.

Hewasflaling wildly, ignoring mefor the percelved danger from the energy backlash. | stepped nimbly
under hisarm and did the heavy blade between his chest and arm plating. He screamed through his solid
mask and fell to hisknees. HE d put dl hisfaith in hiswonderful combat suit, and was now finding out the
truth: it'snot the suit, it swhat’ sin the suit. My dug gun came up, the barrel jamming into the space
between his chest plate and helmet, and | pulled the trigger aquick five times. The gun pulled freeashe
fell back and | went to help my wingmen | seriously doubted the blood would jam up the barrel
ggnificantly.

Sarah was holding onein close combat. His helmet was off and hewasraising an arm to hit Sarah’'s
faceplate. | stepped up, drawing the knife back, but it was suddenly over. Her hand shot to histhroat and
even from five meters distant, | distinctly heard aseries of cracks as she snapped his neck. It sounded
likelions cracking therib cage of azebraasthey feasted. Shetossed him away and | cameto her sSide.
Asapair, wewent to Aaron. Closeto Aaron, that is. To come too close would invite disaster.

Being the strongest of our squad, he' d sought out and engaged the strongest of theirs. And now they
werelocked in each other’ sgrip, motionless, silently waiting for the moment of wesknessthat would
decide the outcome. Despite centuries of refinement in the art and weapons of war, their struggle was



reduced to thismost basic form of conflict. Two huge beasts engaged in aprimal battle of brute strength.
Until the decisive moment came, neither could advance nor retreat. One was aready dead.

The moment suddenly came and it was over in a heartbest, literally. There was ahigh whine asthe
shoulder servosin the NATech suit burned out. Aaron jerked the man’s arm down, breaking it, then
punched hisfigt into the chest plate. The chest plate collapsed into the man’ sribs, then popped out as
Aaron’sfist broke through. | saw the dead man’ s back plate dent out, then Aaron lowered the broken
suit with its broken contents to the ground. Not out of tenderness but to place his foot on the man before
wrenching hisfigt free.

“Number four?’ | said.

Sarah jerked athumb to a bloody mess about eight metersto our left. Sarah had no equa in aknifefight.
Conditions made no difference to her; she could cut up apowered suit as easily asthe flesh underneath.
The shredded suit and woman that lay crumpled in the darkness only underscored how inevitable the
result had been. There was only one way to fight awar and that was for keeps. | nodded.

“Good. Let’smove.”

| glanced up at the walkway above. There should have been an audience by now. No one. | looked at
theinternal clock. Six minutes, thirty-eight seconds since the PDQ. That explained their absence. Our
friends up top had other things to worry about. Three regiments of other things. | clicked on the common
channel and listened in for afew seconds, than turned it off. Phase Two was on schedule.

We worked our way to the east, following the cavern floor. The floor, now arough corridor about ten
meters wide and ten meters below the base main level, continued straight into the darkness. Undoubtedly
guarded during normal operations, it was empty now. The commander of this base was no fool. Thefight
for thelife of thisbase was occurring at main level. He d left a powered quad team down here, probably
thinking it was overkill, but wasted no more resources. Any squad caught down here could be obliterated
from above. And other than undetected movement, the corridor offered no advantage.

We moved quickly, staying close to the cavern wall. About three hundred meters aong the corridor, my
foot stepped on a piece of wood, cracking it with adull snap. | jumped to one side and landed on
another piece. Knowing we could not be heard or seen, | held my position and shone my helmet light
onto the cavern floor.

Scattered about carelessy by the thousands were bones. Human bones, ancient and dry. At least a
hundred were sticking out of the solid cavern walls. An open graveyard of the workers who had built this
fortress centuries ago. Thosein the wal were the ripes who had not made the time jump precisely and
had died horribly when they appeared in solid rock.

| raised ahand to the bonesthat jutted from the wall. How horrible adeath it must have been, | thought
in numbed wonder. Just below one haf-embedded skull dangled adiamond cross necklace. Why would
aripe be wearing this? Not that it mattered. She had long since passed from thisworld and hopefully to
oneinfinitely better.

There were no words to describe the sense of deep sorrow that hung over this scene, so | turned off the
spot. We continued on, thinking our own thoughts, and reached our objectivein two minutes: asmall,
rough-cut access corridor that trickled north behind the backup generators.

Although the Eighth regiment would be performing their insertion attack in just under five minutes, we
three no longer had atimetable. Just agod.



We moved quickly up the narrow passage for forty meters. Hard rock al the way, then the tunnel
suddenly widened on the right. | turned a spot on the area and saw the dull white glow of the generators.
Located on the far edge was the power access port.

Sarah dropped the gear and headed back down the corridor to make sure we weren't bothered. |
picked up the equipment and lugged it over to the power access. Latching therelays, | ran the fiber out
toward the center of thefloor. | unlocked my helmet and took it off. Even the stale air of thisancient
cavern felt cool against my swest soaked face. Aaron had already set down and set up the access grids,
positioning them into a square, three meters on aside. | connected the power feedsto each of the grids,
and they began to hum. It was possible that the significant power draw would be noticed. Possible but
not probable. By now everyone who might be concerned had more immediate problems to address than
why abackup generator was experiencing afive-percent power drop-off.

Therewas ahiss of compressed air behind me. | stood up after connecting the fina power grid and saw
Aaron had removed his helmet. In the soft white glow of the generators, hisface looked carved from
granite, hiswet face and hair glistening dightly. His eyes shone like pinpoints of light from the shadows
cast on hisface. Had | not known him, | would have been frightened. Asit was, | fill felt concern. He
had never broken combat regulations by removing armor unnecessarily. He obvioudy had something
important to say. Something personal. | struggled with my beest, leashing it for amoment, and waked up
tohim.

He said nothing, instead staring into my eyes. So quiet wasthe cavern that | heard the micro-servosin his
arms as helifted his hand and ran it gently along my chin to the back of my head. With his enhanced
armor, he could have burst my head like a soap bubble. Instead, he held me so softly, that same soap
bubble could have nestled in his palm. He continued staring into my eyes, then brought hisface down
dowly. Hislips brushed mine and we kissed tenderly, our mouths trembling, as though scared to bring
something as soft and intimate as love to a place such asthis. He released me, still staring into my eyes,
and stepped back.

“Finishthis, love,” he said with his eternally soft, eternaly strong voice. “1 want to take thisarmor off
today and never haveto put it back on.”

| nodded and stepped into the center of the access grids. Looking at him onelast time. | smiled dightly,
then looked away. | tossed my head, throwing my ponytail back, and the beast tore loose. Mike and
Kiki would be waiting for meto get there. And Aaron would be waiting for me to come back.

