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Prologue

| first saw the Time Traveler in adream. It was abad one.

| don’'t remember most of the details. They dipped through my grasp and dissolved as soon as| woke
up. There was cold swest on my forehead, and | was halfway out of my bed and still moving asif | was
trying to escape from something.

That wasjust afew minutes ago. I'm till shivering, although my skinisburning up. And one picture, one
terrifying moment, isimprinted upon my mind in more vivid detail than | would have thought possible from
asmplenightmare:
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I’m surrounded by flames. I’ m trying to fight my way through them, but the smoke and the
furnace-like heat keeps driving me back. I’m helpless. There are other people here. I’m aware of
them, | can see them out of the corners of my eyes, but | can’t turn my head to look at them. I'm
sure | know them, that they’re friends of mine, but | can’t see who they are. | only know that they
are astrapped as | am. My chest aches, there are acid tearsin my eyes, and every time try to
breathe in, the hot smoke claws at the back of my throat.

| might have died, in the dream. | don’t know.

| don’t know where | am. For amoment, that redlization fills me with panic. | force myself to calm down.
It'snot asif I’'ve woken up in some prison cell or torture chamber. I’'m not strapped down to an
operating table on an aien spaceship (and I’ m not sure where those images come from, but they resonate
with something and send a chill through me).

I’m in abedroom. Small but homely, obviously decorated by an older person. Sometime ago, at that.
Flock wallpaper. White lace. Bulky old cabinets with curved legs, made out of dark-stained wood.
Every detail seemsfresh to me, and that startsthe fear rising again. It sasif I’velost al connection to my
pagt, asif | should have understood the dream and | should recognize this room, but somehow my
memories have been blocked from me. Amnesia? | can fed adull painin the back of my skull. Maybe|
got hit on the head. Or it could just be the beginning of atension headache.

| close my eyes, rub them with my fingers, and breathe heavily. Cdm down! Shake the deep from your
eyes, the dream from your mind.

| till know who | am. | gtill know where | came from. That helps.

And then, | seethe Time Traveler again. Just aglimpse, anilluson, atrick of theresdud light patterns
that dide acrosstheingdes of my eydlids. A ghostly figurein metdlic but flexible armor. Red plating dong
hisarms and legs and around historso. Silver gauntlets, boots and a chest plate—atriangle upon a
rectangle—with controlsand didsinlaid. A full head mask, also in slver, with shalow indentations giving
him ahint of facia features. The mask makes him look distant, impassve. But | think the Time Traveler is
inpan.

He strying to tdl me something.

When | open my eyes again, Sartled, | remember.

| remember aflight to Colorado, and along car journey to the backwater town of Angd’ s Gift. |
remember booking into arooming house run by a prune-faced old spingter with her white hair tied back
into a bun. She charged us—Dad and me—three times her norma room rate, because she could.
Because, suddenly, everybody wantsto stay here.

So, thisiswhere Dad’ s job has brought us thisweek. Wdll, actualy, we' ve been here for dmost amonth
now. Can't blame mefor being disoriented, though. For aslong as| can remember, it’ sbeen likethis:
one new town after another, never having a chanceto settlein, to make friends. Never having aplacel
can redly cal home. Alwayswaking up in the morning to find mysdf in unfamiliar surroundings.

| mean, jeez, I’'m twenty yearsold, you d think I’ d have planted roots of my own by now. You'd think |
would have worked out what | want to do with my own life. It'snot asif my dad—"the famous Dallas
Archer"—does’t lay into me about it every chance he gets. He thinks I’ m drifting dong, just wasting
time. He might be right, too, athough I’ d never admit that to hisface. But you know, right now, | don’t
think there’ sanywhere I’d rather be. A lot of stuff isgoing down in Angel’ s Gift these days, and it’s quite
abuzz to be at the center of it dl, evenif itisonly asan observer.

That’sme, | guess. an observer of life, never a participant.

Whoa! That's pretty heavy stuff fo—what timeisit, anyway?—4:14 on aWednesday morning in late
November. It' sthe dream, | guess. It got into my head and stirred up dl kinds of fedlings. But it'sgone
now, and those fedlings are draining away. | can go back to deep.

At leadt, that’ sthe plan. But | can’t keep my thoughts from racing.

| fed uncomfortable, and | keep shifting my position. | must look at the clock on the bedside cabinet a
thousand times, and each time only afew minutes have passed, but afew minutes are dowly adding up to
afew hours, and dawn light isaready trickling through the faded, flower-patterned curtains.

Threetimes, | doze off. But my deep is haunted by the heavy feding that | can’t rest, that | have



something important to do, and | find mysdlf awake again and chasing fleeing dreams, just trying to work
out what that vital task could be.

| can’'t shake the image of the Time Traveler from my mind. So, sometimes, | givein. But | can't quite
bring him into focus either. | can't hear what he' strying to say to me.

I’m not even surewhy | cal him “the Time Trav-eler.” It fedsright. Asif he doesn’t belong here, inthis
place, in thistime. Don’t ask me how, but | know—somehow, | just know—that he' s crossed the years
themselvesto be here. Whether from the past or the future, though, is anybody’ s guess. And why? To
reach me? What does he want to tell me?

I’m analyzing thistoo much. It wasonly adream, | tel myself. Why can't | forget about it? Why doesit
disturb me so much? Why can't | deep?

Because I’ m afraid of going back to where | was, of being trapped by the flames again.

And now, the little backwater town is coming back to life around me. | can hear people talking, wishing
each other agood morning. Engines revving, shutters being rolled up. There' s an ache behind my eyes,
but | accept now that 1’1l get no more deep. I'll shower in the guesthouse' s cold water, try to shock
myself awake and aert, and turn in early tonight. Assoon as| can muster the energy to drag myself out
of thiswarm bed, that is.

And | know that, by noon, the dream will have been forgotten; it dwaysis. It'll met in the weak winter
sunlight, having had no substance, having meant nothing. | mean, I’ m aready thinking about how crazy it
al is, thislameideathat some cosmic being would travel through space and time to make an appearance
in my dreams. Why me, right? What have | ever done?

Through the tissue-thin wall, | can hear Dad tarting to tir in the next room. He' Il be knocking on my
door soon: | might serve no useful purpose around here, as|’m sure he'll remind me again, but that
doesn't mean | get to deepinlate. So, | throw back the sheets at last, push the Time Traveler from my
thoughts, and | start getting mysdlf ready for anew morning in Angdl’ s Gift. Another day in“The Home
of the Micronauts.”

Another sixteen hoursto drift through, just watching. Achieving nothing, doing nothing that could matter

to anybody.
My nameis Ryan Archer, and thisismy story.

Chapter

One

By thetime| stumble blearily downgtairs, Dad' s dready |eft for the research facility; probably just
grabbed adice of toast and shot out the door asusual. | wouldn’t be surprised if he' d had less deep than
me. Mrs. Mulligan’ s aways complaining, under her breath, about the time herollsin each night. Each
morning, rather.

I’'m glad. | don't need another lecture right now. | stare at the plate that our gracious host damsdownin
front of me. | chase two shriveled sausages and afatty dice of bacon around in their own grease, and |
fed my stomach turning. I don’t eat much, but | down three cups of black coffee. Mrs. Mulligan looks at
melike I’'m dirt when | ask for a second pot—but if I’ m going to get through today, I'll need as much
caffeine as| can keep down.

Dad knocked on my door on hisway past. “1t'sMoving Day,” he reminded me, caling through the white
wood. “Pack your bags and come by the facility at six. I'll get someone to meet you at the main gate.”
That leaves me with time to waste.

Assoon as| step out onto the street, | wish | had athicker jacket. The wind cuts straight through this
one, and through the T-shirt beneath it. | don’t go back, though. | want to be outside. | need fresh air and
| need to be doing something, evenif al | can think to do istake another amless stroll round town. |
move like azombie, dmaost bumping into a couple of people. The sdewaks are busy, and long lines have



aready formed at most of the small shops. The air isthick with exhaust smoke as hundreds of carsgrind
along roads built for dozens, in search of parking spotsthat don't exist. By early afternoon, there'll be
tota gridlock, and the blaring horns of impatient driverswill make thistiny, mid-western town sound like
New York City on abad day.

To make matters worse, Appleton Street has been closed off. There' s bunting up, and asmall crowd has
formed. Posters and fliers explain that Mayor Delaney and “aspecid guest” will be here a eeven

o' clock to open anew gift shop. It'scaled The Microverse. Cute. Y esterday, it was a bar; the day
before, another guesthouse. New businesses are breaking out in Angel’ s Gift like zits on ateenager. A
couple of months ago, thiswas adying town, but the venture capitadists didn’t waste much time moving in
after the Micronauts turned up. Seemslike every once-abandoned building is having its boards pried off
right now. I’m amazed they can find enough shop fitters to go round. Even when thework isal done,
though, | figure the town till won't be able to cope with its newfound fame. There' sa six-week waiting
list for aseat at any half-decent restaurant, and tourists are having to deep in their cars, blocking
entrances to garages and loading docks.

| suppose thingswill calm down intime. They’ |l have to. Perhaps once the novelty hasworn off, once
everybody has seen our vigitors, and we dl get used to having aliens among us. For now, | can pretty
much guarantee a capacity crowd—and probably three times that—for the Microverse' s grand opening.
That’ swhy everybody’ s here, after dl, to see aMicronaut or two for themsalves, and this' || be one of
their few chances. They’ll even put up with yet another of Delaney’ s self-serving speechesif they haveto.
Anything, so long asthey can go home and tll their families and friends that they saw agenuine dien
being intheflesh. Or inthe metd casing, morelikedly. It'susually Ordadl.

| passthe poster as | turn onto Main Street. Angel’s Gift, it Saysin big, cheerful letters. The Gateway to
Innerspace. And there’ s a photograph of some Micronauts: the performers from the circus. The poster’s
ten feet high, which makes the figures about a dozen timestheir actud size. They’re avaried bunch, and
that probably addsto their attraction. Usudly, when you seediensinfilmsandon TV, they’redl like
clones—you see one, you' ve seen them dl. But the Micronauts comein al shapesand colors. They're
mostly humanoid—and some of them could even pass for human, gpart from their sze—but on the
poster, there' s a creature that looks like it's made out of hardened dudge with asingle eyein the center
of itsforehead; there’ sa gangly thing with spiny hair and aface like achimpanzee's, and there's
something | can only describe as a bipeda, green-blue e ephant.

And there' salittle purple guy dressed in black trunks and a padded deeveless jacket. | haven't been to
the circus yet—can't get tickets—so | don’t know what he does, but he has the wiry build of an acrobat.
He hasfour amsand ashort tail. And his eyes are round and black, but they sill seem to shine out of his
nose-less, hairless head.

And | think for asecond that | know this guy—he might’ ve been one of the people in my dream. My
friends, who | couldn’t see, who couldn’t save me or themsalves. Only he d have to have been bigger.
And | think | should know his name, but | don't.

| scowl, irritated with mysdlf for thinking about the dream again. Of course | recognize the purple guy—I
see him on this poster four, fivetimesaday. | don’t even give it asecond glance any more, most times. It
doesn't mean athing.

There are four separate news crews on Main Street. | know acouple of facesfromthe TV. You'd think
they’ d have found something eseto talk about by now. It still interesting to watch the technicians
Seiting up their lighting rigs, though, and the reporters having to cope with a curious and excited public as
they wait to do their pieces on camera. It makes mefed like things are redlly happening here.

They're dl after the same shot. The onethey aways use, on every news bulletin on every channel. The
one with the white dome in the background.

It could dmost have been deliberate that, when the Rift appeared six weeks ago, it was hafway up
Gabrid’ s Hill, on the outskirts of town, in the one spot that can be seen between the rundown buildings



on the main shopping street. Mayor Delaney managed to keep news of the Rift, and of the strange beings
who came through it, from the government for about aweek. But once the advertisng campaign Sarted,
even they couldn’t fail to notice what was going on under their noses. The army moved in and cordoned
off the entire hill in about five minutesflat. It didn’t take them much longer to throw up a prefabricated
building around the Rift itself. Delaney’ sfiled dl kinds of lawsuits, claming that it's harming the economy
of the town to hide its biggest attraction. He' sjust doing it for the publicity, though. I mean, it snot asif
you could physicaly fit any more peoplein Angd’ s Gift at the moment.

And in the meantime, the white dome stands on the side of Gabrie’sHill, ringed by soldiersin
camouflage gear, in full view of everybody. It’s probably become the most photographed landmark in the
world over the past few weeks.

There are soldiers around here, too, and police drafted in from neighboring towns. Uniforms everywhere,
but they’ re only adding to the congestion.

“Ryan! Hey, Ryan, wait up!”

Bill Dempster is pushing hisway aong the Sdewak towards me. He' safew yearsolder than | am, with
straggly black hair resting on his shoulders, afull beard, and intense, staring white eyes. A basebal cap,
which he wears back to front, conceals the top of his head where | know he has abig, round bald spot.
He soverweight, and he’ s struggling aong with a bulging knapsack on his back and acameradung
around his neck, brandishing atape recorder. Everybody cdlshim “Klingon Bill” because of his
obsession with aliens, and because...wdl, because he looks a bit like aKlingon, | guess. HE swhat a
professional psychologist might describe asa” Total Nerd.” But he’ s harmless enough, and friendly. | met
him in the newly renamed Gateway Bar about two weeks ago, and he’ skind of latched on to me ever
snce. My dad' sfault, redly. Klingon Bill’ sfascinated by hiswork; keepstelling me how lucky | amto be
related to the great Dallas Archer, one of the very few men trusted to get up closeto the Rift. And he
keeps asking questions about what Dad’ s up to now, not that I’ d know awhole lot more about that than
he does.

“Have you heard the news?’ he asks when he reaches me, out of breath but grinning like aloon. | shake
my head. “More Micronaut sghtings. Two in New Y ork State, and &t least four in Cdifornia. Theré' sa
womanin L.A. saysthree of them broke into her house last night and tried to abduct her.”

“Micronauts?’ | ask. “And she saw them?’

“Yeah. Well, | mean, they werefull-szed ones. Human-size, | mean, like Ordad.”

“Human-gze. Right.”

“There hasto be another Rift somewhere. Probably two, one on each coast.”

“I don't know, Bill. They haven't exactly kept their presencein Angel’ s Gift asecret, have they? Why
gart snesking around now?’

“Because Angdl’ s Gift was a mistake. The Rift opened on the hillside, and too many people saw the
Micronauts when they came through it. So, they’ re making the best of it.”

“Youredly believetha?’

“Oh, | haven't decided what to believe yet—I’ m keeping an open mind—but that’ s what the guys on the
newsgroups are saying. They figure the Micronauts are just pretending to be our friendswhile they learn
about our society. Y ou heard about that tourist from Milwaukee?’

“Don't think s0.”

“Y ou know, the woman who disappeared. Last heard of heading here.”

Bill’ sfaceis shining with excitement. It’ slike heredly wantsthisto turninto an dieninvasion just because
it' d prove hewasright dl thistime. But it hits me that he could be just what | need to take my mind off
how tired | am. And off the dream. So, tifling ayawn, | suggest we go and get a coffee and he can tell
meall about it.

Which he does. In blistering detail. While we re standing in aline the length of the Great Wall of Chinain
acoffeehouse called Alien Beans. Which serves* Micro Muffins.”

I’'m distracted by a chatter of excited voices. “I hope there’ s one of the e ephant dude.” *Y eah, he' sthe
coolest!” “Noway.” “I wanna know more about that robot guy intheads.” *Y ou mean Biotron? He's
cdled Biotron.”



Kidsin theline behind us, poring over amagazine. Four of them. | say “kids,” but they’ re not much
younger than me. About fifteen or Sixteen. It'sjust that those teenage years seem along way behind me
now.

“Doyou think he' sredly that big?” “That’ snot big!” “1 mean compared to the rest of them.” “Y eah,

that' slike Ordaal big.” “He snot red, though, ishe? | haven't seen him on the news or nothin’.” “That's
"cause Ordaal only just brought these designs back from Innerspace.” *Y ou think he' sredlly arobot? He
lookslike one.” “Who, Ordad?’ “Hey, take alook at Darth Vader’ s badder cousin!” “I want him. I’'m
gonnaget that one.”

Astheline shuffles around the last bend before the counter, | manage to sneak aquick peek over the
kids shoulders. They'relooking at afull-page ad for The Microverse, the gift shop. Apparently, there |l
be alimited number of new Micronaut toys available at today’ s opening. They don’t go on sale anywhere
else until after Christmas. | try to hide my smile. Micronaut action figures What next—their own comic
book?

| redlize !’ vetuned out Klingon Bill. HE' slooking a me with that unnerving stare of his, expecting meto
respond to whatever point he'sjust made. “Um,” | say, fumbling for an appropriate comment, “| thought
you'd decided it was al agovernment plot.”

That doesthetrick. “Oh sure, the government isn't telling us everything,” he sayswith an air of authority.
“I mean, that goes without saying—it’s been going on since Roswdl in 1947. | wouldn’'t be surprised if
they were hushing thingsup in LA and New Y ork, and probably a dozen other places, too. But the thing
about Angd’ s Gift is—the brilliant thing is—that the Micronauts came through the Rift before the
government even knew it wasthere. They’ ve got dl kinds of radio telescopes and satdllitestrained on
space, but no one was watching Gabrid’ sHill, were they? | mean, if they had been, the Black Ops guys
would have been sent in before you could say ‘ Area51.” The Micronauts would have been whisked off
to some military basein the middie of nowhere and opened up on alab bench, and we d never have
known athing about them. It standsto reason, doesn't it?’

He pausesto let me speak. Or just to draw breath, I'm not sure. “Not much chance of anything being
hushed up now,” | point out. “Not with Delaney on the case.”

“You'reright there.” Bill grins. “I wish | could ve seen their faces at the FBI when they found out abunch
of aliens had made contact behind their backs. And if Ordaa and his people say they want to keep the
circus going and they want to keep dedling with Roger Delaney, who' sto tell them they can’t? Apart
from anything esg, it'd cause ariot!”

We're lucky enough to find seets, athough they’ re pretty cramped. The coffeehouse owners have added
extratablesto cope with the increased demand, so it’s hard to pull back the chairs far enough to squeeze
into them. And our table, which has only just been vacated, isfilthy.

“Isit today you' removing in?” asksBill as| suck the foam off my mocha

At fird, | don’'t know what he means. Then | remember. “ Oh, into the facility, you mean? Um, yeah. |
upposeitis”

“Aren’'t you excited?’

| shrug. “1t'sno big ded.”

But it obvioudy isabig ded to him. “What are you talking about, man? That' swhereit’sal happening.
And you'll beright there, right at the center of it dl!”

| shake my head. “I’velived in placeslike that before.” Once Dad gets his teeth into these projects, he
likesto be based on steif he can. That way, he can keep his own hours—which usualy meansworking
through night after night until he drops. To him, having to stay a Mrs. Mulligan’ s—lessthan haf amile
away—until our quarters were ready was the worst kind of inconvenience. “ They’ re not asinteresting as
you think. They'refull of gray menin gray suits, shuffling papers and not doing awholelot else.”

“Asif. You'll probably get to watch them sending the probe into the Rift. This afternoon, it's scheduled
for. At 1600 hours.”

“Who told you that?’

Bill tapsthe 9de of hisnose. “I have my sources.”

“Wdll...yeah, | think Dad did say something about aprobe.” Actudly, it' sal he' stalked about for the



past two weeks. He makes it sound like that probe is more of ason to him than I'll ever be. Not that I’ ve
seen much of him to talk about anything. That'swhy | supposeit will be good to get into that research
facility today, to see what' sgoing on for mysaif.

| try to downplay it, though. Thisguy would give hisentire Star Trek collection to bein my shoes, and
that makes mefed kind of guilty. I've dwaystaken my life, and Dad' s job, for granted. Other people
don't see the downside of it.

“But | don't movein until Sx,” | say. “And they probably wouldn’t have let mein the lab, anyway. Not
for something that big.”

“But you'll get to seethe RIift, at least.”

“Maybe.” | try to sound nonchalant. Any second now, the oh-so-subtle hints are going to start again. Bill
livesin hopethat | can get him into the facility some day, but I'm not sure | can. I'll only be there under
sufferance myself, because I’'m Ddlas Archer’ s son, and because |’ ve signed like a zillion agreements
with confidentidity clauses. | can justimagine Dad' sfaceif | turned up at hisworkplace with Klingon Bill
in tow—athough, cometo think of it, that might be reason enough to seewhat | can do.

“| wish I’d seen the Rift,” sighsBIll, right on cue. “I wish I’ d known about it before the government got
here and took it upon themsavesto hideit from us”

“Y ou can see photos of it,” | point out. “We know what it looks like. Heck, you can even get Rift
postcards in that shop acrossthe road.” Delaney’ s photos. He shouts loudly enough about our rights
being infringed, but he' smaking afa enough profit fromit.

“It' snot the same.”

“So, fly out to L.A. if you think there' sancther Rift there. Y ou might just find it first.”

From the pained look on Bill’ sface, | know he's considered doing just that. But he shakeshishead. “It's
too much of arisk. | might not find anything. At least here, | know wherethe diensare.” Something
occursto him, and he checks hiswatch quickly. “ Speaking of which, I'd better get moving if | want to
see Ordadl at that gift shop opening.”

“It’ snot for another hour and ahdf,” | protest.

“I need to get agood place.”

“And you must have seen Ordad a hundred times!”

“I want another chanceto talk to him,” says Bill, hefting his tape recorder and finishing off his hot coffee
with onegulp. “I’ve got afew new questions, and | bet | can catch him thistime, trick him into giving
something away.”

| laugh at that; | can’t help mysdlf. Fortunately, Bill doesn't seem to take it the wrong way. “Giveme a
second, then,” | say. “I’ll come with you.” Well, why not?

To be honest, | admire his enthusiasm. Klingon Bill knowswhat he wantsto do with hislife, and he' sout
there doing it. He has a purpose.

For the next hour and ahalf, | have a purpose, too. My purpose isto keep my blood from freezing and
my lipsfrom turning blue. | can stamp my feet and move about abit at first, but asthe crowd in Appleton
Street grows, I’'m hemmed in by other people. | benefit alittle from their body heet, but my noseis
garting to fed numb. I’m not even sure what I’ m doing here. Like Klingon Bill, I’ ve seen more than
enough of these ceremonies—mostly from some distance, though. I’ ve only bothered lining up like this
once before.

The usud white wooden podium has been erected outside the gift shop. It's empty for now, apart from a
microphone on astand. Rope barriers and policemen keep us from getting too close. Bill and | aren'tina
bad position, but we're still afew rows back. To have gotten to the very front, we' d have had to have
been herelast night with deeping bags.

Deaney turns up twenty minuteslate. His black limousine with its blacked-out windows glidesinto a
prepared spot behind the podium, and cops swarm al over it. The gpplause starts as soon as the Mayor
of Angel’ s Gift heaves himself out of the car, but my bones ache with the cold and | just want to knock
the smug expression off his pasty face.



He shuffles onto the podium, looking like aton of lard poured into an expensive suit and left to conged .
The tourigts are cheering and whooping like he' s some kind of rock star, and Delaney’ swaving hisarms
asif to cam them, but you can tell that he sredlly enjoying this. It stwo or three minutes before the fuss
dies down enough for him to speak. Then, he steps up to the microphone, adjusts the striped tie around
histhick neck, clears histhroat, and launchesinto the usud barrage of cliches.

There snothing in the speech | haven't heard before, but it playswell al the same. There' sthe usud bit
about the Micronauts choosing Angel’ s Gift astheir arrival point on our world because of the famous
hospitdity of its decent but struggling people: that gets a smattering of applause, where onceit would
have earned an ovation. The localsdon't turn out so much for these things any more. Delaney dsorails
againgt the government who, according to him, would deny us al a chance to meet our visitors. Bill pipes
up, “Hear, hear!” And, of course, the Mayor dipsin his advertisng dogans at every opportunity. We're
left in no doubt that Angel’ s Gift is“ The Gateway to Another Universe’ and “ The Home of the
Micronauts.” | wonder what he' d do if they dl upped and moved to Florida. Or, for that matter, if the
government decided to sedl the Rift.

Dedaney seemsto think that this might happen, that our eected representatives might send the Micronauts
back where they came from—and the audience reacts to his ranting with appropriate boos and hisses.
That's not what Dad says, though. He and his team have come here to understand the Rift, not to close it
down.

At thefifteen-minute point, the Mayor makes hisfirst mention of the*specia guest” who will cut the
ribbon on The Microverse. That gets the crowd even more excited, but we have to wait another ten long,
grinding minutesto reach the end of the introduction.

Ordad, says Delaney, guided the Micronauts here. Ordadl is sharing their wondrous technology with us.
Ordaal has brought prosperity to this poor town and taught us about other worlds, other races. Ordaal is
our friend.

Why, then, as Ordadl climbs out of the mayora limo, do | fed my skin crawling with an inexplicable
dread? And I’'m not the only one. Hisarriva draws sharp intakes of breath from the crowd, and a
generad murmuring that’ s two parts curiosity and one part fear.

It'sjust theway helooks, | tell mysdf. | haven't been this closeto him before, and | hadn’t fully
appreciated how imposing heis. He' s about six feet tall; helooms over the squat form of Mayor Delaney
as hejoins him on the podium, and he' sjust as bulky. One of the reasons, | guess, that people have been
S0 quick to take to the Micronautsistheir size. Alien they might be, but they don't look like they could
pose athrest to us. Ordaal is different.

I’ve never seen hisface. He dwayswears his containment suit in public. Initsdlf, that worriesme alittle.
There are no weaponsvishblein Ordad’ s sturdy-looking sllver armor, but there must be plenty of roomin
there to conced a gpace-age blaster or four. If | could see any facid features at al—anything that
betrayed an emotion—then he might not seem so cold, so dispassionate. But his shoulder plates are
attached to alarge golden dome, which covers his head or whatever else he might keep under there.
Ordaa might be able to see out, but nobody can seein; the polished surface only reflects Delaney’s
proud expression back at him.

The crowd is beginning to warm to this aien mongter, though. They were uncertain at first, but now

they’ re giving him abig reception. They might sill be afraid of Ordad, but it'sagood kind of fear. Fear
like you might get on aroller coaster, or from watching ascary movie. The kind of fear that goeshandin
hand with a powerful attraction.

Ordaal just sands there with his gauntlets clagped behind hisback. And Delaney throws an arm around
him, grins, and basksin the flashlights of ahundred cameras.

“Thank you,” says Ordaal. He does't need the microphone; hiswords are amplified by syslemsinside
hisown suit. Hisvoiceisflat and ectronic, which further reinforces hisinhumanity. | haf expect himto
bark out “ Exterminate!”

Instead, he says, “My friends and | are honored to be here. We are grateful to the people of Angdl’s
Gift, and of the planet Earth, for your generous welcome.”

He' sanswered by another swell of appreciation—in the middle of which, he turns and stomps back



down the steps from the podium. Speech over, apparently. A man of few wordsis our Ordad. If only
Deaney could be half as concise.

The customary red ribbon is strung across the double doors to the gift shop, and Ordaal takes hold of it.
“| declare The Microverse open,” he says. Thefirgt time he did one of these ceremonies, some
gray-suited officid legpt forward at this point to hand him apair of scissors. Unfortunately, he didn’t
know how to use them, and his metal-encased fingers were too big for the handles anyway. So, he took
the ribbon in both hands and snapped it with one yank. He does it again now, for about the hundredth
time. It's become something of atrademark for him, and the crowd couldn’t be more delighted by it.

He steps back, then, as the shop doors are thrown open from inside, and a couple of guys scuttle
forward to unhook arope barrier beside the podium. Our way into The Microverseis clear now, and
everybody surgesforward, aterrifying mass of people moving with one mind. | amost lose sight of
Klingon Bill, so eager isheto ebow hisway to the front. But the police have learned their lessons from
much recent experience, and they don't |et the crowd get out of control thistime. They form alineto
funnel usaong the sidewalk and keep us away from Ordaal. A few people are waving autograph books
at him over the cops shoulders, but he doesn’'t seem to see them. | catch the expression of
disappointment on Klingon Bill’ sface as he' s swept through the doors, still waving histape recorder.

A few seconds later, I’'m carried over the threshold mysdlf. I'm not sure | wanted to come in here—but if
I’d gone against the crowd, I’ d probably have been trampled to death. At least it swarm inside, but as
the shop fills up, “warm” soon givesway to “ifling.”

| didn’t even get achanceto look in the display window as | passed it. For thefirst time, | takein the
contents of The Microverse, and I’ m disgppointed—if not surprised—to see the usua chegp junk: mugs,
key chains, caendars, pogters, trashy tie-in books, all with photographs of Micronauts dapped on them
and being sold for asmdl fortune. Doesn't stop anyone from snatching them off the shelves, though.
Delaney’ s name appearsin small print on each and every piece of merchandise. He clamsto have
created the name “Micronauts,” and he ownsthe copyright to it and to associated logos and likenesses. |
wonder if Ordad knowswhat he' s signed away, and how much money his so-called friend is making off
him. I doubt it. Our money has no vaue to the Micronauts, anyway. Sometimes, | wonder what they are
getting from this partnership, but then | have to stop myself before Klingon Bill’ s conspiracy theories start
to sound attractive.

| can’t see Bill any more, so my thoughts turn to getting out of here. | set my sights on an open back
door, which seemsto offer the easiest escape route. I’ m struggling towardsiit, trying not to mind asa
dozen people stamp on my feet, when | see the action figures.

Most of them have gone aready, leaving bare hooks where they once hung. | can’t even get closeto
them. But amiddle-aged woman with a headscarf has fought the good fight and come away with a
gx-inch figure on card backing, which she' s holding up to her nose to ingpect with narrowed, probing
eyes.

And| fed it again: The same sensation of recognition that crept over me when | saw the purple guy on
the circus poster. Only it' smuch stronger thistime. And, thistime, | know | haven't seen thistoy before,
nor anything or anybody likeit.

Acroyear. Thefigureiscaled Acroyear. And it'sthe name, | think, more than the figure itself, that
connects to something buried in my subconscious mind. Suddenly, it'sasif I’ m floating out of my body.
Theworldistunneling around me, sounds distorting as the gift shop shrinksinto the distance. But that's
cool, because I’'m going to adifferent world, the world where I'm supposed to be. Theworld with al the
answersto my questions.

| see ared helmet. Not silver, like the one on the toy, but it’s a similar shape. Those big fins
sticking up on each side are distinctive enough. The helmet conceals the face of its wearer, and |
feel an echo of the same fear that tingled in me when Ordaal took to the podium. But, whereas my
fear of Ordaal was heightened by distrust, my fear of this man—this Acroyear—is tempered by
respect. Good thing, too, or else the sword he’ swielding would terrify me out of my wits. |
remember seeing it with the action figure, in its own blister on the card—but that sword was
about two inches long and cast from dull gray plastic. This one must measure at |least four feet,



and it’son fire. Dark globules of energy collect around the edges of the incandescent blade.

My stomach is pitching and rolling. | put it down to nerves at first, but | realize now that I'm
floating. Or rather, gliding. My feet dangle about a foot off the ground. Something is pressing into
my back, and automatically | know that thisiswhat’s countering my mass. Acroyear—the toy
Acroyear—was wearing something like it. A white bar across his back, with circular silver panels
like solar collectors attached to each end. My glider feels more streamlined, but | can’t turn my
head to get alook at it. | can’t keep my balance; | flail about with my armsand legs, but | can’t
control myself. The guy in the red helmet barks ordersin a voice like a stuttering chainsaw, but |
can’t make out the words.

I”’m spinning back down the tunnel.

And the gift shop shoots back into focus with a suddenness that makes me gasp. | dmost lose my
footing, but the press of people around me keeps me from faling.

The woman in the headscarf hasturned the figure over in her hands. She' scarrying it away from me, but
not before | make out some of the words on the back of the card. Something about an army of evil
Acroyears who are the sworn enemies of the Micronats.

“That’snot right!” | blurt out.

Some people stare a me, and | haf-turn away from them, cupping ahand over my facein
embarrassment. | don’t know what got into me. But | have to see“Acroyear” again. | havetotakea
proper look at him—at it—to reassure myself that I’ m being stupid, that it’ sonly atoy.

| head for therack of action figures, barely hearing the mutters of protest from the people | barge out of
my way. I’'m just intimeto seethelast Acroyear faling into the hands of an eager, blonde-haired boy.
There sonly onefigureleft, hanging right at my eye-level asif it'sbeen placed there by fate. | fed my jaw
fal open, and suddenly it's hard to breathe.

And, inthat moment, | know. | know that I’'m going to have to accept what |” ve been denying to myself
al morning: that the dream did mean something.

I"’'m gtaring into the blank, slver eyes of the Time Traveler, and | redize now that everything | know is
wrong.

Chapter
Two

It s about two o' clock when | get back to the rooming house to find that Mrs. Mulligan has emptied my
room and hauled my suitcases down to the small reception area. | wonder what she' d have doneiif |
hadn’t packed last night; flung my clothes out of the window, most likely.

“Checkout was at ten 0’ clock,” she snapsat me. “I’ ve other guests waiting for that room, you know.

I’ve agood mind to charge you an extranight.”

| had planned to take a quick nap, and to get some shelter from the icy needles of rain that are starting to
spot the sdewadks. Insteed, | find myself on the street with al my worldly goods—all two cases and one
backpack full of them. Fortunatdly, I’ velearned to trave light.

I’ve nowhere dseto go, so | head up to the research facility. To be honest, I'm a so thinking about what
Klingon Bill told me, about the launch of the probe at four. I’'m wondering if | might get alook at it after
al. And, more than that, I’m beginning to fed like the facility—and being near the Rift in particular—is
where| ought to be.

| bought the Time Traveler figurein the end. A little boy started wailing as| took it to the checkout,
leaving therack empty, and | fdlt likedirt. But | had to haveit. Don’'t ask mewhy, | just had to. It'sin the
ingde pocket of my jacket now, pressing againgt my chest, and | fed asif that little lump of plagticis
guiding my footsteps somehow.

Gabrid’ s Hill has become ahot picnic spot. There are blankets laid out acrossthe hillsde, amost right up
to the high metd fence around thefacility. A little lower down, there are even acouple of tents. There's
not much to see here, but that doesn’t stop the cameras from clicking, recording every detail of that ugly



white dome. Which, by theway, isawholelot bigger than it looks from Main Street.

| pick my way through the tourists, my arms aching with the weight of my luggage, to the gate. A
freckle-faced young soldier—younger than me—stares at me through the wire mesh. She informs me that
thisisagovernment facility and | should keep my distance. She' scarrying arifle.

“Ryan Archer,” | introduce mysdlf, indicating my cases. “I’'m expected.” When | get no response, | add:
“My father works here.”

Thekid sexpression clears. “Y ou' re Doctor Archer’sson.”

“Yeah,” | sigh. “I’m Doctor Archer’sson.” It was too much, | suppose, to hopethat | could be
somebody in my own right, just this once.

Thekid announces my arriva into aradio handset, lisgensto abuzz of static, and then informs methat |
wasn't due until Six.

| nod politely. “I know that,” | say.

| end up waiting on the hillside for about forty minutes, asthe rain gets heavier and most of the picnickers
pack up and leave. Finally, someone from Administration appears at the gate, checksmy 1D, and letsme
in. As he escorts me across the compound, he apologizes for the delay and reminds me again that I'm
early, asif thissdfish act of mine hasthrown his entire department into chaos. | keep my mouth zipped.
A white door is st innocuoudy into the side of the dome. It has no handle. The admin guy unlocksit by
swiping akeycard through areader. Then he leads me through amaze of blank, white-walled corridors,
pointing out the canteen aswe passit, until we reach asmall office. It takes another thirty minutesfor him
to tap my detailsinto acomputer and issue me with a pass and keycard of my own. And | haveto sign
another three contracts. I’ ve been through al this before, of course—but thistime, I'm screaming ingde
with frugtration. | just want to get dl this paperwork out of the way and get on with finding the Rift, with
finding out what my dream meant. The Time Traveler fedsamost unbearably heavy in my pocket.

We climb to the upper floor viaacircular staircase twisted around awhite plagtic pole. The admin guy
shows meto my basic quarters and then leaves at last, promising to tell Dad that I’ ve arrived. Somehow,
though, | can’t see him tearing himsdf from hiswork to come and greet me. | throw my bagsinto the
freestanding wardrobe, drape my jacket over the back of the chair, and sit down on the bed, thus making
use of every piece of furniturein theroom. If | spread my armsout, | can dmost touch al four of the
plaster-board partitions around me.

The head of the Time Traveler sticks out of my jacket pocket. It seemsto be looking at me again. | pick
itupand cradleitin my lap, just saring at it asif it might start talking. Asif it can tdl me everything.
Eventudly, | makeadecision. | tear at the card, bending and twisting it until itstransparent blister starts
to ped away and | can get my fingers undernegth it. | toss the packaging aside. It isn’'t important. I’ ve
read the stuff on the back about the Time Travelers being foot soldiersto the Micronauts, and it’ s al
crap. Made up by Delaney or the toy company, | guess, to sell morefigures: thisone, | see, comesin
three other colors.

| think there was another Time Traveler. | remember acave on an dien world, and aman glowing so
brightly I could hardly look at him. But | can’t remember what he exactly lookslike—just avague
impression of indigtinct festures.

For now, though, I'm only interested in one Time Traveler. Thered one. My Time Traveler. The plagtic
toy, however, maintains a stubborn silence.

It doesn't take long to find the main lab. I’ ve lways had a good sense of direction, so despite the
tortuous layout of thefacility, | don’t lose my bearings. | kegp aiming for the center: the dome was built
around the Rift, after dl. | pass plenty of people in the corridors—somein uniforms, somein suits, some
in white coats—but nobody challenges me. That’snormd. It sahdll of ajob getting into one of these
places, but onceyou are in, you're past al the security and what you get up to is nobody else' s business.
I’ve devel oped the habit of walking with apurpose, like I’ m just where | ought to be. Combined with the
pass, which I" ve clipped to my shirt, thisrenders meinvisible to most people. Story of my life, you might
say, but right now it suits mejust fine.



I”’m wearing my jacket again. Warm air blows through grillesin the prefabricated wals, but there still a
chill intheair. More than that, though, | couldn’t bear to leave the Time Traveler behind, and it wouldn’t
fitin the pockets of my jeans. How embarrassing isthat? Carrying atoy around like some child's
comforter.

| soon forget about that, though. | can see the entrance to what has to be the dome’ s main chamber. Two
white-coated women are approaching it from the other end of the corridor, so | dow my pace enough to
alow them to reach the double doorsfirst. That way, | get to use them as cover as| stride confidently
into the room, just hoping that Dad doesn’t look too hard in my direction at the wrong moment.

| don’t see him at first. The chamber is buzzing with activity. And it sbig: About three stories high right up
to the apex of the dome, with technicians busying themsaves on platformsand gdleriesat dl levels. The
walls are sted-reinforced, sturdier than thosein the rest of the facility. | guessthey haveto be. Who
knowswhat aien energies—or worse—might bleed through from Innerspace without warning? If it
comesto it, the scientists need to be able to make this area airtight in a second.

| shiver as| set eyes upon the Rift itself. Not just because of the danger it could represent, but because |
have that feding of dgavu again.

Dad described the Rift to me as atear in space, spesking in aworried tone asif the tear might grow
wider and rip the world in two. On Delaney’ s photographs, it looked like a smudge of white light in the
air, like atrick of the camera, areflection of itsflash. Since those pictures were taken, Dad’ steam has
congtructed a containment grid around it: A rectangular frame bristling with sensor devicesand
dampening equipment. It confinesthe Rift to an area of about seven feet high by ten feet wide, and
probably detects and controls any fluctuationsin the energy grid. And if you’ re wondering how | can
know so much about it from one glance...well, | can't explain that. I’ ve always had aknack for anything
technicd, akind of intuitive understanding. | guess, when you live with the great Ddlas Archer, afew
things are bound to rub off on you eventually.

The Rift looks like aportal now—which | supposeitis. You can’'t seewhat’s on the other side of it,
though. | can’'t evenlook at it for too long: that whitelight isintense.

But you can seewhat’scome throughit, al right. Ordaal’ s ship Sits on akind of landing platform,
probably built for it on thiside of the Rift. | recognize the Sunrunner, of course, from Delaney’ s posters
and hislicensed modd kits. It' s about my height, long and boxy. An ova bubble juts out at the front, held
in place by struts on each side. The bubbleisgold, like Ordad’ s hdmet—and, like Ordad’ shemet, it's
probably aone-way screen. The bridge, | imagine. The rest of the hull isgray and flat, and there are no
portholes. From each side of the fuselage, wings curve outward and upward to a point: they wouldn’t
havefit through the Rift in their present positions, so | guess they must be retractable.

For that matter, the only way Ordaal could have gotten his human-szed forminto that ship isby lying
downin itsrear compartment. One more thing to ponder.

| find mysdlf achair in an inconspicuous corner, behind a console that nobody appearsto be using. From
here, | only haveto crane my neck alittle to see what' s going on. And if anyone does chalenge me, I'll
say I’'mwaiting for my father. So long as he doesn’t spot me himsdlf, | should be okay.

Thereare Micronautsin the lab. Flying Micronauts, buzzing around like big insects on glowing wings of
pale blue energy. | count about ten of them. All women, | think, wearing akind of uniform armor, sort of
lavender around the arms and torso, with blue-tinted stedl plating everywhere else, and T-shaped
backpacks, from which their wings appear to be generated. Their hdmets leave only their mouths
exposed, so | can't say much more about them other than that they al appear to be humanoid and
fair-skinned.

| can see Dad now. He' s standing by the Rift with a clipboard, issuing ordersto asmall group of people.
They’ re dressed in padded blue environment suits, their helmets hanging behind them like hoods. As Dad
turns his heed, white light illuminates hisface.

And | fed an unexpected shock that actually makes mejump. It slike something just pierced my heart.
Something cold.

Another premonition. But what isit thistime?It' snot asif | haven't seen my father before. And helooks
like he ways did. Short, dark brown hair, like mine, but swept back from his forehead. Lines under his



eyesthat tell of chronic deep deprivation. The beard that makes him seem older and giveshim an air of
authority, athough | suspect he only wearsit because shaving would be awaste of histime. Sure, we
haven’t gpoken much recently—»but it feeslike | haven't seen him for months. And, somehow, like |
never expected to see him again.

Theré samemory on thetip of my mind, but | can’t quitetouchiit.

Dad claps his hands for attention and, in his gruff voice, he announces. “WEe re about to send the probe
in, people. All nonessentia personnel areto leave now.”

That means everybody not in ablue boiler suit, gpparently. The humansfile toward the doors, the
Micronauts march into the Sunrunner like amilitary column, tramping up an entrance ramp, which then
riseswith ahydraulic hiss. | stoop behind my console and pretend to be tying ashoelace until the doors
shut behind the last man.

I’'m relieved to see that Dad’ steam doesn’t put on their helmets. They’ re not expecting thisto be
dangerous, they’ re just wearing the environmental suits as a precaution. They move into positions around
the room, but fortunately no one comes near me. If I'm seen now, that’sit, game over.

| waswrong: One of the Micronauts has stayed behind. She looks different from the others; her wings
rise taller and prouder. She must have activated them, ' cause I'm sure | would have noticed her before.
She wears agolden jumpsuit, metalic but form-fitting and flexible. | can’t see her face from here, but
short purple hair sprouts from the top of her head. She hoversat Dad' s shoulder, and she' s saying
something to him. He' sgrunting and nodding, but | can't quite hear her small voice. Like Ordadl, she
must have atrandator built into her armor. That is, unless Dad can suddenly spesk “Micronaut-ese.”
There saclattering sound behind me. | whirl around, losing my balance and falling againgt the console.
It sarobot. It'swhite, with red trim and a blank, golden ova for ahead. Vagudy humanoid in shape, but
truncated at thewaist. Instead of legs, it trundies along on apair of wheds. Stumpy arms, hinged at the
elbow, end at two-fingered hands with opposable thumbs. A box juts out of the robot’ s back, like a
knapsack—that should be where the bulk of its monitoring equipment is stored. A thin white antenna
protrudes from it. The robot must have detected me, but it doesn't react to my presence. It rollsup to
Dad, the top of its head coming up to hiships, and he welcomesit with aproud smile.

»Microtron unit reports all systems functional,« it blegps.

o, thisishisfamous probe. Kind of cute. It salso kind of familiar. Like the woman. Likealot of things.
It must beimportant. Another piece of thisincreasingly complex puzzle.

| try to remember what Dad told me about Microtron. The Micronauts helped him build it, | recall. They
improved hisorigina design, making the probe more compact and maneuverable. He was redlly excited
about that, but | think he was worried, too. Worried that he was learning so much from these diens so
fast that he might forget haf of it. Worried that he might not understand. So much for him to takein, so
much to do.

| had dinner with him afew days ago: The only time sncewe arrived in Angd’ s Gift that |” ve been able
to drag him out for a proper meal. There was abig fight. I’ d had to make the reservations four days
ahead, I’ d changed them twice, and | was damned if | was gonnalet him cancel on meagain. And, in
between the usual bickering and barbed comments, he talked about the probe asif it were the only thing
goingonin hislifeat that momen.

“With the equipment we' re giving it,” he said, “the Microtron unit should be able to analyze Innerspace
downto the atomic level.”

“Can’t Ordaal give usthat kind of data?’ | asked.

Dad shook hishead. “ Apparently not. We ve got some information from his ship’s sensor logs, but it
isn't enough. We don't know if human beings could survive on thefar sde of the Rift. We don't even
know if we could passthrough it safely.”

Thethingis, | liketaking with Dad about hiswork. It fedslike we re bonding, like he'stherefor me. It's
when we discuss the persond stuff that we end up yelling at each other.

“The Micronauts do,” | pointed out.



“The Micronauts aren’t human beings.”

“They'rethat different, huh?’

“In someways, yes. There' sthe sze differentid, for astart.”

“Yeah. | had kind of noticed that.”

“To Ordad’ s sensors,” said Dad, “hisworld might have an oxygen-rich atmosphere—but we don't yet
know if it could sustain aliving being with the equivaent mass of King Kong. The very molecules of

I nner-space are smaller than ours. We don't even know how the Micronauts can exist in our universe
and breathe our air, except that they evidently can.”

“I guesswe could just collgpse under our own weight.”

“Indeed.” Hewasin full flow now, ignoring hisfood. “ And that’ s before we even consder the possible
effects of dien radiation and viruses.”

“| wondered about that. What happensif Ordaal or somebody elseis carrying some kind of Micronaut
flu?’

“Or worse. Don't get me started. Those aliens should have been quarantined as soon as they set foot on
Earth. Mayor Delaney hasalot to answer for!”

“They’ ve dl been checked out now, though—right?’

Dad scowled. “ That’ s not the point, Ryan. How many times have | told you about taking responsibility,
about considering the consequences of your actions?’

“Jeez, dl right, | get the point.” Sometimes, | don't think he even redizes he sdoing it: taking ashot a me
isjust second nature to him. “So Delaney’ sajerk! So what?’

“So, while he was busy thinking up waysto turn a profit, he was putting al life on this planet at risk!
That' s why we need to know more about what we' re dealing with. Ordaa’ s people might have been
happy to leap through the Rift and see what happened, but the U.S. government is alittle more cautious
with thelives of itsemployees.”

“So, how long before we can send someone through?’

“A few weeks, maybe. It al dependswhat the probe can tell us. We ve got astronauts on standby. It
doesn't help, though, that the Rift opens into space on the Micronauts sde.”

“It does?| didn’t know that.”

“Why do you think they come and go in a spaceship?’

“Shamewe can't just hitch aride.”

“They have taked about developing aminiaturization device,” said Dad. “If we could reduce our
astronautsto their size, it would make thingsalot easier. | don't know, though. It sounds like science
fictiontome”

“But if ther technology is so much more advanced thanours...?’

Dad nodded. “Maybe.” A faraway look cameinto hiseyes. “Weweren't ready for this, Ryan. I’ve got a
dozen Micronaut technicians working with me, but it’ still taking al we ve got to keep the Rift remotely
stable and its energies contained. The diens are dready here. We re rewriting the laws of physics every
day, but we' re ten pages behind. And if we make amistake or smply overlook something...”

He left the sentence unfinished.

The preparations are taking forever. | imagine what it would be like to bein Microtron’s place, staring
into the white energy of the Rift, waiting for asigna to takethelong wak intoit. Or thelong rall, inits
cae. Asif I'm not aready tense enough. Thisfedslike the defining moment of my life, asif thisiswhere
it dl startsto mean something. And | can’t shake the feding that it will be something very, very bad.

The scientigts take readings at their consoles, calling information to each other in voicesthat are edgy but
controlled. | understand about haf their jargon, enough to catch the gist. They’re doing what they can to
control the Rift’s energy flow, lessening the chance of turbulence as the probe passesthroughit.
Everythingisgoing well. Sofar.

Dad givesthe Microtron unit apaternal tap on its shoulder. It gives a short acknowledging bleep and
rises about four feet into the air, leaving itswheds behind it. Itstruncated legs now end at pulsating



globes of light. Micronaut technology, no doulbt: less flamboyant than the energy wings, but with asimilar
function.

And that’ swhen the Time Traveler getsinto my head again, screaming awordlesswarning that feds asif
it sgoing to blow my brainsout. | screamin pain.

And | remember.

Images crashing into my mind:

The probe is swallowed by the Rift, the white light flaring asiif in greeting. I’ m arguing with my
dad when suddenly the alarm klaxons sound, and the white light is turning yellow, like fire. The
containment grid shorts out, and | want to yell in Dad’ s face, | want to tell himto get out of here
beforeit’stoo late. But he can’t see it yet. He's more concer ned with bawling me out for sneaking
in here. He has his back to the Rift, and he doesn’t have a clue what’ s about to happen to him,
How could he? But | know.

They step from the flames. Five figures, our size. No, bigger. They wear gray and silver armor.
Golden bubbleslike Ordaal’s cover their heads, and suddenly | know what they are. They're not
head plates, they're cockpits. These battle suits are what the Micronauts wear to make themselves
a match for us. More than a match. Their |eft arms are blaster weapons, and they have missile
launchers on their backs. They don’t need them.

Their blasters scythe through Dad’ s team. Sx men dead in less than half a minute, steamrising
fromtheir fried organs, their environment suits melted and wet with blood. Dad bellows at me to
get out of here. He' s going to reboot the grid and try to cool down the Rift, to stop more of those
monsters from coming through. | freeze, stunned by the suddenness of it all, touched by his
unexpected concern in the heat of the moment, and knowing that the last thing | want isfor him
todieahero.

It happens anyway.

The first shot destroys the console in front of him. Asit blows up in hisface, he's hurled back,
blinded by light, hit by shrapnel. He's on the floor and I’ m racing towards him, but a metal arm
shoots out into my path. It wraps itself around me, three steel claws like drill bits digging into my
ribs. I'mkicking and yelling as I’ m lifted off my feet and hauled away. | can still see Dad’ s chest
moving, see himtwitching, hear his rasping breaths. He' s alive.

And then one of the armored guys stands over him, and raises his blaster arm.

My throat israw. | don’t want to watch this, but | can’t tear my eyes away.

Thefinal image is of Dad’ s death, his back arching from the floor as flames explode around him.
It seems to happen in slow motion, but too fast for me to do anything. And it occurs to me for the
first time that I’ m probably next, but only for about half a second before this weird darkness
slamsin around me and the world disappears, and | realize what' s happened, that the armored
guys are taking me into the Rift with them.

Into thefire.

“Ryan? Ryan? What are you doing in here? Ryan!”

Dad’ svoice. He' sdive. Oh, God, he' salivel And he'sangry. | grit my teeth and try to fight down the
pain that’samost blinded me. | succeed in driving it into the back of my skull, but it waitsthere.
“Where...where shere?’ | don’'t know what I’ m saying.

“Y ou were supposed to wait at the rooming house. | told you not to come here until six!”

“The...the rooming house?’

“And what did you think you were doing, snesking into a secure area?’

“No...no, | remember the rooming house. Angel’s Gift. But that’ s not right. That wasn't here.” | know
I’m not making sense, but | can’'t get my thoughtsin order. The words are pouring out of me, and I’'m
clinging to the faint hope that Dad will understand them, that he'll seethe danger he' sin. “Nevada,” |



gasp, asif I'vejud redized something important. | think | have—but by thetimel’vesadit, I've
forgotten what it means. “Aren’'t wein Nevada?’

“What are you babbling about?’ Dad grips me by the shoulders, and atrace of concern enters his
scowling features. “ Areyou feding al right?’

A cold swest breaks over my forehead, and I’'m looking at Dad and | can see the Microtron probe over
his shoulder, hovering in front of the Rift. Suddenly, | know what | haveto do. “No. No, I’'m not al right.
Y ou can't let them come through. Y ou' ve got to sedl up the Rift!”

“All right, Ryan, that’s enough. What isthis, some kind of childish joke?’

“I'm serious, Dad. I’ ve seen them. I’ ve seen the Harrowers.”

“Becauseif itis, it'snot funny. Y ou re embarrassng yoursdf and you' re embarrassng me.”
“They'regoing tokill you!” | yell. “They're going to kill you, and...and take me away and | won't be
ableto get back and...”

There' san exploson. From the direction of the Rift. It's started!

| hurl myself at Dad with ahowl. All | can see, in my mind' s eye, are the armored monsters—the
Harrowers—marching out of the Rift, their wegponsraised. I'm trying to propel Dad toward the doors,
to safety—but he ressts me, and instead we fal together. For an instant, facedown on the floor, my limbs
wrapped around his, | fed exposed. | expect to hear the percussion sounds of the blasters and the
screams of the dying, and to fed fire on my back.

Dad' sbody is shielded by mine. | think I'm going to diein his place.

But then, looking more furious than I’ ve ever seen him, he drags himsdf out from under me. For a
second, I'm staring at the bare floor, pardyzed with dread. I’ velogt him. | should have held on to him,
but I'velogt him forever.

Then | hear hisvoice behind me, barking out orders. | climb to my fet, feding dazed and shaky, to see
that | waswrong. Wrong about everything.

There are no monsters here.

The Microtron probe is on the floor, two scientists kneeling besideit. Its globes have darkened, and one
of them is cracked and charcoal -blackened from theinside. The purple-haired Micronaut woman is
there, too, and I’m disconcerted to see that she' slooking at me although | can’t see any emotion in her
rigid features. Therest of Dad’ steam is damping down the Rift on hisingtructions, and its harsh white
light is softening.

He hurries over to the woman, and | want to tell him not to trust her, but I’ ve said more than enough
dready. Hewasright: I've made afool of mysdlf. | don’t know what got into me. I'm till tired. Maybe |
fell adeep behind that console. Maybe | had another bad dream. But it was more than that—I know it
was.

AzuraNova | think that's her name. But Dad never told methat. Did he?

“An antigravity pod misfired,” she reportsto him, her eyes il fixed on me. “It discharged its energy
straight through the probe’ s circuits. Most of its systems were blown out. It will take us daysto repair the
damege.”

| cringe inwardly, knowing how Dad will react. Sure enough, he rounds on me.

“Now do you understand, Ryan? Do you see? If I’ d been paying attention instead of ...” Helets out an
exagperated sigh. “Y ou know what? Forget it. Once again, your reputation for irresponsgibility precedes
you. Right now, I’ ve got more important things to worry about.”

The same words. The exact same words from my dream.

| cast afearful glance at the Rift, but the monsters have missed their cue.

“I...I'msorry, Dad,” | ssammer, confused, after his receding back. “I thought...”

Wheat did | think? That I’ d had some kind of precognition? That the Time Traveler had shown methe
future?

Later.
I’'mlying in my bed in thetiny room. It'sonly nine o’ clock, but I’'m praying for deep.



| took aquick walk back into town, partly for the fresh air and to tire myself out alittle more, but aso to
pick up someindustrial-strength painkillers. | swalowed two about haf an hour ago, and they’ re sarting
to dissolve some of the knotsinmy brain.

| dropped the Time Traveler figure into the bottom of my deepest suitcase, and closed the wardrobe
door onit.

For awhilethere, | thought | was going crazy. But I’ m rationa now. I’ ve gained some distance on dl the
weird stuff that’ s happened, and | figure | can put it all down to stress, deep deprivation and afew fresky
coincidences.

I”ve been trying not to think about my “vision” in the laboratory, but sometimesit sneaks back into my
head. Actudly, though, that’s not such aproblem. It' skind of comforting to realize how many details of
the dream werewrong. And | don’t mean just the big things, like the fact that Microtron never went into
the Rift and the armored guys—what did | call them? Harrowers—never came out. Those things could
gtill happen tomorrow, or the day after. No, I mean the small details.

The Microtron probe, for example. In the dream, it was bigger and bulkier, most spherica. And it
didn’t hover under its own power, it was carried through the Rift by a crank arm, il attached to our
world by adozen tubes and wires. Even the laboratory itself was different. The same reinforced walls
and the same equi pment, mostly, but the layout was al wrong. And there was no sign of the Sunrunner .
| smileto mysdlf as| snk into awarm, welcoming darkness. What kind of aprecognitive visonisit that
can't even get the present right?

Of course, the Time Traveler iswaiting for me in the dream world.

“No,” | ina g, covering my ears. “1 don’t want to hear what you’ ve got to say. | know where you came
from. | must have seen you in amagazine or on aposter. An ad for those stupid action figures. | mean, |
don’t remember it, but that must be what happened. Y ou got into my subconscious, and if you don’t
mind, I’d like you to leave now.”

But he just shakes his head.

When | wake up, | don’t know where | am.

At leadt, not for afew seconds. Nothing unusud there.

It fedslike I’ ve been deeping for days, but it' s till dark, and | fear that thisis only the beginning of
another long night.

Until I remember that there are no windows in thisroom, no way for daylight to get in. And | can hear
activity outside my door. Footsteps and voices, distant and muted.

| fumble for my watch on the chair beside my bed, spilling my jacket in the process. | pressthelittle
button that lights up the digital display, and | grin. 10:24. |’ ve been adeep for over thirteen hours. And |
don’t remember any dreams.

But something has happened. Something is different.

| flick aswitch beside my bed, and wince in the eectric glare of the overhead light. | haul mysdlf up on
my ebowsuntil I'm stting with my back againg the pillows.

And | think about what | know.

It sasif my mind sorted out the clues by itself last night, set everything in order for me. Well, that’ swhat
happens when you deep, right?

My visonwas red. | don’t know how | could have doubted it. But it wasn't avision of the future. It was
amemory.

There was another facility like this one, built around a different Rift. It wasin the Nevada desert, and |
went there with Dad. And hewaskilled, and | was taken into Innerspace (although | don’t think we
caled it that) for reasonsthat aren’t clear to me. And | met Ordaal there, and Azura Nova, who headed
up asquadron of airborne killers with uniforms like those worn by Dad’ s so-called technicians. And then
there was Acroyear, and the purple guy from the circus whose rea name beginswith aG, | think, but we
caled him Knave. And something bad happened, and | was surrounded by flames.

But | never met the Time Traveler. Not thisone. HE snew to me.



Memories of thingsthat never happened—abut they should have happened. That'swhat the Time
Traveler hasbeentrying to tel me.

And somehow, I'mthekey toit al.

| thought | was nobody. But suddenly, I’ m the most important person in the universe.

Chapter
Three

They found the missing tourist from Milwaukee. Y ou know, the one Klingon Bill told me about. They
fished her body out of Lake Seraph, just outside town, late last night, and identified her about an hour
ago. So, she reached Angdl’ s Gift after al, and died here—although the police are keeping the cause of
degth to themselvesfor the moment.

| hear the news on the radio, which plays over buzzing speakersto an dmost empty cafeteria Thefailure
of Dad’ s probe makes the broadcast, too; | don’t know how the mediafound out about that. A
“government source,” probably ajunior secretary in a\Washington press office, dismissesit asa®minor
setback.” But, undaunted by the truth, the newsreader speculatesthat it will be “ sometime yet before
Mankind achievesits dream of exploring Innerspace.”

| haven't seen Dad since yesterday afternoon. |’ ve been keeping out of hisway, and he' s certainly made
no effort to find me.

Another cooked breakfast goes cold in front of me, and I'm barely aware of the kitchen staff clattering
around the neighboring tables. I’ ve got alot to think about, but at least | can do so calmly, now that |
know I’'m not going out of my mind.

Troubleis, my thoughtsare going in circles. | need moreinformation. And | need somebody to talk to.
Somebody who might understand.

Thefirg timel met Klingon Bill, he gave me hisbusinesscard. | dip it out of my wallet now. He printed it
on one of those machines at Office Max, and it describes him asa* UFOlogist and Free Spirit.” Onthe
back, Bill scrawled his number and the address of the house in Angdl’ s Gift where he' s staying. When |
try caling on my cdllphone, arecorded message tells me that the network isbusy and | should try again
later. And | doubt I’ll have much chance of finding him in hisroom.

But I know where he'll be a two 0’ clock this afternoon.

Thefamiliar podium standsin Melrose Square today. The bunting is out again, and a huge banner has
been strung across the arched entranceway of the austere town hall building—it reads GALACTIC CITIZEN
OF THE YEAR. A moronic title dreamed up by some crackpot organization that Bill probably has alifetime
membershipin.

| read about thisaward in the local paper. They’ ve been presenting it for years, but | bet the organizers
never dreamed of getting so much publicity before. Whoever had the idea of honoring Mayor Delaney
thisyear knew what they were doing. Anyone else might have accepted his certificate and “dien
satuette” with quiet modesty, but not the esteermed mayor.

The ceremony begins a three, and the paved square has aready begun to fill up. But there' s more room
to move here than there was in Appleton Street, and it doesn’t take me too long to find Bill at the side of
the podium, where he' s managed to get right up to the police barricades.

“Ryan!” He greetsmewith abig grin. “'Y ou got my message, then?’

“What message?’

“Ticketsfor the circus, man!” Hisfacefdls. “They didn’t tell you? But | went up to thedome.” He
scowls. “I knew | couldn’t trust that uniformed bully at the gate. | saidto him, | said, ‘I’vegot a
Condtitutiond right to contact my friend, and I’m not gonnalet you stop me.”

“I'vebeeninand out dl morning,” | say quickly.

“I mean, | could havetold you mysdf if they’d just let me go—"



“You redly got tickets?’

“Two of them, for tomorrow afternoon. I’ ve been trying to cal you on your cell dl morning, man. What
is it with the phones around here?’

“Too many people, maybe, al wanting to cal home. Not enough bandwidth.”

Bill gives me aknowing look. “ Or maybe somebody’ strying to limit our contact with the outsde world.”
| frown. “What for?’

“To keep usfrom telling what we know, man.”

“Bill, ‘what we know’ isdl over the newspapers every day!”

“It’ sheen in some newspapersfor years. Some people won't believe until they haveto.”

“S0, uh, how' d you manage to get tickets?’ | ask, changing the subject.

“Someguy | raninto last night. Hiswife'ssick or something, so they’ re going back home. Their loss, our
gan.”

“How much?’

“Wadll...lessthan the scalpers are charging.”

| narrow my eyes. “How much less?’

“Hundred and sixty bucks each. Interested?’

Two days ago, | would havetold him no. I'd have said | could wait. But the circus offers me one of the
mogt tangible linksto my visons: the purple guy. Knave. And, unlike Ordad and AzuraNova, | havea
good feding about him. | think we might have been friends once.

“Y ou're on. Want to meet up later?’

“You aren't gaying for the ceremony?’

“I think I’ ve heard enough of Mayor Delaney’ s speechesfor onelifetime.” And it’sanother cold day, too
cold for standing around here. “I’ll wait in the coffeeshop.”

| take another groll firgt, killing sometime. With dl the tourists at the presentation, the Sreetsare
relatively quiet. | even drop by The Microverseto seeif they’ ve restocked their action figures. They
haven't, and a handwritten sign informs customersthat they’ re not expecting another delivery for some
time

| scour the newsstands, and find the magazine that those kids had yesterday. The one with the ad for the
toysinit. It sno surprise a dl that some of the images seem so hauntingly familiar. But thisisn't helping
me. I’mlooking in the wrong places.

| swing by Melrose Square on my way back to Alien Beans. | can barely seethe top of Delaney’ s head
from the back of the crowd. He sin full flow, retelling the ingpiring story of how he discovered the porta
to another universe, and playing down the part where it was actually somebody else—an old man
walking his dog on a Sunday afternoon—who saw the Rift tearing itself open on Gabrid’ sHill and called
the police. | wonder who that old man was, and where heis now; Delaney never mentions his name.

I’ ve been gtting in the coffeeshop for about twenty minutes when the door flies open and Bill chargesin.
He looks flustered, hisface red and hisforehead shining.

“They can't havefinished dready!” | say, surprised.

He' stoo breathless to speak, so he gestures hopelesdy until he can gasp out: “Not Ordadl .. .the
award...one of the others...”

“I'm not following you,” | say. “ Sit down. Breathe!”

Bill doesashe'stold, gulping in ar until he can speak with some semblance of coherence. “It was meant
to be Ordaal. Presenting the award, | mean. To Delaney. But he' s not there. They’ ve got one of the
circusguysinsead.”

“And you ran dl theway hereto tell methat? Whichever oneitis, we'll see him tonight.”

“No, no, that’s not the point, Ryan. It's not Ordaal. Don't you see?’

“Not redly.”

“Why isn'tit Ordaal 7’

| shrug. “Maybe he wanted aday off.”



“When his*best friend’ isbeing made Galactic Citizen of the Year? 1 don't think so. No, there's
something going on. While everyon€e sdistracted, you see?’

“Likewhat?’

“| don't know, but I’'m on my way to the Grand to find out. Y ou coming?’

“I was hoping we could talk,” | say reluctantly.

But Bill’ saready halfway to the door.

The Grand isthe oldest, biggest, and most expensive hotel in Angd’ s Gift. Doesn't quite live up to its
name, though. Its sandstone fagade is stained, the blue paint on itswindow framesis peding, and itssign
isonly haf lit. | heard that it closed down about two months before the Rift opened, but no buyers could
be found for the building. | bet its owners are glad about that now. With their old staff pressed back into
sarvice and every room filled, they must be making money like they never did before.

They can even afford to hire two doormen, who look painfully out of placein their long gray coatsand
top hats againgt the shabby background. Maybe, on my own, | could have bluffed my way past
them—but, once they set eyes upon Klingon Bill, we |l never getin.

To my surprise, though, Bill strides right up the four wide steps to the revolving doors. “We have an
gppointment,” he saysto the two guards, not meeting their gazes—and for asecond, | think he might
actualy get away with it. But then, they moveto block his path.

“William Roosevelt Dempster,” he saysflashing hisbusiness card asif it'sa press pass. “Fredancer for
the Cosmic Herald. And thisis Doctor Archer; he's down from the research facility.” | smile
uncomfortably. “We re here to interview Mr. Ordaal.”

“Nobody told us anything about an interview,” says one of the doormen gtiffly.

“I arranged it with Mayor Delaney thismorning. Ak himif you like.”

“TheMayor isnot available at the moment, Sir.”

“He said to meet Ordadl here at—" Bill checks hiswatch “—three-thirty. I'm alittle late.”

He makesfor the door again, but afirm arm stops him. “ Sorry, Sir.”

And then Klingon Bill spoilshiswhole act by whining: “But it' sthe truth thistime—I swear!”

“Tried that before, huh?’

WEe releaning againgt the Dumpsters at the back of the hotdl, defeated. From this seedy dleyway, the
Grand looks even more rundown. I'm staring up at an expanse of crumbling brickwork, rusted fire
escape platforms, and small, dark windows. There sadoor, but it's made of reinforced metd, and it’s
locked. | checked.

Bill nods mournfully. “Thetall guy’s new —but the one with the piggy eyes, | think he recognized me.”
“They must have heard alot of storieslike yours. From redl journdidts, too.”

“l amared journdig.”

“Yeah, right.”

Bill grumbles: 1t makes you wonder what they’ re trying to hide.”

“So, which roomishis?’ | ask, not doubting that Bill will know the answer.

He pointsto the top of the building, where four bigger windows open onto separate balconies. “ Top floor
suite. Second from the right.”

“Uh-huh.” | can’t see how we' d reach the bottom of the fire escape anyway.

Bill sighs, but he brightens up amoment later. “Anyway,” he says, “you never told mewhat it' slikeinsde
thefacility. Have you seen the Rift yet?’

A resounding thud takes us by surprise. Bill and | legp back from the bins, looking guilty. The noise
comes again, and | redlize that someone has pulled back the bolts on theinside of the metal door. It
opens with a scraping sound, and a skinny teenager with straw-colored hair appearsin the doorway.

He' s dressed in awhite gpron and hat, carrying abulging garbage bag in each hand. He looks at us with

open suspicion.



| flash the kid an embarrassed smile, and we draw back further. HE s till wary of us, but he seemsto
have decided that, whatever we re up to, it’ s not his problem. He trudges toward the Dumpgters, leaving
the door open behind him. And, on acrazy impulse, | decide to take the opportunity that's been offered
tome.

| nudge Bill in theribs, and indicate the door with my eyes. Hisjaw dropsin surpriseat what I'm
suggesting. But, hey, I’ ve areputation to live up to, right?

Hot air hitsme like aphysical barrier as| enter the hotel kitchen. Checking over my shoulder, | seethat
Bill hasfollowed me, hiswhite eyeswide with fear. | glance across the steam-filled room, &l gleaming
surfaces, and set my sights on a set of double doors at the far sde. There are at |east a dozen people
between us and them, scurrying around in the same sort of controlled chaosthat greeted mein Dad's
laboratory. None of them have seen usyet, and it takes the kid outside another second to react to what
we' vejust done.

“Hey!” he cdlsafter us. And Bill makesto run, but I hold him back.

We dtride across the room together, looking like we' ve every right to be here. We draw afew glances,
but nothing more. At least, not until I’ m about to lay my hand on the exit door, a which point an
anguished voice bellows out: “Will somebody please tell me what those two men are doing in my
kitchen?

That’s when we run. Out into anetwork of service corridorsthat’ s usualy hidden from the public. We
bypass the dining room, barrel through another door, and emerge into a carpeted corridor. Soft musicis
playing, and | can see the corner of the reception desk and the hotel entrance beyond it. | hear footsteps
behind us, so | tug at Bill’sdeeve, urging him to keep going. We amost collide with atal, gray-haired
man in abusiness suit, causing him to drop his suitcase and make an indignant noise at us.

We crash through afire door into the stairwell. We run up two flights, and Bill iswheezing and spluttering
behind me aswe start up the next. | let him rest as| check out the third floor. There’ s nobody
around—and even if there was, we' re deep into the hotel by now and could pass for gueststo anyone
not looking out for us.

We hurry past rows of numbered doors until we reach the elevators. I1t' d be safer to stay on the Sairs,
but I'm worried that Bill might explode or something if | drag him dl theway up to thetop floor. | listen
to the grinding of gears asthe car risesto collect us. Asitsdoors dide open, | haf expect to find the two
doormen insde. They’ve probably been told about us by now, and it wouldn’t take a genius to work out
where we re going.

“Seventh,” pants Bill as| pressthe button for the sixth.

| shake my head. “It’ stoo easy to get into the hotdl.”

“Youcdl thiseasy?’

“For the other guests, | mean. There must be guards on Ordad’ s door, too.”

“S0o, how do we get past them?’

“I don’'t know.” I'm hardly inspiring confidence, | know, but I'm making thisup as| go dong. “But if we
day in the devator, they’ll know we re coming. Walk up the last flight of stairs, and we should be ableto
see them before they see us.”

| take no satisfaction in being proved right.

Through the narrow gtrip of glassin the stair door, | can see two uniformed guards. They’re playing cards
a asmdl table, which at least suggests that they haven't been put on dert for apair of intruders.
“That’sit, then,” whigpersBill. “We ve done dl thisfor nothing.”

“Don't giveup yet,” | mutter. The corridor makes a sharp turn, just where it meets us. It continuesto our
left, and there’ s another door down there. | point it out. “Looks like another suite. It must back on to
Ordad’s”

“So?We can't reach it. We'll be seen.”

“Maybe. But the hotel’ sfull, right? So, somebody must be staying in that suite. If we move quickly and
quietly enough, the guards won’t get more than a glimpse of us.”



“What, and you think they’ Il just assume we re a couple of guests?’

“Why not? They’re only here to guard one room.”

“You'renutd”

“It worked in the kitchen. If they’ re gonna see us anyway, it’ d be even nuttier to let them see us snesking
around.”

Bill can't think of an answer to that, and | move before he gets the chance. We dip out into the corridor,
and | let go of the fire door. By thetime it bangs against its wooden frame, we' re out of sight, making no
attempt to muffle our footsteps until we reach the door to Suite A4. Then, we hold our bresths and listen,
but nobody comesto investigate.

“Yousee?' | mouth at Bill, grinning. He nods dumbly. And then his eyes dmost pop out of their sockets
as| knock softly on the door.

| don’t blame him. I’ ve surprised mysdif, too. And, for the next few seconds, I’ m thinking furioudy about
what I'll say if anybody answers. Make up some lame excuse and get out of here, | guess. Fortunatdly, |
don’'t haveto.

“What now?” whispersBill.

“We haveto get inthere” | answer.

“How?'

“You got apin or aknife or something?’ | ask, rummaging through my own pockets.

“Y ou want to pick the lock? That' s breaking and entering!”

“Cdmdown. It'snot asif we re going to sted anything.”

“If we get caught...”

“It was your ideato come here. | thought you wanted to know what Ordaa’ sup to.”

“I do, but...”

“But you' d rather just stare up at hiswindow and hope he'll show himself.”

“We need to think about this,” whines Bill. “We need aplan.”

“Y ou’ re the one who keeps saying the Micronauts are athreat.”

“It was only atheory! | mean, | don’t know. Nobody does.”

“Thenweneed tofind out,” | say grimly, “because | think the Situation might be more serious than even
you and your conspiracy theory buddies can imagine.”

All I canfindisacredit card. | takeit out of my wallet and ingpect it dubioudly. I’ ve seen enough movies
where the hero uses one of these to get through alocked door, but they never explain how it’ s actudly
done. For amoment, | wonder if Bill’sright. Am | going too far? | know what Dad would say. But the
last few minutes have felt good. | may have acted without thinking, | may not have had any clear plan, but
at least | took control. | did something instead of |etting things happen to me. And | don't want that to
end yet. I've comethisfar; | don't want to walk out of here without some reward for my efforts.

| dip the credit card into the crack between door and frame, and wiggle it about experimentally. It
catches on something. I’ m about to crouch down and put my eyeto the crack to see exactly what's
happening. But suddenly, by touch aone, | know just how to bend and twist the card so | can force a
corner of it behind the latch and draw it back.

It takes me about three seconds. There' s a soft click, and the door swings open.

Bill saresat me. “Where did you learn to do that?”’

| shrug. As| said before, I’ ve dways had thisway of understanding things, of being able to see how they
work. It only occursto me now that this might have something to do with the other timeline, with the life
that I’'m convinced | onceled.

Inside Suite 4, a couch and two easy chairs are arranged around a coffee table and atelevison set.
There' sadining table and three chairsin the corner. In front of us, ashort corridor leads to three more
doors, presumably two bedrooms and a bathroom. To our left, a French window opens out onto one of
the bal conies we saw from the dley. Everything istidy—the hotel’ s cleaners must have been in today,
which isgood; it meansthey’ re not likely to disturb us now—nbut there are signs of habitation. A coat is
draped over one of the dining chairs, and yesterday’ s newspaper liesfolded on top of the TV.

| ease the door shut behind us, and head for the farthest bedroom. Bill follows me nervoudy, not daring



to ask what I’m doing now. | gesture to him to keep silent. He nods, his eyes darting agitatedly from one
part of the room to another, asif he expects someone to spring up from behind the double bed or out of
the closet at any moment.

To my disappointment, | don’t hear anything. After aminute or so, | go looking for the bathroom. | find a
glass besde the sink, and take it back to the bedroom with me. | place it against the wall that separates
usfrom Ordaal’ s suite, and put my ear to it. Still nothing.

| suppose it was too much to hope that, by some freak chance, I'd be just in timeto overhear an
incriminating conversation. I'm sure Ordaal’ s more careful than that, anyway. The wals here don’t look
especidly thick.

Aswe return to the main room, Bill screws up the courage to say, “Y ou make it sound asif you know
something. About Ordaal, | mean.”

“I think we' ve met before,” | mutter distractedly, trying the French window. It doesn’t open, but the key
isinthelock.

“How? How could you have met him?1 don’t understand, Ryan.”

“Long gory. I’'m not sure | understand half of it mysdf.”

“Areyou saying he snot aMicronaut? Not an dien a al?’ Bill looks excited. “Thiswhole thing isfaked,
isn't it? Ordad, the Rift, the circus, everything. A con to distract us from theredl truth. Thereare no
Micronauts!”

“No. No, Bill. That'snot what I'm saying.”

Hefrowns. “But you don’t trust Ordadl.”

“No.”

“ S0, you' ve got something on him? Hard evidence? Something we can use?’

“Not exactly,” | say evasively. “Cdll it ahunch.” The cold air from the balcony hitsme, and | edge
forward cautioudy, making sure that nobody’ s watching us from below. The hotel’ s bins and the back of
an old warehouse: Not what I'd call agreat view.

“S0o, what do you think he's doing? Preparing for an invason?’

| shake my head. “I don't think that’shisstyle. | think Ordaal is greedy for weslth, not power. | think he
must want something that he can only find on Earth.”

“Likewhat?’

“I don't know. We can't offer him much in theway of technology,” | muse. I’m waiting for another

revel ation—another buried memory—to hit me, but it doesn’t come. I’m out on the balcony by now. It
extends alittle way to my right, past the smaller windows of the suite' s two bedrooms, and | test my
weight againgt the flimsy looking railing at the end. It holds. | reach acrossit, trying to gauge the distance
to the next bal cony dong: the one attached to Ordad’ s suite. It’ s abouit five feet away, maybe six.
“We I never makeit over there!” Bill saysinaarm.

“I’mnot so sure. Look!” | point to adrainpipe, hafway acrossthe gap. Some of its brackets have come
away from thewall, but it' s held in place by decades of rust and the weeds that sprout between the
bricks. “I’'m goingtotry it.”

Bill opens his mouth to protest, but thinks again. He' sjust askeen as| amto get alook insde Ordad’ s
quarters. So, | hand him my jacket and swing my foot over therailing.

Thefirst stageisn’'t so hard. It'sonly when I’ ve | eft the safety of the bacony and I’'m clinging to the
drainpipe with hands and kneesthat | stop to think about what I’m doing. | resst the urge to look down,
but | till visudize the concrete surface eight stories below me. The wind ruffles my hair, and particles of
rust are skittering past my heaed.

I"'ve committed mysdlf. It would be just as dangerous to go back now asit isto go forward. Still, | can't
move for what seemslike years. When did | get brave enough to risk my lifelikethis, | ask mysdf. And
the answer is: When | realized that the fate of the world might rest on my shoulders. Scary thought. It
hadn’t quite sunk in before now.

Gritting my teeth, | fed for afoothold in the uneven wall. Then, | twist my head around until | can see
what I’'m aming for. | take a deep breath and swing toward Ordad’ s balcony.

And my foot dips.



I’m ill swinging, but I’ ve lost my anchor point. The bacony rail vibratesas| collidewithit, and | let out
amoan of pain. | catch hold of it, but it fedslike I’ ve dmost wrenched my left arm out of its socket. For
asecond, I’m hanging there by one hand, pedaing the air, ressting the urge to give in to the pain and let
my fingers spasm open. | hear Bill’ s sharp intake of breath behind me. Or wasthat me? | can't tell.

If I panic, I'mlogt. | try to forget where | am, how far down the ground is, and just concentrate on my
objective. My flaling right hand findsameta bar at last, and | seizeit in adesperate grip. My muscles
graining, | start to haul mysdlf up. I must look like afish out of water as| flop onto Ordad’ s balcony,
lightheaded and shaking. But I’ ve madeit.

| made it!

| climb to my feet and glance back at Bill. | wasn't planning to suggest that he follow me anyway, but his
body language makes his own fedings on the subject pretty clear. | smile and give him athumbs-up sign.
Then | turn my attention to Ordad’ swindows.

I’'m disappointed to find the curtains drawn on all three of them. Can’t seeinto the suite, can’t hear
anything from it. Can’t prove that there s nobody in there, though. | should have brought my credit card
with me. Thewind' s strong up here: if | ask Bill to throw the card across, | figure there’ sagood chance
of it being snatched away and ending up with the Dumpstersin the aleyway.

Then, to my amazement, | redize that the French window is open. Just acrack.

A mixture of excitement and fear shoots through me like an eectric current. Isit possible that, with dl the
security surrounding him, Ordaa could have gone out and forgotten to lock hiswindow? Or doesthis
mean that he' sin there after dl? Do | dare go inside?

I’ve got to seewhat’sin there. I’ ve got to know.

| hold my breeath as| dide the window alittle further open, wincing at every squeak and scrape it makes.
Stll, nothing seemsto gtir inside the suite. Gingerly, | pull the curtain aside and poke my head around its
edge.

Ordad isstanding behind it.

| freeze, agtartled cry caught in my throat. Ordaal doesn’t move, he doesn’t say anything, but he must
have seen me. He was waiting for me. He' sstaring right at me.

“I...I...uh, hello,” | sammer. He doesn’t react. | haveto collect mysdlf. | swallow hard. | haveto say
something before he calsfor security. Or does something worse. “I...1...thisisn't what it lookslike. |
mean...well, yeah, OK, | supposeit iswhat it lookslike, | have broken into your suiteand al, and |
guess you must be pretty suspicious of meright now and | don’t blameyou, but I...I need to talk with
you, if you'll just give me afew minutes of your time. Y ou see, | think we might have met before,
and...and...”

And weren’'t you a mercenary, running errands for the despotic ruler of another galaxy?

Weren't you a slave trader?

No. Not slaves. Not quite. Something else...

| can't think of anything more to say. Even my heart seemsto have stopped, waiting for Ordad’ s
response.

And then, | redlize how stupid I’ ve been.

Even 50, it takes ahuge effort of will to drag my unwilling body through the curtain; to force my feet to
take those four long steps up to the armor; to reach out to the bubble-shaped head plate, which | can see
now isn't clamped down any more; and to lift it.

| reveal acockpit, just like I saw in my vision. It looks quite comfortable, with padding molded to fit
around asmall humanoid form. And it sempty. | let out a deep bresath.

| wonder where Ordadl is. Wandering around Angel’ s Gift somewherein his natura form, whatever that
lookslike? Morelikely, deeping in one of the bedrooms. Maybe he' sill. Maybe that’ swhy he missed
Deaney’ s ceremony. Nothing more sinister than that. Dad was worried about how aien germs might
affect us, but it must work both ways.

For amoment, | think about what would happen if the Micronauts—the ones on Earth, anyway—were
al wiped out by acommon cold, like the Martiansin War of the Worlds. Bill would blamethe
government, of course, sounding off about genetically engineered super-bugs. But nobody would listen to



him. And my lifewould be easier. There d be no invasion, then, and | could stop worrying about Ordaal
and AzuraNovaand troubling dreams about dying in flames. But peace of mind would come, | remind
myself, at the expense of how many lives? Like the circus performers, who are innocent. Probably. And
I’d never find the answersto my questions.

The suiteislaid out in much the same way asthelast one. The door is opposite the window, and | tread
carefully, remembering the guards outside. The bedrooms and bathroom are to my |eft. But thismain
room isfull of clutter. Newspapers and magazines are strewn about, along with dozens of boxes of
Micronaut merchandise. | guess Ordad gets complimentary copies of everything. But most of the boxes
are unopened, and piles of postcards and books have been flung into the corners of the room, or have
dipped under the table and been | eft there.

A full st of action figuresin their packaging has been dumped on top of the TV, and some have fallen
behind it. My skintingles at the Sight of agreen Time Traveler—I left mine back at the facility—but | tear
mysdf away. That’snot what I’'m herefor.

Cautioudy, | check out the smaller of the two bedrooms. The bed is unmade, which confirms my theory
that even the hotel’ s cleanersaren’t dlowed in this suite.

I linger for along time outside the master bedroom. Am | pushing my luck by venturing in here? Where
€lse can Ordaa be? But the door isdightly gar, so | put my eyesto the gap and blink as my sight adjusts
to the darknesswithin.

Thefirg thing that strikes meisthe fetid stink—like something crawled in here and died. | amost recoil
fromit. | wonder who could stand to live in this, until it occursto methat Ordaa has been deeping inthe
smaller room. So, what has he been using this one for?

There’ snobody in the double bed, but the sheets are in disarray and soaked in something dark. | push
the door open softly and take a tentative step inside. Then another. | till don’t see anybody, but | can't
help thinking that, smal asthe Micronauts are, awhole group of them could easily hidein here...until
they chose to show themselves.

Branches and dead leaves cover the floor at the foot of the bed, like some kind of nest. That’swherethe
smell iscoming from, and | don’t fedd much like getting closer toiit. | take a step back, and lift one corner
of the curtainto dlow somelight in.

There s something on the thickest of the branches. Something white, clinging to it like a spider’ sweb.
No, more like acocoon. A hard white cocoon. It'sova in shape, about eighteen incheslong.

And | see now that the stain on the bed sheetsisblood. A lot of blood.

What the hell’ s been happening in here?

| hear muffled voicesraised in urgency. | run back out into the main room, and try to listen over the
hammering sound of my heart.

There are people in the corridor outside. Hurried footsteps, moving away from me. And then, a door
opens. The door to Suite 4, | redize. Boy, thesewadlsredly are thin.

Somebody isjangling keysright outsde this room. He drives one into the lock, but it won't turn. He
rattlesthe door initsframe, impatiently. | take thisasmy cueto run.

| fly out onto the bacony, and close the French window as quickly and quietly as1 can. Hopefully, it will
take my pursuer aminute to think of looking out here. | can't see Bill, but hisvoice drifts out of the next
window, sounding indignant. He strying to persuade somebody that the occupants of Suite 4 are good
friends of his, that they let him in. But aquieter voice asks him the name of his so-called friends, and he
can't answe.

“Um...John,” hemumbles. “1 only know the guy as John. And hiswifeiscdled...ah, Gillian?’

By thistime, I’ ve vaulted over the b cony rail and practicdly thrown mysdlf at the rusty drainpipe.
Adrendinefue'sme, and | don't havetimeto be nervousthistime.

But I’'m gill scrambling to get onto the ba cony of Suite 4 when one of the uniformed security guards
appearsin front of me. He cals over his shoulder. Then, scowling down a me, he grips me by the arms
and hauls me up and over therailing. He gives me a push toward the window, and | amost collide with
one of the doormen from downstairs and a suited manager type, who looks at me asif he'sjust peded
me off his shoe. Between them, they bundle me roughly into the suite, where the other doormanis



keeping his eye—and arestraining hand—on a chastened-looking Klingon Bill.

“Well, you can't blame usfor trying,” says Bill. Heindicates the cameradung around hisneck. “Do you
know what the tabloids would pay for aphoto of Ordad’ sroom?’

“I’'msorry, Bill,” 1 9gh, joining inthe act. “1 tried my best, but | couldn’t makeit over there. If we' d had
moretime...”

“Thisisbreaking and entering,” snarls the manager, red-faced with anger, “1 hope you both redlize that.”
Bill says something in our defense, but I’ m more interested in the conversation going on outside the
window. The security guard is <till out there. He stalking to his partner, who must have come out onto
the balcony next door. Although | can’t make out everything, I’ m relieved to hear that he’ sfound no
evidence of my vidit to Ordad’ ssuite.

But | get the impression that the dien’ s absence comes as a surprise to both men.

Chapter
Four

Twenty minutes later, we re out on the street again.

The hotel manager took our names and addresses (he needed some persuading that | redly do live at the
research facility) and got his doormen to search us. One of them ripped the film from Bill’ s camera, much
to hisdismay. The other ingpected my government pass and keycard with acynica eye. The manager
tried to give usalecture, but it came out as bluster. He told us over and over again that he had “a good
mind” to report usto the police. He might yet do o, if Ordaal or the occupants of Suite 4 make aformal
complaint.

“You mean Ordad isn't even home?’ | said, faking agroan. “Oh, jeez!” | didn’'t missthe nervous glance
that passed between the two security guards.

Bill seems subdued. | think the manager’ sthreats worried him. I’'m just glad to be out of that Situation.
I’ve got better things to think about. My only fear isthat Dad will find out about this somehow, and how
stupid isthat? I’ m not fourteen any more.

| till owe Bill for my circusticket. We find a cash machine, and join aline that seems about a mile long.
Aswe shuffle dong the sdewalk, | describewhat | saw in Ordadl’ s suite, talking out of the sde of my
mouth o as not to be overheard. Bill immediately suggests that the cocoon on the branch could have
contained eggs. “Likein Alien,” he says excitedly.

Which, thinking about it, isafar lesssnigter explanation than I'd imagined. It just meansthet one of the
Micronauts performed anatural biological function, right? Maybe even Ordadl. | till don’t know what
kind of creature heisunder that bubble helmet.

“What if they’ re breeding mongtersto attack us?’ asks Bill.

“Then why not breed them back home and send them through the Rift fully grown?’

But then, there’ s till the question of the bloodied sheets.

“| bet the blood belonged to that missing tourist,” he states with misguided confidence as| proceed to
empty my account. “ They must havekilled her in that room and dumped her corpsein thelake.”
Farfetched asit sounds, | can't dismissthe possibility.

We search for somewhere to eat that isn't too packed. And, as we passthe small police gation, |
wonder out loud if we shouldn’t report our suspicionstherein.

Bill snorts. “They’ll bein onit, won't they? They’ re bound to be in Delaney’ s pocket.”

“Not everything hasto be aconspiracy, you know.”

“What could they do, anyway?’

“They could send those sheetsto forensics, find out where the blood redlly came from.”

“And you think they'll listen to us?'Y ou think we can persuade them to raid the hotel suite of our most
disiinguished dien vistor? They'll think we re med!”

“| supposeyou'reright,” | concede. We veno red evidence after al, and I’m not about to tell the police
about my visons. | can just imagine what they'd say. | haven’t even told Bill about them yet. | intended



to, but we got sidetracked by events. Only it’snot just that. I’ ve been putting off the moment too, |
guess. I'm afraid of what he might say.

“When did you meet him?’

The sudden question pulls me out of myself. “ Sorry?’

“Inthe hotd. Y ou said you' d met Ordad before. When did you meet him?’

“I...” 1 don’t know what to say. Or rather, | do. I’ ve been given my cue. But | don’t want to make that
legp. What if my story sounds so insane that even Bill thinks I’ m crazy? What if he makes me question
mysdf agan?

| take adeep breath, and redlize that the silence between us has stretched too far. I'm held by Bill’s
inquiditive stare, and there’ sonly onething | can do. | et out adefeated sigh.

“WEe d better find somewhereto sit down,” | say.

So, we're perched on the low brick wall of an overfull parking lot, eating takeout pizza, and Bill’ swhite
eyesare growing wider and wider with each new twist in my tale, until my own eyes sart to water in
sympathy and | wish he'd just blink. And al he can say when I’m done, is, “Y ou’ re sure you went
through the Rift done? Y ou didn’t take any friends with you?’

| burst out laughing. More through relief than anything ese. He believes me. All right, so he sthe most
credulous person I’ ve ever met, but it' sastart. | don't feel so done.

But then, Bill’ s question triggers another memory, and my mood dampens again. “ They brought some of
the scientists through withme,” | recall glumly. “The dead ones. | think they wanted them for...for their
organs.” | think about it. “ Y eah, that’ sright. That'sit!”

“What?’ Bill blinksa me.

“That'swhat Ordaal tradesin. Not people—body parts.”

“Y ou're sure about that?”’

“Bioengineering. It swhat most of the Micronauts technology is based on. Dad even mentioned it once.”
My mind isracing ahead of my tongue now. “And to have the organs of an dien speciesto work with...a
speciesof giants, a that...”

“They’reexperimenting on us,” cries Bill, clenching hisfistsin atriumphant gesture. “1 knew it! | knew it
dl dong!”

“Um...you do know that’'s a bad thing, right?’

“Just wait till 1 get to the Net café and tell the newsgroups about this. About you!”

“No,” | say quickly. “I' d rather we kept thisto ourselves for now. Until I’ ve worked out what it all
means.”

“It meansyou'’ re agenuine citizen of the gadaxy, man. The Time Traveler chose you. Out of al the people
he could have contacted, he chose you, and that’ s because you' re important. Y ou belong out there, not
guck on thismiserablelittle world!”

“No, | don't, Bill. That’ sthe problem!”

Bill frowns. “What do you mean?’