“Totd.”
Chapter Nine

Thethree of us stood on ahigh pinnacle, dl done, just Mike, Kiki, and me. Beneath uslay avast
panoramic view of the puterverse.

It was indescribably beautiful. At unrestricted access, where we were now, there were no barriersto mar
the horizon, no limits or vellsto cover the vivid colors, enhanced scents and million shades of light that
made up thisfantastically unreal place. Overhead, asky so black that it stole one' s breath poured its
deep quietness onto the world below it, sharpening and increasing the beauty. Far to our right wasthe
mighty Quantum River, the primary carrier of the vast amounts of data transported around the world at
the speed of thought. Throughout the entire puterverse, and we could see only the smallest portion from
even thishigh vista, nothing could be seen to sully or ruin this dimension. Theion breezed brushed my
aura, making methink of lilacs and meadowlarks and deep space. The whole of the sensations were
sunning. Almost overpowering.



“Dedroy it,” | said.

| stepped to the edge, facing out, and raised my arms. Mike and Kiki did the same and we joined hands.
All our months of effort had culminated to thissingle point in time. For as beautiful asthe puterverse was,
asefficient and fast and exciting, it had underneeth it the rotting odor of evil and the stench of desth.
Despitedl that | had doneto hide Chris Y oung's selfish influence here, my work was only stopgap and
diversonary. I'd known from amost the beginning that this needed to be torn down, then rebuilt from the
ground up. Not in theimage of its creator, but in its own image. Because the puterverse was not a series
of webbing techniques. It was not acomplex database, or information processing center. Nor wasit a
virtud redity, cgpable of holding smulated life forms. The puterverse contained e ements of each, but
was much more It wasredl. It was an actua dimension that supported trinary code as living things, and
could be visited and used by physical creatures. But we had made amess of it, and the three of uswere
going to cleaniit up.

A whirlwind of yellow blew on my back asavortex sprang to lifein our midst. Groaning to release its
energy, we held it in check, waiting. From beyond the Quantum, a black cloud rose from the unseen
ground and boiled rgpidly in our direction.

With incredible swiftness, the cloud crossed the Quantum and obscured the plain beneath us. Likea
living thing, it scaled the high spire we stood on, clawing itsway up desperately, asthough itsvery life
depended on reaching us. Which it did.

“Abby, I'm scared!” Kiki cried above the roaring wind.

“Good!” | yelled back. “I’'m glad you're just scared! In afew seconds, you'll beterrified! All three of us
have to keep holding hands! Share your strengths and your weaknesses!”

The black masswas dmost on us. It was Chris best attack, for in it he had committed much of himself. |
could sense his presence within. Terror began to build in my heart, threstening to frighten even my beast |
looked to my left. Kiki--standing taler than me now--had thrown =her shoulders back and was gripping
mewith an iron grasp. Though | couldn’t see her face, | could fed the moist gold of her tears asthey
whipped away from her face and splashed against me.

On my right was Mike, his green aurapainful to view. Of the three of us, he was the most resolute. He
had been horribly wounded by Chriswhen wefirgt attacked him. A polluted Pseudo Trinary Code virus
had invaded his body, threstening to rewrite him from existence in the same way Chris had rewritten me
into oblivion so many centuries ago. Y et Mike had not learned to hate. He was disgusted by Chris
actions. Repulsed, angry, and saddened by them. But he did not hate Chris, nor could he kill him. Mike,
more than Kiki--for Kiki had not experienced as deeply as Mike the failings of humans--had seen what
we could become, known he could follow, and had turned away. He was not pure because his
creator--me--was not pure. But herein the puterverse, Mike could administer justice without revenge,
could punish without anger, could correct without hate.

The cloud spilled over the edge of the pinnacle and engulfed us. The glow of the vortex and our own
bodiesfaded as the dime of the cloud’ sinterior coated us. My entire body began itching wildly as
millions of energy locusts bit into my aura, wanting to feed on me until I was nothing more than agutted
husk.

“ABBY!” Kiki screamed.

“Wait! Not yet!” | gripped her hand, nearly crushing it, and poured my life energy into her, hoping to give
her enough strength to endure the horror afew moments longer.



* * % %

Aaron Marks stood just outside the energy perimeter, guarding and watching his beloved wife. He didn't
like what he saw, but was helpless. To Sep insde the perimeter would mean hisinstant degth.

She was standing very stiff, armsthrust up and back, staring out and gasping. Blood wastrickling from
her left hand. Her entire body wasrigid, racked by pain. He had never seen her accesswith any difficulty
before, and he was afraid for her.

Hewas afraid for himsdf aswell. Twenty-three years old, Aaron had joined the Resistance nearly eight
years ago, a age sixteen. Though he had known severd girlsbefore going in, he had viewed al women
as comrades and fellow dogs shortly after joining. Hisrapidly advancing skill in combat and his ability to
patiently solve whatever problem arose had earned him respect throughout the entire unit. Unfortunately,
it aso distanced him from everyone but Sarah. Sarah had understood his quiet solitude, and was aways
there to cheer him up, or keep him from withdrawing too far. Sheloved him, and he loved her. But it
would dways be asibling love, one born from respect and identity and the knowledge that neither was
meant for the other.

Then Abigail had come. At first only a Cue, he had thought nothing of her other than asymbol of what he
believed in and what he fought for. He had been on the raid that stole her then empty body from the
physiomanufacturing plant in Bern. She was just athing, hemolixer her only covering. She had no
thoughts because she had no mind. She had no shame for she had no soul.

The mind and soul made dl the difference. After she was dive and walking around the base, he noticed
her. First with curiosity mixed with discomfort. He' d felt bad about putting amae Cueinto agirl’ s body.
But he had no difficulty in laughing at the crude and sometimes cruel jokes about her that floated around
the men' s barracks.

After Abigall’ sfight with Susiein the gym, however, he began to fed different. Thiswasn't just another
Cue. And she wasn't aman trapped inside the body of ayoung girl. Shereally was ayoung girl,
struggling to understand and cometo grips with her new life and new identity. He stopped laughing at the
jokes.

As she continued to grow over thefirst few months, he found that he was kegping awatchful, interested
eye on her. She was making mistakes and learning from them. Very late one night, a couple weeks after
her IHAD, Aaron and five of his buddies were taking showers. Exhausted from spending hoursin the
puterverse that she was aready mastering, Abigail had strolled into the men’ s showers, only dightly more
dressed than they, and completdly unaware of where shewas. They’ d stared wide-eyed as she waved at
them deepily and then used one of the bathroom stalls. Finished, she stumbled back to her quarters,
leaving them gawking after her. The next morning, she gave no indication she' d remembered anything.

He d never mentioned it to her, but it was then that he’ d begun falling in love with her. So different, so
open, so dive, thisyoung Cue became a beautiful young woman in his eyesthat day. He began to
understand that this was a person hewasfdling in love with, and the Creator had blessed him with this
miraculous set of circumstances for him to be able to pursue that love. Her incredible combat skills soon
put her in with him and Sarah, and the bet triteam in the Resi stance was born. Then came two years of
working beside her, aching and wondering and hoping, but ever-patient, knowing the time hadn’t arrived.
He was crushed by her sharding episodes, and lifted by her returns. Months after her rescue, when she
had begun feding the naturd urges of her body, she findly noticed him as more than acomrade. Thelittle
things he' d dreamed of for so long started happening. A shy amile, asmdl laugh, an extrasqueeze of his
hand. The time had come and she wasfaling inlove with him.



And now they were married. Gone were his doubts, hisfears, hislondiness. He was completely in love
with her, knowing he would spend the rest of hislife with her and praying it would be along life.

Blood had begun seeping out of her right boot now, and there was along scratch on her neck. He
frowned. These were not the ordinary injuries associated with access. Something unusua and frightening
was happening. Frightening because he could do absolutely nothing to help. Shewasin her world now.

The headset clicked on and Sarah’ s voice came through.

“Company, big guy. Looks like a power quad with... damn! Thefifth one’ sapsychosuit! Power up and
give me ahand, doubletime!” His headset crackled from interference caused by adrawn holoknife, and
he ran up the tight corridor to hiswingman, hisfear for both women being frozen out by the deadly
coldness herelied onin bettle.

* * % %

The crescendo had arrived. Chris had fully committed now, and while the damage we' d taken was
considerable, we were in apostion to hurt him bad.

“READY?’" | screamed. Both nodded their heads dightly. | could tell they were reaching the end of their
endurance. | had passed the end of my endurance.

| turned out to the storm. My right foot wasicy cold, and there was a bright black mark on my neck from
avicious cut Chris had given mein the nanosecond | had dropped my guard to send more support to
Kiki. | wasfeding weak inaway | hadn’t since Posen had physicaly attacked me while | was accessing.
That meant | was probably taking a beating in my physical body aswell as here. No matter. Timefor
some payback. And payback isabitch.

“Ataraskusuru!” | cried into the storm, using the Japanese word meaning renew.

The vortex behind usingtantly turned into golden ice. Theroar from the grinding, twisting maglstrom
exploded into a thundering boom that swept away every shred of black on the pinnacle. Ramming the
poisonous cloud back, the billions of shards that had been the vortex spread over and through the
puterverse. At the sametime, huge clouds of UTC crystasidentica to the vortex erupted from the
ground and countless structures where we had been laying the UTC minesfor the last two years. Ripping
the gilded, artificial surfaceinto afine mist of color, scents and sounds, they reveded the true face of this
spoiled world. Black, rotting and putrid, every square meter of the puterverse lay open like afestering
wound, an unhealthy puss seeping from every gash, afetid mucus spurting from every encrusted pore.
The horrible stench of oily gray and sickly green filled our lungs while the rumbling agonies of exposed
hatred crashed against our senses, numbing them with needles of rancid code.

A soul-wrenching scream swallowed al sound. Torn out of shredded lungs, clawing with razor sharp
hooks to remain entombed insdeitsdlf but being forced out, it laid open deep cuts on our amsand legs,
and spilled hot bile onto our bodies. Chris'Y oung wasfighting every moment, every millimeter, every
portion of hisdeath. But he was dying.

Unableto hold the puterversein his perverted grip any longer, he released his hold to save himsdif.
Ingtantly, the venomous fluids and gaping wounds began boiling away. From the healing wounds, the true
surface of the puterverse appeared.

Kiki pulled her hand away from me and stepped off the ledge. She floated for amoment while beautiful
white wings spread out from her back. Raising her arms above her head she beckoned to the skies. They
moaned with relief, as though amighty burden had been lifted, and began shimmering. From far insgdethe



blackness came a flash of deepest blue. It pulsed a second time, then spread through the skies. It
seemed, at firdt, as though the obsidian darkness would rlinquish itsreign, but no, the blue was from the
sky, but not of it. Racing and glimmering, it coated the black with adark blue that grew lighter and lighter.
Pinpoints of solid black began peeking through, then shafts, then areas. The blue condensed and shrank,
lightening and intensifying in color, and then it wasraining. A ped of eectron thunder tore open the skies,
and in the backwash of deafening noise came the long, thin wail of alost soul who had passed from this
redlity and into the eterna onethat awaited him.

Kiki, her glowing form dripping from therain, turned and smiled a me, laughing. Ignoring my pain, and
shouting with joy, | jumped off the ledge and joined her in the air, and we began playfully chasing each
other, swooping and diving and acting quite insane. Like small children, weflitted about, losing our fear
and pain in the downpour of hedling energy that washed away forever the presence of Chris'Y oung.

| vaulted over Kiki in mid-flight, laughing, and swung around toward the pinnacle where we d fought our
battle. Mike was ill standing there, staring off over the plain. | flew down and landed beside him.

“Hey, party pooper!” | bumped up close to him, throwing my armsaround him. “C ' mon! It'sover! Let's
go for atour of the place, huh?’

“No,” he whispered.

“No?’ | asked, feding just atrifleless happy. “Why not? Look, if it's because of the damage, don’t
worry. We can fix”--

“No, Abby” He shook his head, voice intense with fear. “No! It snot over! Young'snot dead yet!” | let
go and backed up.

“What are you talking about, Mike? Y ou heard him. Y ou saw him. Thisrain iseverywherein the
puterverse by now. Where could he...”

“Therel” Heraised an arm and pointed. | looked, walking up to the edge in dazed and horrified
redization.

The Quantum. It hadn’t changed. All aong the bank the rain was splashing and dancing on the ground,
washing away the last vestiges of Chris influence and presence. But there was no rain faling on the
Quantum. It continued on, undisturbed by the otherwise complete transformation of the puterverse.

A stab of molten despair filled me. | sagged to my knees, sobbing. | had done everything | could do.
Therewas nothing left. And Y oung was till dive. Alive and in a place we could not reach. Still, there
must be some way. There had to be.

“What isit guys?’ Kiki landed beside me, placing agentle hand on my shoulder. “What' swrong,
Abigail?’ she asked softly.

“It’' sthat bastard Y oung!” shouted Mike, hisrage and frustration darkening his green aura. “He s ill
aivel See? The Quantum! It'sunchanged! He' sin the Quantum, that...” Mike cdled him an unprintable
name, then fought down hisanger. “He' sin the Quantum,” hefinished quietly, “and we can't touch him.”

“Can’'t we mine the Quantum?’ Kiki asked, ahint of hysteriain her voice as the nameless fear she had
conquered only minutes before returned.