“I mean that, whenever | think about it, it makes my blood turn cold. | don’t want to go into Innerspace,
Bill. I don’t want to have my life turned upside down. | don’t want to get involved in somekind of dien
revolution.”

“Y ou didn’t say anything about arevolution!”

“Don’'t ask. | don't know what it means. Sometimes, thesethingsjudt. . .they just pop into my head. But |
know onething, Bill. I know that, in this other timeline or whatever it is| keep seeing, I’ ve only got one
thing on my mind: | want to get home.”

Okay, so now Bill thinks I’ m crazy after al. “But think of all theworldsyou'd see,” he protests. “ All the
people you' d meet.”

“All the armored maniacswho' d try to kill me.”

“Think of al those kids out there, playing with their Micronaut figures and wishing they could be out there
in space with them, fighting dongside them.” Thisisturning into quite a passonate speech. “ Y ou’' ve done



that, man. You'reapart of their universe!”

“And they killed my dad!” | cry out. “ Wl kill my dad,” | correct mysdlf in amore subdued tone. And
then, again: “ Should’ ve killed my dad. Whatever.”

“Oh”

“And another thing: The Rift wasn't in the same place. In the other timeline, | mean. And Ordaa never
camethrough it. Nor did AzuraNova, or the circus. What if there are other differences, Bill? What if
Ordad isagood person in thistimeling?’

Bill shakes hishead adamantly. “He' sup to something. I've sensed it all dong.”

“We don't know that!”

“It doesn’t matter, anyway. None of it matters now, because none of thisisred.”

“1"m not sure about that, Bill...”

“Y ou believe the Time Traveler, right? Y ou believe that time staken awrong turn, that things shouldn’t
belikethis...” A blissful expresson spreads across Bill’ sface, and his voice drops until he' samost
talking to himsdif. “1 ways knew there was something e se. Something more. | knew this couldn’t have
beenmy red life”

“Okay, so something has happened to dter history, and my dad should be dead and | should be stranded
in another universe. Give me one reason why I’d want to put things back the way they were.”
“Maybe...maybe you haveto, or timewill...it'll collgpse or something.”

“And how am | supposed to do that, anyway? The damage has been done, right? In the past sometime.
Thistimeline exists, and we're part of it. | can’'t go back and changeit.”

“The Time Traveer seemsto think you can. Somehow.”

“And suppose,” | say, sticking out my lower lip stubbornly, “1 won't do it?”

“Pull up!”

“We're venting fuel.”

“ Pull up, you imbecile! You've got to pull up!”

“What do you think I’'mtrying to do?”

Theimages are moreintense thistime. | dream of aman o evil that his black shadow fallsacrossan
entire gdaxy. No matter how far | run, | can’t escape hisgrip. | fed hishatred like aliving thing, and it
suffocates me.

“Nova’'s coming around for another shot.”

“ Our shieldswon't hold!”

“We' ve hit the atmosphere. We're dropping like a stone!”

»Ship’s systems report a 73% power 10ss.«

“The controls aren’t responding. | can’t break free of the planet’s grip.”

“Well, that’ s just wonderful! Allow me to thank you once again for including mein your suicidal
plans.”

“With the greatest possible respect, Princess, why don’t you just—"

“We're burning up!”

| wake up in aswest again, the echoes of explosonsand darm sirensin my ears, images of fire behind
my eyes. My heart isracing.

“I'won'tdoit!” I growl to myself in defiance. “1 won't do what you want meto do.”

But | can fed the presence of the Time Traveer, and sense his determination that | will. I'll sacrifice my
father’ slife and everything | know. And, it ssems, my own life, too.

TheTime Traveler wantsmeto diein flames.

It' samost four in the morning. | don’t even try to get back to deep thistime. | wish | could just blot out
the Time Traveler and everything he' s shown me, but it' s not that Smple. Histimeline doesn't exist
anymore, but the Micronauts are herein mine, and | can’t ignore the fact that they could be athreat to



my world.

| decideto stretch my legs. Just mooch around the facility while nobody’ s around, check it out alittle
more. So, | throw on some clothes and step out into the silent but still harshly lit white corridors. And |
end up in the empty recreation room: An L-shaped area with scattered easy chairs, apool table, and a
dartboard. And aTV set, which | turn on.

Six old men are having aroundtable discussion. They' re talking about nuclear and chemical wegpons,
and it takes me amoment to redlize that they’ re talking about the Micronauts, too. One bading guy, who
leansforward and jabs the air with hisforefinger whenever he makes apoint, believesthat the human
raceisn't ready for aien technology.

“We dready have the capability to destroy this planet many timesover,” he says. “Now, we'retaking
about machinesthat can tear holesin the fabric of spaceitsaf. We're going too far, too fast.”

“These beings can a'so teach us about the universewelivein,” inssts a hawk-nosed professor type.

“Y ou can't turn your back on that. Y ou can’'t chooseto livein ignorance!”

“I"d rather liveinignorancethanin fear.”

“So long aswe gpply thisknowledge in aresponsbleway...”

“And you can guarantee that, can you? When our raceis still detonating nuclear bombs?’

“What I"’'m worried about,” pipes up agray-haired man with thick glasses, “isthat this scienceis so new
to us, so far beyond our understanding. It might only take one smal error of judgment on somebody’s
part to unleash a holocaust.”

“| agree with that. Perhaps we should learn these things for ourselves, when we' re ready.”

“Y ou're burying your headsin the sand.”

“And what happens...What do you think will happen if we turn down the Micronauts' technology and
they giveit to somebody ese?’

| try another station. It’s showing footage of awoman being interviewed in New Y ork’ s Times Square.

“I just don’t buy this Delaney guy’ sstory, you know?” she shrills. “ All thistalk about the Micronauts
helping us out and teaching us alien science because they’ re so kind and caring. ..l mean, get red!
What'sinit for them? That' swhat | want to know!”

| switch over again, and I’'m gtartled to find Mrs. Mulligan’ s pinched, sour face staring out at me from the
screen. She' son Main Street, Angel’ s Gift: | recognize the dome in the background of the shot.
“They’ve ruined thistown, they have!” she complains. “ Thisused to be anice, quiet placeto live. Now,
we' ve got welrdoes and layabouts coming here by the bud oad, getting drunk and shouting dl hours of
the night and day, pitching their tents anywhere they please and leaving their garbage behind. Y ou can't
get aminute to yoursalf no more. There are soldiers everywhere you look, telling us what to do, strutting
around like they own the darn place. Well, we were herefirst! And there are people—friends of
mine—who've lived heredl their lives, who are being driven away, and it’ sjust not right, it' snot!”
Elsewhere, a newsanchor istalking about the tourist from Milwaukee. I'm shocked to hear that, since her
body was found, about thirty other people have been reported missing, last heard of staying in or heading
toward Angel’ s Gift. A spokesman for the town’s newly created Tourist Office—interviewed in Main
Street yesterday evening—dismisses rumors of mass disappearances.

“I think people are being too quick to panic here,” he says. “It is difficult to contact friends and rdatives
in Angel’ s Gift at the moment, but our adviceisto keep on trying. Asyou know, our telephone linesand
networks have been jammed by the sudden influx of vigtorsto our smal town, and that’s something

we reworking on. But we' ve no reason at dl to believe that Miss Carter’ s death was anything other than
atragic—and isolated—accident. I’ d just like to State again that we do have a considerable police
presence here: We ve drafted in officers from three counties to hel p us deal with this unprecedented
stuation. And the U.S. Army has troops based at the research facility. | think it’ sfair to say that Angdl’s
Gift isone of the safest placesin the world right now.”

And soit goes, across adozen more channels. Everybody seems to have something to say about the
Micronauts: a suspicion to express, or acriticism to make. Their motives are questioned a hundred times,



asisthe government’ sresponseto their arriva. The possibilities of invasion and the spread of dien
diseasesareraised. And | wonder why | didn’t see any of thisbefore. Oh, I'd heard Klingon Bill’s
theories, of course, but | hadn’t thought much of them. Standing at the center of the maelstrom, caught up
in the excitement of discovery, | never redized that the world was so afraid.

My keycard gets me into the lab, which isempty. Dad must have cdled it aday—and beforefivein the
morning, too. I’'m impressed. The lightsare off, and | don’t want to turn them on in case somebody
happensto pass by. Anyway, the Rift’s glow, athough subdued, is enough to seeby. It casts eerie
shadows into the corners of the room—they flicker on the edges of my field of vision, and make me fedl
asif invisble eyes surround me.

My gazefdlsonthe Sunrunner, and it occurs to me that Dad’ s miniature workforce probably degpin
there. AzuraNova could be watching me right now, on aviewscreen. The thought makes me shiver, and
| givethe ship awide berth as| crossthe room.

Those sted blue uniforms. .. Fragments of last night’ s dream are bubbling to the surface of my memory.
Not Harrowers, | don't think—although the Harrowers were smaller benegth their giant-sized armor.
They were the ground troops. They wore black, and they were dl mae. But their airborne divison...

“Nova’'s coming around for another shot.”

“\We' ve hit the atmosphere.”
“Well, that’ s just wonderful!”
“We're burning up!”

TheTime Traveler iswhispering into my mind. | think he' d like me to jump headfirst into the Rift right
now. Fat chance of that! Even if there was an atmosphere on thefar side.

I”’m beginning to think it'sabad ideato be here.

But then | see the Microtron probe. It sits on abench a one side of the room, comfortably concedled
from the Sunrunner by an intervening console. Its“knapsack” liesbesideit, till connected toit by a
jumble of wires, and | can’t resist taking apeek at the robot’ sinsides.

| amost legp out of my skin asits golden head jerks up and it talksto me.

»Microtron unit reports systems 62% functional .« The electronic voice shattersthe silence, and | cast a
worried glance back at the Sunrunner . But nothing ese dtirs.

“Takeit down afew notches, can’'t you?’ | hiss, wincing.

» have reduced the volume of my voice by 40%. Isthis new level sufficient?«

“It’ sbetter, yeah. Thanks.”

The robot cocksits head to one side. »Y our image is not registered in my databanks. «

“The name sRyan. Ryan Archer.” Carefully, I turn Microtron around so that light from the Rift shines
onto his exposed circuits. To my surprise, the technology doesn’t look too unfamiliar. | half expected to
find organic components—but then, when Dad talked about his probe, he never mentioned anything like
that. Maybes| got it wrong after all...unless the Micronauts are keeping quiet about some of their skills.
Theinsde of Microtron’'s casing is scorched, and many of his components have been blackened. | find a
screwdriver and use it to poke around the damaged area. Some of it has obvioudy been renewed, but
not as much as| would have expected.

“And believeit or not,” | mutter distractedly, “I think we once fought in awar together.”

» have no memory of such events.«

“No, | didn’t expect you would have. So, what do you have in those databanks of yours?’

»Please be more specific. «

“Y ou must have been told something about Innerspace.”

MMy purposeisto collect such information. However, | have been programmed with limited navigational data, and



with the results of molecular scans taken by Ordaal’ s ship as it passed through the Rift.«

“Anything dse?What about Ordad himsdf? He must have had a captain’ slog or something. Did you
download anything like that”

»| have no personal information about Ordaal .«

“Population statistics, then. How many people live in Innerspace? On how many planets? Do you know
anything about their history? Ever hear of aguy cdled...Karza?” And no, | don’'t know why the name
suddenly popped into my head. But somehow | know that’ s what the creepy guy in the black armor is
cdled.

» have no information on any of those subjects.«

“Acroyear?’ | ask hopefully. “What about Time Traveler?”’

» have no information. «

“They didn’'t giveyou alot to work with, did they?’ | sigh.

Something whirs and clicksingde Microtron’ s head. Tipping it to one Sde again, he offers: »My designis
based on that of a combat droid, used for training purposes.«

“Y eeh? By who?’

»| do not have that information .«

“Right”

» am also able to trand ate the most common languages spoken in the Micronauts' universe.«

I”’m getting fond of thelittle guy; | must be—I’ ve Started to think of thisbundle of wiresand circuitry asa
“him.” How much of that fondness sems from my relaionship with himin the other timeline, | don’t
know. | remember the clunkier probe from my vision, the one that was carried into the Rift on cables. It
was called “The Micronaut,” ironically. But something happened to it on the other Sde of that whitefire. |
don’'t think | ever found out what exactly, but Micronaut technology turned it into something smilar toits
counterpart here.

This Microtron isn’t as advanced as the other one became. He doesn't have quite as much
persondity—athough, for an Artificid Intdligence, he' s pretty darn impressive. | wonder if the other
Microtron—*my” Microtron—had organic processors. There could even have been ahuman brain
trapped insde his casing. Not athought | wish to dwell upon.

Theingdeof this Microtron isinteresting enough. | think I’'m beginning to figure out how hewas ableto
negate gravity. One of hisglobesistill burnt out, but the other seemsto be in working order—so, by
studying one, | think | can see how to fix the other.

Thelab bench is strewn with tools and components, and it looks like it might just hold everything | need.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?’

| look up with agtart, shielding my eyes asthe lab lights come on around me. | got so engrossed that |
was hardly aware of time passing. And my dad, of course, has ahabit of arriving for work early.

“I thought | madeit clear thelast time,” he fumes, striding toward me, “that this chamber is off limitsl”

“I wasjust taking alook a Microtron here,” | say defensively.

“Areyou completdy stupid? | barely understand the technology behind that probe mysdif. It's not some
old trangstor radio you can just—"

“I worked it out for mysdif!” | snap, cutting him off in mid-tirade.

“You did what?’ He doesn't know whether to believe me or not. He' s dways been aware of my gift, my
way of understanding things like this—at least, | guess so, to judge by the number of timeshe' sgone on
about my “wasted intelligence.” But like he said, Microtron isway ahead of anything I’ ve ever seen. In
thistimdine, anyway.

There soneway to prove my point, but I’'m not sureit’ll work. Still, with false confidence, | tap my new
robotic friend on the shoulder. “Tdl him, Mike!”

»Microtron unit reports systems 88% functional .«

| grin. That's good enough for me.

Dad scowls. “1 want afull diagnogtic.”



Microtron gives an answering bleep, and his processors whir again.

“I've dtill got afew jointsto solder,” | say. “And I’ ve fixed the energy flow problem, but one of those
globe things—whatever you want to cal it—needsreplacing.”

“You're lucky you didn’t eectrocute yourself,” Dad grumbles, “messing with things you don’t
understand. And we' Il all be lucky if you' ve done no permanent damage to the probe!”

“Hey, weren't you listening? 88% functiond.’ ”

“Anyone can replace afew damaged wires, Ryan. I’m more concerned with what you might have done
to the antigravity unit and the central processor.”

| brigtle. “ Okay, give me another twenty minutesand I’ll get it up to ninety-four.”

“I"d rather you kept your hands off Microtron dtogether. And that goes for everything esein this
laboratory. Thisisn't your persona playroom, Ryan. You can't just comein here and attack anything you
fed likewith ascrewdriver. If you want to play Junior Scientist, I'll buy you akit from the toy shop. But
leave the real work to the experts!”

| fedd my cheeks burning. “Experts?’ | shoot back. “So, how come these * experts’ of yoursdidn’t notice
one of the antigravity tubesworking itself loose?’

“We don't know for sure that’s what happened.”

“Oh, come on, Dad, it looks pretty obviousto me!”

“I checked those connections mysdlf adozen times over.”

“But your probe still exploded!”

Dad narrows his eyes. “What exactly are you getting at?’

“Just that it wasn't me who put your precious project back two days!”

“ Accidents happen, Ryan. Which isdl the more reason why you shouldn’'t bein here. Y ou aren’t even
wearing protective clothing.”

“Suppose it wasn't an accident?”’

“I beg your pardon?’

The accusation came out in the heat of the moment—Dbut it made Dad blink, so | decideto run withit.
“What if it was sabotage?”

“Don’t beridiculous” he says. But he' slowered hisvoice and he avoids my gaze, making a show of
tidying the lab bench ingtead. “ Every member of my teamis—"

“Handpicked by you and vetted by the government. | know. But that only appliesto the humans, Dad.”
“The Micronauts are sharing their technology with us. What possible mative could they have for
sabotaging it?”

“Maybe they aren’t sharing as much as you think. Y ou know these people. Y ou work with them every
day. How much have they told you about Innerspace?’

“Asl’'msure I’ve mentioned before, they don’'t have the datato—"

“I"'m not talking about its molecular composition, Dad. | mean, about what lifeislikethere! What their
livesarelike, back where they came from.”

“They don't...” He searchesfor thewords. “...socidize much.”

“Not into smal talk, huh? Um...so to speek.”

“We discusswork, not our private lives.”

“But they must have let something dip. What planet does Nova come from?’

Dad frowns. “I’m sure she must have mentioned... | don't...”

“Who rulestheir gdaxy?

“Now you' re being childish!”

“They’ vereleased an action figure. He wears black armor with red nodules across his chest. He has
sumpy little horns arranged around his helmet like acrown.” And | think hisnameisKarza. Baron
Karza. But that’s not what it says on the packaging. “He's supposed to be their Emperor. Herules
Innerspace with an iron fist. So, Ordaal and Novamust be working for him, right?”

“It' satoy, Ryan!” groans Dad in frustration. “Part of Delaney’ sline of cash-in-quick merchandise. If you
want to believe his nonsense, that’ s up to you.”

“But my point is, why lie about athing like that? Why make up stories for the tie-in books and the backs



of the toys? People want to know the truth. They want to know who the Micronauts are, but al they get
to seeiswhat they can do inthe circusring.”

Dad shakes his head dismissvdy. “We ve more important concerns right now.”

“Ordaal refused to speak to the President.”

»Self-diagnostic complete,« chirps Microtron. »Results as follows:«

“Hold onaminute,” snaps Dad. He turns back to me. “All right, so the Micronauts don’t give much
away. For al | know, that’s because Ordaa has promised his exclusive life story to Roger Delaney! It
doesn’'t matter, Ryan. I’ snot my job to interview them. W€ |l send aman through the Rift soon. Then
I’'m surewe Il be ableto tell you everything you want to know.”

“If the Micronauts et you. They' re keeping things from us, Dad. Y ou think they’ ve been such abig hep?
Well, tdl methis: If they’ d left you done, if they’ d et you build your probeto your origina design, then
how long ago would it have been launched?’

| must be getting through to him, because he resorts to becoming angry again. “I’ ve had enough of this!”
he snaps. “Thisistypica of your behavior, Ryan. Y ou dream up some cock-and-bull theory and just act
on it without sopping to think! Y ou do know | was dragged away from an important stage of my work
yesterday to take acal from the Grand Hotel 7’

| wasn't expecting that. | don’t know how to answer.

“That'sright,” Dad goeson, “1 know dl about your little adventure there, you and your hippy friend. |
had to confirm to the hotel manager that, yes, the young delinquent who broke into one of hisroomswas
my son. Can you imagine how embarrassng that was?’

Great. So, that phone call got through al right. “1 didn’t—"

“I don't want to hear it, Ryan. All | want from you isto be ableto trust you. Thisisagovernment
ingdlation, and | can’'t afford to have you running around doing whatever takes your fancy. If you can’t
act like aresponsble adult, then | don’t want you herel”

“You'renot serious!”

“Try me. You'retwenty yearsold, Ryan. I’m under no obligation to keep putting aroof over your head.
Not if thisishow you thank mefor it.”

“Okay. Fine” | sorm out because I’ ve nothing left to say. Dad’ s got me dead to rightsthistime. About
the hotel thing, that is. Not that he'd listen if | tried to explain it to him.

I”m about to dam the door when I’ m brought up short by an image. My father, the great Dalas Archer,
injured and helpless, saring up into the deeth that comes from an dien blaster. Hisbody arching in pain
asit’'sconsumed by flames. In contragt, | fed cold.

| look back. He sturned away from me, hunched over Microtron. He' s probably forgotten | was ever
here by now. And I’'m leaving him in the hands of someone | think isakiller because | don’t know what
elseto do. | want to drag him out of here, but | know hewon't come. | want to tell him that | love him
and | don’'t want him to die, but we' ve never had the kind of relationship where we can say that sort of
Stuff to each other.

“Judt...just be careful, won't you?’ | say to hisback, but my voice sounds small.

Hejust gruntsin response. | don't think he even heard what | said.

| wake to adroning background voice, and I'm not sureif it said something about Angd’s Gift, or if that
was acregtion of my haf-dreaming mind. An intermittent clacking nags at me, until | identify it asthe
sound of colliding pool balls. One of them dropsinto a pocket, rattling against wood asit rollsinto the
depths of thetable.

My neck aches.

“Lookslike Sesping Beauty' s<tirring.”

| open my eyesto find assorted members of base personnd smiling down a me.

“Not disturbing you, | hope?’ grinsamiddle-aged man in asuit.

Oh, yeah. | came back to the recreation room, and sat in front of the television. | must have been more
tired than | thought. | wonder what timeit is; I’m not wearing my watch.



| did hear Angdl’ s Gift mentioned. On the TV, anewsanchor is saying something about that tourist who
died. Some scientist makes another oh-so-funny joke about my deeping habits, and there' sa generd
outbresk of giggling, which I try to tune out. | want to hear the news. | need to know what’ s happened.
Thepolice, | learn, are now treating the death as murder. They’ ve released some information about the
condition of the body in the hope that it will prompt witnesses to come forward. Then, the anchor moves
onto an item about tensionsin the Middle East, and | have to wait until she announcesthetime (8:45)
and givesasummary of the morning’s headlines so far before | can find out more.

“June Carter,” she says, “the Milwaukee tourist who was found dead in Angd’ s Gift two nights ago, was
the victim of abrutal daying. According to police, her body was cut open and internal organs removed
with dmog surgica precison.”

o, that’ sit. My wordt fears confirmed.

| fed akind of prickling dread al over my skin as| redizethat, until now, I’ d never fully accepted what
was happening to me. Oh yes, | talked about other timelines and dien tyrants—and | was keen enough
to investigate what Ordaal and Novamight be up toin this timeine—but | don’t think | ever quite
believed in an immediate threat. The Time Traveler’ swarnings may have been more than adream, but
they were still one step removed from redlity, and | was hanging on to the faint possibility that they might
mean nothing.

Now, somebody is dead. Perhaps more than one person. And | know, beyond the dightest doubt, that
the Micronauts are responsible.

I”’m il thinking about that when | redlize that somebody’ s tanding next to me, trying to get my attention.
“Mr. Archer. Mr. Archer!”

It sthe admin guy who let meinto the facility two days ago. He slooking down hisnose a me,
disapprova in hiseyes, and | jJump to my feet nervoudy when | seethat he's accompanied by two cops.
One of them steps forward: he' s short but heavyset, with athick black moustache.

“Ryan Archer?’ he addressesmein anasd voice.

“Um...yeah, that’ sright. That's me. Is something wrong?’

“The same Ryan Archer who was at the Grand Hotel in Fairfield Street yesterday 7’

| nod dumbly. | can’t believe thisis hgppening.

He stepsforward and grips my arm. Hisfingersfed likeavice, and dl of asudden I’'m awarethat a
heavy slence hasfdlen in the recreation room. Somebody even turned down the volumeonthe TV.
Everybody iswatching me.

“Mr. Archer,” saysthe cop, “I’'m arresting you for crimind trespass. Y ou have theright to remain
glent....”

Chapter
Five

I’'m gtting inasmall interview room at the police station. The cop who arrested me—hisnameis
Brannigan—perches on the tablein front of me, while his partner stands at the door asif I'm likely to
make an escape bid. A tape recorder whirrsin the corner.

“And you never reached Ordad’ sroom?’

“I'vedready told you.”

“So, tdl meagain.”

“No. Likel said thelast time and the time before, | didn’t reach hisroom.”

“That unlocked window must have been tempting.”

“I didn’t know he d Ieft hiswindow unlocked. | never got that far.”

“Areyou sure about that, Mr. Archer?’

“You try jJumping the gap between those balconies!” | suggest through clenched teeth.

I’ve tried to be patient, but I’ ve been stuck herefor hours. I ve kept to the lie that Bill and | told the hotel
manager, but I'm sick of repeating it. And | keep thinking about what might be happening outside this



room while |’ m wasting time. I’ ve come close to spilling everything, but what good would it do?
Brannigan would keep me cooped up for the rest of the day while he went through my statement—and |
gtill have no proof to offer. That' swhy | need to get out of here beforeit’ stoo late. Too late for my dad,
and too late for usdll.

“I’vetold you everything | can!” | ingst. “Look, | admit | brokeinto that hotel room—not Ordad’s
room, the other one—so can’t you just charge me and bail me?’

“All in good time, Mr. Archer. | have to compare your statement with Mr. Dempgter’s.”

“Wheat, you' ve brought Kling—I mean, Bill in here, too?’

“Wait here, please, Mr. Archer.” Brannigan levershimself to hisfeet, and hislipscurl into acrud smile.
“I’'msurethiswon’t take long.”

| wait for him and his partner to leave before | bury my head in my hands and groan.

A minute later, | hear the door opening again, and | ook up hopefully. To my surprise, Mayor Roger
Dédaney hasjust walked into the room.

Heglaresat me, and | return thelook. We don’t speak. My mind races, trying to work out the reason
for this unexpected visit. Then, Delaney hauls hisbulk into achair across the table from me, and we stare
at each other awhilelonger until he says. “Y ou must be Ryan Archer.” | just nod. “And | assume you
recognize me?’

“It'd bekind of hard not to.” He amiles. I’ ve flattered hisego, whichisv't what | intended at al. So,
spitefully, | add: “You like to get your fat faceon TV, don't you?’

Ddaney’ snodtrilsflarein anger, and he visibly restrains himsdf from rising to the bait. “I’'m here” he says
curtly, “asafavor to my policeforce. | thought we might be able to talk reasonably about this unfortunate
business. Unlessyou' d rather go back to the cells?’

“Asafavor to the police?’ | echo with ascornful laugh. “More like the other way around. That'swhy
I’'m here, isn'tit?1 didn’t hurt anyone at the hotel, and | didn’t do any damage. | doubt the manager
would have taken things further. I’ m here on your say-so, because you' re afraid | might have found out
something about your armor-plated medl ticket!”

“Whatever you think you' ve seen,” huffs Delaney, “1 can assure you—"

“So, you are hiding something!”

I"m beginning to redlize that this could be a great opportunity. Nobody has been closer to the Micronauts
than Roger Delaney. Not that | think he' s cgpable of murder, you understand, much as| might didike
him. In fact, | reckon Ordaal chose him because his greed makes him gullible, easy to deceive and
manipulate. But even he must suspect something by now.

“I didn’t say that, Mr. Archer. My client vaues—"

“Your dient?’

“I have been employed as Ordad’ s publicity agent.”

“Of course”

“And my dient vaueshisprivecy.”

“I'll bet he does”

“If you have any information that he would prefer not to be made public,” says Dlaney diffly, “1 am
authorized to offer you a cash settlement in return for your discretion.”

“Y ou want to buy my slence?’

“What did you seein that hotdl suite, Mr. Archer?’

I’m tempted to tell him, just to see thelook on hisface. But | know what Dad would say. Think about
the consequences. Delaney would scuttle straight back to Ordaal—and what might the dlien do to keep
his secrets then? Maybe | should take Dad' s advice for once.

“What do you think | saw?’ | ask evasively.

“Don’t play gameswith me, Archer! | could throw enough charges at you to keep you in thisstation for a
month if | wanted to.”

“But you couldn’t stop me from getting amessage out,” | counter. “To the press, say.”

“I’m making you agenerous offer. If | wereyou, I'd takeit while you can.”

“And suppose | don't want your dirty money? Suppose | think the public has aright to know the truth



about your dien friends?’

“And what truth, exactly, would that be?’ asks Delaney in athreatening tone.

I"'veworked out how | can do this: how | can rattle him without giving anything away. At least, | hope so.
It sagamble.

“Oh comeon,” | sneer. “You know aswell as| do who killed that tourist.” Onimpulse, | add, “And all
the others”

Dedaney’s eyes widen with fear, and his skin, aready white and clammy, paesfurther. To be honest, I'm
surprised. | didn’t expect to have this much effect. He knows more than | thought.

Hetriesto protest, but | talk over him. | have to give him the get-out clause.

“Oh, | know it’'snot your fault. I'm sure Ordad didn't tell you about hislittle Sdeline, histrade in human
organs. But | think you' re aclever man, Mr. Delaney, and you' ve been around the Micronauts enough to
have worked out what’ s going on. Maybe you can't prove it yet; maybe that’ swhy you haven’t stopped
it.”

He can’'t speak. HE sgaping a me, his mouth opening and closing, like a great white whale washed up
on abeach, unable to breathe.

“Because|’d hateto think,” | say, “that you' ve been turning ablind eye. The Micronauts have made you
famous. Thanksto them, you' re making money like there’ s no tomorrow. What' s the odd degth
compared to that, right?’

“This...thisisridiculous!” he splutters. “Ridiculous accusations. ...”

“Of course,” | say with affected nonchalance, “if you stood up to them, you'’ d be the big hero. The man
who saved us dl from the space invaders.”

Delaney recovers his composure, and his eyes darken. 1 think you'’ d better tell me what you think
you've seen, Mr. Archer,” he says gruffly, “because whatever it is, | can assure you that the conclusions
you've drawn from it are ludicrous, quite ludicrous.”

I'vetakenthisasfar asit’ll go. Timeto pull back. | take a deep breath and prepare to make myself ook
likeanidiot. “I didn’t see athing, Mr. Mayor. Like| told the police officer, | never got into Ordad’s
room. But everybody knowswhat the Micronauts are doing.”

“Everybody?’ Delaney raises a suspicious eyebrow.

“Y eah, dl the guys on the newsgroups. | mean, it can’t be a coincidence, can it? We get visited by
extraterrestrial beings, and now people are turning up with their organs missing!”

“Ah.” Herdaxes. | wonder if he knows how much hisbody language gives away. “1 must gpologize, Mr.
Archer,” he saysacidly. “It gppears you know nothing after all.”

“It' sonly amatter of time,” | say quietly, “before somebody does get into that room and sees whatever it
isyou're hiding there. Which side will you be on then, Mr. Mayor?’

He leaves without another word, and | dump back in my chair, satisfied. | reckon I’ ve stirred things up a
little, given Delaney something to think about. | only hope I’ ve convinced him thet | was just guessing,
that | don’t know anything for sure. | think | have.

Soon enough, Brannigan returnsto tell me I’ m freeto leave. He doesn't disguise his contempt for me as
he escorts me to the door.

“Whilel’m here,” | say cheerfully, moreto get arise out of him than anything €'se, “how about aquote
for my society’ s newdetter? What are the police doing about these disappearances? Have any more
bodies turned up? Will Ordad be questioned?’

“I can't talk about that particular case” he saystersdly.

“Ah, soit isacase, then? Y ou believe the reports—that people have gone missing?’

Brannigan’s eyes flash angrily. “We have ajob to do, Mr. Archer—and we don't need
conspiracy-spouting nuts like you going off half-cocked and wasting our time.”

“Can | quoteyou on that?’ | ask.

He bundles me out onto the street, turns on his hedl, and stomps back into the station. So, hethinksl’m a
conspiracy-spouting nut. That’ s good. Right now, it suits me not to stand out from al the other



conspiracy-spouting nutsin town.
Speaking of which, | should have met Bill Dempster by now. At the circus.

The Micronaut circusis housed in an old theatre on Orchard Street, long derelict but recently bought by
one of Delaney’ s close bus ness acquaintances and hagtily renovated. By thetime | reach it, sprinting
most of the way, the very back of along lineis disappearing through the doors, and Klingon Bill is
hopping from foot to foot with impatience.

| explain where I’ ve been, and hisbrow furrowsin puzzlement. “They kept you at the station till now?
They let me go hours ago! Hey, you heard about the tourist?’ | nod. “ The newsgroups are buzzing with
it. | spent mogt of the night in that cyber-café on Rosemont Street; you know it’ s open twenty-four hours
aday now...?”

Inthefoyer, we re both frisked by soldiers; | can see Bill biting back an indignant protest. There are
more soldiers arranged around the stalls, and four lined up in front of the stage. They stand at ease, but
they’ re dert for any sign of trouble, their rifles on show. Delaney, | recal, kicked up afuss about the
army presence—but he wastold that, if hedidn’t agreeto it, his show would be closed down. For once,
he was forced to compromise.

Fortunately, our seats are reserved. We rein the eighth row, next to the centrd aide. Astourists fidget
and talk excitedly around us, Bill pores over his glossy, eight-page program. | didn’t have time to buy
one, and they were overpriced anyway. | look over his shoulder at atwo-line bio for the purple,
four-armed guy. It doesn’'t say much, but it doesidentify him as Ganam Jafain. Y eah, that sounds right.
An dectric hush settles over the auditorium asthelights dim. A spotlight picks out a stocky figure ashe
steps onto the stage in front of the red velvet curtains. | groan.

“Ladies and gentlemen, children of dl ages,” recites Mayor Delaney, “on behdf of the people of Angd’s
Gift and of Innerspace, | bid you welcometo the Small Top!” He grins as hisweak pun ismet by
delighted applause.

Mercifully, though, it' sashort introduction. Delaney tells us how popular this particular circustroupeisin
Innerspace, and how privileged we are that they have agreed to perform for us. He assures us that we
are about to witnessincredible feats performed by living beings the likes of which have never been seen
on thisworld before. And then he steps aside, and the audience baits its collective breath as the curtain
rises. And, for the next two hours (not counting a half-hour bresk at the midway point), I'm astransfixed
asanybody dse.

The Micronauts ideaof acircusissurprisngly smilar to our own. It involves high-wire acts, trapeze
artists and dapstick routines, dl performed at a chaotic pace while loudspeakers blast out high-energy
music that is decidedly American. None of the performers speak, except to shout the odd cueto each
other in their alien language. It seems odd that atrandator device couldn’t be spared even for their
ringmader.

To behonest, | don’t know how impressed to be. The performance is sunning, yeah—sometimes,
there’ s so much going on that | hardly know which part of the stage to look at—but how much of itis
down to skill and training, and how much smply to biology? Take Ganam Jafain, for example. He spins
and rollswith confident grace as he flies between four trapezes, and he has no safety net. He seems
amost ableto defy gravity—but then, who'sto say that he can’t? Severa of his colleagues can fly, so
why not him? And | might have more respect for the tamer’ s courageif | could be sure that her
ferocious-looking pet—agiant lobster creature with huge snapping pincers, which the program identifies
as Lobros (somebody’ sidea of ajoke?—wasn't an intelligent being just putting on an act for the
netives.

Or am | being too cynical? It sasif, where the Micronauts are concerned, | can't help but look for
evidence of deception. But Delaney, for once, was right: What makes the circus so mesmerizing isn't the
suntsthemselves, it' sthe sheer variety of life on show. Seeing dudge creatures, intelligent chimpanzees,
and blue e ephants on a pogter is one thing; seeing them in the flesh and fur, not twenty feet from where
I’m gitting, isanother atogether.



| become so engrossed that, before | know it, the show’ s over. The curtain comes down between me
and Jafain—the performer | know from another life as Knave—and | fed apang of panic as| redize that
| haven't prepared for thismoment. As| join in the standing ovation, | look around desperately, but
every possible route backstage is blocked by men in uniform. And what would | doif | could reach
Knave anyway? He wouldn’t recognize me. And | can’'t even speak hislanguage.

People are beginning to file out of the auditorium: In aminute or two, I’ 1l be back outside, and | won't
have achieved anything. Bill mutters something in my ear—a half-baked idea about bluffing our way past
one of the guards by pretending to be theatrical agents sent by Delaney. I'm amost tempted to try it,
even though I’'m sureit won’t work. But | shake my head.

“We d only be drawing more attention to oursalves,” | say. “And after what happened thismorning, |
don't think it' s safeto do that.”

“But we ve got to do something!”

“Wewill. Soon. But we need to think about it carefully. We need aplan.” Hey, listen to me. Dad would
be proud!

Thetruthis, though, I’ ve aready got something in mind. It srisky, and it needswork, but it' sastart. And
it doesv't involve Bill Dempster. Thisismy fight: I’ ve dready let him get far too involved. He doesn't
appreciate the danger he could bein.

No. That'snot quitetrue, ether. | don’t want Bill tagging dong because he' d dow me down, like he
dowed me down &t the hotel yesterday.

Out on the sidewalk, | make avague excuse about needing to get back to the facility, and we arrange to
meet again tomorrow. Saturday. Bill suggests anew snack bar called—get this—Dinnerspace. | just nod
and grunt, only haf ligening to him.

I”’m thinking about the layout of the theetre. I'm fixing it in my memory—because | intend to come back
here later. Without Klingon Bill.

But not alone.

The research facility. Sometime after dinner.

I’m walking through the maze of corridors again, trying out afifth route from the entrance to the main
chamber. Unfortunately, this one takes me past too many admin offices, and too many peoplelook up
from their desks as| passtheir windows. So far, Route #3 has been the best. The quietest.

| should bein my room, resting. And thinking. But | can’t settle. I’ m too full of nervous energy. And it
paysto prepare, right? Even the smalest details. Right. So, now | know how to get out of the dome
without being seen by more people than is absolutely necessary. But | till don't know how I’ m gonna get
into the theatre. Unless| get alucky break.

But suddenly, | hear voices and footsteps ahead of me, and my heart legpsinto my throat as| redize that
my luck could bein after all.

I’ sahappy, joking group of eight people who round the corner ahead of me. Some of them are wearing
white coats, and | recognize most of their faces. They’ ve come from thelab.

Asl| draw leve with them, atall, gangly man with fair curly hair and huge round glasses |ooks my way.
He must have noticed mein the lab yesterday. Or seen me in the recreation room this morning.

“Hey,” hesays, “you're Dallas Archer’skid, aren't you?’

“Um...yeah, that' sright.”

“If you'relooking for him, best try hisroom. He left the lab ten minutes ago.”

“Hedid?’ | try to hide my mounting excitement behind ajoke. “What happened? Fire? Flood? Alien
invason?’ Actudly, that last bit’snot so funny.

Thetdl guy grins. “We managed to tear him away from hiswork for the night. We re headed into town
for adrink. Your dad’ sjust getting changed. So, if you do seehim...”

“I get theidea. Don't give him an excuse to back out, right?’

“Right. Hey, we ve got you to thank for this, you know.”

“You have?’ | ask, puzzled.



“The Microtron probe s dl ready to roll, and the boss says that’ s down to you.”

“He does?| mean, heredly said that?’

“Areyou kidding?’ putsin ayoung woman with long red hair. “Y ou saved us half aday’ swork. We Il be
able to launch tomorrow morning. Why do you think we' re celebrating?’

“Looks like you' reachip off the old block,” saysthetall guy. “Hey, why don’'t you come out with us?
You've earned afew drinks, | reckon.” The others murmur in agreement, but | decline politely, explaining
that I’ ve made plansto meet afriend. Whichistrue, in away.

| spend the next few minutesin breathless activity. | find the lab doorslocked, and | can’t hear anybody
insde. So, | take the winding steps up to my room two at atime—and, once there, | haul my backpack
and the smaler of my two suitcases out of the wardrobe and empty them onto the floor. | check that the
corridor’sempty before | step out into it. Dad’ sroom is only three doors down, and | could do without
running into him right now.

| take my “quiet route” back to the lab. | only pass one woman, and she does't even look a me. If she
wondersat al why I'm hauling my luggage around, she does't show it.

| swipe my keycard through the reader and hurry into thelab. It'sin semi-darkness, like it wasthis
morning. | close the doors behind me and lean against them, wesk with rdlief. But I’ ve only accomplished
thefirst part of my task. I’ve along way to go yet.

Microtron isSitting on the lab bench where | 1eft him thismorning. He' sin standby mode, his* chin”
resting on his chest asif he/ sdeeping. Dad' s people have put him back together—whichisapity,
because now I’ [l have to take him apart again.

Did Dad redlly say that? Did hereally tell al those peoplethat | fixed his probe? Wow!

Microtron’sarms and head fit neatly into my suitcase, but packing the rest of him into the backpack isa
lot harder. It sastruggle to get the straps fastened. And | have to bend the probe’ santennaamost into a
loop; | can only hope | haven't damaged it too badly. | drop a screwdriver into my jacket pocket in case
| need it later.

Thewheds, I'll haveto leave behind. Microtron will haveto rely on hisantigravity unit for mobility: It'll
drain his power faster, but it’ [l aso make him quieter. | heft the backpack onto my shoulders and pick up
the case. They aren’'t asheavy as|’ d thought, but Microtron’s bulky torso pushes uncomfortably against
my spine.

Asl| turn away from the lab bench, my legs seize up. Thisisit. Oncel leavethisroom, I'll be committed.
No turning back. | think about what Dad will say if something goeswrong, if | can’t get his probe back
before hefindsit gone. I'll be out of the research facility for sure. His bosses might even press charges
againg me. I'm gteding government secrets here.

| can fed the presence of the Time Traveer. He thinks I’ m doing the right thing. I’'m not sure how much
comfort to take from that.

But, hey, there satimefor thinking things through and atimefor just doing what fedsright. And if | don’t
do thisnow, | won't get another chance. Thistime tomorrow, Microtron will be in another universe—and
| need him to trandate the circus performers' language.

So, | take that first step toward the door.

And I’'m brought up short by aharsh voice at my shoulder: “ S 1o ei? Syn hi e cyn zolo?”

| spin around and jump back at the same time, the weight in my backpack almost overbalancing me. The
voice came from one of Dad' sarmored little helpers. She' shovering in front of my nose, aming some
kind of weird gun at me.

Oh, God, she’s aiming a gun at me!

It' s strapped to her lower arm, running al the way to her elbow. Its upper surfaceis curved and
reflective; the weapon looks likeit could double as ashield. And | wonder: Isthis how it ends? So
suddenly? For al the Time Traveler’ swarnings, am | destined to become spare parts for some mad dien
scentis?

| think about leaping for cover, but | doubt if | could move fast enough. To the Micronaut, my gigan-tic



body must make for an unmissable target.

And she'snot done. “ Ei lo mallazo. Hi zin ne ni tibo,” comes another voice. | look down to find three
more armed women covering me from the bench.

| curse mysdlf for letting them sneak up on me. Okay, | was distracted, and they’ re small and—I’'m
beginning to realize—well trained, but | knew they werein here somewhere. Mot likely inthe
Sunrunner . | should have been ready for something like this.

“Syn hi e cyn zolo?” demandsthe first woman again, louder thistime, stressing each syllable asif that
might make me understand her.

| raise my free hand to show that | don’t want any trouble. “I’m Ryan Archer,” | try to explain, but |
don’t suppose she knowswhat I’ m saying either. | point to myself and repeat my name dowly. “My
father isDdlas Archer. Y ou know him, right? Dallas...Archer...”

“ Zo hylom nysar ni amem uv co lo mutjo,” snarlsone of the women on the bench.

“ No majuh wuyn gyzin azolmy am,” one of her colleaguestells her in acalmer tone, “ mi zo nurm co
gyzin azolumy zut.”

“He sent meto fetch the probe for him. He wants Microtron.” 1 lift my case and point to it, then indicate
the door, then turn back to the hovering woman with a hopeful expression.

She hesitates for amoment. Then, athin-lipped smile forms beneath her opaque hood. “ Nyro un,” she
says. “ Qun al formmuz.” Andto my reief, she lowers her wegpon arm and the other Micronauts follow
auit, turning away from measif | don't exist any more.

| don’t stop to question my good fortune. | just get out of there asfast as | can.

Five minutes later, out on the cold, dark hillsde, | can hardly believe I’ ve madeit thisfar.

| managed to get out of the dome unseen, but there was no way of avoiding the sentries outside. | made
small talk to one of them as he opened the gate for me, and | just prayed that my bags wouldn’t make
him suspicious. | could feel the canvas of my backpack straining to tear itsalf open, and | had anightmare
vision of it doing just that, of Microtron’ storso plopping out onto the grass at the soldier’ sfeet.

| take acircuitous route down to the village—I don’t want to meet Dad and histeam on their way
back—and | think about what happened in the [ab. The Micronauts, I'm sure, will tell AzuraNovawhat
they saw—and Novawill dmost certainly tell Dad. But | can dedl with that tomorrow. By which time,
hopefully, I'll have the evidence | need to make him understand why | had to do this. Moreworrying is
the thought that Nova might guess what | wanted with Microtron, and from that work out whereI’'m
going. But then, why should she?

And it occursto me, too, that, if my theory is correct and the Micronauts don’t want the probe to be
launched, then I’ ve done them aservice by taking it. Evenif | return it tonight, they’ ve got aready-made
patsy to take the blame for any damage they might do to it. Or might have done dready. Damnit, |
should have checked the unit before | disassembled it. What if, when | put Microtron back together, |
find that I ve just been carrying around so much junk?

Maybe | should do that now. But | don’'t havetime.

The circus troupe began their evening performance at eight o’ clock. It salmost quarter past nine when |
reach the theatre—and, just like it wasthis afternoon, the foyer is packed during the interval. So much so
that, despite the cold wesather, a couple of doors have been opened to let in air, and afew people have
spilled out onto the steps. A few more have come out to smoke: they stand huddied over the lights of
their cigarettes. | only hope that, like this afternoon, nobody thinks to check their tickets again when they
go back in.

| shrug off my backpack and carry it in my left hand, the suitcase in my right. Then | Strideinto the
building and try to lose mysdlf in the crowd. It isn't easy. | can keep away from the soldiers because |
know where they’ re stationed, but | can't let them see my bags, either—they might assume they were
searched an hour ago, but they might not. So, I hold them low, but people keep bumping their shinson
Microtron’ s solid form and mouthing indignant protests and struggling to get out of my way. | fed like
everybody must belooking at me.



Through some miracle, | make it upstairs and reach the men’ s restroom without being challenged. Then |
haveto line up for agonizing long minutes until, at last, | can get into astal, drop my bags, close the door,
and dam the bolt home gratefully.

A few seconds later, the bell sounds for the start of the second act—and, over the next few minutes, the
restroom dowly empties. I'm aone now.

| climb up onto the toilet seet, and from there to the top of the stall. Balancing on the flimsy partition, |
can reach up to the ceiling—which, as| saw this afternoon, is comprised of cheap white polystyrenetiles
resting in awooden framework. When Delaney’ sfriend refurbished this place, he didn’t spend any more
money than he had to. | push one of the panels—and, to my ddlight, it comes|oose and disappearsinto a
narrow roof space.

My luck’ sholding out.