“We can’'t mine the Quantum, Kiki, and he knowsit,” Mike replied bitterly. “ There' stoo many livesthat
depend on the datain that river. Life support patients. Phased vehicles. Traffic controls. Space stations.
We destroy the Quantum and thousands, maybe millions, die”



“If we forced him out of the river, we could”--

“We could what?’ Mikeinterrupted roughly. “We gaveit our best shot and he’ still breathing. 1t doesn’'t
meatter, though, because we can't force him out, and he ain’t coming out, Kiki. And he knows damn well
wecan't get him.”

“Yeswecan.”

Mike and Kiki turned to me. | stood up dowly, my entire body aching from the pounding, both here and
inmy ownworld.

“Yes, wecan get him,” | repeated, trying to convince mysdf | wasn't insane with grief and that what |
was thinking would really work.

“What... what do you mean, Abby?’ Kiki’svoicetrembled in fear of my answer. “You can’t go into the
Quantum! Not even our UTC shielding would hold off the massive weight of that much binary.”

“Kiki’sright, Abby,” Mike said softly. “It was one thing when he hit you coming across. It was just
streams of datafrom theriver. No red force. But you go into that river and you die.”

“I know that. To be honest, if | could go into that river and know for certain that | could take Chriswith
me, | would. But | don’'t know that. | do know that | don’t have to go into the Quantum to get him.”

“Then how?’ Kiki asked.

| told them.

* * % %

Aaron could smell the nose-wrinkling stench of burned out servos even in his sedled helmet. Helimped
back to the sde dley that they had left Abby in, Sarah leading the way. Her left arm was dangling, and
her helmet had been cracked open. Blood ebbed from a scalp wound, dowly coating her armor. He was
little better. His knee had been badly wrenched and hisright wrist was broken, aswere at least two ribs.
They needed at least a minute to regroup.

It was aminute denied. A bright spot speared out of the darkness behind them, skewering them inits
unforgiving light. They’ d been spotted, and pursuit wasinevitable. They had made a good account of
themselves, taking out three of the quad team. But one more remained. One more and the psychosuit.

“I’'mabout dl in, Aaron.” Sarah gasped through her still functiona headset. She wasn't complaining, she
was gpprising him. “That freak broke my arm in the last attack, and I’ m bleeding bad into the suit.”

13 Wmnyl
“Ammo’s out. Holoknives gone. I’'m down to a blade, my muscle and some dirty words.”

Despite the grim stuation, Aaron smiled. There was no better combat buddy than Sarah. Sarah and
Abby.

“Me, too. I've got five dugs, asonic grenade and a magpuck. Okay, let's make it tight and nasty. No
exit scenario.”

Sarah nodded, understanding that the time had come for them to exchange their lives for the success of
the mission. She ducked up the aley and moved quickly toward the small cavern where Abby was
accessing.



Following, Aaron reached down with hisleft hand and detached the grenade. Arming it, hedropped itin
the tight passageway and moved as quickly as hisinjured knee would let him, hoping to put at least ten
meters of rock between him and the blast.

He entered the cavern and was grabbed by Sarah, who jerked him aside just as the grenade detonated.
Tons of rock came crashing down into the smal passageway, blocking their pursuers out and blocking
them in. The reverberations continued for ahaf minute as the tunnd collgpsed completely, entombing
them. He put an arm around Sarah and sagged back against the rock face and sank to the floor, sighing.
Sarah did down next to him and grinned, nearly suppressing the grimace of pain.

“S0, thisiswhat it takesto be done with you,” she said.

“Y ou watch yoursdf, woman.” Aaron chuckled. “I’m amarried man.”

“Aaron?’ came adistant and unsteady voice.

Aaron and Sarah jerked their heads up. It was Abigail, looking confused and dazed, but looking at them.

* * % %

| could barely make them out. They seemed to be sitting down againgt the wall. Sarah’ s suit appeared
damaged, but it was like looking into a sandstorm during aheavy fog while it rained on amoonless night.

Aaron stood up and walked dowly to me. Was helimping? | raised my hands duggishly feding like my
bones were about a half-meter behind my arms.

“Don’t comeany closer.” | hoped | sounded clearer to him than to me. “I’'m ill in the puterverse.” |
continued raising my hands and began undoing my armor. The upper chest gd packsfdl freeand | fdt a
little better.

“...gal... mater?’ He sounded as though he was shouting from the opposite end of along tunnel, and
while could hear him, the echoes tripped over themsdves, making him difficult to understand.

“We destroyed Chris hold on the puterverse, Aaron, but we couldn’t destroy him.” | removed the rest of
the armor and dropped the holster. Removing the excess matter made me fedl better, but the movement
in both dimensions was very disorienting and nausegting. | began working dowly to remove my boots.
The right one was sticky, and atingle of cold went up my leg when | pulled it off.

“a...u.ing?.. Il ight?
| shook my head, not understanding. But | could guess.

“I haveto go after him, Aaron. We beat him here, but if | don’t finish the job in our redlity, Chriswill just
come back. If not this century, then the next. Or the one after that.” Having taken al my armor off, |
began removing my uniform. The lessmass| took with me, thelessenergy I’ d have to use. Each kilo that
| took off eased the pain.

“Abi... " He seemed upset a what | was doing.

“Aaron, you haveto clear the base! Get everyone out of here! I’m going to make absolutely certain
Young isdead. To do that, | have to blow the generators.”

“...0000!"

“Please, Aaron! Thishasto be done. I’ m partly responsible for what Chris has doneto thisworld. To



our world.” | felt anicy hot tear trickle down my cheek. “To you. If it hadn’t been for our NATechin the
twenty-first century, there wouldn't have been aNATech in the twenty-seventh. For 600 years he has
controlled the lives and deaths of billions of people. It ends here. Now.” | was now wearing only my
torso body sheath. | stooped down and through the thick fog found my boot. | drew the knife and stood

up.

“I'm blowing the generators in twenty minutes. Get everyoneout.” | stared at him, hisform even more
obscured by my tears. “I loveyou, Aaron.” | turned away.

“Abi... 1"
“Totd.”

* k% k% %

| dipped back into the puterverse and sagged to the ground. | had not felt so exhausted snce my IHAD,
three years and alifetime ago. | looked in my left hand. No knife. But then, | hadn’t expected one. Not
yet.

Kiki lifted my shoulders up and laid my head in her lap.
“Hey, Kiki. IsMike back yet?’

“No, not yet,” she said quietly. “He' s constructed the shunts, but he has to rebuild the access structure
before he can initiate the generator overload routine.”

“Sokay,” | said deepily. “I'll just wait here, if you don’t mind. Y ou' ve redlly gown up, Kiki. Y ou must
be a dozen centimeterstaller than me, now.”