It'sdark up here, and the air isstdle. Dust tickles my nose, and | have to stifle a sneeze. The show is
over, and there are voices again in the restroom benesth me. Tourists, still buzzing, talking about the
marvelsthey’ vejust seen. If they ever feared our dien visitors at al, then those fears have been swept
asdefor tonight. | envy them their carefree ignorance.

| threw my bags up here and climbed after them fifteen minutes ago. The reassembled—and, thank God,
functional—M icrotron floated up under his own power. Thereisn't room to stand, so I’'m lying on my
stomach, trying to keep still and kegp my weight evenly distributed acrosstheflimsy tiles. | fed asif I've
been lying like thisforever, and | acheto stretch my muscles. | knew this part would be difficult—I’ m not
the most patient person in the world. But, even after the voices have receded and the restroom door has
banged shut behind them, | grit my teeth and resolve to stay here for as much longer as| can stand.
Eventualy, | hear the door opening again, and the dow, measured footsteps of a solitary soldier cometo
check that everybody has|eft. Then the click of alight switch, the door again, and silence. Thick, black,
intimidating silence, broken only by the sound of my own rasping breaths.

And the sudden loud chirp of my mobile phone.

| start, and dmost bang my head on the low roof. | pull the phone out of my pocket, fumblewithitin the
darknessand findly turnit off.

The next few minutes are unbearable. | hear phantom sounds of footsteps and doors opening, but
nobody comesto investigate.

My heartbeat dowsto normal, and silence envelops me again.

Just before 11:30, | lower mysdlf down into the restroom, and pause to rub life back into my numb limbs
and massage my 4iff neck. Thelightsare out, but Microtron illuminates my path with ahdpful light beam
from hischest. | ask himto turnit off as| ease the door open. But he can’t do anything about the yellow
glow from hisantigravity globes, maybe | should have brought hiswhedls after dl.

The theatre foyer ishaf-lit in dim orange. Standing at the top of the airsthat lead downtoit, | can see
to the main doors—and, through their glass, the shapes of two soldiers silhouetted by Streetlights. There'll
be two morein the back. The circus performersrarely leave the building, therefore it’ s guarded
twenty-four hoursaday. If | remember right, though, Delaney insisted that the sentries stay outside when
the theatre is closed. The Micronauts, he said, need thelir privacy.

Theauditorium isin pitch darkness, and | need Microtron’ s guiding light again. The door that must lead
to the backstage areais secured by heavy bolts on the other side. My credit card won't get me through
thisone, and | don't want to use force unless | absolutely have to. | scramble up onto the stage instead,
and dip behind the red curtain.

| pick my way through the upturned barrels and hanging ropes that have been Ieft in place for the next
performance. At therear of the stage, ascenery flat has been painted with dien stars and planets; from
behind it, ashort flight of stepsleads down into anarrow corridor. It runsthe length of the stage before
making asharp turn to theright. | cregp along it, and Microtron hovers at chest height behind me. Dust



mites dancein hislight beam.

There arefour doorsin the right-hand wall, each displaying afaded blue star. Dressing rooms. Light
bleeds out from benesth the doors, and | think | hear quiet voiceslike the murmuring of adistant crowd.
Each of the doors has been fitted with a shiny new padlock and chain on thisside. | think I’ ve found the
circus performers—but it hadn’t occurred to me that they might be prisoners.

The padlock on the last door isunlocked. | put my ear to the wood, but my own heartbeat thunders
through my skull and drowns out everything ese. | can’t even hear the voices now, and | can't tell which
room they were coming from.

I’m pardyzed by indecision. The unlocked door istempting, amost mesmerizing. | long to openit, to see
what' sbehind it. But logic tdls methat, if the performers are prisoners, then | won't find them in here.
Morelikdy, it's some sort of guardroom. And | don't want to burst in on their jailers, whoever they
might be.

| creep back to the first door instead, and inspect its padlock. | remember the screwdriver in my pocket,
and | jam it into the keyhole. Just like in the hotel yesterday, it only takes me afew seconds to work out
how to trip the mechanism. Therattle of the chain as| unthread it and lay it to one side sounds shockingly
loud.

“I think you' d better stand back, pal,” 1 whisper to Microtron. He gives a soft answering bleep and
moves behind me. Holding my bregth, | reach for the doorknob with atrembling hand. | run through my
escape route in my head as| turn the knob dowly and open the door, just a crack. Just far enough to be
ableto put my head around it.

And, for about ten seconds, | just stand and Stare.

The four doors dl lead to the same place. The walls that once divided the dressing rooms have been
knocked through to create one large, rectangular and well-lit area. In its center, taking up most of the
floor space, about a dozen tables have been pushed together. And atop those tables is something that, at
first Sght, lookslike a collection of toy trucks. Until | redizethat they’rered. Circustrailers, lessthan
elghteen inches high and about three feet long. | count elghteen of them, arranged haphazardly around a
smal opencircle.

And standing at the other end of the tableis Ordaal’ sarmor.

| know it’sempty thistime, because the faceplate hatch gapes open. But its owner must be in thisroom
somewhere. On thetable, | suppose. That’swhy the end door was unlocked: he's come hereto visit his
captives.

| can see smdll figures moving between thetrailers. A group of Six or seven has congregated in the central
circle, and they'retaking in low voices. Suddenly aware of the danger I’'min, | drop beneath the level of
thetable. Thelast thing | want isfor Ordad to glance up and see my face looming over him.

| haveto get out of here. | can hide with Microtron back on the stage, behind the scenery, until Ordaal
has |eft. Then we can try to contact Knave.

But even as| make that decison, alight blazes on in the corridor. And | hear something. Footsteps.

| can’'t move. It' sasif thelight hasfrozen me. I'm crouched in the doorway, blinking, feding exposed.
And those footsteps are getting louder. They’ re coming from around the far corner, past the fourth
dressing room door.

And they’ re coming thisway.

Chapter
Six
A shadow falls acrossthe corner of the corridor, and someingtinct propels me into action.

| grab hold of Microtron—with hisantigravity unit activated, he has an effective weight of zero—and
throw mysdlf sideways through the dressing room door, reaching up to quickly easeit shut behind me.
The footsteps have entered the corridor now—I can hear them on the other side of the wall. | think about
the padlock and chain lying on the floor out there, and can only hope they’ re not too noticesble.



Then the footsteps stop, and our new arriva rattles the doorknob at the far end of the row. He' s coming
in herel

| scramble beneath thetables just in time. A man bustlesinto the room: From down here, | can only see
histree trunk legs wrapped in agray suit, but | think | recognize them.

“Ordad!” he belows. Oh, yes, | know that voice. Roger Delaney. “ Ordaal !”

A fierce crack reverberates through the wood above me, making the circustrailersrattle. | think Delaney
hasjust driven afigt into the nearest table. “ 1’ ve got something to say to you, damnit!” Even when the
Mayor’ sangry, there' sahdplesswhinein hisvoice that makes him sound like a petulant child.

“Syn hi el cyn zic, e ewlybnuz mutjoniz?’ Now that sounds angry. The voice comes from the tabletop.
It sounds...well, smaler than usud, but | recognizeit as Ordad’s. Which is odd, because | dways
thought his mechanica tone was aproduct of hisarmor’ strandation and amplification systems, but he
sounds just the same when he' s not wearing it. | wish | could see him, seewhat he redlly lookslike.
“You know | don’t understand your aien gibberish,” Delaney fumes. “ Get up here, can’'t you? We need
totak.”

To my surprise, Ordadl’ sarmor jerksinto action. Its knees bend dightly, and it raises ahand above the
tablelevd, out of my sight. A moment later, it straightens up again. Its movements are lessfluid than
usud; | think Ordad is controlling it remotely. In fact, it smy guessthat he' sjust stepped onto its giant
hand and been lifted up to its cockpit.

My theory is supported as the armor turnsto Delaney, amore fluid motion thistime, and Ordaal’ s voice
rings out again, louder and from amuch higher point. “What is so important that we have to discussit
here?’ he akstartly.

“You ve doneit again, haven't you?’ Delaney’ svoice, in contrast, sounds smaller now.

Bdatedly, it occursto methat this could be the evidence | need. | mime franticaly at Microtron,
mouthing thewords“Record this!” | think I’ ve got through to him, but | can’t be sure: hisblank faceis
forever impassive, and | shush him urgently before he can give me any kind of audible acknowledgement.
“I don’'t bedieve | have done anything untoward, Roger,” says Ordaa, somehow managing to sound both
reasonable and Snister at the sametime.

“You...you...you said you'd put astop toit!” splutters Delaney. “ Y ou said there d be no more...” He
swalows nervoudy. “No more deaths.”

A pause. Then Ordadl says, “Am | to assume that another body has been found?” My stomach tightens.
“No. Not thistime. But you let those creatures out again, didn’t you? They attacked somebody else. And
they were seen, Ordaal. They were seen!”

“Cam down, Roger. Who saw them? How many people?’

“Jud...jJ-just one. Well...two, including ther victim. He survived.”

Ordad pushes Delaney asde and starts to pace fretfully. Fortunately, he can't get far enough from the
tables to see beneath them without stooping. “Y ou wereright, Roger,” he considers. “We do need to
talk. We need to discuss how we are going to put thisright.”

Deaney isgtarting to sound hystericd. “We can't put it right, Ordaa! The victim went to the police. He
made atatement. He's under police guard now, in the hospitd.”

“Then useyour influence. Make surethey don't believe him.”

“It'snot just hisword thistime. Theré |l be forensic evidence. | can't—"

“Dedl withit, Roger!” snaps Ordaal. “ The witness, you can leaveto me.”

“No.”

Thistime, the slenceis much longer and colder. Then: “I think my trandator must have mafunctioned,
Roger. I'm sure you can't just have refused to honor your debt to me.”

“I'sadl...l can’'t...my pogtion...l can’'t have anything to dowith . . ”

Ordaal raiseshisvoice. “Y ou owe me, Roger. Before | cameto thisworld of yours, you were nobody.
Theineffectud ruler of aforgotten town on an inggnificant speck of dirt. Now, you have fame. Y ou have
fortune”

“You...you'vedonealot for me, | know... but... but...”

“And now, Roger, | want something in return. | don’t think that’ s unreasonable.”



“But you didn’'t tell me...whenyou first came here...you didn't say...”

“It' sasmple enough transaction, Roger. Y ou have used usto enrich yourself. Y our scientists have
benefited from our technology. All we ask inreturnisafew patry organs.”

“Y ou're talking about murder!”

“Your world is overpopulated. It has fresh bodiesto spare. With the secrets we have shown you, your
race will be ableto reach the stars. Isthat not worth afew lost lives?’

“If you'dtold me...I"d never have...I couldn’'t have...” Delaney chokes on hiswords. He' samost
crying. But he' sdoing his best to stand up to this armored mongter. I'm almost impressed. | wonder if
this has anything to do with our chat thismorning.

“It' stoo late to plead ignorance,” says Ordaal. “ The nature of our deal was made clear to you sometime
“Not at firg!” splutters Delaney. “ Only after | saw thét...that poor woman...”

“And we agreed not to let that unfortunate incident jeopardize what we have achieved.”

“Yousad...you sad it wouldn't happen again!”

“| said what was necessary to keep your conscience from troubling you.”

“I...1 shouldn’t havelet you...| should have goneto the police thefirst time. | can’t...can't turn ablind
eyeagain. | won'tletyou...”

Suddenly, Ordaal’ s voice is whip-crack harsh. “My people have weapons such as you have never
dreamed of, Roger. Revea what you know, and thistown will be awash with blood by dawn! And when
the dust has settled and the bodies are counted, | will be long gone—while you will be left to answer for
your roleinthisaffarr. You will rot for therest of your lifein ahumanjal. Tell me, who will gain from that
scenario? Isthat really what you want?’

Deaney istaken aback by the verba assault. Several seconds pass before he can speak at all, and then
he can only stammer weskly. “You...you can't kill again. Tell methere' |l be no more desths.
Please...please, Ordad...no more...”

“Itwill dl be over soon.” Ordad sounds calm again, his voice dmost soothing. “Y our scientigtsare
amost ready to enter the Rift; Novacannot delay them for much longer. Before that happens, my
colleagues and | will leave Earth, and close the gateway behind us. Y ou will never seeusagain. You can
blame the interference of your government for our sudden departure, and live happily off your newfound
wedth.”

“How...how many more?’

“Y ou should not concern yourself with such detalls”

“I need to know. Damn it, Ordaal, | need to know!”

Ordadl pauses before answering softly. “The withess must die. Y ou do know that, don’t you, Roger? He
could expose us.” Hewaitsfor an answer. So do |. But Delaney only shuffles hisfeet. He says nothing.
Ordaa continues. “ And the Archer boy.”

And my ssomach does adouble somersault.

“I spoketo him,” protests Delaney. “ He knows nothing.”

“We cannot take that chance!”

“He never got into your room. Evenif he had, what could he have seen?’

“Enough. He could have seen enough.”

“He sgtaying at the research facility. Hisfather isthe head of the scientific team there. He' snot like the
others, Ordad. He' Il be missed.”

“I aminterested in thishuman,” growls Ordadl. “His bio-aurawas andyzed by members of Nova's
squadron this evening. Thereis something different about him. Something that connects him to my
dimenson.”

“How?How isthat possible?’

“I don’t know. But | would like to find out before | recycle him for spare parts.”

Delaney turns away from Ordaal and walks around the tables. | think he just wantsto get some distance
from his so-cdled dly—but his path brings him uncomfortably closer to where I’ m hiding. Fortunately,
before he gets halfway across the room, he turns back.



“I won't let you do this,” he says with unexpected defiance. But he can't keep the tremble out of his
voice. “I can't stand back and...” Hefdters, but gathers himsdf. “Thishasto end, Ordaa.”

Ordaa stomps menacingly after him. “Y ou can't stop it, Roger. It’'stoo late.”

“What...what do you mean?’

“Nova has probably dedt with the boy dready. Sheisextremdy efficient.”

A cold swest breaks out on my face. Dangerous as my current position is, I’'m suddenly very, very glad
that | chose tonight to get out of the research facility.

Delaney lets out an anguished moan. “1 can't...I’m sorry, Ordad, | can't. | can’'t risk...I can't cover for
you anymore. I’m going to have to ask you to...you ve got to leave. All of you. Get off thisworld.

Y ou' ve got what you camefor. Go. Just...please, just go.”

“Perhaps| have not made myself entirely clear to you,” says Ordadl quietly. And he moves closer to
Deaney with dow, measured strides.

And he hitshim: A vicious swipe of ametad-gauntleted hand that lands across his cheek. Delaney isflung
back againgt thewall, gasping in pain and surprise. The next blow, | can see from my vantage point:
Ordad drives hisfigt into the Mayor’ s guts, and Delaney crumples, diding to thefloor.

| can see hisface now, pale and bloodied, and the only reason he hasn't yet seen meisthat he’ s staring
up a Ordad with abject terror in his glistening eyes. The dien stands over him, planting his feet on each
side of the Mayor’ s corpulent form. | look for a better place to hide, but thereis nowhere. | can only
hold my bresth, keep stock still, and pray.

“We have given much to your world,” snarls Ordadl, “and the priceis not yet paid. Break our agreement,
Deaney, and | will break you. Am | making mysdlf clear?’

Delaney just nods dumbly, and Ordaa steps away from him, apparently satisfied. * 1t would be a shame
for you to lose your nerve now, Roger,” he says, sounding genid again. “Y ou are o close to achieving
everything you have ever wanted. A few moredays, that isal.”

But the Mayor isn't ligening to him any more.

He' slooking a me. Right a me.

| stare back at him, wide-eyed, shaking my head asif | can dissuade him from revedling me. He argued
for my lifeamoment ago, after dl. But that was before he knew what | knew. Before | became the only
human being dive who could blow the whistle on him.

“O-Ordadl,” he ssammers, pointing a me with ashaking hand. “ There's...he's...Archer...” Hisvoiceis
adeathly whisper. If I'm going to runfor it, it'sgot to be now. Before Ordad realizeswhat Delaney is
trying to say. While | can still surprisehim.,

| scramble out from benesth the tables and lunge for the door | camein by. | fumble with the doorknob,
losng avitd hdf-second. With an explosive chuff, awave of intense heat passes over meand | think,
Thisisit, | was too slow. I'm dead.

But then Ordad yells, “Y ou fool, Delaney! Get out of my way!” And | seethat the Mayor hastried to
climbto hisfeet inthe dien’s path, and knocked him off-balance, sending his shot astray.

S0, there are weaponsin that armor. Hisentire right fist has opened up like aflower to revea agun
barrd the size of acannon. Thewall behind my head is scorched and pedling. | only caught the periphery
of theblast, and | fed asif I’ ve been left out in the sun for aweek.

| let out ascream that’ s one part defiance and three partsterror as | hurl myself out of that room
headfirst. I'm amost surprised to find mysdlf divein the cool, dark corridor, and | need a second to
catch my breath and to let my eyes adjust to the gloom again, but | won't get it.

| know there' saback door to this place, but it must be at the far end of the corridor, past the other
dressing room doors, and | can't reach it without giving Ordad the chance to cut me off. That leaves me
with just one way to go. Microtron is aready hafway up the stepsto the stage. Smart little " bot. |
sumble after him.

The stage seems darker than it was before; | can hardly see my hand in front of my face. Still, | don't ask
Microtron to shine his chest light, for some vague fear of pinpointing my position. | rely on the dim glow
of hisantigravity globesto steer me through the various obstructions, and out through the red curtains at
last.



| don't know where Ordadl is. | can hear his heavy meta footsteps, but the acoustics of thisold building
make them sound asiif they’ re coming from al around me.

| climb down into the auditorium—forcing mysdlf to take care because abusted leg would be the last
thing | need at this point—and set off a arun aong the centra aide. But something pulls me up short.
Some sixth sense, some surviva ingtinct, maybe some buried memory of combat training on another
world. Whatever it is, it makesmefed asif dl the hairs on my neck are stlanding on end. Without
knowing why, | turn and race back theway | came. | hdf-leap, hdf climb up onto the stage again.

And, even as| do so, the bolted door beside it explodes. The wood flies from the hingesin about a
hundred pieces. And Ordaal strides through the debrisin a haze of smoke, his wegpon arm raised.
“Surrender yoursdf, Archer!” he belows. “It will be less painful for you.”

Right now, I'm not thinking about getting hurt. I’ m thinking about getting dead—and my pursuer, | note,
isn't making any promises on that score. | duck behind the curtains and make the perilous journey across
the stlage again, hitting my knees three times on the upturned barrelsin my haste. | redizethat I’ ve lost
Microtron. Part of me wantsto go back for him, and | have to remind myself that he' snot redly dive; he
can'tdielikel can.

Then, alight stabs out from behind me, and for amoment | think thelittle guy’ sfound me again, but the
beam istoo wide and too strong. | had hoped it would take Ordaa sometimeto haul his cumbersome
battle suit up here after me—but no such luck.

| amost run into the black-painted scenery flat, but | feel my way around it and give it agood push from
behind. I'm clattering down the steps dmost before it beginsto topple, and an dmighty crash follows me
down the back corridor. I'm just sorry the flat wasn't made from heavier wood: it should delay Ordadl,
but not for long.

The corridor is partidly lit (two of the dressing room doors are ill open), and | make good time dongiit.
Until ashape appearsin the shadows at the corner ahead of me. Light glints off agolden helmet, and my
heart sinksinto my boots. Then | redizethat I'm looking at Microtron, hovering at head height as usud.
He must have flown past Ordaal and through the shattered backstage door.

»| have found away out, « he reports matter-of-factly as| get closer to him. »Follow me, please.« I've said it
before, and I'll say it again: Smart little’ bot.

Then something cannonsinto my sde, and knocks meinto thewall. | fed like I’ ve been hit by agiant
marshmallow. | forgot about Delaney!

“What do you think you'redoing?’ | spluitter.

He shardly an expert fighter—in fact, he' shardly fighting at dl, just thrashing hisarms around. Hisfaceis
scarlet, hiseyestightly closed—but he' s keegping me pinned by hisbulk alone. And he'scaling out, ina
desperately high-pitched voice, “Ordad! Ordad!”

| tear hisclammy hands away from my throat and try to wriggle out from benesth him. “He Il kill me,
Deaney. You know he'll kill me. And you'll beresponsiblel” He doesn’t want to hear me. Microtronis
buzzing around him, and suddenly the probe raises his pincer-like hands and barges into the Mayor’'s
shoulder. Without much effect, unfortunately.

| can see Ordadl. He' s just stepped into the corridor.

“Microtron—go!” | yell. “Go back to the facility, and...and avoid Novaand the other Micronauits,
but...” But what?“Find Dad, and tdl him everything. He |l know whét to do.”

Ordad raises hiswegpon arm, but | manage to twist around so that Delaney’ s between him and me. He
firesanyway.

| seethetdltaeflashinthe gun barrd just intime. Delaney’ s off balance, and | take advantage of that to
throw us both around the corner asthe air behind us combusts. We crash to thefloor, but at least | get a
soft landing.

My sparring partner lies under me, winded, his eyes and mouth wide open with shock. | guesshe can't
believe that Ordad just tried to shoot through him to get to me. It’ s certainly knocked the fight out of him.
Hedoes't try toresst as| untangle mysdf from him.

| catch up to Microtron at the back door. Delaney must have come in thisway, because it’s unlocked. |
barrdl through it, out into anarrow aleyway, and only then do | remember that the army hasthis place



guarded. The two soldiers—a man and awoman—weren’t expecting an intruder to come out of the
building, and | get past them while they stand surprised. But | don’t get far.

“Hold it right there, mister!” sngpsthe woman, and | turn to find myself staring down two rifle barrdls.
“And put those hands where | can see them!”

The man hasjust noticed Microtron, and he takes awary step back from him and jerks hisrifle up to
cover him. “What the hell isthat?’

“Don’t shoot him—he' safriend,” | gasp, keeping my hands above my head. I’ m breathless, bardly able
to speak, and my eyesflick toward the doorway. I’ ve got afew seconds at most before Ordaal appears
again. Or Delaney. And who are these guys gonna believe then?“ And he' s recorded something you
redly ought to hear,” | blurt out. “Mike?’

Microtron needs no further prompting. Something whirrsinsde his head, and Delaney’ swhimpering
voiceis played back, tinny but unmistakable. »You...you can't kill again. Tell me there' Il be no more deaths.
Please...please, Ordadl ...no more... «

Thefemde soldier istill looking astounded when shel sengulfed in abal of flame.

| didn’t even havetimeto yell awarning. She collapses, a charcoa -blackened corpse, and her colleague
gpinsaround and fires repeatedly into Ordadl’ s chest. The bullets bounce off, and | flinch as one of them
whizzes past my ear. The soldier backs away, il firing until his magazine is empty, but Ordaal bears
down upon him like an oncoming tank. With surprising speed, he reaches out and grips the soldier’ s head
in both hands.

| should have run by now, but | fed respongblefor this. This daughter ismy fault!

o, | fling myself a Ordadl. | can hardly believe what I'm doing, but I’ ve got hold of hisright arm, and
I”’m trying to wrench it away from hisvictim and keep that deadly blaster pointed away from me. | last
about a second. He shrugs me away with about as much effort as it would take to shrug off a coat,
pinning meinto the wall. Then he twists the soldier’ shead in his hands, and aresounding crack makes
me wince. |’ ve nothing to stay for anymore, but it stoo late to run. | try anyway—what have | got to
los=?

| hear the explosive percussion of Ordaal’ s blaster, and | don't want to look around. | don’t to see my
death coming, but | can’t help mysdlf.

For oneterrible, freeze-frameingtant, I’ m staring into abal of flame.

Then something blocksit out, and there' saterrible shriek of rending metal. I’ m showered in hot shrapnel.
Microtron! Thelittle guy got in theway of the blast. He sacrificed himsdf to save me, and now his
burnt-out, half-melted components are strewn across the alleyway. Oh, God. ..

| can’t move. None of thisfeelsred. | watch in disbelief as Ordad aims hisblaster arm again. Delaney
staggers out of the theatre beside him, and gags at the sight of the dead soldiers. The other two guards,
the onesfrom the front entrance, appear behind them both, take in the Situation, and jump to the logical
but wrong conclusion.

A voiceinsde my head is screaming a me to move, not to let Microtron’ s sacrificebeinvain. | start to
run again, even as one of the soldiers barks after me, “ Stop or | shoot!”

| don’'t stop. He shoots.

His bullet ricochets off the brick wall besde me as| round the corner of the building. I'm safe for now,
but | can hear footsteps coming after me.

I’ve never run so hard in my life before. My heart is straining to get out of my ribcage, and the ground
rolls so fast beneath my feet that | don’t know how I’'m keeping my baance. | race across the street and
take the nearest corner, and the first one after that. | don’t stop until I’ ve made a dozen more turns, until
long after the sounds of pursuit have ceased. Then | collgpse into a heap againgt the crumbling sde wall
of somebody’ s front garden in a short cul-de-sac where the streetlights don’t work. | pressmy head into
my knees and take great heaving breaths that make my throat and chest fed like they’ re being rubbed
with sandpaper.

| start to cam down, start to breathe normally. The whirlwind of thoughtsin my head subsidesalittle, and
| can think straight again. Which doesn't fed like agood thing, becauseit’ sonly now that the full gravity
of my Stuation settles upon my shoulders.



I’velost Microtron. And I know hewas only amachine, but | fed asif afriend has been gunned downin
front of me. | console mysalf with the thought that we can rebuild him. But | can’t get back the
information that was stored insde him: The recording of Ordaal and Delaney’ s conversation. After all

I’ ve been through tonight, I’'m right back where | started. Sure, I’ ve had my suspicions confirmed, but
I’ve gill got no solid evidence to back me up. And right now, Delaney’ s probably blaming mefor the
degths of those two soldiers.

Oh, jeez—if that’strue, | can’t go back to the research facility!

| couldn’t have gone there, anyway. AzuraNovaand her fliersare waiting for me. How could | have
forgotten about them? 1 roll my head back against the garden wall and let out agroan of despair. Anicy
panicisrisng inmy somach.

No. Stay cam. Think about this.

| need help. I’ vetried doing thisalone, and | dmost got myself killed. Ordaal won't rest until he finds me.
| can't stay out in the open dl night. And if | go to the police, Delaney will find some excuse to have them
lock me up in acell again, where anyone can get to me. Anyone small enough to fit through the bars, that
is

Thearmy. They’'ll have arrived at the scene by now. I’ ve got to turn myself in to them, counter whatever
liesthey’ ve been told. It meanswalking back into Ordad’ s clutches, but there' Il be dozens of witnesses,
right? He won'’t be able to do anything without blowing his whole scheme wide open. And the army guys
have no loyalty to Delaney, no reason to take hisword over mine. They’ll listen to me. They’ll seethat
one of their soldierswas fried by aweapon that couldn’t have originated on thisworld. They’ll investigate
my story, a the very least—and in the meantime, they’ Il protect me. Won't they?

But as| venture back onto Orchard Street—severa blocks down from the theatre, so | can scope out
the Situation before I’ m seen—I redize that something’ swrong. Everything is quiet. And how can that
be? This entire area should be swarming with police. There should be ambulances and tape cordons, and
jeeps plowing furrows down Gabrid’ s Hill.

Thetheatreitself isdark and quiet, and even from here | can seethat it’ sunguarded. It doesn't teakea
geniusto work out what' s happened. Ordaal was more ruthlessthan | gave him credit for. Hedidn't lie
to the soldiers; he didn’t take that chance. He just killed them.

Four more deathsin al. Four more bodiesto add to his organ collection.

And dl the authoritieswill know isthat four soldiers have disappeared. There might be reportsof a
gunshot being fired, but what else? People will suspect the Micronauts—of course they will—but once
again, ther€'ll be no proof.

Fedling sick, | turn and walk away from that place.

Intheend, | decideto call Dad. | need somebody on my side, and | don’'t know who eseto turn to. My
hand shakes as | turn on my phone. | note that my missed call—the one that dmost betrayed mein the
theatre—was from Klingon Bill. | should have guessed! Hedidn't leave amessage, so it can’t have been
important.

| call Dad’s number and press send. Thislate—it’s past midnight by now—the networks aren’t so
clogged, and | get through on my third attempt. To his answering service.

| wait dl of five minutes before impatience drives meto try again. With the same result. He s probably in
bed. If his colleagueswon't et him work, he'll have turned in early, planning to get up at the crack of
dawn and get down to the [ab again. | leave avoice message, asking him to call me. But hewon't get it
until morning—and knowing Dad, he' |l probably forget to turn his phone on even then.

He Il bewith AzuraNova. At her mercy. All thistime, I’ ve been thinking about my own safety—but
what about his?

Shewon't hurt him. I’ ve destroyed his probe. I’ ve put his project back by days, perhaps weeks. Until he
can get it back on track, he'll be no threet to her.

| wish | could convince mysdf of that.

| had anumber for the dome’ s main admin office. Dad gave it to me when wefirst moved here, and |



wrote it on ascrap of paper but, to my dismay, | can't findit. | return Bill’scdl, just in case he can find
the number on one of his newsgroups or something, but his phone rings unanswered. | was clutching at
straws, anyway—the office won't be manned at thistime of night.

I’ve only got one option left: | have to go up to the dome mysdlf. | have to keep out of AzuraNova's
clutcheslong enough to find somebody in authority. And | haveto tell him everything | know.

So, I'm at thefoot of Gabriel’ s Hill—and above me, the floodlit compound of the research facility
beckonsinvitingly. Behind me are the Streetlights of the town. I’ m trying to pierce the shadowy void
between them, wishing | still had Microtron’s chest beam.

I”’m trying to convince myself that Ordadl isn’t waiting for me up there. | mean, thisisonly the most
obvious place | could have cometo, right? But maybe he thinks | wouldn’t risk it. Or maybe he' s happy
for me to reach the dome because he trusts Nova to deal with me.

I’ve been careful: | crept through the back streetsto get here, keeping low behind rows of parked cars,
and I’ ve kept my eyes and ears open. | haven't seen or heard anything suspicious. But | can’t shake the
prickly feding that somebody iswatching me.

Something moves. A hulking dark shape. My mind' s eye paints apicture of amongter lying in wait for
me. But it’ sonly atent, its canvas flgpping in asharp breeze.

| useit to cover meas| start up the hill dope. Asl crouch in thetent’slee, | hear the sound of breathing
from inside. Its occupants are adeep. Part of me wants to wake them, to have the eerie stillness broken
by the sound of human life, just to reassure mysdlf that there are no monsters out here. But whet if there
are?

The peoplein the tent couldn’t help me. Like the scattered groups of late night revelers| passed in town
couldn’'t help me. They’d only die. Like those two soldiersdied.

I’m being paranoid. My eyes have adjusted to the darkness now—as well asthey can—and | can't see
anything but the hillside, litter |eft by this afternoon’ s picnickers and afew moretents alittle farther up.
Maybe | should just sprint for the dome. Get this over with. Put an end to the godawful anticipation.

But then, somewhere, atwig snaps. | siffen. My throat dries. | try to convince mysdlf that | imagined the
noise. But | didn’t. It came from near one of the other tents. Or insde it? Maybe somebody just rolled
over in hisdeep. | stare up at the tent suspicioudy, trying to make out the lines of its slhouette againgt the
dark sky, trying to convince mysdlf that | don't see something lurking behind it. | dmost succeed.

And then alone car rounds a corner at the edge of Angd’ s Gift and, for afleeting ingtant, its headlights
illuminate Gabrie’ sHill. And | seeit.

It's crouching, staring right & me. | get abrief impression of big black eyesand aglistening green
carapace. | can’'t see whereits spindly limbs end and the grass begins. | think it wastrying to sneak up on
me, its coloring providing anaturd camouflage.

| don’t know what it is—even at the circus, | didn’t see anything like it—but my reactiontoitis
indinctive. | turnand run like hell.

And, from the ground in front of my feet, another creature springs up a me: anidentica twin, so far asl
can make out, to thefirst one,

| yell and throw up my hands, barely in timeto deflect itslunge. | throw a desperate punch, but my
attacker doesn't fall where | expect; it soars up past my left ear asif it' son wires. It haswings, |
redize—long, leathery wings. | try to bat it away, spinning around to face it again even asit strikes out
with amulti-jointed leg. Its needlepoint end stabsinto my right shoulder, and | draw a sharp intake of
bresth as the pain lances through me.

I’m looking at some kind of insect, but it’ sthe length of my forearm. It’shovering in front of me, itswings
besting to keep it in place, thetip of itsfront leg till embedded in my flesh. It looks like amutant praying
mantis. Huge, multi-faceted eyes bulge from each side of atriangular head topped by apair of wiry
antennae. That head rears up on along, segmented neck, then darts at me with a chittering sound, its
mandibles dlicking together hungrily.

| bring my left ebow around and jab it into the monster’ s mouth, repelling it, but it quickly shifts position



and raisssitsfreefront leg. If it strikes me with that, too, it'll have me pinned. And itspa iscoming up
behind it, soaring down Gabrid’ s Hill on thewind.

Adrenaline courses through me—and, hardly thinking about what I'm doing, | grab the creature by its
thorax, smultaneoudy reaching up with my deadened right hand to tear itsleg out of my shoulder. Thetip
must have been barbed, because blood spurts out in its wake. The indescribable pain rushes straight to
my head, and almost makes me faint. But, asthe first mantis cresture swoops a me, | hurl the second
into it, stunning them both.

And now I'm running again. | don’t know how, but | make it back into town. Grass givesway to tarmac
beneath my feet, but there’ s swest dripping into my eyesand | can’'t seewherel’m going; | don’'t know
where | am. Theonly certainty isthat | won't get far, because the monsters can fly—oh, God, they can
flyl—and they’ Il come crashing down on me, skewer me, and lift my helpless, thrashing body into the arr.
If I'm lucky, I’ll be dead by then.

When | can't run any more, | sumbleto awheezing hdt and fdl againgt the nearest wal, coughing up
bile. Too wesk to stand unaided, it feelslike forever before | can lift my head to check the sky around
me, before it registersin my fear-addled brain that the monsters haven't attacked me. | must have shaken
them off. Morelikdly, they never followed me at dl. The sound of human voices reaches me on thewind.
A small knot of people passes the end of the road, laughing and joking. The monsters don’t want to
come out into the light. They don’t want be seen. Delaney and Ordaa said as much, remember?

I’m only beginning to appreciate what' s just happened. Delaney talked about “the creatures.” They’ve
killed at least once. And | wasto be—could gill be—their next target.

They’ ve cut me off from the research facility. | can't reach my dad. | can’'t reach thearmy. | can’'t goto
the police, and nobody else can help me.

I’'maone.

Chapter
Seven

| drift in and out of an unpleasant doze, never quite able to blank out my surroundings.

I’m freezing cold, even in my clothes, and the concrete floor I'm lying on isunyielding. My bonesthrob. |
folded up my jacket to use asapillow, but it’ stoo thin. My neck aches.

| don'tthink I'd deep a dl if it wasn't for the Time Traveler. He sill with me, dill trying to
communicate with me. He wants to drag me down into the dream world, where hisinfluenceisat its
srongest. And | want to givein to him, but my situation sits heavy on my mind, and my anxieties keep
prodding me awake. Three days ago, everything was okay. How did my life change so fast? How did my
choices bring meto this?

| think | hear asound, and | it bolt upright, fear stabbing into my chest. | St in the darkness and listen,
but there snothing. So, | lie down again, my stomach il fluttering.

| thought about leaving town. | even got within a couple of blocks of the Greyhound bus station before |
started worrying that Ordaal would have somebody or something waiting there, too. | watched asthe
overnight busto Denver pulled out half empty, knowing that | probably couldn’t have afforded the fare,
anyway. That circusticket redly cleaned me out. And, even though I’ d planned to go straight to the
Denver palice, it fill fdt like | was desarting Dad and Klingon Bill and everybody dsein Angd’ s Gift,
leaving themto the diens.

All I could think to do waswait. In afew hours, someone will cometo relieve the guards at the theatre
and find them missing. Ordaal and Delaney won't be able to keep the troops and reporters away then,
and I'll find someoneto tell my story to. Or, alittle later, when the tourists are back out inforce, | could
amply walk up Gabrid’sHill to the research facility, surrounded by witnesses and protected by daylight.
Ordaal must know that, too. He must know that, if | survivethe night, I can make things pretty hot for
him and his buddies. There' sa smple solution to that problem.

o, I've goneto ground for afew hours, finding shelter in this empty shop. The Sign outside saysit' s been



sold for “an exciting new development,” but the refurbishment hasn't begun yet. Thewindows are
boarded up, dlowing only chinks of light into the dusty interior. The eectricity is off, and the burglar
adarmisn't working. There snothing to protect in here.

There saso no back door. I’'m pretty sure that those mantis creatures aren’t about to burst in and corner
me—how would they find me?—but | keep picturing the scene anyway.

| ignorethetrilling sound &t fird.

I"’m fighting firein my dream, and it' sjust ancther blaring darm to tell mewhat | dready know: that I'm
doomed. But it'singstent. It cuts through the dream and nags at me. It demands my attention, pullsme
away from what the Time Traveler wants meto see.

When | wake up, | don't know where | am again. Sleep took mewhen | least expected it, and | went in
deep thistime. It'sashock to resurface, to redize that I’ m ill in the shop. To remember everything that
happened last night.

It s<till dark. According to my watch, it'sten to four. The sunwon't be up for acouple of hours.

My cdl phoneisringing.

| find it inthefolds of my jacket and Stare at it dumbly, deep till clouding my thoughts, until | remember
how to stop the device from making that infernal noise.

“H-Hello?’ | sammer blearily into the mouthpiece. My tongue fed s like cotton wool.

“Ryan? Ryan, it sme. Bill Dempster.” He sounds breathless. He stalking too fadt, tripping over his
words. “Y ou’ ve got to help me, man. They’ ve got me. They...they told meto call you. They said to tell
you...they sad...”

Thisisn't quitesinking in. | try to blink my tiredness away. “\Whoa, whoa, hold on asecond. What are
you saying? Whao' sgot you? Bill 7’

“You'vegot to goto thelibrary. Alone. Like, right now. If you don't...Ryan, they said they...they're
gonnakill me, man!” He draws breath to say something else, but before he can get out the first syllable,
there’ sashort, fierce crackle and the line goes dead.

| don't react a first. I'm il half-adeep, and | stare at the phone again, asif it can explain to me what
just happened. Asif the call was another part of the dream and it will go avay as soon as| can get my
thoughts Sraight.

But it doesn’'t go away. And acold fist closes dowly around my heart.

The remarkable rebirth of Angd’s Gift hasn't yet spread to the narrow confines of King Street. Thisis
wherethe public library is housed, in adecrepit old building with tall, dark windows. After many cutsin
funding, it now opensfor only two-and-a-haf hours, three mornings aweek. The building facesa
condemned warehouse. | shiver as| redize that no homes or hotels overl ook thislonedly stretch of road.
The dreetlights are out for two blocks on each side of the library. An unfortunate coincidence, | wonde,
or adeliberate act of sabotage?

As| walk into the dark zone, theicy fedling in my stomach degpens, and | fdter. Damnit, dl | had to do
was survive until morning. I’ d have been okay then.

Thewindows of the library, of the warehouse, of al the empty buildings, glare at melike hogtile eyes. |
squint at them, searching for shadows behind them. | imagine Ordaal poised with hisweapon arm ready
to blast meinto dag. | imagine mysdlf walking into the crosshairs of hissghts. And | find mysdlf
withdrawing, scurrying back into the light.

| came here because | thought | had no choice. But I’ m thinking more clearly now. Ordaa wants me
dead because | know the truth about him—but now, Bill knows the truth, too. | won't help him by
sacrificing mysdlf, | know that. | should walk away. But how can I?1f they kill him, if he dies because of
me...l can't letit happen, | just can't.

| can’t go forward, can’t go back.

My phone rings, ending my indecision. The caler’ s number has been blocked.



“Ryan?’ comesBill’ s quavering voice. “Ryan, they know where you are. They want to know...they want
to know what you' re doing, why you haven't...”

“Who'swith you?” | interrupt. “Ordaa? Delaney? One of them must be listening to this, right? Well, let
them know.....let them know I’ m not walking into their trap.”

“Ryan...” Bill soundsterrified.

It takes dl the courage | have to keep up my front. “1I’ m not playing their game, Bill. If | turn mysdif in,
they'll judt...they’ll...What if they don't let you go? | need some kind of guarantee.” | raise my voice.
“Can you hear me, Delaney? Y ou' |l have to do better than this. Y ou want to keep me quiet? Well, make
me an offer. Y ou know how to contact me.”

| end the cdll, stabbing at the button with akind of maiciousglee. Then | turn and run.

| fee good. | fed in control. For about asecond. Then | start to ask myself: Did | go too far? | hopeto
God that | haven't just Signed Bill’ s death warrant. But maybe I’ ve done the opposite; maybe I’ ve
bought him time. That was certainly my haf-formed intention when | said what | did. They’ re going to kil
him, I’'m sure of that. But maybethey won't do it yet. Not while I’'m il free. Not while they can still use
himto get tome.

| need to use that fact. | need to strengthen my negotiating position before they make their next move.
And | think I know how.

The memory of something that Bill said, outside the circus, leads me across town. Sure enough, light
shines from the windows of the Internet café on Rosemont Street. A solitary, sullen teenager sands at the
counter, and about twenty of the computers are taken, athough afew of their users are dumped over
them, adeep. About haf the people here, | imagine, just couldn’t find abed for the night; othersare
typing messages to loved ones across the country or across the world, having failed to contact them
during the day. Therest arejust insomniacs and geeks. The clicking of keyboards and mouse buttons
adds a depressing background track to the hung-over silence.

| order ablack coffee, get aticket from the machine, and seat mysdlf asfar away from the other
customers as possible. | log on to the computer, access my e-mail account and click on NEW MESSAGE. |
fill in the addressfield of the message window, and hesitate before completing the subject line: | NEED
HELP. In the message body, | begin: DEARDAD...

Andthen | stop.

As 50 often happens between Dad and me, | don’t know what to say. | don’t know how to start.
However, fear isagreat motivator. | don’t know how much timel have, and | can’t afford to waste any
of it. So, | force my unwilling hands back to the keyboard.

And | start from the beginning.

Findly, | St back and stare at what I’ ve written. The whole story. | could have phrased alot of it better,
aure, but it sall there. All down in black and white. And if asmall voicein the back of my head ingsts
that Dad won't believeit, that he'll dismiss my urgent pleaas somekind of prank, then | can slenceit
withlogic.

It’ sthat voice that made me pepper my account with justifications. | even added anew first line: | KNOW
THISWILL SOUND INCREDIBLE, BUT | SWEAR, I'VE NEVER BEEN MORE SERIOUSIN MY LIFE. And, yeah,
he' |l shake his head and sigh at first, but as he reads on, he’ Il become convinced, | know hewill. Dad
knows | wouldn’t make up something like this, something so €l aborate, on astupid whim. He |l believe
me.

Especidly if, by thetime he reads this message, I'm missing or dead.

| stare at what I ve written, and | wonder how the story will end.

I’m jerked out of my gloomy reverie by theringing of my phone. | hesitate before | answer it. | swallow
hard and gather my resolve. | have to sound confi-dent. “Y es?’

“You know who thisis.” It's not aquestion—it's a statement.

“Why not say your name, Delaney?Y ou worried I’ m taping this?” If only | could.

“Tdl mewhat you want.”



| didn’t expect that. | was ready for another ultimatum. Doesthis mean I’ ve got the upper hand? Or are
they just giving me enough rope to hang mysdlf?

“| want to stay dive,” | say, “and | want the samefor Bill.”

“Then you should have kept your noses out of matters that don’t concern you.” There san angry tremble
inthe Mayor’ svoice, like he blames me for everything.

“You could beright,” | say reasonably, “but that doesn’t help any of us now.”

“Ordaal won't let you go free. Y ou know too much.”

“And | won't turn mysalf over to be daughtered by him.” | need to move thisdiscusson on. The
Micronauts probably have equipment that can pinpoint the source of my transmission. “Look, Delaney, |
don’t have any proof of what I’ ve seen. Ordaal destroyed it. The only thing you have to worry about is
what | might say.”

“And?’

“And...and you tried to buy my silence before, at the police station. Maybe I’ m sdlling now. Maybe the
priceis...that you let my friend go.”

“Ordaa won't agree. How does he know you'll keep your word?’

How, indeed? | don’t even sound convincing to mysdf. | try another tack.

“Youwon't gain anything by killingme. I’ve...” How do | put this? | don’t want to give too much away.
“...left amessage with someone. If I...if anything happensto me, it'll be in the newspapers before you
can blink. Y ou know how it goes, Delaney: if | went to the press now, I’ d just be one of athousand
people with acrazy conspiracy theory about the Micronauts. If | disappear, my story becomes news.
Peoplewill believeit.”

I’m trying to keep my voice low, but it carries across the café, drawing curious looks from nearby
cus-tomers.

Delaney’ sgone quiet. After what seemslike an age, | remember my suspicion about the call being traced
and | think maybe | should hang up. But then, the Mayor comes back. In asubdued tone, he says,
“Ordaa accepts your point. So long as you say nothing to anybody about his business, he will take no
further action againgt you.”

“And Bill?’

“The Micronauts are leaving Earth soon—in the next few days. Ordaa will keep your friend until then.”
“Hecan't dothat!” | protest.

“Hewon'’t be harmed. | give you my word.”

“And just how much isthat worth, Delaney? Since when have you been able to stop Ordaal from doing
whatever he wants?’

“Mr. Dempgter isour insurance,” ingststhe Mayor, sounding flustered. “If you stick to our agreement,
he' Il remain perfectly safe.”

Maybe | should quit while I’m ahead (sort of). But | don’t trust Ordaal—and, like | said before, | can't
let Bill die because of me. “Thisisn’'t about Bill Dempster, it’ s about me. He s done nothing to you. |
mesan, Okay, he was with me at the hotel, yeah, but. ..but he didn’t comeinto Ordad’ sroom with me!”
Oh, nice going, Archer! Give them another reason to want you dead, why don't you?

Ancther slence, shorter thistime. Then, Delaney says, “Ordad will let your friend go...”

“Redly?’ | don't believe what I'm hearing.

“...if you take his place as our hostage.”

Oh.

“It’' sthe best offer you'll get,” says Delaney. And, unfortunately, | think he' sright. Plus, | redly need to
end thiscall now.

| take adeep breath. “All right,” | say. “I'll do it. Where do we meet?’

“Hold on amoment,” says Delaney. Then, to someone beside him (no prizesfor guessng who), “The
library?” Tome: “Yes. Thelibrary. Comeright away. W€ Il bewaiting for you.”

“I'll need afew minutesto get back there.”

“Five minutes, no longer. And come adone. Otherwise...” An awkward pause. “Otherwise...we dill have
your friend, and Ordaal sayshe'll...well, you know...”



“Yeah. | know.”

| break the connection, dip my phone back into my jacket pocket, and turn back to my unsent e-mail.
No timeto polish the prose now. | just need to end it, to write what could be my last words to my father.
| type: LOVEYOU. Then, feding sdf-conscious, | deleteit.

| stare at the screen.

Thisisridiculous. | don't havetimefor this.

| type the words again, add my name, and click SEND. My stomach does a nervous flip as the message
disappears from the outbox. There’ sno taking it back now; it'son itsway to Dad’ s server, and from
thereto hislaptop. | log off, and the computer automaticaly reboots, erasing al evidence of my presence
here. | just hope Dad checks his mailbox soon. | send aquick text message to his cell phone, reminding
him to do so.

I’m aready starting to doubt mysdlf. What if Ordaal guesseswhat I’ ve done? If he does, then my father
will become another of histargets, and Bill and | will have lost the only protection we have. But | can't
think about that now. | glance at my watch. It'salmost five o' clock. | haveto go. I’ ve dready staked
Bill’ slife on this plan—what else can | do but go through with it, and hope that everything works out?

| stand up—and, over the top of my compuiter, | see two policemen. One of them isthe cop with the
moustache who arrested me yesterday morning (what was his name again?). They’ retalking to the kid at
the counter—and | think he just pointed in my direction.

| drop back into my seat, stunned. Has Delaney betrayed me? Was he only keeping me talking until his
goons could get here? Morelikely, | think, he sent them after me hours ago, on some trumped-up
charge. Either way, | can’t let them take me.

| can hear their measured footsteps coming closer. They have to veer off to the left to come around this
row of workstations—so | head right, keeping my head down but creating abuzz among my fellow
nocturna surfers. | reach the end of the row, and | can see the glass-paneled door ahead of me and the
street beyond it, but there’ s no cover between me and it. | glance over my shoulder intimeto seethe
cops appearing behind me, and | makearun for it. But afamiliar nasal voiceyelsout, “ That' sfar
enough, Archer!”

| cometo ahalt, one hand on the door, and ook back to find myself staring down agun barrel.

“Get down on thefloor. Lie down. Put your hands on your head. Now!”

| do asI’mtold, feding the prickling embarrassment of twenty pairs of eyesupon me. Thekid on duty is
cowering behind his counter in case somebody starts shooting. And once again, | can only ask myself
how | ended up here—in ascenethat I’ ve seen ahundred timesin themoviesand on TV, but never
imagined could happen to me.

The mustached cop—Brannigan—drops down beside me, pulls my arms behind my back, and cuffs my
wriststogether. All thetime, his partner is keeping me covered with his gun. Brannigan pats me down,
and snarls, “All right, Archer, what have you donewith it?’

“I don't know what you' re—" My response is stifled as he hauls me roughly to my feet.

“The dumb act again, isit? Okay, wiseguy, you' re coming with me.” I'm not sure how | can be dumb
and wise at the sametime, but | let it pass. “WEe |l see what you' ve got to say at the station.” Brannigan
bundles me out of the café and over to a cop car. He opens the back door, places afirm hand on my
head, and pushes me down into the back seat. Ashe climbsin beside me, his partner takes the whedl
and pulls away from the curb.

Theredlity of my Stuation hasonly just hit me. | remember what Delaney said to me, and my heart Sinks.
“Um...” | say to Brannigan. “L ook, | know thisis gonna sound crazy, but you...you' ve got to lisen to
me, okay? It simportant!”

“You ready to talk?’

“Does Ddaney know you' ve found me?’

“Oh, don’t worry about that. He specifically asked to be kept informed about you.”

“But does he know you' ve found me?’ | persist. “He sgot to know. Y ou’ ve got to contact him now.”
Brannigan glares at me, acynical eyebrow raised. “Pleass?’

“Y ou think I’'m gonnawake the Mayor at thistime of morning on your account?’



“He snot in bed!” | blurt out.

Okay, that must have sounded weird. Brannigan's eyes narrow, and histop lip curls.

“I spoketo him,” | explain, “just afew minutes ago. On the phone. It’s...look, | can’t explain thisto you,
but it’ simportant that Delaney knows you' ve got me.”

“And hewill, ingood time.”

“A phonecal!” | cry out in desperation. “1 get aphonecal, don't 17’

“Sure,” the cop sneers. “ And since you and the Mayor are such big buddies, you' Il have his home
number, right?’

| try again at the police gation. Brannigan has taken off my cuffs, and I’ m emptying out my pocketsfor a
custody sergeant who doesn't want to listen to me. | gather, from his muttered complaints, that he's
having abad night: One of many since Angd’s Gift wasfilled to bursting with excitable tourists. Hiscdls
are crammed full of noisy drunks—and even though the last club closed hours ago, a dozen college
students have just been brought in for disturbing the peace. They had plenty to drink, apparently, but
nowhere to deep, S0 they decided to keep partying until morning.

The sergeant glances a my phone, and turnsit off with adecisive jab of histhumb before dropping it into
aclear plastic bag with my wallet and watch, Dad’ s screwdriver, a pen and some |oose change. |

protest, worried that Delaney might try to contact me and jump to the wrong conclusion when | don’t
answer. But one of the drunks chooses that moment to be sick on the floor, which only distracts the
sergeant further fromwhat I’ m trying to say.

Oncethefuss has died down alittle, he completes his paperwork, glances at me and turnsto Brannigan.
“No ggn of thegun, then?’

He shakes hishead. “Hewon't say what he sdonewith it.” Looks like everyone knowswhat I’'m
supposed to have done but me.

“He |l haveto wait out here for now,” saysthe sergeant. “I’ [l see about freeing up afew cdlsoncel’ve
got the rest of our guests processed.”

Brannigan nods, and takes me over to along wooden bench. He sits me down next to awhite-haired
bum who reeks of acohol and mumblesto himsdlf, hischinlolling on hisches.

“You'rearresting me?’ The cop gives me awithering look. “Only,” | presson, “I don’t remember
hearing my rights. Or the charge, for that matter. Something about agun?’

“Y ou know what the chargeis. theft. And that’ s just for starters. When we find that blaster—and we will
find it—"

“Blaster?’ | must look pretty surprised, because Brannigan stops mid-sentence and frowns at me. “Isthat
what you're looking for? Isthat what you think I’ ve solen?” No wonder he went straight for hisgun at
the cyber-café. “ Somekind of...of dienray gun?’ | nearly said “laser pistol,” but | don’t want to sound
too informed.

“Y ou were the only one who had the opportunity!”

“Oh, | getit. It wasin Ordad’ s suite, right? Or so they told you. And | suppose our grest Mayor
explained what hisdien friend was doing with awegpon under his pillow, right? And why it took him
over twenty-four hoursto report it missng?’

| think I’'m starting to get through to him. But then, a skirmish breaks out between two prisoners—and,
jabbing awarning finger a my nose, Brannigan commands:. “ Stay put!” He runsto join the other cops as
they fight to separate the combatants, and | look for away out.

| can see two doors. One opens straight out into the station parking lot—I was brought in that way—but
it's operated from behind the sergeant’ s desk by an entry buzzer. The other leads degper into the
building, whichisrisky—but it'sasmal building, and | know the layout. | wastaken from hereto an
interview room, and from there to the main entrance yesterday morning.

For asecond, even after I’ ve made up my mind, | can't believe what I’ m about to do. But, once again, |
have no choice. It's not mysalf I'm concerned about: | might be atting duck here, but | was going to
hand mysdlf over to Ordad and Delaney, anyway, and | still have the e-mail message on my side. But it's



been at least twenty minutes since | should have made that meeting at the library (without my wetch, |
can't be any more precise than that) and I’ m scared stiff of what they might do—might have done—to
Bill.

| don’t remember standing up. I'm heading for the door, and | fed asif I’'m not redly here, not redly in
my own body, because | can't be doing this, not me. I’ ve never even shoplifted before! Every ingtinct |
have tellsmeto run but | don't want to attract attention with a sudden movement. And the distance to the
door seemsto stretch out in front of me, but at last | push it open. And now I’'m walking down a
corridor, decorated in sickly shades and lined with notices and posters.

A shout behind metells me that Brannigan has noticed my sudden absence. So, now I’m running, around
one corner and then another until | reach theinterview room, and | know now that I’'m almost out of
here...

...but something brings me up short. Two people, ahead of me. | think | sense them, somehow, beforel
hear their voices. They’ re about to pass the end of thiscorridor, and | can’t see anywhereto hide. | turn
and sprint back theway | came...

...and run straight into Brannigan. He stopsin histracks as he sees me coming around the corner, and |
don’'t havetimeto think, | just keep going, lowering my head and shoulder-charging him. He ssumbles,
winded, and | help him down with apunch to the jaw. My knuckles sting: Thelast time | hit somebody
likethat, it was the high school bully. So, | choose an armed policeman to take my right hook out of
mothbalsfor?

Don't think about it. Just concentrate on what you have to do.

Brannigan triesto resst me as | take his gun from his holster, but suddenly | haveit. HE son his hands
and knees and I’'m standing over him, aiming the gun at his head. HE sstaring up a me, and thefear in his
eyesfreezesme. It'slike I’mlooking, redly looking at mysdlf for thefirst time, and | seewhat I’ m doing.
| ask mysalf again how | got here.

| shake my head desperatdly. | try to assure Brannigan that I’ m not alunatic, that I’ ve no intention of
hurting him, but my throat is dry and the words don’t come out right. How can | expect him to believe
me, anyway? | wouldn't believe me.

| had no choice. Just cling to that, Ryan. Somehow, sometime, I’ m gonna be ableto sit down with
somebody and explain dl this, and | won't be the bad guy then. I'll be the guy who did everything he had
to do to save himsdif, hisfriend, the whole town.

| back away from Brannigan, keeping the gun level, until | reach the corner. The other people, whoever
they were, have passed now. So, | stoop, place the weapon on the floor, and run for it. It sonly as|
burgt into the Sation’ stiny reception areathat | think maybe | should have kept the gun after dl, but it's
too late now. The desk officer isabading guy with a paunch, who was stuffing adoughnut into his mouth
as | appeared in front of him: He triesto say something, but he doesn’t react fast enough.

Theair outsdeisfrigid, but it burns my lungs. The sun hasn’t yet dragged itself over the horizon, but the
eagtern sky isbeginning to lighten in anticipation.

| race back into King Street, skid to ahdt in front of the library, and look around frantically. Nothing
gtirs. What did | expect? That Ordaal and Delaney would have waited for me? 1 cdl out their names
anyway. They might till bein one of the nearby buildings. It' sunlikely, though: They must’ ve moved on
when they redlized | wasn't coming, right?

Maybe they left Bill’ s corpse behind them. It could be lying only afew yards away from me, behind one
of those dark windows. Maybein thelibrary itsdlf. | shouldn’t think like that—but | find myself examining
the recessed door, looking for evidence that it might have been forced recently. | don’t find any. But | do
find aclosed circuit TV camerasitting above the doorway, attached to the brickwork by arusted frame.
They were never here! They just wanted to get me where they could see me, to make sure | was aone
before they gave mefurther ingtructions.

Think, Ryan. These cameras are dl over town: some Street safety initiative from afew years back. Most
of them don’t work any more—I remember complaints on the letters page of the loca paper—but | bet
this one does.

| wave my handsin front of itslens. “ Delaney, don’t do anything hasty. I'm here, okay? | got held up by



your cops—and they took my cell phone, so you can’t cal me—but I'm here, I'mright here!” | fed kind
of dlly taking to mysdf in the street like this—and I’ ve no way of knowing if my message got through.
Think! Where do the cameras send their picturesto? The police station? No, Delaney and Ordaal
wouldn't have taken Bill there. Where, then?

Anywhere. They could be anywherel All they need is equipment to intercept the cameratransmissions,
and | bet Ordaal could provide that, no problem.

Stll, I've got to keep searching. Delaney might be at home by now—~but | don’t know where he lives, so
that’ sno help. | could try the Grand Hotdl, but I" d never get past the door, and they might call the police.
Thetown hal? | can’t see the Mayor risking that. He owns plenty of buildings, though, and his closest
friends own plenty more. Too many. | couldn’t check them dl, evenif | had an addresslist. Evenif |
waan't...

...ithaan't quitesunk in yet, it fill fedsunbelievable. ..

A wanted man. A man who held agun to acop’shead. A fugitive from the [aw.

Oh, man, what's Dad gonna say when hefinds out?

Back a the theatre. Back wherethis all started, alifetime ago it now seems.

The back door is still unlocked, itsformer guards nowhere to be seen. Even Microtron’ sremains have
been spirited away. The normality of the scene sendsicy fingers crawling up my spine. It' sasif nothing
happened here at dl, like the four murdered soldiers never even existed. Until their bodies are recovered,
I think numbly, no doubt alongside an aien wegpon that Delaney and Ordaa have aready contrived to
link with me.

| creep along the darkened corridor toward the dressing rooms, in which dectric light still burns. I'velost
my trandator, but I’'m hoping | can make the circus performers understand me, anyway. I’ m banking on
them having some way to contact Ordadl, to let him know that | never welched on our dedl. And I'm
praying to God that it's not too late already.

| step through the first dressing room door—and my eyes widen at the sight of Ordad’ sarmor, standing
infront of me.

It whirlsto face me. It—he—~brings up hisblaster arm.

| throw up my hands. “Ordadl...” | begin.

And the mantis crestures come at me from the side.

They scratch and jab at me, trying to skewer me again. My ears arefilled with their chittering cries. I'm
trying to protect my face with my arms, and I’'m yelling desperatdy, “Get off me...you don’t
understand. . .we made an arrangement...Ordadl, tell them!”

Ordaal just stands and watches. And suddenly, atriangular head darts at my neck. | can’t avoidit. | fed
asharp prick as mandibles penetrate my skin and my muscle...

...and adizzy fedling sweeps over me. The mantis creatures, Ordad, the tabletop circus—everything
blursand shrinks asif I’'m hurtling backwards down along tunnd away fromit al. | fight to say
something, but my tonguelolls helplesdy inmy mouth. | can’'t raisemy arms, and | can't fed my legs
anymore, and the floor is rushing toward me, and. ..

The longest night of my life comesto amercifully abrupt end.

Chapter
Eight

Scenes from another lifetime:

I’m afraid of Baron Karza.

He exudes such power. It blazes behind the red lenses of his horned black helmet, rumbles beneath
his deep, dark voice. It' sreflected in his confident stance, hisregal bearing. And | can fedl it in the
heavy, gloved hand that weighs upon my shoulder.



I’'m afraid of him. But he’ streating me like aprotégé. My place, he says, isby hisside. Heintendsto
guide me. Hisbody language is paternd, and | don’t want to think about that now, not so soon after...
It stoo freaky.

Karza’ s giving me this big speech about how weakness must be eliminated, how the strong must
survive, and one question burnsin my mind until at last | spit it out. “ Why me?”

And all that power, all the dangerous energy that has built up inside this black-clad madman, this
sole Emperor of an entire galaxy, explodes.

A stand-off. Acroyear has Karza’'s daughter, the only person he's ever cared about. But his
Harrowers outnumber us badly. His Harrowers, and their airborne counterparts: the Harriers,
commanded by one General Azura Nova.

Acroyear is prepared to die for his cause—and die victorious, knowing that he cut out the Baron’s
metaphorical heart with his sword. I’ m not. But then, the explosives we placed in the Bio-Vaults
detonate, and everything goes to hell.

The dream splintersinto a series of confused snapshot images. Watching as our transport is
destroyed. The scent of death in my nostrils and the dreadful fear that I’ [l never see home again,
never bury my father. Thinking that maybe | should have stayed in my cell, shouldn’t have got
involved in this hopeless rebellion. Cradling an ally in my arms as the light goes out of her eyes.
Then, a desperate flight to another launching pad, led by a turncoat foe.

| extend my left hand in front of me, fist turned downward. But the metal tube along my lower
arm feels like a dead weight. | try to make the exact wrist movement that Acroyear showed me,
screwing up my face in concentration, but nothing happens. | adjust my stance, steady my
breathing and try again.

The blast comes when | |east expect it. My arm snaps up and | fall onto my back foot. The
topmost branches of a tree combust, and fire eats through the dry leaves.

| was supposed to hit a small bush, some six feet to the tree’ s | eft.

“Try again!” barks Acroyear in his gravely, impatient voice.

“ Give me a break, can't you?” | protest. “ We've been at thisall day.”

“We arein the middle of a war, Archer—and you cannot even use a simple laser pistol!”

“Yeah, well | never volunteered to fight. | just want to go home.”

“ An attack could come at any moment. If you are not prepared, you will die.”

Tiredness makes meirritable. “ Are you listening to what I’'m saying?” | snap.

“None of uschosethislife,” growls Acroyear. “It was chosen for us. Y ou, most of al.”

He keeps saying things like that. He' s not the only one. I’'m sick of people looking at me asif I'm
special, expecting something from me. It gives me the creeps. It's like my entire life has been
mapped out already, and nothing I can do will change it. Like twenty-year-old Ryan Archer, who
has never had to be responsible for much of anything, suddenly has the destiny of a universe upon
his shoulders. But then, Baron Karza has a life mapped out for me too—and his future scares me
even more.

“Doit, Archer!”

I’mangry. At Acroyear for pushing me; at Karza for persecuting me; at the cruel fate that
brought me here without giving me a say in the matter. And there' s only onetarget | can take it
out on. | whirl around, bring up the pistol again and will it tofire.

| didn’t even stop to take aim. But the small bush explodes into flame.

“Pull up!”

“We're venting fuel.”
“ Pull up, you imbecile! You've got to pull up!”
Ah. The sweet voice and sunny disposition of Karza’'s adoptive daughter, the Princess



Persephone. Acroyear brought her along on this mission as insurance. He thought that, with her
on board our ship, Karza’' s troops might hold back. He was wrong.

We fled from Nova’ s Harrier squadron into an asteroid field. Into an ambush. Her flagship was
waiting for us, cloaking itself in the debris at the field' s edge, confounding our sensors. The
General herself was on board; she appeared on our view-screen to gloat, until Acroyear cut her
off in a fit of pique. We took some hits. Some bad ones.

Microtron was torn from his position at the helm. He rolled backwards across the deck, and
something inside him popped. I’ mtrying to get him upright again, but the floor keeps bucking
beneath me and an instrument panel explodes in my face. Acroyear is at the controls, but we're
limping and we can’t outrun our pursuers.

“Our shieldswon’t hold!” cries Knave. Asif we didn’t know that. And, once the shields are down,
I’'mtold it will take just one good shot to blast usinto atoms.

“We' ve hit the atmosphere,” Persephone reports through clenched teeth, her tone accusatory
even in restrained panic. “ We' re dropping like a stone!”

It was Biotron’sidea to head for this dust-brown planet. With his habitual calmness, he suggested
that we position it between us and the Harriers, masking us for precious moments as we used its
gravity to gain speed and slingshot ourselves out of their detection range. Persephone insisted
that we' d never make it, that we were committing suicide. She took my shoulders and shook me,
yelling in my face: “ Surrender, you fool! My father wants you alive. We hardly know these
people—we don’t have to die with them!” | said nothing. The proposal wasn’t worthy of an
answer. But her words still ring in my mind. What am | doing here?

All I can do for now—all I’ ve been doing since | came through the Rift—is deal with the moment. |
haul Microtron back to his position and hold himin place as he reconnects to the ship’s systems.
He reports that we' ve lost almost three-quarters of our power.

“The controls aren’t responding.” That’s Acroyear. “ | can’t break free of the planet’ sgrip.” I'm
trying not to look at the view-screen, at the wispy clouds breaking across our nose and the rolling
scrub land beneath them, frighteningly close. But | can’t ignore therising heat. Fires are breaking
out across the bridge, and Knave grabs something that looks like an extinguisher. Not for the first
time, | admire his agility as he leaps from blaze to blaze, dousing the flames with well-aimed

bur sts of some compressed blue gas.

The whole ship israttling now, tearing itself apart. And the heat is intense and oppressive, flaying
my skin and making my chest ache. Acroyear and Persephone are exchanging jibes, and suddenly
the deck drops out from beneath me and | think my stomach went with it. A second later, | hit the
floor on my face, and something lands on top of me. Microtron. I’m gasping for breath, feeling
smothered. | don’t know how I find the strength to stand, but | have to grab on to a console to
keep myself upright because we' re pitching at a forty-degree angle and the flat brown land is
screaming towards us.

Acroyear is still fighting with the joystick. Biotron is bracing himself for the inevitable impact: He
doesn’t move, but his narrow eyes glow with a deep red light. Knave and Persephone are down;
Knave looks like he' s unconscious, the extinguisher lying beside him. | struggle to reach him, but
mor e flames flare up in my path. They’ re wor se now, spreading to engulf the entire ship. I'm
choking on thick smoke.

An alarmsiren issounding, as if we need its dire warning. Nor is there any point to what I'm
about to say, but the words tumble out of me like a confession that I’m helpless, that | can’t do
anything more than state the obvious and pray that somebody el se can rescue me.

“We're burning up!”

Somebody cals my name. | fed atoe between my ribs, and a groan escapes my throat. | know I'm
dreaming, but | can’t open my eyes. I'm trapped in here, torn between two worlds. And | think thismight
beit, | might seethe end thistime. | might relive my death in that other timdline. | might fedl the smoke



entering my lungs, Seding my life.

It' smy fear of that prospect that gives me strength to fight. Waking up islike battling my way out of atar
pit—and when | redize how much my head hurts, | dmost give up, amost et the Time Traveer pull me
back down.

“ Ryan! Ryan, can you hear me? Ryan!”

Atlagt, | surface. I'm on my back, looking at adirty white celling, my arms twisted beneath me. | can
amell hay, disnfectant and the faint remains of something more unpleasant. My firgt ingtinct isto put my
hands to my aching head, but my shoulders protest as| try to move my arms, and | hear the clank of a
chain. My hands are caught in something heavy.

Thetoejabsinto my sdeagain. “Ryan? Areyou awake?’

“I'amnow,” | groan. | recognize the voice: it belongsto Klingon Bill. So, Delaney broke his promiseto
release him after al. | shouldn’t complain, though: we' re both il dive.

I lift myself up on my ebows, and squirm into agtting position. Pins and needles shoot through my arms,
and | flinch asdaylight hits me between the eyes. | rattle my chain: it's composed of somekind of solid
energy, which glowsafaint yelow. It connects my shacklesto asmall sphere of that same energy, which
is bound by ametal ring screwed into the wall a one end of arectangular room. Two sets of bars, with
inset gates (locked, of course) divide the room into three, forming two square cageswith an areain
between. The room’ sonly door isin this centra area, but it's closed. Opposite the door isawindow: I'm
a thewrong angleto see out of it, but light streams through its net curtains. Asmy eyesadjug, | redize
that the light is neither as bright nor as natural asit first seemed.

The other cageis unoccupied, piled full of hay. Bill is dumped in this one, beside me, bound to hisown
energy ring. He' swearing pink-striped flannel pgjamas, and hisfeet are bare. “Oh, thank God,” he
moans. “You'redive, man! You were spark out. | couldn’t tell if you were breathing—and | couldn’t
check your pulse” Herattleshischan ruefully.

“I'mO.K.,” | croak. “Just fed like I’ ve been hit by atruck.”

“It’ [l wear off,” he promises.

“What timeisit?’

Bill shrugs. “Can’'t see my watch.” He smileswanly and indicates the chain again.

“I'msorry, Bill,” | Sgh.

Hefrowns. “What for?’

“For getting you into thismess. If | hadn’t gone back to the thestre...”

“You didwhat?’

“They didn’t tel you? That’ swhy they snatched you: to get a me, because | overheard...”

| trail off, redizing thet Bill is shaking hishead. “No, no, no. If that'swhat Delaney told you, man, hewas
lying. They came after me because | saw their pet monsters.”

“What?’

“Like giant insects, they were.” He looks haunted by the memory. “They must livein Ordadl’ s suite a the
Grand. The eggs, remember? | saw two of them—the insect creatures—attacking thisguy.” Flushing with
pride, he adds. “1 saved him.”

| remember what Delaney told Ordadl at the theatre, and something clicksin my brain like ajigsaw piece
faling into place. “ That was you? How did...? What happened?’

“I...” Bill hesitates, looking abashed. “Well, | went back to the hotdl, didn’t 1?1 just thought, if Ordaal
snuck out of hiswindow again, | could follow him. So, | went into that aleyway—you know, the one
round the back—and | judt...I waited.”

“Am?,

“It must have been about ten o' clock. | heard someone coming. | hid behind the bins, but it was just
someguy. | think he'd come out of that bar around the corner, because he wasn't quite walking straight.
He' d comeinto the alleyway to... you know, rdieve himsdlf.”

“Not over the bins, | hope.”

“Hewasjust leaving when... when they came at him. Two of them, like | said. | don’t know how to



describethem. They...”

“I know whet they look like,” | say quietly.

Bill’ seyebrows leagp up hisforehead as herealizeswhat | mean. But | want to hear the end of his story
before | start mine, so | prompt him: “What happened then? What did you do?’

“Widll, | thought they were gonnakill him,” he recounts breathlesdy, his round white eyes shining. “I
mesan, | could see they were gonnakill him, they weretearing at him and biting and... and...” His cheeks
redden, and he lowers hisgaze. “Well, | wanted to do something, | honestly did, but | couldn’t make my
legs move, and then... and then thisguy, he tried to get away, right? And the dliens, they kind of ... they
threw him, and he came flying into the binsin front of me and knocked them aside and they saw me!”
“Ouch,” | say sympatheticaly. Embarrassed as Bill ssemsto be at hisown lack of courage, | certainly
don’'t blame himfor it.

“I just ran. | didn’'t look back. | thought they were going to... they had wings, man! They were coming
after me, and | don’t know how | made it back to the street, | redlly don’t, but there were people there.
A big group of people, coming past the hotd. And the diens, they... | think they must have seen them
and hidden, because they weren't behind me any more.”

| nod. That sounds familiar. Almost too familiar. It brings back memories of my own gut-wrenching terror
as| fled from those same crestures.

“I yelled to these guys, | said ‘Y ou’ ve got to come quick, there' saguy being attacked by giant praying
mantises back here,’ and afew of them—the men, mostly—they came into the aleyway with me.”

“I"'m surprised they believed you.”

Bill’ sface creasesin thought. “I’ m not sure | actualy mentioned the giant praying mantises,” he admits.
“They’ d gone, anyway. By thetime we got there, | mean. And this guy, the guy they’ d attacked, he was
lying there, bleeding. It was horrible! The police came, and | gave them a statement—and | knew they
didn’t want to believe me, but the victim, he backed me up, and they had to take me serioudy, because
it snot asif they don’'t know there are diensintown, isit?>—and | tried to cal you, man, but you' d
turned off your phone. Where were you?’

“Ah. I'll tell you about thet |ater.”

“Wall, | went back to my lodgings,” says Bill, “and | went to bed, but | couldn’t deep properly. | kept
having these weird nightmares.”

“Yeah, | know how that fedls.”

“And | woke up, right, but | thought | was gtill dreaming because there was this shadow at the window,
and | got up and | pulled back the curtains, just to convince mysalf that | wasimagining things, and they
were... they... thewindow sill...” Bill’sface hasturned white.

“The creatures again?’ | ask. He nods dumbly, and says no more for acouple of minutes. | guessit’ stoo
painful for him to think about it, so | don't press him. It doesn’t take agenius to work out what happened
next, anyway.

“My phonewasringing,” he mumbles eventudly, in afaraway voice. “Next to my bed. And there was
glasson thefloor, | could fed it under my feet, and Miss Jones, my landlady, was banging on the door
and shouting, but one of the creatures had rammed a chair under the handle so she couldn’t get in, and
the other... the other one... | wasjust trying to get to the phone, | thought if | could let someone know
what was happening, they could... | don’'t know... but it wasringing, ringing out...” He burieshis head
inhisknees.

“Where did they take you?’ | ask gently.

“I... I don't know. | just woke upin... | don’'t know whereit was. Some warehouse.”

“Near thelibrary?

“I don’t think so. | mean, when they talked about it, Ordaa and Delaney, when they made me cdll you, it
waslikeitwas... likethey weren't near thelibrary, but they could...”

“They could seeit? On amonitor?’

Bill shakeshishead. “1 don't think so. But Ordaa did say something about... He was using some kind of
communicator to talk to awoman caled... Nova?| think shewas... she could see you. | think she might
have patched in to the security cameras around town.”



“From Ordadl’ s ship,” | guess.

“That' s how they knew you were in the cyber-café.”

| let out astartled cry. “They knew?’

“Wall... yeah. | mean, | thought you knew that. | guessed that was why you didn’t turn up at the
library—the second time, | mean. | thought you' d redlized it was atrap.”

“A trgp?’ | mouth the words numbly. My mind isracing franticaly, trying to find some shred of hope,
some reason to believe that what I'm thinking isn't true.

“At last, your dull human brain beginsto understand.”

| didn’t hear the door opening—hbut there’ s no ignoring the armored form of Ordaal as he sompsup to
the bars of our cage, making the floor shake. “| thought you would like to know that my colleague has
intercepted and deleted your touching message to your father.”

“Andwho says| only sent one?’ | respond defiantly, but he ignores my bluff.

“Y ou should be grateful that Doctor Archer is so cardless with his primitive computer. Had Nova been
unableto get to it, she would have been forced to delete him instead.”

| make alunge at him, despite the bars between us. My chain lets me get halfway to my feet beforeit
yanks me back. “ So, you did tell those copswhere| was,” | mumble sullenly.

“Not at al,” says Ordaal. “Y ou had aready been persuaded to ddliver yourself to me. It would have
been much smpler if those police officers had not happened upon you. Still, the incident—and your
escape from custody in particula—has worked in my favor.”

“| suppose you're hereto kill us, then.”

“Not yet.” A thin, dimy-looking pseudopodium extrudes from Ordaal’ s armor, just above thewrist, and
morphsinto the shape of asmal key. Seemingly without effort on his part, it unlocksthe gate and pullsit
open for him before retracting itsdlf. I’ m amazed; |’ ve never seen his battle suit do that before! Cometo
think of it, it doeslook different, | think, athough I’m not sure how. | can’t quite put my finger onit.
Ordaal leans over us and checksthat our bonds are secure, more silver tendrils cregping behind our
backsto test the chains. | shiver asthey brush against me.

“Y ou are an epecidly interesting specimen,” the alien rumbles, looming over me. “I would like to see
what price you can fetch dive.”

“And | guessit keeps Delaney sweet too,” | venture. “He might not want us telling what we know, but he
doesn’t want us dead either, does he?”’

“Deaney’ swishesare of little concernto me.”

| ignore the interruption. “I guess he can't be too happy about the four soldiersyou killed last night
ether.” Klingon Bill’seyeswiden, but he doesn't say anything.

“I amin control of our partnership!” snaps Ordadl.

“Y eah? So, why do you put up with him? 1t can't befor theintelectud stimulation. Delaney’ suseful to
you, isn't he? He keeps the government off your back. He covers up for you. That’ swhy you lieto him,
why you tell him what he wantsto hear. He thinks you' re leaving Earth soon. He thinksthere' [l be no
more deaths. But you' ve no intention of going, have you? Not until you haveto. Not aslong asthere's
gl profit to be made.”

Ordaal turns his bulky form away from me, and strides back out of the cage. Pausing in the gateway, he
hisses. “ An astute observation. But after last night, | may be forced to return to my own galaxy—the
realm you call Innerspace—earlier than | had planned. Y ou are responsible for that. Y our actions have
brought a greeat dedl of unwanted attention upon me.”

| grin. “Getting abit hot for you out there, isit? Nice to know | wasn't wasting my time.”

Ordad damsthe gate shut and locksit. “1 trust your humor will be as good when | deliver you to the
Medtechs. | will persondly request that you are kept awake for your dissection.”

“I don't think Karza s gonnalet me die, somehow.”

| expected areaction to that, but there’ s nothing. Ordaal makesto leave the room, and | cal after him:
“That iswho you reworking for, isn't it? My old friend, Baron Karza?’

Heturns back. “What are you prattling about?’

“Oh come on, Ordad. Y ou must have heard of Karza—he only rulesyour galaxy!”



Ordaal drawscloser, until he'sat the barsagain. “1 believel... may have heard the name,” he concedes.
“But | can assureyou, thisKarzaisnot my ruler.”

| can’'t tell if he'slying or not; that bubble helmet makesit impossible to read him. Y ou produced an
actionfigureof him,” | persst. “You cdled it The Evil Emperor!’”

Ordad laughs scornfully. “The last Emperor was toppled decades ago. The only order now ischaos. A
hundred different factions vie for power. A thousand aliances have been made and broken. Even the
Gdactic Defenders cannot broker alasting peace.”

“Y ou mean your gdaxy’sa war?" bresthes Klingon Bill.

“Andwhich Ssdeareyouon?’ | ask.

“My own sde” sneers Ordad. “ They say there can be no winnersin aconflict such asthis—but that is
only true of those who wear their politica allegiances upon their deeves. The true winnerswill be those
who can seize the opportunitiesthat war offers.”

“Mercenaries, you mean. People likeyou.”

“Indeed. And now, if you will excuse me—" He' s heading for the door again. —*| have important
businessto attend to.”

“Hey,” Bill cdlsout, “how about getting some food in here?’

“And water,” | add. My throat isas dry as sand. “If you want to keep usdive...”

“The Kronos creatures will attend to your needs. | have left them here to watch over you.”
“Andwhere's‘here’, exactly?’

Ordaa doesn’t answer my question. The door closes, and aheavy slencefalsin hiswakeasBill and |
each contemplate our predicament.

“I don't suppose you know wherewe are?’ | ask eventually.

Bill shakes hishead. “ They knocked me out again before they brought me here.” | expected as much, but
I’m still disappointed to heer it.

A few seconds later, my cellmate asks tentatively: “ These ‘ Kronos cregtures ... do you think... did he
meanthe... the giant praying mantises?’

| nod glumly. “Yes. | think he did.”

Time passes.

Nobody disturbs us. Occasiondly, | hear distant voices, but | can’t make out what they’re saying. My
headache has cleared up, but I'm starting to fed dizzy with dehydration.

Out of sheer impatience, | tried to break my chain, but to no avail. Maybe if my armsweren't tied behind
me, if | could turn around and gain some leverage, | might stand achance—a smdl chance—of pulling
the ring out of thewall. That would still leave the bars, of course, but they look asif they were made for
larger anima s than me. They wouldn’t have to bend far for me to be able to dip through them. Not that it
makes a difference right now. My shoulders and wrists ache, and ther€’ s no sensation in my hands.

Bill wanted to know what happened to melast night, of course. He listened intently as| told him,
interrupting only once. I’ d been describing how | felt when | believed the whole town was against me,
that nobody would listen to the truth, and he said quietly: “I’ ve fdt like that my wholelife.” He' sbeen
mulling over my story for afew minutes now: he keeps taking deep breeths and blowing his cheeks out,
and shaking his head in amixture of wonderment and fear. And every so often, aquestion occursto him.
“Who'sBaron Karza?' he asks.

“I don't know,” | answer reflectively. “1 thought | did, but now...”

“You saw himinyour dreams,” he guesses with a sage nod.

“Yeah. Yeah, | did. Hewas...”

Flashback:

“ Do you take me for a fool?” The voiceis an ominous growl, and instinctively, | shrink away
from the speaker. He hasn’t moved, but | can feel his anger welling up behind that black chest
plate and | want to explain, to reassure himthat I meant no offence and that | genuinely don’t
know what I’m doing here. I'll say anything to stop that pent-up energy from brimming over, from



exploding. But it’stoo late.

It streams from Karza’' s eyes and coal esces around his powerful fists. He's a shadow in the heart
of thered flames, and | think he’s going to strike me or choke me or simply channel that
destructive force into burning out my insides. He holds my life in his hands.

He chooses to show me mercy. If you can call it that. “ Remove him,” he snaps. “ Perhaps a stay in
the penswill jog his memory of what heis.”

| still don’t know what he meant by that.

“I... I thought Ordaal and Novamight have been working for him,” 1 say. “I thought there might have
been more to their scheme than we knew. | thought, if I mentioned his nameto Ordad, | might rattle him.
Lookslikel waswrong.”

“He could have been lying,” offersBill.

| shakemy head. “I think he was genuindly confused. He doesn’t know who Karzais.”

“And you think he should?’

“Trust me” | say ruefully, “he’ skind of hard to forget.”

“So, what doesthat mean?’

| think about the question. All thistime, whenever I" ve pictured Innerspace, it's been the realm of my
fevered dreams. I’ veimagined Karzaruling with an iron fist, Acroyear leading the resistance againgt him.
But that wasin the old timedline, and sure, some things are the same in this one—Ordad istill a
mercenary, Nova still commands a squadron of Harriers and body parts are till big business—but other
things have clearly changed.

“We know that something has dtered history,” | say with sudden clarity of thought. “Whatever it was, |
think it must have happened in the Micronauts galaxy. That' swhy Earth wasn't affected until recently.
Eventsheredidn’t diverge from the old timeline until the Rift opened. No... until the Rift should have
opened, afew months ago, out in the Nevada Desert. Karza should have sent his Harrowers through
then, he should have kidnapped me, but he didn’t, because whoever heis—if he even exists—in this
timdine, heign’'t theman | knew.”

Bill staresat me, and | can dmost see the cogs of hisbrain turning.

“I don't know where the Rift came from,” | continue. “ The origind Rift, | mean. | don’t know if Karza
crested it to get to me, or if it was some kind of cosmic accident. But let’ s say that, even if it was an
accident, he had something to do with it. That would make sense—not much happened in his galaxy that
he didn’t have ahand in somehow. So, in thistimeline, Karza didn't open aRift to our world then. But
the technology to do so was still developed, and eventually it was used. By Ordaal or Nova, perhaps. Or
perhapsit was somebody else who tore aholein space, and they just... well, as Ordaa said, they seized
the opportunity.”

| look at Bill, expecting a dozen more questions. “Well, obvioudy,” he sayswith ashrug. “1 mean, we
knew dl that aready.”

| blink. “Did we?’

“Why e'sewould the Time Traveler need you to go into Innerspace? He wants you to fix the anomaly,
man—and that’ swhereitis”

“Oh,” | say. “Right.” | fed kind of stupid now. My cellmate reads and watches way too much science
fiction.

“Y ou should have asked Ordaal about this Acroyear guy,” saysBiIll.

“I meant to. | was thrown when he didn’t recognize Karza' s name. But Acroyear... Ordaal knows him,
al right. Hisname sright there on hisaction figure. Unless...” | frown as athought occursto me. “I never
found out much about him. Acroyear wasn't hisreal name, it wasakind of a... aceremonid title. What if
there were other Acroyears once, like there were other Emperors?’ | remember what | read on the toy
packaging, about an army of Acroyearsin the service of the evil Emperor. | dismissed it, then, asa
fiction. Could | have been wrong?

“I dill can’t help feding that Karzaisthe key to dl this” | muse. “If we could find out where heis, what
happened to change the course of hislife...”

“Y ou sound asif you' ve decided to do what the Time Traveler wants after all.”



| do, don't 1?7 And | don’t know why, because | never made any such choice. | think, somewhere along
theway, I’vejust cometo accept that my lifeisno longer my own. Therewas akind of awful inevitability
about Ordad’ sintention to take me through the Rift.

I”’m ill stubborn, though. Still determined to kick against my destiny. “Not if | can helpit,” | snarl. “Not
if it means putting Baron Karza back on histhrone.”

That thought galvanizesme, and | strain at my bonds again. It'sno good. | fed wesak, drained. | samp
my foot in impotent frugtration. “Where are they with that water?’ | complain. My voice cracksin my
parched throat.

“We could try to attract their attention,” Bill suggests.

“I think I’'m too hoarse to shout.”

“I wasthinking about trying to rock thetrailer.”

“Thetrailer?’ | don’'t know what he means at firs—but suddenly, it makes sense, and | fed stupid again
for not having seen it before. The layout of thisroom, the unnatura light outside, the trembling of the
suspension when Ordad waked in...

...thefact that animals have obvioudy been kept in here. ..

A horrible suspicion dawns on me, and | don't want to acknowledge it, to admit that it could even be
possible. But then, the trailer door opensto revea one of the mantis creatures, and | know that it’ strue. |
know exactly wherel am.

The giant insect fills the doorway. Itsthorax isasthick as my arm, its protruding eyes are like baseballs
and | can see every seam of its overlapping plates of natural green armor. Klingon Bill takesa sharp
intake of breath, and | don’t blame him. He was terrified enough of the Kronos creatures when they
came up to our knees. Now, thisoneisthe same size as us.

Or rather, I’'m now forced to accept, we'rethe same size asit...

Chapter
Nine

| was staring so hard at the Kronos creature that | didn’t notice the figure behind it, framed in the light of
the thegtre dressing rooms. Ganam Jafain—Knave—shufflesinto the trailer, holding two traysin hisfour
hands. He s shorter than the mantis, but till over fivefeet tdl. At least, that’ swhat my ingtinctstell me; |
haveto remind mysdlf that I'm judging things by adifferent scale now. Knaveisthe samesizeashe
awayswas.

| remember Dad telling me how the Micronauts talked about building a miniaturization device. Lookslike
they aready had one. Lookslikethey lied again.

The Kronos stalks up to our cage, its front legs crooked and held together. It motionsto Knave, who
comes forward and fumbles with a set of keys. He unlocks the gate and sets histrays down in front of
Bill and me. Each tray containsasmall jug of water, abowl of something that looks like purple porridge
and aspoon. Knave' s stubby tail flicks nervoudy as he backs away from us, his black eyes lowered.
“Hey!” | protest. “How are we supposed to eat with our hands tied?’

Helooksto his grotesque master for guidance. It thinks for amoment before it makes another... um,
foot gesture. Knave comes back into the cage and crouches beside me. Just when | think he might
unchain me, the Kronos barks an instruction, which Knave acknowledgesin a subdued whimper (I'm
looking &t the creaturein anew light now; | didn’t redlizeit could peak). | have to settle for having only
one hand released from what, | can now see, is a sngle helmet-shaped device molded from a heavy,
plastic-like substance. I'm ill chained to the wall by my right wrist, but at least | can reach my food
now, and it' sarelief to be ableto move my arms.

“You're Ganam Jafain, aren’'t you?’ | say conversationdly as Knave unlocks Bill. He throws aglance
back at me, but doesn’t respond. “We ve met before,” | say, “adthough | guess you don’t remember.
Ryan Archer.”

“Musoz!” the Kronos snaps.



“We used to cdl you Knave. Do they till cal you that?’

“Musoz!”

Knaveis studioudly ignoring me. “You'reaVaerian, aren’'t you? One of the last of your kind. Y ou joined
the circusto get away from your lawless home world, but—"

| don't get any further. The mantis creature strides into the cage and towers over me, its front legs poised
to strike. “Fo muson, zatyz, il e cuszinoynened” | might not understand the language, but | know when
I’ve been told to shut up.

| givein and start to eat. The purple oats don't taste of anything much, but they’ re hot and edible, and
cold water has never felt so good in my throat. Fighting my ingtincts, | take my time; the longer my arms
arefree, themorel likeit. All too soon, though, my bowl and jug are empty and Knaveis pushing my left
hand back into the restraining device.

“What was dl that about?’ asks Bill, when our two vistors have |ft.

“Jugt trying to make afriend,” | say. “Unlessthings are serioudy screwy in thistimeline, Knave' s one of
the good guys.”

“Hewasn't here by choice,” Bill agrees.

“I think 1 made an impression. Did you see how he looked a mewhen | called him aVaerian? He must
be wondering how | could know that.”

“Y ou think he'll come back to find out?’

“I hopehée'll try.”

“Areyou sure he understood you? | don’t know what language that... that creature was speaking, but it
was nothing | recognized.”

“In the Micronaut galaxy, people have trandatorsimplanted at birth.”

“Inthetimeine you remember.”

“Knave understood me,” | say confidently. “1 could seeit in hiseyes. The problem is, without trand ators
of our own, we can’'t understand him.”

“That’ sgonnamake it difficult to strike up aconversation,” says Bill.

“But not impossible”

Timewearson.

Bill and | havelong since run out of thingsto say to each other. We' ve made dl the planswe can, and
they haven’t amounted to much. We can't reassure oursel ves any more that everything will be O.K., that
we'll find away out of this. All we can doiswait and pray.

| think these hours have been the worst of my life. Even when | was attacked on Gabriel’ sHill, and when
Ordaa murdered those soldiers, | didn’t fed thisbadly. | guess| just didn’t have timeto think, then.
Now, | can do nothing else. | don’t know what’ s going to happen to me, but my mind playsout a
hundred scenarios, dl of them bad. There sasick feding in the pit of my stomach.

Neverthdess, | doze for afew minutes at atime, aways feding apang of disappointment when | wake
up to remember where | am. | don't seethe Time Traveler in my dreams. Perhaps he' s given up on me.
Perhaps he' s seen my future and he knows | can’t do anything for him now. Perhapsthisis exactly what
he was trying to prevent.

For awhile, therewas music. | could barely hear it, but | could fedl the drumbesat shaking the floor of the
trailer. There must have been ashow in progress, out on the stage. But that was some time ago.

When Knave regppears with two more trays, | welcome him with desperate hope. He sdonethistime,
although | spot one of the Kronos creatures at the trailer door before it closes. Knave unshackles our |eft
wrigts again, before withdrawing to the gate. He plays with hisfour hands, and the gills on each sde of his
face—just below where his ears should be—twitch anxioudy. “What have they doneto you?’ | sigh,
shaking my head. “The Knave | knew was strong and confident—and, even after everything he’' d been
through in hislife, he was an optimist. He was dways joking, always cheering usup.” He strying to avoid
looking a me, but | think | caught aquick glance. “Y ou were fun to bewith!” | maintain.

| scoop aspoonful of porridge out of my bowl, and continue: “1 guessyou' re al pretty scared of Ordaal,



huh?1 can't say | blame you. That battle suit of his scaresmetoo.” Suddenly, | remember crouching
under atable as Ordaa waslifted into his human-szed armor. | remember wishing | could see him, see
what he looked like out of the suit—and now, | have my answer. The thought of that big Slver shell
opening to reveal asmaller (and more sophigticated?) version of itsdlf, like a Russian doll, dmost makes
me amile. But then, | think about the fact that I’ m now sitting on top of that sametable, and | fed dll
weird again.