“Uh-huh,” she said noncommittally.
“What'son your mind, lady?’ Sheredly wasalady, too.

“Abigall, are you sure thisis going to work? Transferring your presence into the puterverseis onething,
but your physica body? Can it be done?’

“I'm sure it can be done. Whether it can be survivable, that I'm not sure. But there’ s no choice. Mike's
shunting programswill work for awhile, trapping Chrisin the real world, but Chriswill figure away
around them. We might have the superior code, but he' s had centuries of practice with his.”

“1 suppose.”

“Hey. Would you rather | didn’t try? What then? | won't live forever, Kiki. The day will comewhen it
will bejust you and Mike. Do you want to see this beautiful dimension ruined again? Now that you two
have the chance to makeit the way it should be?’

“But what about al your computers and programs? What about the link that’ s been binding our two
redlitiestogether dl these centuries?’

“It will continue, Kiki. Infact, I'm counting on you and Mike to overseeit. Just think, Kiki! Astwisted,
perverted and restricted as the puterverse was under Chris hand, it can be that much the opposite under
yours! The children who played at level onewill be ableto run and learn and enjoy at any level, because
therewon't be any levels. Not in the way there had been. A select few have been getting ataste of such
aworld for several months. Now, everyone can have that taste.



“Kiki, these are two worlds, tied together in acommerce of information. Y ou and Mike are thefirst
naturd, living beingsin thisworld. Y ou can begin...”

“You, too, Abby. After dl, you made us.”

“Yes, | did,” | sad dowly. “I can movefredy here, without physical cost. And | can act like you and
Mike. But I'm not of thisworld. I’'m from the flesh world. It isthere that my husband is. It isthere that
we Il raise our children, Lord willing. It' sthere that | was born and there | will die”

“Jugt not yet!” sheingsted withagmile.
“Let’'shopenot,” | smiled back at her. “Here comes Mike. Timeto get ready.”

* * % %

Aaron looked helplesdy as hiswife went rigid again, becoming unaware of him. He had clearly heard
every word she' d said, athough she apparently hadn’'t heard him aswell. His heart pounded against his
fractured ribs as though trying to impae itsdf on them. He nearly wished it would.

Nearly. Helooked at hiswife, knowing shewaslost to him, but would carry out her find wish. He
clicked on the headset, switching over to the Lieutenant’ s channdl.

“Lieutenant Eyer? ThisisMarks.”

“Where are you, Aaron? We re cleaning up here. Y ou three head to my beacon on the double. We
could use alittlemuscleto”--

“Sorry, ma am, but that’ s not possible. Abigail istill accessing, and Sarah and | have caved in the entry
tunndl. W€ ve got a couple suits on us and we need to hold this position.”

“And your objective?’ she asked tondesdy, knowing the entire battle was pointless without the
destruction of Chris'Y oung.

“Still undetermined, ma am, but not for long. Abigail was successful in the puterverse, but needsto blow
this base to finish the job. Generator detonation isin eighteen minutes.”

There was silence on the other end as Jody reflected on Aaron’ swords. A successful mission, then, but
at avery dear price.

“Very wdl. I'll spread theword. I'll send ateam down there stat to pull you two out. Maybe we' Il get
lucky and we can yank Abigail before overload.”

“Aaron?’ Sarah was standing up, staring at the piled rock in the alley. There were crackling sounds from
beyond the cavein. “ They must’ ve wanted us bad, because here they come.” Aaron nodded and spoke
into his headset.

“WEe d appreciate that, ma’ am. And the faster you got here, the more we' d appreciate it. Marks out.”

He snapped off the link and drew hisheavy dug gun. Shifting it to his uninjured left hand, he stepped
back in direct line of sght of the tunndl. Sarah, her knife gripped in her right hand, pressed against the far
wall. It wouldn’t belong.

* k% k% %

“Y ou're sure about this?” Mike stood facing me, holding my hands. Kiki waited for us behind him. We



were standing out on the vast, unspoiled plain of the true puterverse.
[1] YS”
He leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek.

“Then be careful.” He squeezed my hands once and walked to Kiki. Arm in arm, they walked a hundred
meters off, then turned and watched.

| looked around. There was nothing to see but Mike and Kiki. And off in the distance, the Quantum
River. Wdl, no point in putting it off.

Gathering my will, | looked down a my left hand. My knife was supposed to be there. My knife was
supposed to bein my left hand. It had to be there, it belonged there. | wanted it there.

Anditwas.

Immediately afire exploded from where my puterverse being touched the redl knife, searing the skin off
and pressing the molten haft against my raw muscle. | screamed, but kept my feet. Blood oozed around
the hot metal and | felt the ragged otherworldly knife settle against my living bone, bonding to it with
agonizing downess.

Sowly, ever dowly, | forced the pain from my mind. My kneesweakened, but | refused to surrender to
the agony. Surrender meant death for me and victory for Chris. | could not allow that. | would not alow
it!

“I will not giveup!!” | cried, sobs of pain and anger ripping the words from my throat.

Looking down at the knife, | marveled at it. Unlike anything else in the puterverse, it had mass. It had
substance. It was aredlity indde another redlity. | had doneit. Lifting the knife, | held it out.

“I will not giveup!” | screamed again.

Gathering my will, | looked at my body. My body was supposed to be here. My body was supposed to
bein the puterverse. It had to be here. It belonged here...

* k% k% %

With acrackling roar, the rocks exploded free and ahunched blur legpt directly at Aaron, going for his
throat. It was the psychosuit.

Likethelurker in astandard NATech patrol, the person in the psychosuit was an outcast, a psychotic
being that had been riped by NATech to serve them. Bonded permanently to the light armor combeat suit,
this unstable fighting machine was part berserker, part cold computer. Not anchored too firmly to redlity
to begin with, the woman inside this suit had had her moorings completely torn free, and she was dlowed
to act out any impulse she wished. Of course, those impulses wereimbedded in her riped mind and were
to NATech’'shidding. Eventudly, if she survived long enough, her mind would burn out completely and
shewould be ahusk. The suit would be cut off her and she would be disposed of. To NATech, the suit
was far more vauable.

For now, though, the psychosuit was fully functional. She hit Aaron high up on the shoulder, knocking
him back. His damaged gyros tried to compensate and succeeded. His damaged servostried to obey the
adjustment commands from the gyros and failed. He crashed to the hard stone floor, landing on his back
and grunting in pain as his broken ribstore at the cartilage. His gun clattered free.



He wasted no time but rolled to his sde and rose to hisfeet. The psycho was already on him. He swung
hisright arm, grimacing asthe wrist crashed againgt her armor. But he was lucky. It caught her full and
tossed her ten meters toward Sarah. He closed immediately.