“I know you wouldn’t help him by choice,” | say. “He must have some kind of hold over you. He needs
adigtraction, something to bring the tourists here and keep them occupied while he goes about hisred
business, so he finds himsdlf acircus. And, hey, he’ s not asking for much, right? He just wants you to do
what you do best: entertain.”

Still no response, but Knave looks uncomfortable. Bill keepslooking from one of usto the other, staring
intently, but he leavesthetaking to me.

| take amouthful of water and press on. “ So, what has hetold you? That he'll set you dl freeif you do as
hewants? That he'll sall you to the Bio-Vaultsif you don't? Or wasit Novawho made the thrests? She
enjoys hurting people, doesn’'t she?’

“Nolom zinuz co gyz hi,” says Knave suddenly, histone apologetic. “Noe doy ruso ni ivam.” He spreads
hisfour aamswidein ahelpless gesture.

“They'rekilling people, you know,” | say quietly. “Ordaa and Nova and those thingsthey cdl the
Kronos creatures. They're preying on our kind!”

Knave looks away again—and, before | can say more, the trailer door is thrown open and itsinsect
sentry jabbers an impatient order. Knave jerksinto action, whisking our bowls away before I’ ve finished
eating. Then, under the watchful gaze of the Kronos, he secures our bonds again and locks the cage gate
before scurrying away.

| rest my head against the wall, and sigh despondently. “I think this could take awhile.”

Bill liesawkwardly on hissde, snoring heavily.

Every musclein my body aches. | long to be able to take astroll, or even to stand up fully. | heard music
again, not long after Knave left, and | guessed that the evening performance wasin full swing. So, now it
must be Saturday night, or Sunday morning. | know that severa hours have passed, but I’ ve no way of
counting them. I’ ve fallen adegp four times, for | don’t know how long, dways waking to the electric
daylight from thetrailer window. It'sasif time means nothing any more, likeit doesn't exist here.

My stomach growls at me. It fedslike forever snce my last med wasinterrupted. At the sametime,
though, | don't think | could est; &t least, nothing substantia.

Knave should be back soon. If we' reto be fed three times aday, that is—and always assuming that
another dave doesn't take over hisduties. HE' s got to come back!

I”ve been thinking about what to say to him, running a dozen speeches through my head. | can't get the
words right. But thisistoo important to screw up. Knaveismy only hope. I’ ve got to persuade him to
help us, even though | don’t know how he can.

Even though | might just end up getting him killed too.

During breskfadt, | tell Knave how | cameto be here. | don’t mention the Time Traveler or my dreams of
another redity; | just stick to the stuff hel'll believe. Hewincesvisbly when | tell him about the soldiers a
the theatre doors, and he nods solemnly and says something to himself. “Y ou knew about that?’ | ask,
frowning.

I’ve aways been good with languages. It s part of thisintuition | have, my way of being ableto figure
thingsout. And | think I’ m getting used to Knave slanguage, because | swear it’s beginning to make
senseto me. Of course, the extravagant four-armed gestures help. He outlines the shapes of several men
towering over the circustrailers, and | deduce that the army have been around asking questions. |
shouldn’t be surprised. Four of their people went missing outside this building, so | doubt they’' d have let



Delaney keep them away from its dien occupants. I'm sure Ordaal would have sat in on the meeting,
though.

| get another weird feding when | think about what must be happening outside, just afew yards avay
from here. If only one of those army guys had stooped and put his eye to the window of thistrailer this
morning, he would have seen Bill and me out cold inside.

| wonder if anyoneislooking for me. They probably are, | think, if only becausel’m asuspectina
multiple murder case. But why would they look here? Those few yards might as well be ahundred miles,
and they certainly fed likeit.

“How much longer are you going to let thisgo on?’ | ask, frustrated.

| didn’t mean to be so blunt. Thistime, Knave makes ahurried exit without having to be prompted.

| gpologize to him at lunchtime, having had an eternity to regret my outburst. “1 know you'rein an
impossible situation,” | say, “but you' re the only one who can help us.”

He doesn't answer. | could be reading his body language wrong—he' san dien, after all—but | think he
fedsguilty. Maybethat’ s good.

“We could get out of heretogether,” | suggest. “Bill and | could help you. We know what’ s outside this
building. We know where to find help. People will haveto believe us now; | mean, look at the size of us!
And once our government knowswhat' s going on, they’ Il do something. They’ll dedl with Ordaal and
Nova, they’ll stop the killings, and they’ll probably... they’ Il offer you asylum, you and the other
performers.”

Knaveis sitting dumped againgt the bars, embracing himsdf. He doesn’t look a me, but he' s heard what
| said. | leave himto mull it over until I've finished eating. Then, | say quietly: “Just think about it, would
you? All you haveto do is unchain us, and we could end this. We could al befree.”

Knave picks himsdf up and turnsto Sare at the trailer door, no doubt seeing the insect guard behind it.
There san expression of longing on hisface, and excitement surges through me. | think I've doneit. |
think | sounded convincing. If thisKnaveisanything like the onel knew, then I’'m sure hewon't be able
toresst my apped. And, yeah, it’'ll mean him taking arisk, but that was what Knave did. He took risks.
With asmileon hisface.

The Vagrian crosses the cage and crouches beside Klingon Bill.

He pulls hisarms behind his back and locks up hisfree hand again.

My stomach goesinto freefal, and | actudly fed the prickling of tearsin my eyes.
AsKnaveturnstoward me, | try to convince mysdf that | can still hope. He needs more timeto think,
that' sal. By thetime he returnswith dinner, he' Il have decided to help us. | just have to wait afew more
hours. But, as he takes hold of my left arm, adefiant voice ydlsinsdemethat | can’'t wait, | just can't. |
can't bear thisany longer.

So, | shrug off Knave sgrip, and | punch him. I connect with hisjaw, with unexpected strength, and
stagger him. | seize hiswrist and try to pry the keys from hisfingers. But Knave twists and turnsin my
grasp (I forgot how agile heis) and suddenly he' sfree and backing away from me. | legp after him, but
my chain brings me up short, yanking a my right shoulder. | fed like howling in frustration. Ingteed, | fal
to my knees, defeated, spent and trembling, and thefirst tear brims over onto my cheek.

| stare up into Knave' s startled and accusing eyes, and | implore him: “Please don’t go. Don't leave us
hereto die. I'm sorry. | didn't meanto... plesse...”

During the brief skirmish, I must have kicked my tray toward the gate. Knave snatches at it, hiseyes
never leaving me. Then he picks up Bill’ stray too, and leaves asfast as he can.

| try to bury my head in my chest as he damsthe door behind him. | thought | felt bad before, but it was
nothing compared to this. At least | had hope then. At least | had plans. Now, dl | haveisdespair, and it
closesaround melike a shadowy fist.

“Um... Ryan?’

Theworst thing is, it'smy own fault. | was getting somewhere. | was so close. All | had to do was be
patient, not giveinto my impulsive nature.



“Ryan’”
| haveto force mysdf to look up. | don’t want to. | want to wallow in misery; | want to build an
imaginary shell around myself and hide from theworld. | don't want to think about the fact that | was
given one shot to do something important, something meaningful, with my life, and | ran away fromit. |
don’t want to think about how, thelast time | saw my father, we had ablazing row. But Bill’svoiceis
insgtent, and it reminds me that I’'m not one, much as1’d liketo be. So, | respond to hiscall, feding
ashamed at having logt it in front of him. | half expect him to lay into me for blowing our chance, but he's
looking past mewith hiswhite eyes bulging, and | follow hisgaze.

At firg, | don’t know what he’ slooking at. But then, | notice that the gate in the barsis till open, just a
crack. And | remember that Knave didn’t stop to lock it.

I’'m still chained to the wall, of course, but only by one wrist. When Knave left, | expected him to report
my attempted escape to the Kronos. | expected the insect creature to stride in here and secure me again.
But time has passed in silence, and I'm beginning to redize that | can still hope after all.

“Doyou think he did it on purpose?’ asks Bill. “Did he decideto help us?’

| don’t know. Perhaps Knave was just too afraid to face the creature’ swrath. “I'd like to think so,” |
say. “But we're not free yet.”

| gt facing thetrailer wall, plant both feet againgt it, gather my chainin my handsand pull. | ill fed weak,
but | have weight and leverage on my side now.

Itisn't enough. I'm aware of Bill’ sfacefalling as| wipe sweat from my forehead and try to get my breath
back.

I’m not giving up yet, though. | inspect the metd ring that appears to be generating my energy chain. I'm
wondering if, with the right tools, I could short it out. Something tellsme I'd bein for anasty shock if |
tried. But thering is atached to the wall by four giant screws. Excitedly, | report thisfact to Bill. “I
expected boltsor... or welding. But | guessthey didn't... this cage was built for animals, not for people
who know how to use a screwdriver.”

“But wedon't have ascrewdriver,” Bill points out. HE s ill wearing his pgamas, of course—and the
police emptied my pockets at the station.

| begin to pace fretfully. | know | should be conserving what strength | have left, but right now I’'m too
keyed up to st ill. | wonder if | could take off my jeans and jam one of the meta buttonsinto the screw
heads. But, just as I’ m consdering that possibility, my foot hits something that makes a clinking sound.
“A spoon!” criesBill. “Heleft your spoon behind!”

It must have falen off my tray when | kickedit. | fal upon the gleaming object and pressit giddily to my
lips. “Ganam Jdfan, | loveyou!”

Of course, it isn't exactly perfect. | can only force one corner of the spoon’s handle into the screw heads,
but it's something—and, after grazing my knuckles abunch of times, | manage to loosen two screws.
Eventudly, | can turn them with my fingers until they emerge from thewall. The remaining two screwsare
unmovable, but I can make the ring wobble now. | pull at the chain again—and, with aterrifying crack, |
tear athird screw free. Afraid that | might have been heard, | spin around and press my back to thewall,
concedling the damage. To my relief, however, nobody comesto investigate.

The fourth and find screw isloose now, and it’ sthe work of a couple of minutesto teaseit dl the way
out. I'mfree. | can hardly believeit, but I'm free. The redization hits me like a cold wave breaking on my
face. The heady sensation makes mefed faint. My body wantsto give up, itswork over, but | forceit to
hold on. I'm gtill stuck inthistrailer, thiscircus, this miniature world. There s<till so much to do. But |
swear to mysdf that thingswill be different from now on. Thisiswherel take control. | won't be helpless

again.

| squirm around awkwardly in the window frame, until | can lower myself out of thetrailer feet first. The
open window presses down on my back, the frame cuts up into my stomach, and as careful as| try to
be, my shoes create adull, hollow thud as they connect with the wooden tabletop. Instinctively, | drop
into acrouch, but dl | can hear isthe distant drumbest of the circus s afternoon show and my own



shdlow breathing.

| couldn’t free Bill. | tried, but the best | could manage was to remove one screw from his chain
generator. We were both uncomfortably aware that time was passing, that the trailer door could open at
any moment. And, when the music started up again, we redlized that this was the time to make our move,
while most of the performers were onstage.

“All'l need,” | said, examining his shackles, “isapin; something small enough tofit into thislock. | could
goringitinaminute.” I’ m becoming quite the locksmith. | could free my own right wrist too, instead of
having to carry my chain and generator around with me.

It was Bill, in the end, who told meto go. | hesitated, but heinsisted. | could find alock pick, he said,
and come back for him. If I'm able. | don’t think he really expects meto return, but | will. | madehim a
promise. And I'm taking control, right?

| put my head to the ground and look under thetrailer. | see no insect feet on the far side. So, the
Kronos creature isn't guarding the door. Which is good news, | hope.

Unlessit' susing itswingsto hover. Or standing on the step. Or it'ssmply obscured by thetrailer’ ssix
wheds. Jeez, Ryan; being careful isonething, but thisis paranoid!

I’'m standing in anarrow passageway, formed by the circustrailer in which | wasimprisoned on one sde
and the back of another, identicd, trailer on the other. | till can't get over their size. Intellectudly, of
course, | knew I’ d been shrunk to their scale—but whenever | pictured the vehicles, it wasas| first saw
them in the dressing rooms, laid out on tablesin front of me. Even close up, | thought they’ d look like
giant toys, fashioned from plastic with no fine detail. Insteed, they look. .. real. The*ground’, too, is
much coarser, more uneven, than I’ d anticipated, the grain of the wood forming a crazy striped pattern.

| tiptoe around the trailer behind me, wincing a my every resounding footfal until I'm breathing through
clenched teeth. | think about taking off my shoes, but I might need to run.

Thetrailer islocked, so | try the next one. As| approach its door, however, it flies open. | legp for
cover, surethat | won't make it in time—but, fortunately, it's afew seconds before anybody appearsin
the doorway. Two performers emerge, walking backwards and yanking on ropes. As | watch in horror,
they pull the orange lobster creature—L obros—down two steps onto the table. Itstamer followsinits
wake. | recognize her from the show; | remember thinking that she looked pretty norma human—a
short, heavyset woman with long, black hair—until | spotted her hooves. She dso holds one of the ropes
that bind the beast, and she staking to it in calming gibberish.

I"ll tell you thismuch: | could have done without seeing this particular mongtrosity at full Sze. It shuffles
aong on two stumpy, segmented legs, its back bent and itsthorny, ova head swaying in front of it asits
huge mouth snaps open and shut like aclamshell. Wereit not for the restraining rope around its neck, I’'m
sureit would gladly take afew chunks out of its keepers. More ropes secure the giant, deadly-looking
pincers on the ends of itsfront legs, which twitch angrily but can't break their bonds.

My stomach tightens further asa Kronosflies out of thetrailer. Itsrole appearsto be supervisory: it
hovers behind the entourage and gives out orders as the performers drag their unwilling chargein what |
assumeisthe direction of the stage.

L obros doesn’'t seem to have eyes. | wonder how it ‘ sees': by radar? Scent? Vibrations? And, even as
the thought crosses my mind, | redlize that the great orange beast is straining in my direction. 1t knows
I’'mherel

The tamer isonly a second behind me. She points vaguely toward my hiding place, saying something to
the Kronosin abaffled tone, but I'm dready running. | just pray that the lobster is making enough noise
to cover the sound of my retreat. | sprint around three more trailers, try one door and then another,
which opens. | hurl mysdlf through it, close it behind me and throw mysdlf to the floor.

Thistrailer must belong to agroup of performers. It's decorated with gaudy, star-patterned wal | paper
and furnished with four foldaway beds, afew chairsand adining table. At one end, there sasmal
kitchenette; at the other, alarge square mirror Sits above a shef overflowing with cosmetics, brushes
and—ahal—afew scattered hairpins.

Thefloor islittered with circus props and junk, and | find myself ajuggling pin. Itisn’t very heavy, but |



fed safer with it in my hand. There are windows on each side of thetrailer, and | raise my head abovethe
sl of the one nearest the door. | catch my breath and duck down again as the Kronos creature flies past
dowly, itstriangular head jerking from sSdeto sde and even turning afull one hundred and eighty degrees
to look behind itsdlf.

| tighten my grip on the juggling pin, ready to swing it if the door opens. | even wrap my chain around it

to lend it more weight.

After ten minutes, though, I’ m satisfied that the search has been called off. With any luck, Lobros's
behavior will have been put down to nerves or grumpiness, and nobody will have thought to check the
trailer where Bill istill chained up. | tend to think that, if they had, I’ d have heard about it by now,

there’ d have been some kind of commotion. But | can’t be sure.

“Y ou should have got out of here while you had the chance,” saysBill as| poke at hisrestraining device
with ahairpin—but the gratitude in hisvoicetdls adifferent story.

“| said I'd comeback if it wassafe,” | remind him, “and it was. The placeis empty.”

“What happened to...” Bill’seyesflick nervoudy toward the door through which I’ ve just entered the
trailer. “...you know, the guard?’

“Off-duty,” | reply. “1 guessit has more important things to do than stand around out there dl day. Its
mate too, probably.” | tel Bill what | saw out on the tabletop.

“They’ rewatching the circus guys,” he concludes.

“Makes sense,” | agree. “It’ d be easy for them to make abreak for it during the show.”

“ S0, both those things are il in the building somewhere,” says Bill with ashudder. “WEe |l haveto get
past them to get outside.”

“I hope not. They'll bein thewings of the stage, | reckon. If we can timethis right, we can run for the
back door without them seeing us.”

“I likethat idea.” Bill’ s hands are suddenly released, and he moanswith pleasure as he flexes hisfingers
and rubsthe circulation back into hisarms.

| drop the hairpin and creep up to the door, checking through the keyhole that the coast is il clear. “I'm
more worried about Ordad,” | confide to my former cellmate.

“Ordad?’ he repeats, white-faced.

“If he' saround too, and in hisfull-szed armor...”

“He Il be saven or eight timesour Size,” breathes Bill.

“Exactly. Wewon't be able to outrun him. If he sees us, that’ sit. Escape over.”

Bill thinks about that, hislower lip protruding. Wordlessly, | hand him asparejuggling pin, and | givehim
aquizzica look as | rest my hand on the door handle. He nods bravely.

| push the door open.

We hurry across the tables, staying behind the trailers where possible and keeping low in case somebody
looks out of awindow aswe passit. Although we haven't discussed it, we seem to have agreed that
speed ismore important than silence. I’ velost all track of time, and we don’t know how long we have
before the afternoon show ends. Nor do | have any sense of direction: | hope we're heading toward the
dressing room doors, but the tall trailers block our view of the room around us. | fed asif the circusismy
world, like there' s nothing beyond it. This must be how laboratory ratsfed asthey scamper around their
mazes.

| follow the direction in which Lobros wastaken, until | lead Bill to the edge of thetable. | can seeawal
now, but it looks unreachable. For thefirgt time, | fed smdll. I’'m standing on awooden cliff edge and
garing into amagnoliasky. And dl | can think about isametal gauntlet reaching down from that sky, like
the hand of God, and wrapping itself around me.

| look at Klingon Bill, and | seethat he’ sredling too. But we don’'t have time to deal with culture shock.
There sabig black holein the magnolia, and I’ ve just redlized what it is. The end dressing room door is



standing open. | swallow and focus on my friend' sface, tuning out everything ese. “Comeon,” | say in
what | hopeis an encouraging tone, “we' re amost there. We just have to get down to the floor. Can you
jump?

Bill looks dubioudly down at his bare feet.

“It'sonly atable. It' sabout two, two and a half feet tall.”

“That' s about three times our current height,” he points out. “1t’ sthe equivalent of, like, an eighteen foot
drop.”

“We can make that!”

Bill shakeshishead firmly. “If one of us sprains an ankle, we re sunk.”

| can fed frudration building insde me again. Bill’ sright, | know heis—but | can’t bear having comethis
far only to have to dedl with another obstacle between me and freedom.

“There must be a better way down,” he saysreasonably. “ A ladder or something, for the circus
performersto use.” Now, why didn't | think of that?

We move adong the table edge toward the open door, and we find it in about aminute; arope ladder is
stretched across our path, itstop end tied to atrailer axle. Bill mountsit first, holding my handsina
petrified grip as hisfeet scrabble for arung benesth him. | watch him as he climbs gingerly away from me,
until the sheer distance to the scuffed maroon floor starts to make mefed dizzy and I’ m forced to look
away. When next | risk aglance downward, Bill isjust stepping off the bottom rung. He grinsup at me,
forming histhumb and forefinger into acircle. Then, he sets off toward the door. | want to shout after
him, tell him to wait, but that would be even more reckless. So, | tuck my juggling pin under one arm,
swing mysdlf out onto the rope ladder and propd mysdlf down it asquickly asl can.

| haven't even reached the halfway point when | hear Bill’ sterrified voice benesth me. “1t'scoming!” he
hisses. “Out in the corridor... aKronos...”

| curse under my breath. | don’t have timeto go back. Alarm makes me go rigid and I’ m hanging here, a
gtting target. “Ryan...” Bill whinesurgently.

| let go of theladder. | smack into the floor with both feet, the bone-jarring impact driving my kneesinto
my chest. | don't have timeto get my breath back. Bill’ saready running, and | do the same. Wedive
beneath the tables and | take cover behind awooden leg. | flatten my back against it, keeping my feet
together, my arms pressed to my Sides.

| hear footsteps behind me, and | redlize that Bill understated our peril. At least four people have just
shuffled into the room.

And afamiliar sngpping sound turns my blood cold.

| peer around the table leg, and confirm my suspicion. | can seeaKronosal right, but it’ s part of alarger
group, which isreturning Lobrosto itstrailer. The hoofed tamer isthere again, and two different
performers are wrestling with the orange monster’ s ropes and keeping out of range of its hinged mouth. |
guess the Kronos takes whoever can be spared from the stage for awhile. Thistime, that means a guy
whose complexion isamost as orange as the beast’ s (in fact, his head looks like an orange, bald and
pockmarked)—and Knave.

| know what’ s going to happen next—and the scene playsitsdf out with an dmost cinematic inevitability.
Lobros strains at itsbonds as it senses the presence of two dien life forms—and, after ahurried
consultation with the tamer, the Kronos turnsiits head in the direction of the table and barks. “Co zic e lo
nolo. Mic ellmosbo enizgo.” I’veno doubt at dl that I’ ve just been ordered to show mysdlf.

There' s swest on my forehead, and ice water dribbling down my spine. | close my eyesand pray. For
long, unbearable seconds, nothing happens. | don’'t know where Bill’ shiding, but he' sasquiet as| am.
Then, in alower voice, the Kronos says. “Azsoym no foym!” And | hateto say it, but | think | know
what that means too.

| have to see what’ s happening. | risk another glance, in time to see Knave pulling the creature’ slast rope
loose and skipping away from it nimbly. Lobrosflexesits pincersand rollsits ova head. Then, itstamer
shouts something and cracks her whip behind its back.

And the creature shufflesforward. It's coming right a me.



Chapter
Ten

| can’'t move my legs. | can't turn my head, can't even look at the gpproaching monster. | can hear the
eager clacking of its mouth and its pincers—it sounds asif a Spanish dancer is edging toward my hiding
place—and I'm praying for amiracle because | know that, if | show mysdlf, I'm dead. And then, Lobros
heavesinto view around the table leg, right next to me, and it makes agrab for my throat.

| react, using ingtincts | didn’t know | possessed. | swing the juggling pin like abat, and knock the
grasping limb aside. Lobros flinches, stung, and I’ m looking for an opening, looking, looking. ..

| find it, and | swoop in to ddliver another blow to the creature’ sova head, which it throws back, jerking
its mouth open to emit an unearthly squed. I’ m backing away, keeping it between me and the other
aliens, wondering how far | can get before the Kronos intercedes, wondering if | could be lucky enough
to find another door open.

Lobrosthrustsand | parry, again and again, asif guided by some sixth sense. But | was concentrating on
its pincers, not paying enough attention to its head, which swoops a me unexpectedly. | throw mysalf
backwards, lose my footing and fal, and that great snapping mouth hurtlestoward me. | can seeright
down Lobros s orange throat. Desperately, | try to push the creature away, and suddenly it rears up with
apained roar, and | seethat somehow I’ ve managed to wedge the juggling pin verticaly between its
jaws.

Lobrosisthrashing about, confused, asif it can’t work out what's happened to it. I’ ve earned mysdlf a
moment’ srespite, but lost my weapon. | pick mysalf up and look for somewhere to run, but now the
Kronos hastaken to theair, and it' s bearing down on me.

Klingon Bill appears from behind another table leg. He lets out aprima scream as he runs at the mutant
insect, swinging his pin above his head. | think he actually has his eyes closed. But it doesn’t matter: he
jumps, cannons into the cresture’ s Sde and knocksiit to the floor. Its head jerks about in surprise: it'son
itsback, and Bill ishammering away & its cargpace, producing a satisfying rhythm of loud cracks. Half of
me s cheering him on; the other half iswishing he' d stayed hidden, because at least then he'd have had a
chance of making it out of here. We ve been lucky to survive thislong. And now, the Kronosfights back,
stabbing out with its sharp-tipped front legs and forcing Bill into retreat. And Lobros hasjust snapped my
juggling pin and is pitting out the pieces.

| race past the lobster creature whileit’ s disoriented. The Kronosis righting itself, and | jump and bounce
off its tomach. It doubles up, amost catching my foot in its mandibles. But I’ ve reached Bill now, and
the giant, dark shape of the doorway looms ahead of us. Only Knave and the other two circus people
stand in our way, watching the skirmish with wide eyes, and | don’t think they’ re going to stop us. “Run!”
| yell.

And, for aheady moment, | think we're actualy going to maket.

Then the Kronos hits me sguare between the shoulder blades, and | skid across the linoleum facefirgt. |
try to get out from beneath it, but dl | succeed in doing is shrugging my own jacket haf off; the Kronos
keeps me pinned with its Six legs, and I’'m waiting for that stab to the back of my neck, the bite that will
rob me of consciousness.

Then, the squirming weight of theinsect islifted, and | don’t know why—until | roll onto my back,
shielding my eyesfrom the glare of dectric lights, and | seethat Knave has attacked it. The
purple-skinned acrobat is wrestling with the green-armored monster, and | can barely keep track of their
twelveflailing limbs. The Kronos fightswith vicious stabs, any one of which could draw blood, but
Knave sfluid motions keep him a step ahead, and somehow he a so keeps his opponent’ s wings pinned,
denying it the advantage of height.

Klingon Bill isat the base of the door, and he motionsto meto join him, hiswhite eyes round with
urgency. Lobrosislumbering toward me again, and | want to run, becauseif | don’t then Knave's
sacrificewill mean nothing. But how can | leave him?



| shout acrossto Bill: “Go! Find help!” | don't wait to seeif he's obeyed me. | throw myself back into
thefray, and get aheadlock on the Kronos. I’ m cutting off its oxygen, and it devotesitstwo front legsto
fighting me off, which gives Knave the chance to shower it with punches. Itsrear legs buckle, but
suddenly I'm aware that Lobrosisright behind me. | spin the mantis cresture around and hurl it into the
jaws of the lobster. 1t clampsits mouth shut around its master’ s midriff and tossesits head back
exultantly.

Knaveis standing stunned, asif he can’t believe what he’ sdone. Likewise, Lobros stamer and the other
performer are dtill frozen.

| extend a hand to Knave—and he stares, terrified, for amoment before taking it. | drag him toward the
door, but our movement draws Lobros s attention. It drops the Kronos—which lies unmoving, atrickle
of green blood forming apool &t its head—and it charges after us. | reach the backstage corridor, but a
pincer swipes across the backs of my legs, scoring my flesh and throwing me off-baance. | let go of
Knave, pitch forward and collide with thewall. | spin around in timeto avoid another lunge from

Lobros s hinged mouth, but there’ sapincer to each sde of me, and I’'m hemmed in.

“Hicz, fiel” | cry. Thewordsjust popped into my mind. | heard them at the circus, Lobros stamer used
them in her act. | had no ideathat I'd memorized them. For al | know, | got them wrong anyway: they
certainly haven't had much effect on Lobros. But thisismy only shot. So, | draw mysdf up to my full
height (such asit isnow) and, affecting as much confidence as| can, | snap: “Hicz, fiel Hicz! Mun!” And,
remembering the tamer’ s body language, | raise an arm asiif to strike the beast.

To my amazement, it backs off. It cocksits head and regards me—with whatever sensesit has—in
confusion. It doesn’'t know whether to obey me or kill me. | start running again, before it can make up its
mind.

I’'m following Knave, because he beckoned meto do so. It takes me a second to redlize that we' re going
in the wrong direction. | wanted to head for the thestre’ s back door, but in the hest of the moment—and
thrown by the sheer vastness of a corridor that | remember as being narrow and claustrophobic—I lost
my bearings. It stoo late to turn back now, though. A glance over my shoulder tells me that the tamer
has come out of the dressing rooms and is bringing L obros back under control—she' sjust dipped a
lasso over one of its pincers—but ill, | don’t like my chancesif | were to get within reach of that
monster again. | just haveto let Knave lead meto the stage, and hope he' sgot a plan.

Four wooden steps lead up to the backstage area, but each one is as high as my shoulders. Knave places
two hands on the bottom step, springs onto it, and hauls me up after him. He repeats the process three
times, with smilar ease, and now we' re in semi-darkness behind the black scenery flat, and themusic
from the stage is vibrating the soles of my feet. Knave pushes me down behind a brightly-painted barrel.
As| peer cautioudy around its curved edge, three performers appear from the stage, run around the flat
and wait at thefar sde. A moment later, their cue comes and they rejoin the show with enthusiastic
somersaults.

Knave has disgppeared into the wings, behind the red curtain. But suddenly, he returns—and my
stomach sinks at the sight of the second Kronos creature at his shoulder. It must have been watching the
circusdaves, as| theorized. | can’t help but notice the laser pistol mounted along one of itsfront legs.
Knaveistaking animatedly, and | pick up enough to know that he' s reporting the incident in the dressing
rooms. Heleaves out afew details, of course, but the thrust of his appedl isthat the creature should
attend to its stricken mate at once.

It gets asfar asthe steps, an arm'’ sreach from my hiding place. | hold my bresth. But then, the Kronos
hesitates, its heard jerking around suspicioudy. It looks back at the stage, evidently unwilling to leave the
performers unsupervised. Knave does his best—he only just stops short of dragging it down the steps
himsalf—>but the creature s tone of voice becomes more adamant. It's made up its mind.

It issues aseries of ingructions, most of which | don't understand. And | redlize that, in amoment, it will
return to its sentry post and I’ Il get no further without being seen. Right now, however, the Kronos hasits
back to me.

| pull mysdlf across the floor on my hands and knees. I'm out in the open, but the nearest curtain isjust
ahead of me. | only need afew seconds.



But | don’t have them. The Kronos seesme.

| scrambleto my feet. Knave ssumblesinto the creature s path asif by accident, but it brusheshim aside,
snaps up its pistol and fires. A beam of concentrated energy dicesinto the floor behind me, and | legp
higher than I’ ve ever legpt before.

| burst onto the stage, the bright lights dazzling me, music thudding in my ears, and I’ m surrounded by
hectic activity. | duck indtinctively asthe gangly chimp swings over my head on atrapeze. | sumble
backwards and collide with an acrobat in mid-somersault, knocking him into ajuggler who loses control
of hisflaming torches. One of them flies over my shoulder, lands at the foot of the velvet curtain and sets
it dight. The green-blue e ephant rears up in darm, and aunicyclist pedasinto its back. My unexpected
arriva sendsripples across the stage as, one by one, each performer finds hisor her (or its) carefully
choreographed routine disrupted. A collective gasp rises from the audience, reminding me that there are
people out there somewhere in the darkness.

The smoldering curtain twitches. | see ahint of green cargpace and the flash of light on apistol muzzle,
and | concentrate on running. Somebody spills adozen rubber balsin front of me, and | skid on them
like a cartoon character and wind up on my butt. Thefal savesmy life, as another laser beam cuts
through the air above my head.

| pull mysdlf up and stagger to the front of the stage. | still can’t see much beyond it, but | can hear that
the audience is getting worried. | can picture thefirst few rows of people struggling out of their seats,
trying to retreat from the haze of smoke drifting toward them. | wonder if they’ re aware of me, aware
that there’ sa human being up here, or if I'm just another part of the chaos, another bewildered
Micronaut, to them.

“Help! Help me! I'm aprisoner!”

My shouts go unheeded, and I’m not surprised: | can hardly hear mysdlf up here. At least the Kronos has
stopped shooting for now, presumably because it can’t get abead on me with everybody el se panicking.
It can’t last. | need to get off the stage, but the drop to the floor must be twice asfar asthat from the
dressing room tables, and dl | can seewhen | look down isablack void.

| cast around for something | can use, some rope or something, and I'm startled to find agiant figure
towering over me. It's humanoid—and, | realize, human. | remember the four soldierswhosejob it isto
keep the crowds back from the stage: one of them has climbed up here with afire extinguisher. It hisses
like asnake as he gppliesit to the curtain, and freezing white carbon-dioxide vapor billows toward me. |
spot the Kronos at the soldier’ s knee, and it sees me, but then the cloud closes around us both.

| stare out into the auditorium. My eyes are beginning to adjust, and | can make out some shadowy
shapes. Therest of the soldiers are helping the audience to evacuate in an orderly fashion. But, jutting up
over the edge of the stage, just alittleway adong, | see agiant peaked cap and agiant head beneath it.
“Hey! | ydl. “Hey, Private!”

The soldier doesn’'t hear me, but | can get his attention. | take arunning jump, my heart flying into my
mouth as the ground drops away benesth me. I'm sailing toward apair of broad shoulders, using the
soldier’ sleft epaulette as my target landing zone, and he does't ook redl: my mind turnshiminto an
enormous statue, because it can't quite accept the redlity, that he’' sanormal-sized flesh and blood being
justlikel... used to be.

He senses my gpproach, and turns asif in dow motion, an expression of alarm crossing hisgiant, chisdled
face. Heflinches, but thetiny movement islike aglacid shift to me.

And there s nothing beneath me again. I'mfalling.

Cold air rushes up into my face. | spread my arms and legsin the futile hope of catching more of the
updraft, of being dowed enough to survive. | can see the fake wood effect of the floor tiles now—and
now, they fill my field of vison asif there snothing esein the world.

And now, something scrapes againgt each of my shoulder blades and my direction is reversed, so
abruptly that | think | left my stomach behind. The wood effect plunges away into darkness again, and
I’'m carried back into the light. Confused, dizzy and disoriented, for asecond | entertain the notion that
thisiswhat it’sliketo be dead, and | fed relieved becauseit didn’t hurt like | expected. But then, the
Kronos creature that snatched me out of midair appliesits sharp mandibles to the back of my neck, and |



fed its poison coursing through my system again, pardyzing me, draining my will toresst. ..

A metd fist cracksinto my cheekbone. My head snaps back, my neck sore with the whiplash. | seemy
own face, distorted by acurved, golden mirror, my brown hair disheveled, apurple bruise beginning to
show on my fair skin. My hands are bound again, in front of methistime, and | don’t want to wake up to
thisredlity. | dive deeper into the darkness, crying out to the Time Traveler. | beg him to take me away
fromthis, to hisworld, to safety. | see him, an insubstantia figure drifting ahead of me, but | can’t reach
him.

Something cold hits me, and it shocks me back to the redl world, theworld of pain, the world | wanted
to escape. | gasp and splutter asthe water streams down my face. My eyes open involuntarily, and | see
Ordad standing over me, hisfeatures hidden benegath his reflective helmet, but my eydids are fill heavy.
The mercenary catches my chin in agauntlet before it hits my chest again. “Whereisyour companion?’
he snaps. “Whereis...?’

“Time Traveler!” | scream, and I’ m swimming through the void towards him, and he s getting closer,
amost close enough to touch, but he can't help me. He just shakes his head and fades away, and I’ m left
aone and afraid in the dark.

Ordad’ siron-plated knuckles graze my temple, and my muzzy brain beginsto redize that hisredity isthe
only redity. | can no longer hidefromit. Thevell of deeplifts, and I’'m back inthe circustrailer, feding as
if I never l€eft it, like my dash to near-freedom was just acrud dream. It'sover. I'm shivering and
flinching from the harsh, cold light, my spirit broken. | can only wait to see what they do to me
next—and, whatever it is, | know | won't be afraid. I'll just accept it, because what €lse can | do?
Ordad lays his heavy hands on my shoulders, and shakesme. | don't resist. | fed likearag doll in his
grip. “1 know you escaped together,” he bellows. “Y ou must have arranged to meet him somewhere.
Whereishe? Whereis Bill Dempster?’

| stare up a my own uncomprehending face, into its dull eyes. And, as a buried memory resurfaces, and
adead hopeisrekindled, | seethelipsof that face twisting into asmile.

And | convulsewith laughter. | don’t know where it comesfrom, but it’s high-pitched and hysterica and,
oncel'veunleashed it, | can't return it to the bottle. My stomach acheswith it, | can’t see through my
tears, and | think Ordaal might kill me but even that threat isn’t enough to sober me. I’ velost control of
mysdif.

Then, findly, the laughter bubbles down into my throat, and it stays there until the darknessreclamsme.
Thistime, the real world leaves me alone. For ashort time, at least.

When next I’m brought around, it's more easily. A gentle hand taps my face, and a pungent odor fills my
nodrils. | fight the reflex to gag. | try to put ahand to my mouth, but I'm still wearing the helmet-shaped
resraints. At least there’ sno chain attached thistime.

| must have been out for hours. | can’'t help wondering what I’ ve missed. Was | dreaming about
fireworks? | can hear avoice, familiar and yet strange to me. It's Ordaal—that eectronic modulationisa
giveaway—but he' stalking in the Micronauts language. My faceiswarm, almost uncomfortably so. And
those fireworks were redl: every few seconds, Ordaal’ s words are punctuated by atiny explosion from
somewhere not too far away.

| try to Sit up; I'm too wesak, but the chimpanzee-faced circus guy puts aside hissmelling satsand gives
me ahairy heping hand. I’'m outside. No, scratch that... I'm outsde the circustrailers, but till on the
tabletop. I'm surrounded by Micronauts: 1ooks like the entire troupe has turned out. I'm on the edge of a
large area, which can only be the open circle at thetables center. In the middle of this area, acampfire
burns, hot enough to scorch my cheek; | stare at it dumbly for afew seconds before | redize that the
flames arefake, anilluson created by a pocket-sized box at their base. There' s atangible sensation of
unesseintheair.

Chimp-Face stoops over me with what looks like atiny gun. | start to panic. What isthis—a public



execution? Have | been brought round just so | can see my death coming? But then, | redlize that the
‘gun’ has anozzle rather than abarrd, and apurple liquid bubbles away in its chamber behind aclear
pand. As Chimp-Face steadies my chin with one hand and inserts the implement carefully into my right
ear, | remember where |’ ve seenitslike before.

I’d forgotten, however, how much it hurt. A piercing pain shoots through my head, from templeto
temple, and | let out ahoarseydl. “Be careful where you point that thing, can’t you?” | murmur weskly
as colorsflash before my eyes.

Almost as soon asthe syringe iswithdrawn, the pain of the injection subsides. But my newly fitted
trandator isworking itsway through my brain, reordering my neura pathways. My perception of the
world shifts suddenly, and | want to barf.

Chimp-Face and the other circus guys have pulled away, leaving a space around me. Something has
spooked them. I'm till asking myself what it could be when apair of mantislegs wrap themselves around
my shoulders from behind. The Kronos creature flaps its wings and propels me toward the fire, letting my
trailing legs drag a ong the wooden ground. It dumps me at Ordadl’ sfeet, and he leans menacingly over
me.

Sowly, thetrandator kicksin, and the mercenary’ sincoherent babble turnsinto words. “...tell mewhich
of these freaks helped you to escape!”

Blinking, | follow the sweep of hisarm. | hadn’t noticed them before, but asmal group of Micronauts
stands apart from the rest of the crowd, beside the fake fire. Four Harriers—I recognize at least one of
them, maybe two, from Dad’ slab—are holding their arm-mounted laser pistols on three performers: the
L obros tamer, the orange-headed guy, and Knave. The prisoners hands are manacled like mine—which
in Knave' s case, requires two devices. He' slost his padded jacket, revealing the spinesthat run aong his
upper arms.

The Vagrian' s dark eyes meet mine, wide with amute apped. | drop my gaze quickly; | don’'t want to
give anything away. “Nobody helped me,” | mumble.

Ordadl ddiversastinging, backhanded dap to my face. | put my hand to my cheek, and fed blood. “Y ou
have got to stop doing that!” | gasp.

“One of my peopleisdead,” snarls Ordaal, “and somebody must pay!” The Kronos, hovering at my
shoulder, becomes particularly agitated at that pronouncement. “ Each of these wretches—" Ordad
indicates the prisoners again. “—deniesinvolvement. If you do not tell me the truth about what happened
beneath thistable, | will haveto presumethem dl guilty.”

“And what makes you think | care?’ | struggle to keep my voice even, to keep mysalf from looking at
Knaveagain. “Asfar as|’m concerned, we re at war—my world againgt yours. If you want to turn the
guns on your own side, I’ m not about to stop you!”

A ghastly gargling sound emerges from Ordaal’ s speskers. | can't be sure, but | think he just attempted a
chuckle. “ A spirited bluff,” he says, “but unconvincing.” He continues to address me as he somps over to
the prisoners. “ Y ou lack the objectivity to be atrue warrior. Y ou have dready demonstrated that you
would sacrifice yoursdlf for your friends. Now, which of these circusfresks, | wonder, would you count
among their number?’

Theré salump in my throat, and | can’t answer him.

“Thiswoman, perhaps?’ Ordaal seizesthe tamer’ sthroat, cradling her chin. She staresup a him,
revulsion and fear fighting for supremacy in her eyes. “Her beadt, she cdlams, killed in an uncontrollable
frenzy—but perhapsit was she who ordered it to strike! And the Vaerian...” Heturnsto Knave. “Ah,
the Vaerian... he had more opportunity than anybody to become attached to my unwilling guests. He
was entrusted with their care.”

| can’t bear to watch this cruelty any longer. “Leave them be!” | shout. Ordaal whirlsto face me—and,
athough hisfeatures are till hidden, | swear | can see satisfaction in hisvery bearing. 1’ s only now that |
become aware of thetotad silence around me. The other performers don’t want to draw their daver’s
attention, | guess; they won’'t even look at him, or me, or the prisoners. But the silenceis broken by
another explosion, and an answering burst of riflefire. There are voicestoo, raised in an angry chorus.

| swallow. “They’vetold you what happened,” | say in amore subdued voice. “Bill and me, we broke



free of our chains and we were almost out of here, but... but that Lobrosthing... it sensed us, and it
went wild.” 1 fill in some of the details of the fight, leaving out Knave' s contribution just asthe tamer and
Orange-Head must have done when questioned. As | confessto my part in the Kronos s death, its mate
hisses venomoudy a me.

Ordad clasps his hands behind his back, lowers his head and paces ponderoudy, thinking about my
gatement. Theworld seemsto hold its breath for along time.

And then, the mercenary rai ses one hand, pointing without looking. “Kill him!”

The crowd raise afew horrified gasps, but they're quickly stifled. Reacting with the suddenness of
striking snakes, dl four Harriersturn their pistols upon the orange-headed guy and fire. Four crackling
energy beams cut through the air; their target doesn’'t even have time to scream as they converge upon his
head, anditjud... hejudt...

| fed Sck again. Tearsarewelling in my eyes, and | think | ought to have done something, but it al
happened too fast and how could | have stopped it anyway?

“You... you murderer!”

Knaveis shaking with an anger that surprises me. He broke out of the Harriers' circle while they were
distracted, but Ordaal doesn’'t seem overly concerned. An ingtant later, | see why. He must have
activated a control in his battle suit, because blue sparks flash around Knave' s clamped wrists and shoot
up hisarms. He cries out in pain and falsto his knees, his shoulders sagging as the sparks subside. God,
| didn’t know the restraints could do that. The Harriers are covering him again now, from behind, but he
ydlsat Ordad: “He didn't do anything, you moron. It was me! Do you hear me?1 |et the humans out of
thetraller. | attacked the Kronos, and | tried to lead the Archer boy away from here!”

So, he'sstanding up for himself at last. Knave is becoming the man | once knew, and I’'m impressed. He
even girred adefiant hopein my heart, but it didn’t last long. | guess he only spoke up at al because he
knows he faces death anyway. Now, he can do nothing but await his judgement—and with each second
that passes, he looks ever smaller, more done.

“Thejuggler,” growls Ordaad—and | guess he means Orange-Head, “stood by as you committed your
betrayd. Furthermore, he lied to protect you. He deserved hisfate.” He turnsto the tamer. “ Y ou,
woman, would share that fate, were it not for the fact that | need you to control Lobros during the
evacuation. Wewill discuss your punishment upon our return home. Until then, you will be kept under
closewatch. Fail inyour duties again, and you will not be given another chance. Asfor you, Vagrian...”
Ordaal pausesfor effect, and my stomach does a cartwhed!. “Y ou have compromised this project. You
have placed my life, and thelives of al your comrades, in jeopardy, and you have cost me agreat dedl of
money. You will, of course, die. The only reason | do not have you shot down now isthet live specimens
of your kind arerareindeed. Y ou obvioudy fed akinship with the human, so you will beimprisoned
alongside him—until such atime as| receive an acceptable bid for your bodies, dead or dive.”

He makes a sharp hand gesture, and one of the Harriers takes Knave' sarm. Another unlocksthe

tamer’ srestraints, while athird comesfor me. | struggle to stand, determined to walk to my latest prison
cdl. But my legscan’'t hold my weight, and | collgpseinto my guard’ sarms. She presses her gun into my
temple, and bundles me away. Ordad’ s voice follows me: “Therest of you will make preparationsto
leave—and | trust you have learned from this example. Y ou work for me, and disobedience will not be
tolerated.”

I’'m back in my cagein theanimal trailer. | cantdl it' sthe same one because of the jagged hole where my
chain used to connect to thewall. Thistime, though, I’'m free to pace anxioudy. It'sgood to fed the
blood pumping through my legs. But my hands are still shackled in front of me, and the cage gateis
locked. The Harriers who brought Knave and me here stand on the other side of the bars, their
expressions barely flickering asthey watch us. They look like Satues.

Knave sits dumped in acorner of the cage, hisknees drawn up to his chin. We haven’t spoken yet—but
when | hear movement outside, and the wholetrailer lurches asif the axle has just snapped, | blurt out:
“What the hdll’ sgoing on now?’



Knave doesn't look up. “ They' re attaching antigravity platesto thetrailer,” heexplainsinavoicethat is
dead, drained of emotion.

“For the evacudtion, right?’

Henods. | glance at the Harriers, expecting them to silence us, but they don’t twitch. | Sit down beside
my fellow captive. “ So, what' s up? Why is Ordaa moving out now?’

“Don't tak to me,” Knave grumblesinto his chest.

“Why not? What' swrong?’

Heglaresat me, hiseyesflashing. “I’ ve already caused one desth because | tried to help you—and now,
the rest of uswill belucky to get out of thisbuilding dive!”

“What are you talking about? What' s going on, Knave?’

“Anddon’'t cal methat!” he sngps. “My nameis Ganam Jafain.”

“OK, whatever,” | say, backing off, startled by the outburst.

Heturnsaway, and remains slent for amost aminute. Then, helets out a heavy Sigh, and says quietly,
more camly: “Y our friend madeit out of the thegtre.”

“S0, hegot to thearmy after dl.” | amileat thissmall triumph. “Way to go, Bill!”

Knave shakes hishead. “He didn’t go to your army. He went to your media.”

“Oh”

“He spoke to your newspapers, put out messages across your computer systems and appeared on
your... what do you cal it?... your devicefor recelving broadcast images?’

“Tdevison”

“Hetold your people what Ordaal was doing.”

“Ohmy God...” | shakemy head in disbelief. | know what must have happened next. Two days ago,
nobody would have listened to Klingon Bill’ stalk of dien threats and conspiracies—but that was before
Ordad miniaturized him. Now, he' s become living, bregthing, ten-inch-high proof of everything he's
awaysbelievedin. Ashe stood in front of the TV cameras, he must have felt like his entire existence had
been validated. | should be happy, | guess, that he got our story out at last. But | wish he' d trusted the
authorities, and let them handle the Situation discreetly. Instead, hel' s put a naked flame to the tensions
that have been building up in Angel’ s Gift, and across the world, ever since the Micronauts' arrival.
“According to Ordadl,” says Knave, “there has been rioting in the human town al evening. Nova sent
some Harriersto escort us back to the Rift, but only four of them madeit. Delaney has disappeared: we
think he has been arrested, or goneinto hiding.”

“That’ swhat | keep hearing,” | redlize. “There must be amob out there.”

“Thetheatreis surrounded,” Knave confirms. “Y our security forces are holding them back.”

“Which is probably why they haven’t sormed the building yet,” | mutter. “ That, and the fact that they
don’t know what wegponsyou have. It's only ameatter of time, though.”

“Ordad knowsthat. We ve waited until nightfal, in the hope that the fighting would have died
down—but now, he says we have to move.”

“He sgoing to make abresk for it?’ It'sarhetorica question, unfortunately.

Thetrailer rocks again, and my somach tellsmethat it’ srising, floating into the air.

Knavenodsgrimly. “Or dietrying,” he says.

Chapter
Eleven

WEe removing.

| can fed thetrailer gliding forward. | lean in to the tight bend that takes us out of the dressing rooms, and
fed the sharp turn into the corridor beyond. | imagine aconvoy of tiny vehiclesfloating out of the

theatre’ s back door, or smashing through awindow to the surprise of the besieged soldiers outside. |
wonder where Ordadl is. at the rear of the convoy or at its head? Hiding in one of thetrailers or marching
proud in his battle suit? Wherever heis, I'm sure he won't explain to anyone that the circus folk mean no



harm. They're hisliving shields, the cannon fodder that will keep his enemies busy while he gets away.
He' |l take Knave and me with him, of course, if he can. We're valuable to him. We' re headed for the
Rift. | hadn’t thought about that before, not properly. It makes metingleal over, but I'm not sureif it's
with excitement or fear.

Our two guards turn in unison, and march to the door. They open it, and step out into the dark sky, their
blue wingsflaring out of their backpacksto carry them away. Asthe door closes behind them, | hear the
firgt shots from up ahead.

| jump up, race to the locked gate and hammer at it with my trapped hands. “We re Sitting ducksin
here—we ve got to get out!”

“I won't argue with that,” saysKnavedryly, “but | don’t think | can help thistime.”

The sound of gunfire—both rifle bullets and energy discharges—grows louder, and now orange light
streams through the window, telling me that we' ve made it outside, adding to the urgency of our plight.
And the shouting... It'slike a congtant, many-voiced stream of pure anger, like the planet itself isventing
itsfury.

A memory burgtsinto my mind, and | drop to my haunchesin sudden hope. Knave frownsat me as|
gorawl acrossthefloor. At last, | find what I'm looking for: the hairpin | used to free Klingon Bill. | don't
know what possessed meto drop it when | was done, unlessit was some weird premonition that I'd end
up back here and in need of alock pick again.

| try to pick it up with my tongue, but the trailer bucks and twistsand | fall onto my side. Knave obliges,
wrapping his dexterous toes around the pin and lifting it to my mouth. | clamp my teeth around it, and
lower the sharp end into the lock of my restraining device.

Something damsinto the trailer from the Sde, rocking it again. It lurches, hangs suspended for asingle
second of grace, and then pitches nose down. | dmost swallow the hairpin as| fal backwardsinto
Knave, and weroll until the bars of our cage bring us up short. | try to shout something, but my breathis
snatched away. The pin springs out of my mouth, and flies through the bars, landing out of reach. | stare
atitin numb horror.

Then, with an abruptness that drives my stomach into my shoes and flattens me againgt the floor, the
trailer pulls up, and the hairpin dides back toward me.

“Who'sdriving thisthing?’ | groan aswe levd off.

“The antigravity plates are remotely controlled,” says Knave.

“From another trailer?’

“| expect s0.”

“And what happensto usif that trailer goes down?’

“Just what you' d imagine.”

“Gresat!” We re reasonably steady now, so | get the pin back between my teeth and set about my
restraints again. My forehead is dick with sweat, and my neck aches. Knave braces me againgt the cage
bars, which helpsto counter the occasiona bouts of turbulence, but my task would be dmost impossible
even on solid ground. Whenever | think I'm starting to get somewhere, thetrailer veers
sharply—defensive maneuvers, | assume—and | haveto gtart al over again. I’ mtrying to ignore the
shouting outside, but my concentration iswell and truly broken as abrick smashes through the window.
Redativeto me, it' sthe Size of atelevison set, and the thought that | could have been in its path makes my
throat dry. An acrid smell of burning followsin the missle swake.

“Keep trying,” urges Knave, focussng my thoughts.

Easy for himto say. | fed like |’ ve been doing thisforever. But then, suddenly, | have arevelaion. Just
like when | picked that first lock back at the Grand Hotdl. | know when the hairpinisin theright postion,
and | know just how to twistit...

Once again, my ingincts are rewarded. The restraining device pops open, freeing my hands.

All it takes, after that, to release Knave and open our cageistime. Or rather, time and near-infinite
patience. We burst through the gate at |ast, two masses of pent-up frustration, and | approach the
window cautioudy, afraid that another brick might hurtle through it. Such thoughts are pushed to the back
of my mind, though, as| stare down at a scene of pure chaos.



| no longer recognize Angd’s Gift. | can’t seeafamiliar landmark, so packed isthe street below uswith
giant beings, so thick isthe air with smoke. We re floating above the mob, too high to jump, too low to
be safe; this must be as high asthe antigravity plates can take us. Here and there, | see clusters of
uniforms. police and soldiersinriot gear. | guessthey weretrying to maintain adefensive line, but when
the Micronauts gppeared, they found themselves fighting on two fronts and ultimately swept up by the
tide

Theair isfilled with missiles: bottles, dustbin lids, bricks, whatever the protestors can lay their hands on.
The circustralerswhed through the air, but they handle clumsly and take numerous hits. As| watchin
horror, onetrailer drops low enough for handsto grasp at it and pull it to the ground. It disappearsinto
thethrong, and | shudder to imagine what will happen to its occupants down there.

The diensare fighting back, though. Two Harriersride atrailer roof, taking potshots at the crowd. The
beams of energy from their laser pistols seem smal and thin, but wherever they hit, peoplefal. Likewise,
many of the humans have brought out guns. | duck as abullet whistles over my head to embed itsdlf in the
ceiling behind me. It looks like abazooka shell; it' sagood thing I'm asmall target.

I’ve never seen or felt such overwheming hatred. | guess the idea of being kidnapped and dissected by
alien beings—especially those who masqueraded as friends—plays to some of our greatest
post-millennid fears. Many people will have fled town, their panic risng asthey sat, helpless, intraffic
snarl-ups. But some have dedlt with their fear by getting angry, and their emotions have fed into each
other and created an endless spird, until those people are no longer individuds, just parts of ahysterica
group mind, amass of wounded rage.

A bottle smashes againgt our axle, and the ensuing whumpf of erupting flamestelsmethat it wasfilled
with gasoline. “ Still want to get out of here?” asks Knave wryly.

| shake my head, pale-faced. “Not evenif | knew how. Y ou think we'll make it to the Rift?’

“Doyou think wée ll dieless painfully if wedo?”

| pout. “I don’'t suppose there’ saway we can steer thistruck?’

A barrage of gunfire pings off thetraller, and it drops about afoot.

“Sure” saysKnave. “We dig through the floor and wire alocal control unit into the antigravity plates.”
“That smple, huh?’

Knaveis about to answer when we both become aware of a high-pitched whining sound, emanating from
beneath thefloor. “1 takeit back,” he mutters—and my fear isreflected in the Vagrian’ seyes. | don't
need him to tell methat the antigravity plates—the only things keeping us up here—have been damaged.
Asif in confirmation, the trailer takes another sudden, short drop. Itsfront end rears up aswhoever’s
controlling it triesto regain the lost height: that should keep us out of the mob’sreach, &t least, but | can't
help thinking that, the next time wefdl, the straining dien systems may not be ableto catch us.

“Over here!” says Knave abruptly, tugging a my arm. The gate to the other cage is unlocked, and he
pullsit open. | don't seewhat he' s planning at first, until he divesinto the stacks of hay that fill thisend of
thetrailer. “We swept dl thisinto here when we moved the Equestrons out,” he explains. “I1t’ s not much,
but it’ [l soften our landing alittleif the plates do fail. Bury yoursdalf deep, and keep your musclesrelaxed.”
That’ sgoing to be atdl order, | think—but Knaveisright. | follow hislead.

The next few minutes pass dowly, made unbearable—like my timein chains—by my inability to do
anything, even to see what’ s happening. Hay tickles my nose and getsinto my shirt, making my skinitch.
I"'m il shaken by each missle strike againgt thetrailer, of course, and tossed by itsincreasingly
desperate and futile attempts to escape the line of fire. | count three more drops, longer each time. And
suddenly, anew sound emerges from the generd clamor: an uneven percussion of wood againgt metal.
We must be down among therioters, and they’ re hammering at uswith sticks and basebdl bats. The
racket is deafening, and dents are gppearing in the walls.

And then, we take another plunge. Our find one, asit turns out. Fortunately, there wasn't far eft to fall,
and we hit the ground before | knew what was happening, before | had time to tense up. That, and the
hay, probably saved mefrom seriousinjury, athough | ill fed asif I" ve been thrown into abrick wall.
Theimpact jarred every bonein my body. | hear screams outside: | guess we took afew people by
surprise, maybe landed on afew toes.



It isn't long, though, before the ondaught resumes, concentrated upon the roof now. | don’t mind
admitting it, I’ m terrified. I’'m just praying that our tin can will hold out for longer than the attention spans
of our attackers. Some hope.

And now, one side of thetrailer isrisng, dowly at firs—I guess, even at thissize, it takesafew handsto
lift it—but gaining momentum. And now we' rein freefal again, for just a second; the battered vehicle
thuds heavily onto itsside and | tumble, in a cascade of hay, into thewall, wrenching my shoulder. Knave
cdlsdownto me, asking if I'm OK: hewas quicker to react, saving himsdlf by grabbing hold of the cage
bars. Hedropslightly to my sde.

The door isin the celling now, and my heart snks asit’swrenched open, as our shell isbreached. A giant
white hand reachesin, the wrist dmost filling the gperture. Someone sfedling brave—or too high on
adrendineto redizethat, if wewere armed and hogtile, he could lose a couple of fingers. Knave and |
flatten ourselves againgt the wall as the hand searchesfor us. It comes close, but the barsbring it up
short, and it withdraws.

A moment of unnaturd tillnessfollows. | begin to hope that we might have been left done—until my
scap tingleswith adreadful premonition.

“We'vegot toget out,” | ing<t, “now!” | climb the horizontal barslike aladder, and Knave givesme a
puzzled look but follows me. The gate opens upward now, and | duck benegth it, squirming around until
I m outside the cage but still clinging to the bars.

| climb to the ceiling, but | can't reach the door: it' stoo far dong. And, before | can work out what to do
about that, aMolotov cocktail drops past me.

The only thing that saves our livesisthat the bottle doesn’t shatter when it lands. But gasolineisdribbling
out around the disodged cloth fuse: it catches light, and the flames spread quickly to the dry hay strewn
acrossthetrailer.

Knavetugs at my foot from below. He reaches up, and | take his hand. “ Swing me over to the door,” he
urges. | don’t want to do it. He might be atrained acrobat, but I'm not. What if | get thiswrong? What if
| can’t hold hisweight? But the fireis burning hotter and higher, smoke isaready feding itsway into my
nose and mouth, and anyway, Knave has launched himsdlf from the barsand | grit my teeth aspain
lances through my injured shoulder.

And, suddenly, I'm not holding him any more, and there samoment of panic as he somersaults and spins
in midair and reachesfor the doorway’ s near edge.

Hefindsit. He sfacing me now, hanging by two hands, and hisfree arms reach out to me. “Jump,” he
shouts. “I’ll catch you!” And, again, there snotimeto argue.

Knave swaysas| plow into him headfirst, but he doesn’'t let me go. The smoke is making my eyeswater,
and | bury my facein my companion’s purple chest, fighting a coughing fit. But, behind my eydids, | can
See aspaceship cockpit, and another version of Knave fighting another blaze, and | yank my eyes open
becausethisisno timeto let the Time Traveler’ sredlity distract me from my dire peril inthisone.
Thefireislicking a my feet now. Knave pulls himsdf up over the lip of the doorway, carrying me until |
can get ahold mysdf and follow him. We emerge gratefully onto the Sde of thetrailer, and | fal to my
knees, coughing and retching. Knave pulls meto my feet, wraps hisleft arms around me and lets me lean
on him as he guides me across ametal surface pitted with craters. He springs off the edge of thetrailer
and turns back to pick me up. As he setsme down, | collapse against the vehicle s vertical roof,
wheezing and spluttering.

It takes afew minutesto clear my lungs and steedy my breathing, and then | can take in my surroundings.
What looked like awide road at first turns out to be anarrow aleyway when | adjust my
perspective—and, to my amazement, | recognizeit asthe one that runs beside the thegatre. | thought we' d
traveled hafway acrosstown, but we only managed afew hundred yards! Whoever was controlling our
flight, they must have turned us back in an attempt to get our crippled trailer out of the danger zone.
We're at the dleyway’ s mouth, standing amid discarded crisp packets, Coke cans and bottles that come
up to my knees. Theriot has moved out onto Orchard Street—uwhich, from my point of view, isa
seething mass of samping feet and falen bodies. Some of the latter are thrashing about, trying to stand; |
can't tell if the othersare dlive or dead.



Our attackers, whoever they were, have forgotten about us. If they hadn’t, they’ d have swatted uslike
rats by now. Perhaps they concluded that our vehicle was empty, or at least that nobody could be dive
within; perhaps they were distracted by fresh victims or attacked themselves. Whatever the reason,
nobody’ slooking in our direction, even though—despite the smoke billowing out of its door—the
crumpled trailer givesusonly partid conceal ment from beings so much tdler than us. And we havea
clear escape route.

| nod to Knaveto indicate that I’ m ready. We run.

And we kegp running.

WE re covering distance at asnail’ s pace. I'm horribly aware that anyone could catch uswith afew
quick human-length gtrides. | push mysdlf ashard as| can, but I'm still suffering the effects of smoke
inhaation, not helped by the constant burning stenchin theair. My lungs ache, my heart strains, and after
what seemslike an age, we ve only just reached the back of the building. Knave rounds the corner ahead
of me, his eyes set upon something.

Another trailer hasfallen. Like ours, it lieson its Sde, battered and scorched. In this case, however,
someone hastaken atool of some kind to the roof, pedling it back like thelid of asardinetin. Knave
doubles his pace, pulling away from me, and dips nimbly benegth the jagged edge. Asl cometoa
breathless halt beside thetrailer, he regppears—and, from his expression of rdlief, | guess he'sfound no
corpsesingde.

He' sbeen collecting supplies. A length of rope iswound around his shoulder, and his pockets bulge with
juggling balsand pins. HE sdso carrying something. It s golden, made from alightweight plastic-type
materid molded into afigure-eight shape, and | recognize it immediately. “A glider pack,” explainsKnave
unnecessarily, pressing the device onto my back and guiding my arms through the shoulder straps. “This
should keep you out of reach of the giants.” Catching my eye, he corrects himsdf: “1 mean, the other
humans”

“Don’t you have onetoo?’ | ask. The sound of theriot is<till deafening, and | haveto raise my voiceto
be heard.

“I could only find one.”

“But—’

Knave holds up two hands, forestalling my objection. “Nobody’ s going to lay ahand on me. Y ou need
the pack morethan | do.”

| can’t argue with that—and it feels good, like | was born to wear it. | flex my armsto activateit, and |
fed it opening out, snapping into anew configuration: apair of golden wings. Not energy wingslikethe
Harriers have, and perhaps not as efficient—but they’ll do. | step off the ground, alittle unsteady at
firs—but Acroyear’ svoiceisin the back of my head, ingtructing mein the glider pack’ suse.

“All we need now isacouple of laser pigols” says Knavewith agrim smile,

“So, what do we do next?’

“Thisisthethestre, right?’ He indicates the towering edifice besde us. He can only have seen it once
before, | realize, when Ordaal brought histroupe here.

“That’sright.”

“Then | suggest we find somewhereto hideinsde.”

“We can't do that! What about the others? Y our friends?’

“There s nothing we can do for them.”

“They’ll be daughtered out there!” | cry, pointing in the direction of Orchard Street.

“And so will we, if we get caught up in thefighting.”

“Maybewecan... | don't know... calm thingsdown.” Even to myself, | sound doubtful. “Y our people
don't speak English, but | do. | can explain that they’ reinnocent, as much Ordadl’ s victims as the rest of
uswere.”

“And you think they’ll stop to listen, with Nova skillersfiring a them?’

| don't say anything. | hate the fact that Knave' sright.

“All we can do,” he says sadly, “ishope that most of them reach the Rift, and that therest aren't... aren’t
too badly hurt.”



“Great!” | say sullenly. “ So, now we rerooting for Ordad to escape, after everything he'sdone.” An
adarming thought makes my heart flutter. “ And what happens when he reaches the research facility? He |l
have haf the US Armed Forces waiting for him by now. HE |l haveto fight hisway inthere” Ther€'ll be
more deaths on my conscience. | wonder if thisis how Delaney fet. He must have wanted to believe
Ordaal’ s promises, must have prayed that the Micronauts would leave because the dternative wasthis:
this bloodbath. But Ordaal wouldn't have stopped; | have to believe that. He had to be stopped,
whatever the cost. “ And what about Nova? What will she be doing right now? She' sin that dome with. ..
with my father...” | swalow. “1 haveto get up there. | don’t care how dangerousit is, | haveto go!”
Knavelooksinto my eyesfor along moment—and he must have seen the determination in them because,
findly, he nods. “We avoid the protestors where we can, though,” he says.

“You bet! Look... Knave, I'mredly grateful and dl. Y ou saved my life, you redly did. But thisismy
fight now. | didn’t mean... that is, | wasn't expecting you to come with me.”

Knave seyeswiden. “Get down!” hecries.

He grabsthefront of my T-shirt, and | yelp ashe pulls me out of the air. Knave flattens himself against
the side of the downed trailer, and | follow suit. But, when no threat makesitsdf immediately obvious, |
get impatient and peer around the corner of the vehicle.

The back door of the theatre has been kicked or blasted off its hinges. | don’t know if it waslike that
before or if it just happened and | didn’t heer it over everything else. Black smoke pours out of the
building, making me think it was never such agreat ideato hidein there after al. And standing inthe
doorway is Ordad, wearing hisfull-szed armor.

| thought he looked intimidating before. | didn’t know the hdf of it. At my present Size, he could squash
melike abug.

“He must have been waiting in theretill the coast was clear,” | whisper to Knave. “Only it looks asif the
place wastorched first.”

“Has he seen us? What' s he doing?’

“Hes... | think he's... yes, he smoving away.”

“Thank the starsfor that.”

“We haveto follow him!” | don’'t know where the words came from, but I’ m holding Knave s shoulders
hard enough to make him wince. I'min the grip of something like excitement, and the only way | can
explanitisthat I'vefindly found a purpose, something | can do. Something positive. Thefirst thing I've
doneinwhat seemslike agesthat’ s about more than just preserving my own life. “He' |l be heading for
the Rift, and helll kill anyone who getsin hisway. Don't you see? We can stop him!”

Knave spreads hisfour arms, and utters a helpless: “How?’

“I don't know. We ve got thisfar. We can think of something.”

“I admireyour enthusiasm,” says Knave, chewing on hislip, “if not your sanity.”

| take to the air without stopping to check that he' sfollowing me. Ordadl’ s gait seems unhurried, but he's
aready reached Bramwell Road, which runs along the far sde of the theatre. He turnsinto it, moving
away fromtheriot, and | dive forward, |etting a cushion of antigravity catch me and lift me. | soar after
Ordadl, covering ground far faster than | could have done on foot. | watch the flagstones flash by beneath
me, and | fed exhilarated. And then | look up again, and there are giantsin front of me, brandishing their
makeshift wegpons.

| pull up short, hitting the ground so heavily that | sumble six pacesforward. Therioters, | suppose,
didn’t spot me when they passed this dleyway on their way down Bramwell Road. They must have seen
Ordaal, the most recognizable of the Micronauts, from Orchard Street, and come after him. Even as|
hesitate, another two young men race across my field of vision, shouting obscenities. Knave appears at
my sde—he was right behind me, of course—and we exchange uncertain looks.

I’'m not ready for afight. Not yet. | think about the last time | went toe to toe with Ordaal, not ten yards
from here: | was six feet tdl, then, and gtill hopelesdy outgunned. But | saw whét that armored monster
did to those soldiers, and | can't stand by asit happens again.

| fly out onto the street. Ordaal isaready ablock avay: he's making faster progressthan | would have
expected. He' sunder attack from about eight people—they fling themsdves at him, hammering a his



slver shell—but he keeps his head down and repeatedly bats them aside. He' shardly broken his stride.
One woman has agun—I don’t know where she got it from; shelooks like she' sonly in her teens—but
shecan't get aclear shot. Even if she could, it would do her no good. | swoop over their heads, not
knowing what | can do to help. Then, a middle-aged man brings a crowbar down across Ordadl’ s back,
squedling in pain asit vibrates out of hishands. And | dive into the melee, and retrieve the dropped
weapon.

| need both handsto lift it. It weighs me down as| try to get clear of therioters again. Somebody just
yelled “ Another onel”—and they’ reaiming tharr fists and sticks at me now. The teenager lets off two
hurried shots, but her aimislousy.

| touch down on Ordad’ s shoulder, and set about prying the thin end of my stedl bar into the seam
beneath his golden bubble. If | can lever him out of this battle suit, we might stand a chance. He sees
what I’'m doing and tries to shrug me off, but my glider keeps me steady. When Ordaal makes agrab for
me with his hand, though, I’ m forced to take flight.

Fortunately, my unknowing alies are piling on top of him again, digtracting him. “ Aim for the helmet!” |
cry out. | draw some strange, distrusting looks, but afew people actualy take my advice. They can’t
dow the alien’ srelentless advance—but as he fends off thisfresh flurry of blows, | see aclear path back
to hisshoulder, and | takeit. To my ddight, I’ m able to wedge the crowbar beneath Ordaa’ s bubble
top, and | pressdown on it with dl my might. | think something is beginning to give.

That'swhen Ordaal stopswalking, and startsto fight back. His blaster glove opens, and two people are
engulfed in flame. That gives some of the others pause for thought—but one woman isdready struggling
to hold back Ordaal’ sarm, to keep him from firing again. “Keep a him!” sheydlswith ahint of
high-pitched desperation. “We can't let up for asecond or he' [l daughter usl” The crowbar springs out
of my grasp, and | haveto fly after it, catching it in midair. As| pull up again, | seethat more people are
joining the battle, streaming toward us from Orchard Street as they see what' s happening down here.
Then, something hits me. Something hard and wooden. | think it was a basebal bat. | spin out of control,
smarting al over. | don’t know which way isup, until | redize that I’ m about to smash into theroad. | put
the brakeson just intime, grazing my left arm and leg as | skid to ahalt dong the asphalt surface. The
crowbar barely misses my head, bouncing next to me with a series of resounding clangs. | curse mysdlf
for my carelessness. | was concentrating so hard on Ordadl, | forgot that not everybody has worked out
which sdel’mon yet.

For afew seconds, | can’t see past my pain. A hand lands on my shoulder, and | lash out before | redize
that it wastoo small to belong to ahuman being. Knave, of course, dodges my swing with ease, and
returnsto the business of helping meto my feet. | flash him agrateful, if embarrassed, smile. He shrugs
the cail of rope from his shoulder and hands one end to me. | glance up at Ordadl, and nod to show that
| understand the plan.

Suddenly, there' san explosion of light, afierce crackle and asmdll of burnt ozone. Somebody isthrown
past me, landing with awet thump. He's unconscious—but not, | don’t think, dead. A space has cleared
around Ordadl, and there’ salull in the fighting as people nurse burns or stand dazed, staring at those
who havefalen. Ordaal, I’'m guessing, just ran an ectric current through hisarmor. He succeeded in
repdling his attackers—but heisn't pressing his advantage. He sands Htill, asif stunned himself.

“The suit needstimeto recharge,” criesKnave. “Thisisour chance!”

We gtart forward as one, the rope unraveling between us. | fly to Ordaal’ sright, Knave runsto hisleft.
The crowd aren’t too far behind us. Asbattleisrgoined, | swoop between Ordad’ s legs, then up and
around him again, wrapping the rope around his knees as, beneath me, Knaveties his ankles. Besieged
from all directions, the dlien raisesaduggish arm in defense, and triesto plow on. Therope pullsat his
legs, and he loses his balance. He toppleslike afelled tree, people scrambling to get out of hisway.
Knave springs out of the mongter’ s gpproaching shadow, and the great, heavy battle suit crashes face
firgt into the ground.

A second later, it disgppears under a mass of heaving bodies. Somebody has picked up my crowbar
and, following my example, he’ strying to pry off the bubble-shaped hemet. | gain some height, to get a
better perspective, and another weighty piece of wood whistles past my ear. Somebody screams, and



huge handstry to swat me away. I’ d been aware of the deafening noise of theriot growing around me,
but | hadn’t quite gppreciated how quickly Bramwell Road wasfilling up. | thought I’ d avoided getting
caught up in the worst of this—but, thanks to Ordaal, the riot has come to me. Everywhere | turn, there
are hate-filled faces.

| drop to knee height: too low for people to get agood swing a me, too high to be stamped on. | spot
Ordaal—normal, Micronaut-sized Ordadl, ripped from his outer armor—being held aoft exultantly by
five pairs of hands. He sstruggling, but he still seems groggy from hisfal. Hissmdler battle suit extrudes
awicked-looking blaster from the substance of itsleft arm, but itsfirst shot flares up into the sky. And
then, he’' slost to me, dragged down into the mob—and, despite dl the dlien has done, | fed sick as|
think about him being torn gpart.

| remind mysdlf that | could suffer the samefate yet. | kegp on the move, threading my way through a
forest of tree trunk legs, causing chaos wherever | fly. | can’'t see Knave.

Sowly, it occursto me that the gaps between those legs are widening. The crowd’ s continual roar is
stuttering, interspersed by shocked and indignant shrieks. And then something damsinto me, likea
battering ram applied to my ribs. It drives meinto the man beside me, who screams and flgps his hands,
accidentaly catching my leg. | spin around, and the battering ram hits me again, in the somach this
time—it’scold, and it takes my breath away; what the hell isit>—and | tumble end over end. | fight to
control my flight, and dive to the ground, where I’ [l be amore difficult target, | hope.

I’m shivering. My shirt is soaked, clinging to my skin. But I'm not hurt. Droplets of water rain on my
head. | look up to see ajet of clear liquid arcing over me, and | realize what must have happened. The
authorities are trying to disperse the protestors with awater cannon.

| head toward the source of the jet, because | reckon I'll be safest there. Thistakes me againgt the flow
of the panicked crowd, and it'sdl | can do to avoid being trampled. Then, suddenly, there' s an empty
stretch of road ahead of meand, at itsfar Sde, arow of riot shields and a black, armored crowd control
vehide

Seeing an end to my ordedl at lagt, | fly up and toward the reformed policeline.

And, suddenly, I’'m deafened by an explosion, and another—and now, awhole volley of them. Gunfire.
The sky isfilled with oversized bullets, and | redizetoo late that the police are just as scared of the
Micronauts as everybody elseis.

| fed aheavy thump in my back, and | think I’ ve been shot—but the glider pack took the bullet for me,
Unfortunately, it's now spitting and crackling at me. And now, I’'m plummeting, trailing white smoke, into
aseaof blueuniforms.

| keep trying to reactive my stricken wings: I’ m rewarded with afew hating spurts of antigravity, which
dow my fdl. | bounce off ashoulder, then aknee, and land feet first like a parachuti<, letting my legs
buckle and rolling onto my side.

| hurt all over, and my much-abused body has decided that enough is enough. It won't respond to my
commands. | can't even lift my head. My eyesare staring upward, but | can’t make out much: just
shifting shapes againgt ablack sky. And there are voices, but | can't hear them over my own panting.
All things considered, this could have been much worse.

Then, something is lowered toward me. A huge, metd tube. And I’ m staring down its open end, to
where the tubeis blocked by something squat and sharp-pointed.

A bullet. Waiting at the back end of agun barrd.

And, asfear takes my breath, | focus past the weapon to the enormous, scowling face beyond it. A
familiar face

“Archer!” hisses Brannigan. And hisblack moustache bristles ashislips curl into a satisfied sneer.

Chapter
Twelve

I"'m standing on the passenger sest of acop car.



Y ep, that’ sright, standing. I’ sthe only way | can see over the dashboard, and even then | haveto crane
my neck. Brannigan looped the safety belt over me, but it hangs loose around my hipsand | don’t think
it'd do meawholelot of good if he dammed on the brakes.

Not that he' s picked up much speed. The fighting has died down—at least in this part of town—~but
we' re dtill feeling our way through sullen crowds. There' sanother car in front of us, and one behind. The
lead driver sounds his siren in one-second bursts to scatter the most stubborn obstructions. Even so,
some people get close enough to see mein the car, and to expresstheir anger at me by beating on its
roof.

A man comes at the windshield with awrench, and | fix him with astony glare, which makes him back
away. He says something to awoman beside him, and points a me. She furrows her brow, nods and
pulls at the deeve of the person next to her. | think people are beginning to redizewho | am, or at least
that I’ m one of them, ahuman being. They know that Klingon Bill was shrunk to thissize, after dl, and
maybe he even mentioned mein his broadcast. That would explain how Brannigan seemed to know the
whole story, even why | ran from him at the police station. That’ swhy he waved aside my tongue-tied
attempts at an explanation as he haf-guided, haf-carried meto hiscar.

“I just wish you'd told me dl thisbefore,” he said sourly as he threw me atowel. | bit my tongue,
remembering how herefused to listen to me.

He spoke to his superior officers, just out of my earshot, then got behind the whedl and buckled mein. |
protested as we pulled away; | was worried about Knave—still am—but Brannigan assured me that the
copswere doing al they could. “We ve picked up alot of the circus guysdready,” hesaid. “A few
bruises, but most of them will bejust fine”

“I hopeso,” | said. “ They’ re not our enemies, you know.”

“We did manage to work that out for ourselves,” he said tartly.

“The ones you have to worry about are Ordaal and the four women with wings.”

“The oneswho are shooting at us. Y eah, thanks.”

“And... um, there sthisgiant praying mantis...”

“Look,” said Brannigan, “I’'m sure your friend will be OK. Right now, my orders are to get you to the
dome. A lot of people have been looking for you.”

“Redly? Good thing your palsdidn’t put abullet through methen,” | say pointedly, “especidly snce
you' re S0 certain of who your enemiesare.”

He' s said nothing since then. Hisradio, however, flaresto life every few seconds with the reports of
nearby police and army units. Ordadl, | learn, isin custody, unconscious but dive. His battle suit has been
pedled from him—although, to my disappointment, the reporting officer doesn’t € aborate on what was
found benegth it. I'm dso privy to the final moments of a shootout between aunit of soldiersand alone
Harrier, who hastaken ayoung family hostage in their own home. TheSege culminatesinthedien’s
death.

Wearied by our crawling progress, | st down, my outstretched legs barely reaching the edge of the car
sedt. The busted glider pack digsinto my back. | couldn’t bring mysdlf to discard it, so | retracted the
wings and hoped that it could—I don’'t know—sdlf-repair, maybe.

According to theradio, six trallersmade it out of town. They fell together at the foot of Gabriel’sHill; |
guess their remote guidance system finally failed. Hundreds of protestors had gathered outside the
research facility, but troops were able to contain them and prevent violence from breaking out. Many of
the protestors fled as a crashed trailer set light to the hillside around it. The stranded Micronauts
surrendered to the army, and a path is being cleared to take them to the relative safety of the dome.

Soon, it'smy turn to be guided up that same path. Brannigan bundles me out of the cop car like I’ m four
years old, throwing the damp towel over my head. | cast it aside. I'm not acrimina being jeered and
photographed as he' sled into a courthouse; it's safer if people can see me, seethat I'm as human as
they are.

Nobody can get near me, anyhow. Two lines of soldiers stretch al the way to the ha ogen-lit compound



of the dome, and three more plus Brannigan provide a close escort, surrounding me. They wak dowly,
but I ill find it difficult to keep up with them. My feet Sink into the grass up to my ankles, and at one
point | almost cry out when acolossal insect flits past the corner of my eye. It's a harmless grasshopper,
| realize, but looking as big to me now as the Kronos creatures did when they ambushed me heretwo
nights ago.

Only two nights ago? It seems |longer. Even the ugly white dome, when it comesinto view, ingpiresarush
of sentiment inme. Inevitably, my thoughtsturn to the Time Traveler figure in the bottom of my
wardrobe; | fed asif it'swelcoming me home.

There are more soldiersingde the facility, lining the corridors. Reinforcements must have been pouring in
al day. I’'m amost getting used to being stared a from agreat height.

The main administration office has been turned into an operations room. Peoplein suits and uniforms
bustle back and forth. Tables are strewn with papers and photographs, schematics of the dome are
pinned to one wall, and seemingly random words have been scribbled on flipcharts: at the top of one
pad, written in red capitals and circled, isthe name* AZURA NOVA'. Teephones chirp in an almost
constant melody behind the urgent buzz of debate. There’ s so much happening, and most of it so far
above my head, that | can’t takeit al in. It occursto meto look for my dad, but | don't see him.

We stop in front of adesk, but to my frustration, | can’'t see over it. I’ m left staring at the polished wood,
unableto hear the conversation above me, until Brannigan stoops, lifts me unceremonioudy by the
shoulders and deposits me on the tabletop. | fed humiliated.

“Ryan Archer, sir,” saysthe cop.

Seated before meisasted-haired army genera, middle-aged and heavyset. | guess he' sdedlt with afew
Micronauts dready, because he takes my sizein his stride, acknowledging my arrival on hisdesk with an
abrupt nod. “Archer,” he grunts.

“You'rein charge here, | takeit?’

“That' sright, son. Y ou gave us quite ascare, disgppearing likeyou did.”

I’'m not redly listening. I’ ve just spotted somebody over the Generd’ s shoulder. Roger Delaney istalking
to himsdlf. No, | redlize, there' satelephone on abank of desksin front of him. It’ s attached to atape
recorder, around which four men huddle, two of them wearing headphones. “Please... please, Ms.
Nova,” pleadsthe Mayor (ex-Mayor?). Even from here, | can see the sweat on hisbrow. “Y ou haveto
be reasonable. Ordadl, as |’ ve dready told you, is receiving treatment. He can’'t be moved in his
condition. He... No, no, | can't do that.”

| can hear Nova s clipped tones over atinny speaker, but | can’t make out her words.

The Generd is saying something to me about a debriefing.

“Hée sout of my jurisdiction now,” ingsts Delaney. “Judt... just please listen to me, Ms. Nova. Hurting
the hostageswon't help you.”

“As soon as Corpord Jenningsisfree” saysthe Generd, “he'll take you to the—"

“Hostages?’ | interrupt, feeling the beginnings of anew dread.

The Generd’ slipstighten. “Ah.”

“You see?1 told you shewouldn’t listen.” Delaney’ s shrill cry distracts me again. HE sturned to face the
guys besde him, gesticulating wildly.

“I think it would be best if Jennings explained,” mutters the Generd. Helooks away as one of the men
from Delaney’ stable hurries over to him. “Wel?’ heragps.

The man shakes his head. “ The suspect won't compromise, Sir.”

The Generd leaves his seat, throwing avague “Excuse me” in my direction.

“They never listened to me. They lied to me, they used me!l” Delaney looks closeto tears.

| turn to Brannigan, still looming behind me. The top of my head doesn’'t even reach the badge on his
chest. “What hostages?’ | yell up a him. “What’ sgoing on here, Brannigan?’

Heleans over me, hisvoicelowered asif afraid to attract attention. “ Ordaal’ s accomplice, thisNova
woman, and her technicians have occupied some |aboratory.”

“Some laboratory?’

“Where they were analyzing the Rift. They’' ve got hostages.”



“My father?” It can’'t be. It has to be.

“I don’t know. | only =’

“Mr. Archer?” A watery-eyed youth with a ginger moustache and a corpora’ s stripes gpproaches the
desk. “My name s Jennings. | need to ask you afew -

| round on him furioudy. “ Is my father in there?”

“1... 1...” hesammers, taken aback. “Yes, Doctor Archeris... I'm afrad he's...”

I’ve heard enough. | race across the desk, activating my glider as| legp off the edge. If my sputtering
wings don’'t hold me now, thisisgoing to hurt.

I’m lucky. A single gasp of antigravity takes my to my destination, athough my landing isless graceful
than I’ d hoped. The Generd isleaning over the speaker phone, trying to reason with the maniac on the
other end of theline. He recoilsin surprise, snatching his hands away as| smack into the tablein front of
him.

“General?’ cracklesthe voice of AzuraNova.

| crouch beside the phone and shout into it, needing to make my small voice heard. “ Dad! Dad, canyou
hear me? It'sRyan. I'm OK, Dad. I’'m here. 'minthe—"

A callused hand dams down, cutting the connection. | jump back in darm and fal right on my butt, so
I’m staring up at the Generd’ slivid face asit zooms toward me. “What the hell do you think you're
doing?’ Even normal human speech sounds loud to me now, so his bellowed words threaten to blow out
my eardrums.

“She'sgot my father inthere” | remind him sharply.

“And now she knowsthat you're out here!”

“gy

The Generd’s cheeks are red. “ So, she wants you in exchange for the hostages! Y ou and her partner,
this Ordaal character. That'sthe deal she' s been pushing for, and we' ve been staling her. We ve been
telling her we don’t know where you are, but you' ve just blown it.”

“Oh.” | don’t know what to say. | find mysdlf hoping that Dad didn’t hear me after dl, that he doesn’t
know how | acted impulsively and screwed up as usua. The piercing ring of the telephone only addsto
my gloom: evidently, Novais eager to find out more.

One of the Generd’ s men—the guy who was negotiating before—takes the cdl, lifting the handset way
out of my reach. “Edmonds here,” hesays. Then: “Yes... yes... | gpologizefor that... yes, heis here,
but... no, weonly just found him. | assure you, Ms. Nova, wedidn't... no, we don’t know how he...”
| can makethisright.

“I'll doit!” | say.

The Generd frownsat me. “1 beg your pardon?’

“That'swhat | was planning to tell Nova” Well, sort of: my plan was only just beginning to form as|
acted. “I'll hand mysdlf over to her if sheletsmy dad go.”

“That isn’t an option, son. How old are you? Seventeen? Eighteen?’

“I"'m twenty—old enough to make my own decisons!”

He shakes his head. “I’m not prepared to put your life at risk, and that’sanend to it.”

“Hey, don’'t walk away from me!”

Asthe Generd disgppears, Brannigan comes back into view. “Come on, Archer,” he says, “you'rein the
way here. Let’ sget you to this debriefing, then | can get out of here.”

Hetriesto pick me up again, but | push away his huge hands. “I can still walk, you know!”

“Y eah? So, how are you planning to get down from the table, wise guy?’

My wings are still extended, so | will them to lift me. Nothing. Obstinately, | look for something | can
jump down to: astool or something. | hate being thissize.

“You know | can't agreeto that, Ms. Nova,” says Edmonds into the phone. “Y es, yes, | understand that,
and | will talk to my superior officers, and... yes, you have my word.”

Brannigan isglaring down at me, hisarmsfolded. “Look,” | say to him, *“can’t you talk to these guys?
They won't take me serioudy!”

He shrugs. “Nothing to do with me.”



“How many peopleis Novaholding?’

“I told you, | don’t know the details”

“Listen to me, Brannigan—body parts are vauablein her galaxy. If she doesn't get what she wants, she'll
cut her losses. She can take the Sunrunner through the Rift any time she likes. She'll head back home
with al the human corpses she can lay her handson.”

“And you want to diein your father’ splace. Very noble.”

“No, you don't get it. There's something about me... | don’t know what it is, but I’ m worth moreto
them dive. Maybe enough to swap for all the hostages.”

Asthe cop consdersthat, | hear the Genera’ sraised voice: “Déelaney! Where' s Delaney? Did anyone
see where he got to?’

At lagt, Brannigan nods. “I'll seewhat | can do. But there’ s one condition: you go with Corpora Jennings
and you tdl him everything you know, like the Generd asked.”

“OK. Fine”

He reachesfor me again—and, reluctantly, | let him pick me up. He hoists me on to his shoulders,
making mefed likeakid again. On the plus side, my newfound height gives me abetter perspective on
my surroundings. The Genera hasfound Delaney, who isdumped in achair, hishead in hishands. “I
don’t know,” hewails, “1 don't know. | don’t know anything about these people, why won't you believe
that?’

“Y ou spent more time with Ordaal than anybody,” snaps the General. “Come on, Delaney, think! You're
aready in thisup to your neck, so just tell me: who was calling the shots? Wasit Ordaal or Nova?’

“I don't know!”

“What did shethink of him? Did shelisten to him?’

“Leavemedone!”

The Generd’ s barked rejoinder fades into background noise as the room whips past me, alittle too fast
for comfort. | cling to Brannigan’s neck and close my eyesfor afew seconds, to calm the rush of blood
to my head. When | look again, the ginger-haired young corpora hasfalen into step besde usand we're
out in the corridor.

“And you will talk to the Generd, right?’ | say anxioudy. The only response from my human mount isa
long-suffering sigh. | takeit asan affirmative. “ Good—and you can tell him something ese. Tell him that
the Ordad thing, it' sworth ashot.”

“What are you talking about now?’ grunts Brannigan.

“They' re thinking about |etting Ordaal talk to Nova—if they can bring him round, | suppose. | think it's
worth ashot.”

“You do, hun?’

“Waell, let’sjust say it can't do any harm. | don't think Ordaal isasruthlessas Nova.” Of course, I'm
basing that on my experience with the erswhile Generd Novain another timeline; | remind myself that
I’ve had very little contact with her in thisone. “He' s abusinessman—and hel Il want to save hisown
skin. Put aded to him; | think he'll ligten.”

“But will Novaligento him?’ asks Corpora Jennings.

“I don’'t know,” | confess. “Maybe not. But it should buy us sometime, at least.”

By which | mean that it should buy Dad sometime. Timefor the peoplein charge here to see sense.
Timefor them to redlize that there sonly oneway to end this.

The debriefing took forever. It reminded me of the police Station, the endless repetitive
questions—except that, thistime, the interrogator believed my answers. Plus, | was Sitting cross-legged
on hisdesk, resting my elbow on the lid of acomputer printer.

When we were done, Jennings brought me here: to alarge, rectangular room on the ground floor of the
dome, populated by a couple of dozen Micronauts. When | complained about being sidelined, he
promised to find out what was happening and come back for me soon. | accepted hisword grudgingly.
To be honest, it feels good to be among people of my own size again, no matter how dien they might be.



It'sasif my mind, having had to process so many unusua perspectives, isglad of the chanceto relax and
seethingson amorefamiliar scae. | can dmost fed aknot unwinding itself in my brain.

It looks like the mgjority of the circus performers have been rescued. The sight of the blue-green elephant
performing an impromptu belly-dancing routine for his colleagues brings agrin to my face. I'm glad the
big guy’ ssafe! The aamosphereis postive, dthough most of the people here must till have friends among
themissing. | guessthey’ re just happy to have been liberated. Many of them are nursing cuts and bruises,
even broken limbs, but they’ relooking after each other. They’ ve cut bandages and dingsto their own
gpecifications from the contents of ahuman-sized first aid kit. Cushions have been scattered acrossthe
room for their comfort, a ong with mattresses acrosswhich five or six of them canliein arow.

“So, what kept you?’

| whirl around in delight at the familiar voice. | want to hug the spesker, but he hastoo many armsin my
way. “Knave, you madeit! | thought you'd... when| lost you intheriot... how did you get here?’
“Mostly,” saysthe Vaerian, “by holding on to the underside of your car. Getting past the giants and into
thisbuilding wasalittle more tricky.”

“Y ou mean you got into the dome without the army even seeing you?’

“Right into thisroom. | had to be sureit wasn't atrap.” Knave smiles. “ So far, though, we' ve been
treated well. Some of the guys are even talking about claiming asylum here. It may take sometimefor the
humans to accept us, though. | heard Ordaa has been captured?’

| nod, and fill Knavein onwhat | know. When | tell him about Nova and my father, he frowns and pulls
at hislip in thought. “We might be able to do something about that,” he considers. “Firg, though, | think
there’ s someone you should talk to.”

He leads me across the room to where Bill Dempster is Sitting despondently against awall, his head
buried in hisknees. He looks up when | call his name, and arelieved expression washes over him. He
clambersto hisfeet and lunges a me, gripping mein an avkward bear hug that pinsmy arms. “You're
OK, thank God, you're OK..”

“Hey, hey,” | cgole him, struggling to detach him from me. “What' s up, Bill?'Y ou’ re surrounded by dien
beings—I thought you' d bein hog heaven!”

“I’'msorry,” hestammers. “It'sjust that... | saw some of theriot on TV, after they questioned me,
before they brought me here, and it' sawful, man. Thisis, like, First Contact, right? And look what's
happening: they' refighting in the streets, humans versus Micronauts. All the people who' ve been hurt,
andit'sdl our fault. All my fault.”

“You did what you had to,” | say automaticaly, ignoring my own doubts.