Sarah wasfighting the remaining member of the quad team. She had disarmed him of hisenergy gun, but
gtill had to contend with his holoknives. Since she had no enerarmor, and her knifewas metalic, she
couldn’t afford to be touched by aholoknife. Unfortunately, she dready had; severa pieces of diced
armor lay on thefloor, and blood was dripping steadily now from her exposed left arm.

There was alow, mechanical growl and Aaron jerked his atention back to the psycho. Hisinjuries had
gtarted clogging his mind, and he was losing focus. He had to end this quick, or she would.

She jumped at his head again, then when he raised an arm to smash her, impossibly changed directionin
midair and dashed at hislegs. He jumped back instantly, but felt the sharp surge of electricity asthe
holoknife diced through hisarmor and four centimetersinto hisleg. He tossed her off again, causing no
damage, and backed up to thewall. Thiswas not going well. If they defeasted Aaron and Sarah now, dl
they needed to do was destroy the access grids and Abigail would be at their mercy.

There was a scream of agony and Aaron snapped his head up. Abigail!

Shewastwigting and convulsing, aprimal scream being torn from her throat. Such wasits qudity thet it
froze everyonein their mation, for the moment completely oblivious of anything except the anguish of the
hideous marionette ins de the access grid dancing on amadman’ s strings. Even the psycho turned,
dartled a hearing akindred soul.

Aaron stepped forward. He had to do something. He couldn’t just leave her in such misery. To hisleft he
heard the bestial growl asthe psycho roused herself out of the instant and prepared to launch again.
Ignoring her, he reached out, ready to enter the access grid.

She was gone!

Before hiseyes, Abigail disappeared! She was there one moment, blood dribbling from her left hand, and
the next she was gonel

A heavy weight dammed againgt him and something deep insde him sngpped. Ignoring the stabbing pains
in hisleft shoulder, he reached hisright arm across his body, moving so rapidly the psycho never saw it
coming. A massive hand closed over her head, pulling her free.

Maddened with grief and fear for hiswife, Aaron brought all his desperation to focus and closed hisright
hand. Unaware of the blinding pain in hisright wrist, unaware of the thrashing and wild attacks of the
psycho, unaware even of the cracking that was coming from the helmet in his grip, he focused only on
closing hishand.

Wild squedls came from the creature, the terror of helpless prey asit succumbsto amerciless and
relentless predator. The thrashing became frantic, then digointed, then wesker. Findly, it ceased
atogether as, with aloud crunch, Aaron closed hisfist.

He stood there, uncaring, holding the gruesome, limp burden in his outstretched hand. He had poured all
hisanger and frustration into that fina attack, and his cold, efficient, combat mind had returned. Abigall
would find away to get to him. He had absolute faith in her and her ahilities. All the mattered wasfor him
to get out dive. He didn’t want to disgppoint hiswife by dying.

Tossing the destroyed suit aside, Aaron turned quickly and scooped up his gun. Moving quickly to where



Sarah and the last NATech grunt were fighting, he pulled loose the magpuck and set it for ten seconds.
Sarah’ seyesflickered at him as he closed, and he held up the magpuck.

“Eight!” He shouted, then tossed it toward her right, forcing her to move out of position. She never
hesitated. Though it made her injured Side vulnerable to attack, sheimmediately moved to grab the
airborne puck.

Seeing his chance, the NATech soldier stepped up, his holoknife thrusting forward. Thiswould be over
in...

Something overwhemingly strong seized him and spun him around. So intent was he on thekill that he'd
failed to notice elther the death of the psycho or Aaron’ s attack. Too late, he realized his mistake.

Holding hisgun low and close, Aaron fired dl five roundsinto the ssomach armor of the NATech suiit.
Then, jamming hisright arm againgt the throat of the man, he rabhbit-punched the ssomach armor with his
left fist. Finally, he brought hisleft arm up and around the man’ s head, obscuring hisvision for amoment.
In that moment, Sarah dipped in and attached the magpuck to the cracked armor plating.

Terrified, the NATech soldier shoved Aaron off. He and Sarah fell back, watching. The soldier looked at
them, falling into an attack posture. Seeming to fed their intent stare, he stood up quickly, the fear of
understanding jolting through him. He looked down at hisarmor just as the magpuck exploded.

Screaming through the mask, he tried to tear the magpuck free. But the 1100-degree heat of the boiling
magnesium fuel was far beyond the tolerances of the suit, and the puck had bonded to it, melting first the
suit, thenitscircuitry, and ultimately the man.

Staggering blindly, pounding at the instrument of his degth, he lurched forward. Stepping quickly to one
sde, Aaron watched impassively as the dying man ssumbled into the grid areaand was instantly accessed
at unlimited level. His motion stopped immediately and the suit, now devoid of life, crashed to the ground,
the till flaring magpuck casting hard, cruel shadows on the injured and dead.

* k% k% %

| roseto my feet, still holding the knife. The pain of accessing was gone. That part of me that had been
Princess--that perhaps still was--reveled in the sweet agony that made me so dive. Theterrible dragging
and duggishnesswas gone. | could see and hear with incredible clarity.

Mike and Kiki were still watching me. Their looks were a combination of wonder and fear asthey
looked on meas| redlly wasfor thefirst time. | wanted to go to them, but there wasn't time. | needed to
go to Chris location immediately.

Not knowing how | could, but knowing that | could, | exited the puterverse, wanting to put myself with
Chris

Lights popped and flashed &l around me, and the pain returned. So it wasn't the being there that you
paid for, it was the getting there.

Hurt morethan | could stand, | found | couldn’t stand. Collapsing to the stone floor, my knife clattering
free, | gasped and twitched as my body seemed to burst into flames. | was afool! Chriswouldn’t need
to maintain alife-sustaining environment; he was buried insde the memory core of acomputer no doubt
locked away in avault deep in some hidden chamber.

Stll gasping from the thin air and high heat--it was easily 60 degrees--1 rose shakily to my feet and



looked around in the dim red lighting. There was asingle unit with adisplay againgt thefar wall, with
cables strewn al about the floor. Picking up my knife, | cautioudy approached the computer. In just the
few seconds I’ d been here, sweat was aready pouring off my body

“Hello, Wyeth.” Chris voice camefrom al corners of the small room. His voice sounded strained. Partly
from his shellacking in the puterverse, but more likely from his effortsto circumvent Mike s shunting
routines that kept him trapped here.

Not having anything to say, nor the breath to say it, | ignored him and began studying the pandl. It was
fairly sraightforward | should be ableto cut power by...

A razor diced through my upper right arm, another my inner thigh. Crying out, | spun around, knife out
and ready.

Nothing. Theroom was... wait. Up in the corner. | noticed adight movement. A laser! | dove
undernegth it, hoping it couldn’t depressfar enough tofire. It couldn’t, but | was stuck in this corner. |
heard Chris chuckle.

“Redly, Wyeth. I’'m surprised you even thought I’ d leave myself undefended.”
“Marks, Chris. My name’ s Abigall Marks. Or have you lost too many memory banks to remember?’
“All right, bitch! Abigall itis. I'm glad you’ ve gotten used to your tiny body.”

That wasit! | could get to him, but not in theway I’ d thought. And | had an idea about how | could get
to him physcdly, too.

“Better than no body, Chris,” | shot back in my snotty, fingernails against the chalkboard voice, the one
you lose when you turn twenty. “1 should thank you. Because of you, I’'m happier than | ever could have
been. I’'m married, | havefriends, | have a hedthy body. Everything you don’t have, you video game
rgiect.” An ancient term, but from atime we d both lived in. And appropriate, too, because |’ d pushed
his button.

He had alot to say about that. He just didn’t say anything printable. After thirty seconds of filth, | cut him
off withalaugh.

“What' sthe matter, Chrissy-boy?’ | twirled in acircle, carefully staying under the laser. | knew now why
he only had one. It wasn't to disable or kill; it wasto detain. “Can’t you do this? Y ou might have had
your chucklesfor centuries past, but I'm aive! | get to move and breathe and travel and love! You...” |
Sneered, “you get to stay in thisdark little room while | go out into theworld and live.” | laughed a him.

“I'll be divetomorrow, Chris,” | pressed on, hoping to anger him to the point of recklessness. | had to
hurry, though. The air was becoming less and less breathable. “1’ [l be dlive and you'll be dead. Mike's
got you trgpped in herel”

“Not for much longer.” He seemed to have regained some of his composure.
“Nope. Not for much longer,” | agreed with a harsh laugh.

“Why should you...” He broke off, then gave out another outburst. “Youllittle! Y our damned
congtruct’ s blowing the generators!”

“Uh-huh. | said | was going to destroy you, Chris. In lessthan five minutestime, 1’1l kegp my promise.
AndI'll let you in on asecret.” Herel went out on alimb. “I’'m leaving the sameway | came! So you can



dietheway you existed: aone.”

That got him. Thefar wall on my right opened suddenly and aNATech suit entered. Lean and tight, just
barely larger than me, helooked like ahungry jaguar. | could make out thin dits beneath hiswrists where
holoknives could dide easily into his hands. His mask was solid black with the pale glimmer of askull
projecting through.

“Kill her,” Chrissaid flatly.

Helunged a me without warning, but | didn’t need awarning. | suspected this type of arrangement had
to exist. That Chris had aperimeter |aser told me there was access to this room by humans. That there
was just the one told me he counted on his own humansto take care of intruders. I’d goaded him into
sending for the suit even though he knew | couldn’t really damage him with just aknife. With luck, Chris
had summoned his own executioner.

| flung mysdlf around him, dodging hisknife and putting afoot to histhroat. Feinting for the door, |
suckered Chrisinto closing it to keep mein. | wanted it closed asmuch ashedid. At least, | think | did.
I"d know in afew seconds.

He camea meagain, in acrouch, afresh holoknifein hisright hand. | jumped over him and gave him my
blade in the back. It skittered off the armor, but | got agood look at his equipment belt. Standard
NATech issue, even down here.

My shoulder hit the hot stone floor and | rose quickly. He had recovered as well and was aready
attacking. | feinted to the right, then...

“Aaashhh!” | screamed. Thelaser! I"d pulled arookie stunt and forgotten the laser! It punched ahole
through my left shoulder and stayed on, pinning me. If | moved in any direction, it would cut avay more
muscle, bone, and artery. Worse, my opponent knew it and wasn't wasting any timein finishing me off.
His knife punched forward to dice open my stomach.

| jerked back while swinging my blade above and behind my shoulder. The laser cut for severa
centimeters, nearly causing me to pass out from the pain, then was blocked by my blade. | stepped back
quickly to get out of the laser’ s scope, then tripped over the floor cabling. The NATech goon fdll on me,
his hand dashing a my stomach.

Nothing happened. The holoknife had evaporated.

Seizing theinitiative, | dashed my own knife--still glowing hot from the laser--down on theinsde of his
arm. | was rewarded with a heavy jolt of power as | diced through the holoknife energy lines. | was il
inmortal danger--his strength even in thislow powered suit would be four times mine--but we were
closer to equdl.

Samming my right hand to the back of hishead, | jammed the knife in my left into histhroat. The armor
alowed the point to penetrate, then hardened, ressting my strongest thrust. | rolled hard to my side,
bringing us up against the compand . He remained on top of me and grabbed my left wrist. Squeezing, he
brokeit, forcing meto drop the knife. He then brought his hand in and wrapped it around my throat. |
did my right hand down his back and found the sonic grenade | had seen earlier. | twisted the dia quietly
to one-second fuse. The suicide switch.

In thiskillers embrace we remained locked. Having me helpless, he was waiting for Christo givethe
order. | heard Chris chuckle. It was a metdlic, humorless, humanless chuckle. I couldn’t kill Chris, after
all. He' d been dead for centuries.



“It lookslikeyou' Il be bresking your promise, Abigail. I'll be through your construct’ s shuntsin lessthan
aminute, and the generators won't detonate for another two minutes. Thisworks out nicely. Everyone
will think I’'m dead, and I’ ll berid of you. | made amistake, 654 years ago, Wyeth. | should have killed
you, not used you.”

“It wasamigtake, Chris,” | choked out. The lights were beginning to pop again. “And you just made
another one. Check those shuntsagain. I'll bet you find a second layer. Mike dwayswas atease.”

“NOOOO!" he screamed. Then, with a hate-filled voice, he yelled, “Kill her! Kill her now!”

“Tota,” | said, and armed the grenade.

Epilogue

“Attention, please. Y our attention, please. Will al passengers bound for the settler hyperidor ship E. Ann
Hinman please check into termind eight. Attention, please. Y our attention, please. Will al passengers
bound for the settler hyperidor ship E. Ann Hinman please check into termind eght. Shuitle craft
embarkation will begin in two hours. Thank you.”

“That'syour cal, Abby!” Susie shouted over the stdl door. “ Geez! Maybe we should just unbolt the
toilet and you can take it with you!”

Shewas being sarcadtic, but it wasn't ahalf bad idea. Thelast month, I'd been al but living in the
bathroom. | didn’t think she' d take it right, though, so | ignored her.

My tummy settled down by itsalf and | met her outside. Kate was with her, holding her daughter, who
seemed to be dl curlsand smiles. The three of us wandered over to terminal eight, where Aaron, Raul
and Sarah had dready gone. Aaron smiled hisdow, quiet smile and held up our boarding passes. He
gave one to me, the other to Kate. Susie snuggled up closeto Raul and smiled at us.

“So, into the wild blue yonder, huh? Any regrets?’

“Yeah!” | said. 1 wish you were coming with ud”

“Sorry, runt,” Sarah brokein. “but traveling through hyperidorsisn’t my cup of coffee”
“Cup of teg,” | corrected.

“Uh-huh. Whatever. I'll just stay here and keegp my feet on the ground.” She grinned. “Or init, if that's
what Jody wants.”

“And she'll want it, no doubt,” Raul said. “ Company A sergeants are in high demand, now that the
Resstanceisan officia coordinating force with the various planet governments. And there will bealong
period of adjustment as NATech findsits new niche as society begins hatching from its centuries old
dl”

“How postic!” Susie exclaimed with admiration. “How come you never talk to me likethat? He smiled
and whispered in her ear. She moaned and sighed. “Never mind. | guess you do talk to like that to me.”
Sarah laughed.

“Knock it off, Raul. | don’t want her flying usinto amountain on the way back to base 'cause you got her
all hot and bothered.” Susie and Raul both blushed. Sarah had found her next targets. We sat around a
table near the huge windows that looked out over the Mel bourne spaceport, and the shuttle that would
take usto our settler ship.



| held on to Aaron tightly, and stared out the window, listening in as my friends talked among themselves.
| was alucky woman. In the sx months since the death of Chris'Y oung and the vaporization of the
NATech stronghold, Earth had moved rapidly forward to make up for the lost centuries. Already we had
established diplomatic ties with eighteen planets, joining their System--akind of federation of planets.

NATech ill existed, but their grip and grit were gone. Wanting to throw them off, but knowing they
couldn’t without risking chaos, the many city-states of Earth instead reformed NATech, fracturing it into
locally managed resources. They were able to maintain organization, but now truly served the public.
Maybe Deiley had been right after al. He had not been seen since that night in Glendae, but | somehow
was sure he' d make his presence known again. He was too good--and too smart--aman.

The puterverse was being dowly rebuilt. Because of our safeguards, embedded at the sametimewe d
laid our thousands of mines, the critical systems had been rewritten in UTC the sameingant they’d
ceased to exist in binary. It was avast, open land now, was the puterverse, but it wasn't awasteland. It
was--to be trite--a new land, there for everyone to explore and use and enjoy.

And perhaps one day travel through. | had been the first--and undoubtedly for along time to come, the
only--traveler to pass through the puterverse. | wouldn’t be the last. Although my two trips through the
puterverse--first to Chris lair, then to Dr. Barrett’ s sick bay as the sonic grenade detonated--nearly cost
me my life, | had proven that the distance between two points no longer mattered. In adimension without
red time, movement was instantaneous, limited only by the relevant time required to hold body and soul
together. Space travel was not nor never would be obsolete since puterverse entry and exit depended on
open access points. There was now, however, an aternative.

And Mike and Kiki would be there as guides and mentors, the founders of anew kingdom and perhaps
anew people. If they wereliving code, then could they in turn makeliving code? | placed ahand on my
growing tummy. Was the creation of inorganic life any more or less miraculous than organic life?

We passed the warm spring afternoon away, quietly talking and laughing and sharing these find moments
together as agroup. Kate and her daughter were going to come with us; she had no one here to keep her
and enough sad memoriesto push her. Sheloved little Lenadearly, but the circumstances of her
conception would haunt her for many years.

Sarah wasregular army. Init for life, she would undoubtedly go far, provided she learned how to blunt
her observations alittle more. She was, as Raul said, the Sergeant of Company A in the 179th, aposition
gladly abandoned by me. A commission was dmost inevitable once Jody made captain.

Susie and Raul were il attached to the Resistance and Jody’ s outfit, though the association was
becoming looser each month. My first flash of woman’ sintuition almost four years ago had been on the
money; it was only amatter of time before they started talking quietly about going to the sars.

The boarding call came through and it was time to say good-bye. With a mixture of excitement and
sadness, we made our farewells. | cried and cried and cried, holding on to each of my loved ones, not
wanting to let go, until Aaron pulled at me gently. | let go of Sarah, and we walked to the boarding ramp.
Susie was there, holding back tears. Aaron went ahead to help Kate settle Lenain, leaving the two of us
done.

“See?’ sheteased, wiping atear. “I told you not to discount marriage and children so quickly. Of course,
you didn’t listen, so now | can say | told you s0.”

She held me dlose while | squeezed her with dl my strength.

“Y ou’ re such abeautiful woman, Abby. I’'m so proud. | loveyou.”



“I’'m here because of you, Susie. | owe you everything. Thank you. | loveyou.”

We pulled apart and | followed up after Aaron. Halfway, | turned and |ooked down the ramp. Shewas
il sanding there, keeping an ever watchful eye on me. | would miss her dearly.

| boarded the shuttle and found my seat. Aaron had thoughtfully chosen an aide seat for me, knowing
even on the brief three-hour trip to the far sde of the moon, where the E.Ann Hinman was orbiting, I'd
need to make one or two trips to the ladies room. Since he was so big, he had the aid e seat acrossfrom
me

| was reaching up to store my travel bag in the overhead compartment--didn’t air vehicles ever change
design?--when | heard the elderly woman in the seat beside mine give alittle chuckle.

“Y ou might want to get alittle longer top, young lady. Either that or keep your arms below your
shoulders”

“Oops. Sorry.” | bowed in gpology, then tightened the soft white tie around my midriff. | sat down next
to her and quickly configured the restraint field to keep pressure off my middle.

“Pregnant?’ she asked.

“Uh-huh. Four months. The baby’ sduein February.”

“Aren’'t you worried about taking your baby on ahyperidor trip?’
“No, not redly.”

“Ah! To beyoung again!” the older woman reminisced with another quiet laugh. “ So free of worries and
cares! Lifewon't be as easy when you get older, young lady. Y ou wouldn’t believe the things I’ ve seen
in seventy years.” She smiled awonderful grandmother’ s smile. “ So. Have you chosen anamefor your

baby, yet?’

“Not yet,” | answered, looking forward to our trip together. “My husband and | are ill trying to choose
good ones.”

“Takeit from me, young lady, and pick atraditiona name. They hold up the best. Y ou give your child a
traditiona name and there’ sno telling how far hewill go. But makeit a solid name, too. Like John.”

“John’sanicename.” | amiled at her as the engines began their startup whine. | gazed out the window,
my heart fluttering with excitement asthe craft dowly moved away from thetermind. “1 knew someonea
long time ago named John.”

TheEnd