“I tried to explain,” ingsts Bill. “| told them about Ordaal and Nova and those mantis creatures. | told
everybody, so it couldn’t be covered up. | thought they’d... | thought people would protest, make a
fuss, force the government to do something. | didn’t think they’d...” Heflaps his hands, unableto find the
words.

“They’'rescared,” | say. “They were scared from the Sart.”

“But | told them! | told them who the villainswere. Not the circusfolk. | even told them about Knave,
how he helped us.”

“And people believed what they wanted to believe. Like you dways said.”

“And what about us, Ryan? Are we gonnabe stuck like thisforever?’

| hadn’t even thought about it. Bill dumps back down, shaking his head miseradly. “It' sal such amess”
“Butit’'scoming to anend,” says Knave quietly. “At lagt, it's coming to an end. We'refree” Heturnsto
me. “I’ve been trying to tdll him that. I’ ve been trying to tell him how grateful we arefor everything

you' ve both done—but he doesn’t have atrandator.”

| nod understandingly, and pass the message on. Bill manages ahalf-smilein response.

“I’ve been thinking,” says Knave. “We don’t have to wait for your politicians to make up their minds. If
we can get to thislaboratory...”

“How? Ther€ |l be guards on the doors—both sdes!”

“Thesameway | got in here. The obviousway.” | look a him blankly, until he grinsand says. “Don’t you
have any story books on your world? In the fiction of my gaaxy, buildingslike thisaways, always have



handy air-conditioning ducts”

| follow histheetrical gesture, amiling asmy eyesdight upon something in thewal above Klingon Bill’s
shoulder. It'sone of the grillesthat blows warm air—or cold, | suppose, when necessary—through the
dome. I'd seen it before, but not really registered it. I'm still getting used to the fact that, where oncel
could barely have squeezed my head into the square pipe beyond it, now | could dmost stand up inside
it.

“Thisbasewas put up in ahurry,” saysKnave. “I can unfasten the screws on that grille with my claws.”
Only from the outside, I'm about to say. Unless... | stare at the grille€’ s horizonta dats, and conclude
that my Vaerian friend could probably fit an arm or aleg between them. | look at the short, thick nails of
his bare toes, and imagine the contortions he' d have to go through to do as he describes. “We can go
anywherewelike,” he says.

But I've seen aflaw in his plan. “ Anywhere except the main chamber,” | say grimly. “Thelab. It's
designed to beisolated in the case of an emergency. Novamust know that: she'll have activated the
falsafe systems, seded hersdf in.” Theonly thing keeping Dad dive, | redize, isan emergency air tank
pumping oxygen into the airtight room, and | don’'t know how long it will last. One more reason not to
wastetime.

“What if we could get to a phone, at least? Could we contact Nova?’

“Maybe.” That sounds promising.

“We could put your proposa directly to her.”

“ She could send the hostages out through the lab doors, and let me in through the grilles.”

Knavefrowns. “Y ou' re making abig sacrifice, Archer. Are you sure you want to do this?’

“Pogtive! I’'m not giving up, Knave. | might let Novatake me through the Rift, but that doesn’t mean Il
stop fighting her; | just don't anyone elseto get hurt. Thisis about me and her now.”

He takes a deep bregth, and letsit go. “Then we' d best get moving.”

He climbs onto my shouldersto reach the screws at the top of the grille, turning them with hisfingers (he
must have |eft them loose when he camein thisway). As he tackles the lower screwsaone, | turn to Bill:
he' swatching us curioudy, having heard only my haf of our conversation. “We re getting out of here,” |
recap for him, “going to seeif we can do something about Nova. Y ou coming?’ He opens hismouth to
reply, but no sound emerges.

Knavelaysthe grille aside, and hauls himsalf over thelip of the uncovered aperture. He reaches down to
me, but | hesitate. “Bill? | asked if you wanted to come with us.”

Klingon Bill stares up at me, then at Knave, then back at me. He shakes his head.

| should have recognized the fear in his eyes before now.

“I'msorry,” hespitsout. “I... | can't...”

“Hey, it sOK,” | rush to reassure him, feding guilty for having asked at dl. “Y ou’ ve been through alot.
Nobody expectsyou to risk your life again. Y ou’ ve done enough.”

“I"d only screw up, I'd dow you down, I'd...”

“You don't haveto explain, Bill, it s OK. Anyway, | should have thought—we need someone we can
trust back here. Someone to keep an eye on things, to look after the circus guys and to cover for Knave
and meif anyone comes|ooking. Y ou can do that, right?’

Bill nodsgratefully.

“He can gart by putting the grille back on behind us,” says Knave.

| trandate the suggestion and maketo leave, but Bill snatches my hand, pulling me back. “Y ou will look
me up when you get back, won't you?’ he asks. “ Y ou will tell mewhat it waslike. .. out there?’

It takes me afew secondsto answer. Part of me wantsto refute the implication that ajourney through the
Rift isinevitable for me, dthough it’s one I’ ve made mysalf. Another part knowsthat, if | do make that
trip, I’'munlikely to return. Inthe end, | just smile and nod. “ Of course | will,” | say, knowing that the
promise means nothing.

And that’ swhen | hear the door opening, and avoice booms: “Mr. Archer? Ryan Archer?’

Knave drops out of sight behind the holein thewall. Bill scramblesto hisfeet and damsthegrilleinto
place over it, holding it with one hand and trying to look casud, like he' sjust leaning against the wall for



the fun of it. Fortunately, awel-positioned bed blocks him from the view of the newly arrived Corpora
Jennings. | show mysdlf hurriedly, before he can get any smart ideas about coming further into the room.
“The Genera has considered your proposa,” he reports. “He wants to spesk with you.”

The exchange takes place in the corridor outsde the main lab.

Novainssted that it was cleared before her so-called technicians emerged. Therefore, as| turn that final
corner with six armed soldiers around me, the Harriers are dready waiting for us. Three of themform a
line outside the lab doors, pistols and blasters raised and ready. Two more hover behind them, watching
for asnesk attack from therear.

One of my escorts speaksinto hisradio: abrusque confirmation that everything is as expected. His
movements are mirrored by atal, thin Harrier. A long silence follows as, away from thefiring line, our
respective commanding officers say their final words to each other. | want to scream. | want to yell out:
For God's sake, let’s get this over with! It'staken hours of drawn-out negotiations to reach this point.
| don’'t know what timeit is, but it can’t be long before night gives way to morning.

I’ve never fdt more nervousin my life.

| try to get ahold of mysdf. All | haveto doiswak down this corridor. I’min no danger: the Genera
it planning to doublecross Nova, and she wants me aive. I'm doing thisfor the right reasons. But my
stomach is churning, and | wish I’ d taken the well-meaning advice of dl the people in the operations
room who kept telling me to eat something.

At last—and yet somehow too soon—the hostages are herded out of the lab. Five of them atogether, in
their blue environment suits. The soldiers step aside, and one of them pats me on the shoulder asthe
scientists start walking toward us. It' stime.

| don’t think | can make my legs move, but it happens anyway. | walk dowly, afraid of stumbling or
making any other sudden movements, aware of the guns on each side of me. Aslong as| can fix my
sghtson the scientigts, | can do this. But suddenly, they’ ve moved past me, al expressions of helpless
gratitude and pity, and al | can see now are the Harriers weapons, al trained on me. It isn't only my
reduced size that makes the distance | till haveto cross seem vast.

Atleast I'll be with Dad. Focus on that, Ryan.

Oh, yeah. Dad. Novawouldn’t let him go. She agreed, in fact, to release al the hostages except him. |
guess she plansto keep mein line by threatening him. I'm not happy abouit it, but I'm still saving five
lives—s0, it would have been sdfish to refuse, wouldn't it?

My long wak isover. | fed dmogt relieved asthe Harriersland in acircle around me, and ablaster
muzzle digsinto my back. They march meinto the |laboratory, damming the doorsbehind me. | cast a
forlorn glance over my shoulder as a sted shutter descends over them, separating us from the outside
world. My heart snkswithit.

The chamber, of course, looks even bigger than it did before, its furniture towering over me. | can’'t even
seetheRift a firdt, until I’ m prodded around the corner of aworkbench and itswhite light hitsmein the
face. Isit my imagination or isit brighter than ever?1 blink stars out of my eyesand try not to look
directly at the portal. For that reason, | don’t see the hovering figurein front of me until | amaost bump
into her.

“Ryan Archer!” hisses AzuraNova, rolling my name on her tongue. | squint Sdelong at her, but thelight
behind her turns her into afuzzy slhouette. “Y ou have caused agreat dedl of inconveniencefor me.”
What am | supposed to say to that?“| tried my best,” | reply with ashrug.

She punches me: an uppercut to the chin that comes out of nowhere and sends me sprawling. The
Harriers catch me, and | look up into Nova s face as she movesin, her energy wingsflaring behind her. |
haven't seen her up close before, and I’ m surprised at how young she looks. Y oung and beautiful. Her
eyebrows arc gracefully beneath her sprouting purple hair, and her dender nose has an attractive
curve—but her eyesare cold, and acrud sneer twists her pursed lips. | wonder what could have
happened in her life to make her so cold and ruthless, for surely she couldn’t have been born that way.
But then, | think about another time, another place, adeadly ambush and a ship shot down in flames, and



| wonder if it was aways AzuraNova s destiny to become a heartless mongter.

“Enjoy your joke, Archer,” she snarls. “Y ou will pay for it soon.”

“When you sdl meto the Medtechs” | conclude, affecting boredom. “Heard it all before, lady, from
your bubble-headed partner—and look where he ended up.”

She narrows her eyes. “Y our continued surviva, againgt al odds, has made you cocky. | can have that
beaten out of you.” 1 don’'t doubt it. Perhaps the smart thing to do would beto play it cool for awhile.
Novaclicks her fingers and gestures sharply to her women. | don’t resist asthey haul me closer to the
Rift, particularly not when | see who' swaiting on the floor beside the Sunrunner’ slanding platform.

My dad’ s on hisknees, hishandstied behind him. Another Harrier slands guard over him with ablaster
wegpon, from a nearby bench. When he sees me, hisface contorts with amixture of conflicting emations,
eitling on shock at my diminished stature. “Oh, Ryan...” hewhispers, shaking his head asif thiswhole
messis somehow my faullt.

“Kill him!” sngps Nova

The order takes me by surprise. “What... what areyou...?’ | ssammer. The Harrier on the bench risesa
foot or so, cocks her blaster and levelsit at Dad' s head.

Dad cringes, screwing his eyes shut againgt hisimpending fate. “I'm sorry, Ryan,” he calsto me through
clenched teeth. My impulseisto legp forward, to put myself between the gun and the target, but there's
notime.

“You can'tkill him!” | cry hopelesdy. “Y ou need him!”

To my bewildered relief, the woman doesn't fire. Nova, | redize, hasheld up arestraining hand, ahint of
amusement pulling at her lips. “You need him,” | repeet, my voice sounding smdl. “He syour last
hostage. If you want the army to hand over Ordadl...”

“Ordaal,” saysNova, “is expendable. He was a useful contact—but my agreement with him does not
extend to managing the consequences of his own carelessness.”

“Y ou’ re abandoning him?’

“I have asmall but vauable collection of human organs, and | have you. Thisway, | do not haveto share
my bounty.” Her smile broadens now, but it has no warmth. “Y ou’ re beginning to understand, | think, my
true reasons for keeping your father with me. | cannot risk damaging your body, but I promised you that
you would pay for your interference nonetheless. Consider thisyour first instalment.”

She brings her hand down.

TheHarrier firesher blaster.

Chapter
Thirteen

The shot goeswild. It hits a glass begker, fusing it into atwisted, trangparent sculpture.

The Harriersreact with well-trained speed, flying to surround atwo-drawer filing cabinet behind me and
to theleft. Novarises on her energy wings, and sights along her laser pistol. “Whoever you are,” she
barks, “ show yoursdlf or die! There will be no second warning.”

My brainis still processing the sequence of events |’ ve just witnessed. It picks out the remembered
image of asmal, round object blurring through the air.

A juggling ball. 1t must have struck the blaster wegpon of Dad’ swould-be killer as she squeezed the
trigger, throwing off her aim. Novaand her people followed its trgjectory back to the cabinet—but they
weren't looking where | was looking at the instant that the kill order was given. They didn’t seewhat |
saw: aflash of purple skin over Nova s shoulder. They don't redlize that the bal bounced onitsway to
itstarget.

And suddenly, there are eight, nine, ten more juggling balsin the air. They rain down upon the disarrayed
Harriers, ricocheting from surfaces above, behind and around them, confusing them so much that two
more shots are let off. One strikes a computer console, causing a series of fizzing, popping explosions.
Equipment topples from shelves, filling the room with noise. And the Harriersarewheding in al



directions as Nova shouts orders at them.

In the chaos, nobody iswatching Dad. | race over to him, and set about untying hiswridts. “Friends of
yours?’ he asks, craning over his shoulder to look down at me.

“Just onefriend, | think—but agood one.” I’d hardly dared hope that Knave would have found his way
to the laboratory without me. He must have dipped in through the vents when Nova brought up the
shuttersto let mein and the other hostages out. “1’ ve counted six Harriers. Any more lurking about?” Six
would be about right, | think. That would be about haf of Nova sforce, the other haf having been sent
to Ordaal’s aid.

“Not that I've seen,” said Dad, “but six plus Novaistoo many to take on, Ryan.”

“He sonly oneman,” screams the mercenary leader, asif on cue. Her voice sounds comfortingly distant.
“Hndhim!”

“I know,” | grunt, straining at atough knot. “But if | can get you free, you can unsed the lab and we can
runfor it. There are hundreds of soldiers outside, Dad. Once we're out of the firing line, these guysare
toagt!”

“No! No, Ryan, we can't leave Nova here with the Rift. We haveto -

“Down!”

| try to push Dad aside, try to throw myself on top of him, but he’ stoo big and I’ m not strong enough.
He seesthe danger for himsalf—sees the Harrier taking ailm—and moves, an instant too late. A stream of
szzling energy clips his shoulder, mdting the fabric of hisenvironment suit. He cries out, his hands coming
free from the loose ropes as his body spins and crumples. He' s on the floor, writhing in pain, but when |
look back at the Harrier, shejust returns my gaze with a smile—she smiles—before leveling her weapon
at Dad's head.

I’m running at her before | know what I’ m thinking. My rashness surprises her, but even so, I’'ve no
chance of reaching her before she shoots me. She’ s bringing her arm around now, but there’ sno fear in
me, only aheady, thoughtless rush of desperation. Momentum overrides my reason until | think that, even
if she does kill me, I'll be on her before | have timeto drop.

And then, | see the change in the Harrier’ s expression, her sudden uncertainty. She lowers her pistol and
takestotheair, but she’ stoo late. A flying legp brings me close enough to seize her ankles, dragging her
down. | pin her againgt astrut of the Sunrunner’ slanding platform with my ebow, and | punch her,
once, twice, threetimes, only just redizing giddily that she couldn’t shoot me because Novawants me
dive. She wants me alive!

Something damsinto the back of my head, puncturing my newfound optimism. The painis sharp but
focussed a firdt, and | can cope with it. But then, it explodes to engulf my senses, becoming my whole
world. The battle to stay on my feet islost beforeit’ s begun; as the room darkens, | put everything | have
into the struggle to remain conscious. | dmost succumb, but sheer willpower alows meto see again. |
amogt wish | couldn’t. I'm staring up at two Harriers, one wiping blood from her split lip, eyesblazing
with hatred, the other raising a blaster wegpon to drive its blunt end into my skull again.

A jet of water hits her, knocking her into her cohort and sending both women sprawling. Dad’ sface
comesinto view above me: | can seefrom his clenched jaw and dilated pupilsthat he'sin pain, but he's
clutching afire extinguisher, and its pressurized contents batter the Micronauts with the same force asthe
police’ swater cannon did the protestors outside.

| should help him, but | can’t get up. | turn onto my front and push with my hands, but my amsarelike
sponges and the effort makes me dizzy. Nova s screaming for someoneto * ded with the giant”, and |
can hear running, booted footsteps. Damn it, Dad was right, we can't fight al of them—why couldn’t he
have got out like | told him, when he had the chance?

And now, anew sound permesetes the room—a deep, throbbing hum—and | gasp as something drives
me down into thefloor. | think a Harrier must have placed afoot on my back, and | fal flat, my arms
gplaying in front of me. But there’ snobody there, I'm sure of it. And suddenly, the pressure lets up, and |
canmove agan.

Thefirg thing | seewhen [ lift my unwilling head is the expression on the face of the nearest Harrier. Her
jaw isdack, her eyeswide as she Sares at something above her. A blaster hangs from her hand asiif



forgotten. And then, the celling lights are eclipsed by agreat angular shape, ahuge mass of dull metd,
and | redlize what Knave has done.

He' sused the confusion to reach Ordadl’ s ship. The pressure | felt was some kind of antigravity
backwash as he launched it from its platform above me.

I"' m speechless, awestruck. When | first saw the Sunrunner, | thought it looked cool in amode kit kind
of away. | didn’t think about what it was, what it represented, what it could do. When | saw it again, a
afraction of my normd size, | didn’t redly look at al: there was so much elseto think about, to takeiin.
Now, it' s hovering above me, dwarfing me, and the immengity of it hitsme. It'sa gpaceship. A grest big
paceship. It'sred. It can fly. And it sthe most amazing thing I've seeninmy... in thislife

And now, that miracle of engineering, that spaceship, turns and dives, and the Harriersrun for cover. |
follow their lead, dragging mysdlf benegth the landing platform. The ship describes an impressively tight
arc, and swoopslow over the laboratory benches, its downdraft scattering their contents. With itswings
outstretched, it looks like some great mythica dragon—and it belchesfire, gobbets of burning plasma
sputtering from gun ports to each side of its golden egg-shaped cockpit.

They hit like meteorites, shaking the dometo its flimsy foundations. | cover my face asastoal in front of
meis blasted to splinters. Theair fillswith dust and smoke, and my ears are assailed by the percussion
sounds of secondary explosions and answering fire from the Harriers, which glances harmlesdy off the
unrunner’ s shielding. The ship pulls up and circles again: maneuverable it may be, but the confines of
thelab arealittletoo close, and it scrapesawal with itswing. That doesn't seem to faze the pilot: a
moment later, he dropsinto another strafing run.

| lieflat, hands over my head. A strut givesway, and the platform crashes toward me—but it's caught by
aspider-web latticework of partialy collapsed scaffolding. On balance, | reckon I'm safer under here
than | would be out in the open. | just hope Dad' s found shelter too. At least | can be sure that Knave
won't target him—at least, not on purpose.

The dust isdl around me now. I’ m choking on athick cloud, and my eyes sting. I’ m robbed of al senses
except my hearing—~but the roaring ondaught of noiseissuch that | can’t isolate any individua sound,
can't guesswhat’ s happening even afoot from me. All | know isthat I ve never heard such a cacophony
before, not even inthe midst of theriot. It buildsto ascreeching, rending crescendo, and | think it will
never stop. But then, dl of asudden, it does, leaving my ears deadened so that the ensuing silence seems
toring.

It' samoment before | can tunein to the quieter sounds that remain: the crackling of smal fires, the
settling of timbers—and, somewhere, the insstent blest of atelephone, so prosaic asto sound out of
place. I’'m amazed that it still works. No doubt the Genera wantsto speak with Nova, wants to know
what’sgoing on in here. | wonder how long it’ll be before histroops blast their way through the
reinforced walls. He' s probably given the order aready.

| can’t hear the Sunrunner any more. This, | think, iswhat gives me strength to drag mysdlf out of hiding
and to my feet. | clamber over the shifting wreckage, brushing dust from my clothes. | have to know
what' s happened to Knave. And to Dad. But the laboratory is unrecognizable now, a devastated
landscape of uneven shapes, where strange shadows shift behind every mountain of debris. Thelightsare
out, and athin haze hangsin the air, restricting my vision, hampering my search further.

The Rift, on the other hand, shines as strongly as ever, drawing meinto its warmth. The containment grid,
incredibly, seems undamaged: Knave must have taken painsto avoidit. | find mysdlf saring into the white
light, my heart pulled toward it asif by magnetism. | could dmost diveinto that brilliant pool, leaving the
worries of my life on Earth behind me. But thetimeisn't right. | still have thingsto do here.

The telephone is slenced in mid-ring. Perhaps the Generd gave up. But it sounded to me like somebody
yanked the wire out of its socket. I'm not aone.

| can see a body—at least, the top half of one, protruding from beneath a scorched and overturned lab
bench. Too small to be Dad, too few armsto be Knave. A Harrier. | knedl by her side and check for a
pulsein her neck. She'sdead. | fed amixture of relief and sadness. | lift her cold hand—I can't afford to
be squeamish—and unhook her laser pistol from her arm. | don it mysdlf, and heft it experimentdly. It
fedslikean old friend.



Soon after that, | spot two more Harriers, lying side by side. They must have been caught in one of the
Sunrunner’sblasts. Thereisn't much left of them, apart from scraps of armor. | turn away from them
quickly, fighting the urge to retch. My stomach reminds methat it'sempty. | have to keep telling myslf
that the two women were cold-hearted mercenaries, that they would have dispensed the same fate to my
father without compunction. Kill or bekilled. It wasn't me who set therules.

The sound of gunfire leads meto the Sunrunner. It'sdown, as | expected; not as bashed up as| feared
but resting at an uncomfortable angle againgt the broken remains of atable. As| watch, Knave' s head
pops out of the main hatchway. He' swearing two laser pistols—found them in the ship’sarmory, |
guess—and hefiresthem in opposite directions before bobbing back down out of sight. Both shotsare
returned dmogt instantaneoudy, and | realize that my friend is pinned down by two Harriers.

| can work out where one of them must be. | circle around her, moving as sedthily as| can, going as
wideas| dare. Sure enough, she' shovering in front of me. A fireproof cabinet, itstop haf acooling mass
of dag, gives her cover from Knave, but she'sexposed to me. | balk at what | have to do, my left arm
shaking so much that | can’t fix the mercenary in my sights. But | know what will happen if sheturnsnow,
if sheseesme.

Kill or bekilled. Thelaser pistols have no stun setting. Don't think about it, just do it.

“Doit, Archer!”

A perfect shot. It gtrikes her in the back, and she squeds and fals. | don’t remember firing, but | saw the
flash and prepared mysdlf for the recoil, slanding firm asit snapped through me. A wisp of smokerises
from my muzzle, and if I'mfeding anything a dl, it sa cold, calm acceptance. | did what | had to. Just
like Acroyear taught me.

And then, the moment ends, and before my victim hitsthe floor, I’m running. A rationd action, perhaps,
for somebody who'sjust signaled his position to airborne foes—but my red aim, | fear, isto put some
distance between me and the woman | killed.

Caution dows me, my ingtinct for self-preservation forcing meto deal with the Stuation. Ther€ Il betime
for introspection later. | hope. | start to make my way back toward the grounded Sunrunner—buit,
somewhere ahead of me, something shifts and scrapes.

| freeze, trying to pierce the smoke-filled gloom. | know there’ s somebody there, in awinding
passageway between the junk heaps, but maybe she hasn’'t heard me yet. Maybe | can sneak up on her
too. | hold my bresath and strain my ears, but | can hear no more. No clues. She' s standing ill, she has
to be: if shewasusing her wings, I d be able to seetheir light. She' s set an ambush, waiting for meto get
overconfident and come looking for her. Perhaps the best thing | can do is back up from this.

Sowly, | put one foot behind the other and withdraw carefully.

A hissof air between teeth. | whirl around, dropping to one knee, bringing up my pistol.

It'sKnave. He dides down the dope of atabletop and springs over amound of papers at itsfoot, to
land a my side. | must look like I’ m about to make a startled exclamation, because he puts awarning
finger to hislips. “I heard someone down there,” | whisper, nodding to indicate the direction. Frowning, |
add: “ Or wasthat you?’

He confirms, with anod, that it was. One day, I'll have to ask him how he can move so quickly and
quietly. “There are Harriers around, though,” he adds. “I exchanged laser beams with two of them, afew
minutes ago. | think one of them was Nova.”

“I... dedt withthe other,” | tel him.

“ S0, that’ swhy they broke off the attack.”

“| don't understand. How did they bring you down in thefirst place?’

“Ah. That was Novatoo. She landed on the hull. She was using her laser to cut through the main hatch. |
did afew barre rolls, tried to shake her off, but...”

“Y ou crashed it? Isthat what you' re telling me? Y ou crashed the ship?’

“Hey, | brought her down in one piece. | think that was pretty good going under the circumstances. |
didn't train asapilot, you know.”

“Did you see my father?’

“The bearded giant? | saw him from the Sunrunner . He ducked under a console, near the Rift. Not too



far from where you were, actudly.”

“He should be safe, then?” It was meant as a statement, but it sounds like aplea.

“I tried to keep the cannons away from that area.” But so much stuff was burning and faling, and there
were Harriers everywhere—and, compared to me, Dad was such abig, inviting target... No. Keep
positive. He hasto be OK, hejust hasto be.

“We haveto find him,” | say, “before Novadoes.” Knave nods, and lopes away confidently. | follow
him, happy to trust his sense of direction over mine.

And then, | fed aprickling sensation on the back of my neck: the kind of premonition that I’ ve learned to
trugt. | spin around, smultaneoudly legping aside as laser energy tears up the ground beside me. | can’'t
see my attacker, but | let off aquick shot in her direction, hoping to gaintime as| look for cover. | think
I"'vefound it, behind atable leg, but the next blast comes from above, dicing so closeto my ear that | can
fed itsheat. There saglimmer of bluein the haze up there, and | take aim, but it’ s aready gone.
Knaveisrunning, and I’m at his hegdls again, but we' re exposed, and death punches down around usin
searing bolts. | try to vary my course, veering without warning, to make myself animpossble target, but
I’m running a deadly obstacle course, leaping over flames asthey break out at my feet. Knave' s motions
are more sdlf-assured, more fluid than mine, and he finds time to loose off afew shots of hisown. But as
he stares over his shoulder, trying to get afix on our airborne pursuer, hefailsto see thefigure that
springs out of shadow in front of him. | shout awarning, too late. The Harrier bears him to the ground,
punching him. Knave squirms benesth her, pushing her away with hissix limbs. By thetime| reach them,
she' s struggling to keep her balance on top of him. And then, another laser beam strikes between me and
Knave, barely missing us both; barely missng the Harrier too. Whoever' s up there, she doesn't care
about her own dlies, so long as she getsus. Nova

We leap in opposite directions, Knave using the distraction to scrambleto hisfeet. And now, he's
wrestling with the Harrier: they’ re holding each other’ sarms, each trying to keep the other’ s pistols away
from them. Knave's extralimbs should give him the advantage, but the Harrier is combat trained. She
meatches him move for move, and triesto throw him using her superior weight. He' spractically dancingin
his effortsto resst her, hopping and jumping as she snakes her feet between hislegsand triesto trip him.
And yet, | redlize with admiration, he' s keeping his head down, letting her lean over him, using her asa
shidd from our flying foe.

| can’'t get abead on the Harrier: I'm not confident enough in my aim, and | won't risk hurting Knave. |
throw mysdlf onto her back instead, gripping her sides with my knees, looping my arm around her throet,
yanking her head back. She reacts with frightening speed, reaching behind her, seizing my armsand
breaking my hold. But I’ ve given Knave the opening he needs. He lands asolid blow to the Harrier's
chin, and follows up with akick to her ssomach. Her armored suit protects her, but she' s knocked
off-balance, and he springs after her in aflurry of fists.

| fal dlumsily. I’'mon the ground, rolling, asthe fight moves avay from me. I’m on my back, and when |
open my eyes, they’ re met by the cold gaze of AzuraNova.

She' shovering about afoot above me, her laser pistols aimed downward, squarely a me. | think my
heart just stopped. | throw up my armsto protect mysdlf, knowing it to be afutile gesture. And shefires.
Both barrels.

The twin beams converge on my own arm-mounted pistol, their combined force burning through its upper
surface to destroy its circuitry. As Nova swoops down and takes the front of my shirt in ablack-gloved
hand, | redlizethat she hit exactly what shewasaming for. I'm helplessas sheliftsmeinto the air,
thrashing about in the desperate hope that | can make her drop me before we climb too high. My shirt
tears, and I'm momentarily in freefal, but she catches me, an arm around my throat just as| was holding
the Harrier amoment ago, a pistol pressed to my head.

“I"m trying to decide which would be more satisfying,” she hissesinmy ear. “Tokill you close up, or to
let you see your degth racing towards you.”

“Youcan't...” | lutter.

“Y ou think yoursdlf untouchable, don’t you? Another mistake on Ordad’ s part. Y ou havetried my
patiencetoitslimit. Y our body is still worth agreat deal to me dead.”



“More... dive...” It sdifficult to speak. Her arm is crushing my windpipe, and every ragged breath |
takeisfilled with ginging smoke.

“The satisfaction | take from killing you will be compensation enough.”

We re dmost touching the celling, at the gpex of the dome. The smoke has closed in around uslike a
densefog, and | can’t seethe ground any more. “I’ll let gravity do itswordt, | think,” considersNova. “A
good Medtech can work with damaged organs—but | may have difficulty sdling you if your brains have
been blown out. Goodbye, Archer.”

Sheletsgo of me, but panic hones my reflexes. Hailing about, | find armor plating and wrap mysalf
around it. As Nova soars away, she takes me with her. My arms are fastened around her legs, my cheek
againgt cold metd. Disgusted, shetriesto didodge mewith abarrd roll. | keep adogged grip on her, but
my legstrall helplesdy. | fed queasy, and I’ m thinking, why couldn’t | have been more careful with the
glider pack, because | really need it now. | tried to fix it, of course, tried to get my instinctive know-how
to do its business, but it needed replacement partsthat | don’'t have.

“Ligentome, Nova,” | yel over thewind in my ears. “Isthisthelife you dreamed for yoursaf? Leading
abunch of undisciplined thugs, hiring yoursdlf out to greedy idiotslike Ordaal to make acrust?’ Oh God,
just listen to yoursdlf. Isthisal you' ve got left: cod psychology?*Y ou should command an army. People
should respect you, fear you. And | bet you know that, don’t you? Y ou’ ve ways known it deep down.
| bet you' ve always wondered where your life went wrong. Well, | cantell you, Nova. | cantell you
because I’ ve seen it. Do you hear me? |’ ve seeniit!”

She reaches down and takes my arms again, trying to break my grip on her. | resist at firgt, but she's
stronger than me, her fingers digging into my muscles. Fortunately, she doesn’t drop methistime; she
hauls me up until we reface to face. “What are you jabbering about, little man?’ she snaps. I’m struck by
her lack of emation, likedl thisisjust businessto her, something that hasto be done. Still, | wouldn’t be
diveif | hadn't engaged her interest.

Troubleis, | don’t know what to say next. So, for want of aplausible story, | blurt out thetruth. “1’ve
been contacted by abeing who calls himsdlf the Time Traveler. According to him, something’ sgone
wrong with time, dtered our very history.”

“Time Traveler?” A hint of afrown creases Nova s smooth brow.

“You've heard of him?’ No, Ryan, don’t show surprise; that gives her an advantage. “ Of course you've
heard of him! And you know about me; you know what Ordaal found when he examined me. I'm
connected... | don’t know how, don’t ask meto explain it, but somehow... I’'m connected to your
gaaxy. I’'m connected to the Time Traveler, and hetells methat this, thistimeline, isn't how thingswere
meant to be. He wants meto put it right.”

Her eyesboreinto my skull, and | wish she' d react. | wish she'd say something. Just aflicker of an
expression would do, something to guide me.

“Think about it. The return of the Emperor, your galaxy united under onefist again. And standing at his
right hand, hismost trusted Generd. Y ou’ d control the skies.”

“Nice story,” says Nova. “ Goodbye.”

Knave hits her from behind, wearing a stolen glider pack. She drops me, of course, but I’ ve dready
grabbed her arm. She triesto shake me off, whipping my helpless body through the air, but Knaveisal
over her. He hasalaser pigtol at her temple. “Because I’ m agentleman,” hetdls her, “I’m giving you one
chance to surrender.”

Shethrows hersalf backwards into a headfirst dive. Pulled after her, | overshoot and tumble end over
end. Knave s shot goeswild, glancing off the reinforced celling. He sees my plight, and abandons Nova
to come after me. He plucks me out of midair, but his salfless act leaves him exposed. Our foe comes up
behind us, pistols blazing. We dive and twist and roll through gray clouds until | don’'t know which way is
up any more and my stomach, I’'m sure, isthree turns behind me. I’ ve lost track of Nova, until she
appears, for a heart-stopping moment, in Knave' ssights. But she' salmost asfast as heis, and more
practiced in agria combat. He fires—but, with a streak of gold, she'sgone.

A second later, she' s back, coming up beneath us on a collison course. She rams us, loosening Knave' s
grip on me. I'm dangling from one hand, swinging wildly, kicking out at Novaas she claws at me, trying



to tear me from him. Somehow, Knave gets an arm between us, firesalaser pistol, and she pedls off and
vanishesagan.

Knave drags me through awhole new series of aerobatics, until | want to scream at him to put me down,
and I'm thankful that | didn’t eat after dll. | realizethat I’ ve closed my eyes, and | open them again aswe
level out. Not that there' s much to see. But the haze around usis beginning to subside. Dust is settling,
and the smadll fires on the ground are petering out.

| catch sight of Nova.

She hasn't seen us yet. She' sflying straight and level, scouring the sky below her. Knaveistrying to get a
bead on her, but she’ san insubstantia silhouette, shifting in and out of the deceiving fog. And suddenly, |
know what | haveto do.

| squirm out of my friend’ sgrasp, to hisalarm, and I'm faling again.

Until my target reappears beneath me, just where | knew she'd be.

| land on Nova' s back, her blue wings sputtering as my solid arms pass through them. She triesto throw
me, but I’ ve got atight hold on her, and I'm prying the glider pack fromitsdot in her armor. It'snot
coming free, and she sgot my arms again... but Knave has dropped down in front of her and he's
coming a her head-on. She pullsup, firing a him, but without my weight to drag him down, he evades
her shotswith agile ease.

And suddenly, I’m got the pack, but | can’t contral it. It yanks me upward sharply, away fromits
erstwhile owner, and she makesagrab for my feet but | kick her away.

AzuraNovaplummetsto the very fate that she had planned for me, greeting her onrushing death with a
Soicd slence.

A moment later, her glider pack pullsfree from my grasp, and | follow her down.

Knaveisthereto catch me, asaways.

Wefind her just where we expected, facedown on the [ab floor. My spinetingles at the thought of getting
closer to her, but we must. | haveto know that it'sdl over.

The corpseisreatively intact—thanks to the armor, | guess—buit its neck is broken. Nova s head lies at
asevere angle. Her faceispae, her eyes staring, her expresson asemotionlessasit dwayswas. A line
of blood seeps from her mouth to congeal beneeth her chin.

| did this.

| don’t want to look at her. But | can’t take my eyes off her.

Something moves up behind me. Something—someone—hbig. But | don't turn. So what if thisis some
new foe, if I'm leaving mysdlf agitting duck?1 don't care. I’ ve had enough. Anyway, there’ snothing to
fear; I’'m sure of that—the lack of areaction from Knave confirmswhat I’ ve dready sensed—even
before the new arrival crouchesbeside me and | recognize him.

“Dad...” Hispadded suit istorn and filthy, hisface red, bruised and scored with shallow cuts, but he's
OK. I manage abrief amile.

Helooks at Nova, and shakes his head sadly. His hand hovers over my shoulder, but he hesitates and
withdrawsit. Perhgpsit’ sonly our newfound difference of scale that made him think again. It wasn't
your fault,” he assuresme. “Y ou did what you had to do.”

“I know.”

| don't think that was the answer he expected. | ook up into hisface, but it’ srigid, histhoughts
unreadable. He probably doesn’t know what he' sfeding himsalf. And, after along moment, he does
what he dways does. He stands and walks away from me.

| won't let him do it thistime. “Hey,” | cry, hopping after him, “where are you going?’

“I’'vework to do, Ryan.” The old excuse. He' s starting to pull away.

“And it can’t wait? Look around you, Dad. Look at what we' ve been through!”

“And you think it'sover?It' snot over, Ryan. Not aslong asthe Rift is till open.”

“So, you're gonna sedl it? Can you even do that?’

He hdtsat an instrument console. It’s surrounded by debris, soot-blackened, but relatively intact. | guess



thisiswhere he shdltered during the Sunrunner’ s assault. He operates the controls, hisbrow lined in
concentration. “Emergency systems have kept the grid up and running, but it won't last much longer,” he
reports distractedly. “ Circuits are shorting out across the board.”

“Shouldn’t you... | don't know, wait for the army guys or something?’

“Theré snotime, Ryan. Don't you understand? Nova sent for reinforcements. Even if they don’t arrive,
there are any number of potential hazards on the far Sde of that hole. It' slike told you: we weren't
ready for this, and recent events only provethat. If | wait for the army to get their orderssigned in
triplicate, the containment grid might collgpse, and it would take us weeksto get it up again. We can't
wait that long. It'sbest for everybody if | end thisthreat now, once and for al.”

He dropsto his haunches, pulls open apand in the consol€ s base and pokes around inside it. My gaze
isdrawn to hisinjured shoulder, itsskin alivid red. It must hurt like hell.

At least hisearsare alittle closer to me now. Perhaps he' |l sart listening.

“Dad...” | venture. “Dad, if you'regonnado this...”

“It' slucky you got that messageto me,” he mutters, half to himsdf. “It gave metimeto prepare. I've
been running amild current through the Rift for dmost forty hours, weakening its molecular cohesion. |
wish | could have done more, but with the dissipated energy being converted into visible light, | couldn’t
take the chance that Nova would see what was happening. Still, it shouldn’t take more than about thirty
more minutes to disperse the Rift altogether. That is...” He grunts as he reachesinto the console' s
innards and pulls a something. “...if | can make these blasted controls respond!”

I”’m struggling to keep up. “Y ou got my message? | thought Nova erased it.”

“She did—but, even if she had been the scientist she claimed to be, she didn’t know much about Earth
technology. It was smple enough to reconstruct your e-mail from my hard disk, once | knew whereto
look for it.”

“And how didyou...?’

“Y our voicemail, of course.” Dad looks at mewith afamiliar disappointment in his eyes: the ook that
says|’m wasting histime with dumb questionswhen | could use my brain for once and work out the
answers myself. But the look passes quickly, thistime, as he gppends arare compliment. “ That was good
thinking, son.”

Thisisn't getting me any closer to saying what | haveto say.

“Dad, if you'regonna... if you' re shutting down the Rift, you haveto let me...”

Just spit it out. Get it out there.

“I'm sorry, Dad, it'sjust thet... | don’t know how to explainit... it'slike, I’ ve been doing alot of
thinking lately, you know, and | redize now that my destiny isn't...”

Hefreezes, till haf-turned away so that | can’'t see hisexpression.

| plow on, ressting the urgeto stare at the floor. “1 can’t keep hiding from it, Dad. | can’'t deny it any
longer. Thisis't my life; it doesn't fedl like my life. | told you about the Time Traveer, in my message.
Well, I think... | know... that I’ ve got to listen to him. I’ ve got to find out what he wants meto do. You
understand that, don’t you?”

He emerges from beneath the console, and sits back on the floor. Hislips are set into astraight line, more
unreadabl e thoughts playing behind his eyes. “What are you trying to tell me, Ryan?’ He must dready
know the answer, but he wantsto hear it from my lips.

“I'vemade up my mind,” | say firmly. “I’m going through the Rift.”

Chapter

Fourteen

| expected arow.

| could aready hear Dad lambasting me for another dumb spur-of-the-moment decision. | mean, getting
into a spaceship and flying to a different galaxy, awhole other dimension, for the sake of astupid dream?
And what am | going to do when | get there? Play the hero? Save the universe? Who do | think |



am—Captain Kirk, or John Crichton? I’ ve spent these past five days blundering through one Situation
after another. I'm lucky | didn’t get my fool head blown off—and | can’t kid mysdlf that that was down
to anything other than blind stubbornness and awhole heap of luck. It hardly qualifies meto face the
unknown, and probably far greater, perils beyond the Rift.

| stedd mysdlf for averbd ondaught. But Dad just looks at me sadly, and says. “You doredizeI'll have
to close the Rift behind you?’

| nod, dumbstruck by the redization that my doubts were entirely my own.

Hefrowns. “Isthat not what you wanted to hear?’

“I...yes” | splutter. “I judt... I... why aren’t you trying to talk me out of this?’

“You said you' d made up your mind.”

“I have... I think. It'sjudt...”

“And you' ve obvioudy thought about it agreeat ded.”

“I suppose s0.” Morethan I’ ve ever had to think about anything before.

“Then | think you should go.”

“You do? | mean, redly? That' swhat you want?’

Hisface cloudsover. “It'snot what | want, Ryan. | don’t want to think about you facing
God-knows-what out there. | don’'t want to think that | might never see you again. But you seem quite
certain that thisTime Traveler fdlow isred...”

“I'am.” | told him everything in my e-mail, of course. Why did | till imagine that he wouldn't understand?
“Everything that’ s happened. .. dl the evidence...”

“Weéll, then. | think you should go.” He stands abruptly, and turns away. He doesn’t want to face me.
Nothing new about that. But thistime, it fedsdifferent. Thistime, | know it's because he wantsto hide
his emotions, doesn’'t want to let them hold me back. And suddenly, uncomfortably, | wonder if that has
always been our problem.

“Dad...” | cdl upto him, because| can’'t leavethingslikethis. “Dad, you do redize that, if I'mright
about the Time Traveler, what he wants meto do...”

He leanswearily againgt the console. It takes him an age to turn back to me. “Y ou might change history.
If you do that, then none of thiswill have happened. In area sense, | might ceaseto exist. Certainly, |
won't know anything about it. No one will remember thistimeline. Our liveswill be different; they’ll
aways have been different.”

“Not dways,” | correct him. “Just recently. Just sSince the Micronauts. There |l ill be... you know,
everything before that. Y ou and me.”

Hetriesto smile. “It might be for the best. A lot of people have died here. Ordaa and Nova have caused
agreat ded of misery. Y ou might be ableto undo dl that.”

“I don't know,” I mumble. A shadow in the heart of the red flames... | think he’s going to strike me
or choke me... channel that destructive force into burning out my insides... my lifein his hands. “I
don’t know if the Time Traveler’ sredlity is better or worse. | just know that it ... it’ swhere | belong, and
I’m not sureif that’s enough.”

Dad crouches beside me again, regarding me with sympathetic eyes. Then he places his hand on my
shoulder, hishand dmost engulfing my arm. “Y ou'll do theright thing, Ryan. | know you will. I’'m proud
of you.”

Now it'smy turn to be tongue-tied—and, to my shame, | change the subject, mumbling something like:
“Wadll... um, | guesswe d better get started, then.” Dad doesn’t seem to mind, though. In fact, | think

he srelieved. Likefather, like son.

“Thefirgt thing we need to do,” he says brusgquely, straightening up and turning to include the slent Knave
in the conversation, “isto get the army off our backs for afew more minutes. | can handle that. Then, we
have to get the Sunrunner onitsfeet again. | assumethat is how you' re planning to make thistrip?’

“I guesss0,” | say. | hadn’t redlly thought about it. “Will it fly again?’ | ask Knave.

“With alittle work, maybe.”

“Wedon't have much time,” cautions Dad, busy at the console again.

Knave nods, and hurries off in the direction of the crashed ship. I'm left with nothing to do. I'd only get in



Dad sway, | suppose; | should follow the Vaerian, seeif he needsany help. But | hesitate, looking up at
Dad sback, feding like there sone morething | should say. Something he should know.

When | composed my message to him, when | told my story, | |eft out one crucid detall. | didn’t know
how to break it to him; | ill don’t. And maybe he does’t want to know. | told him about Karza's
Harriers, how they came through the Rift in alaboratory like this one, and took meto their gdaxy. He
knowsthat he was present at the time—and yet he hasn't asked me the obvious question. He hasn't tried
to find out what happened to him.

| long to tell him. | don’t want to say goodbye with secrets between us. But what good would it do?1’d
be making myself fed better at the expense of hisunnecessary grief. And, if | do change higtory, if the
Time Traveler can show meaway to restore his (my) timeline, and | decideto takeit... well, like Dad
sad, hewon't know anything about it.

But I'll know.

Everything came together with surprising speed.

Dad reconnected the phone and spoke to the General. He assured him that we were OK, that there was
no need to take drastic measures, then hung up. There |l be hdll to pay when the government find out
what he didn’t tdll them, what he' sredlly up to. But he doesn't care; in fact, he seems quite cheerful
about the prospect of atria. Heintendsto tell the world what happened here, why he concluded that the
Rift had to be destroyed. It' s the only way, he says, that we can be sure not to repeat our mistakes. And,
like hetold me, hisactionswill make him ahero to alot of people. | never knew he had it in him.

We managed to right the Sunrunner between us. Actudly, its antigravity generators did most of the work
by rendering it temporarily weightless. Knave is sure—well, “fairly confident” ishow he put it—that he
can take off from the lab floor. | grinned and made some reference to his earlier insstence that he wasn't
apilot. “I’'m no engineer ether,” he said serioudy. “I’ ve lashed this thing together and made sureit’s
pace-tight, but it'sonly good for one more launch, if that.”

“Onelaunchisal I'masking for,” | said.

| never asked him to come with me. | didn’t dare broach the subject, because | know it would be safer
for Knaveto stay herewith histroupe and | don’t know what |1 would do without him. Fortunately, he
talks asif his decison was made long ago. He intends to see my story through to itsend, and I’'m grateful
for thet.

The bridge of the Sunrunner, after its externd splendor, is something of aletdown. Its golden shielding,
opague from the outside, is trangparent from within. Thelight of the Rift shines down uponasmple
semicircle of worn instrument banks. Sitting in front of them, Knave pulls back threelevers
smultaneoudy. | notice that the fingers of his spare hand are crossed, and | wish | hadn’t. The ship rises
gx feet, causng me no more discomfort than the average eevator ride. Thelight is shining right a me
now, brighter than ever.

Our farewd |swere hurried and awkward, but heartfelt. Dad can’t see me now—nbut | can see him,
pretending to work at his console. He looks aone, haunted by the past and the future, and | want to go
to him, but I can’t. Thanksto him, the energiesthat are burning aholeinto redity are breaking down. He
started the process without telling me, asif to ensure that we couldn’t prolong our parting—and it’s
irreversble. There |l be nothing left soon.

Il never seehim again.

The deck throbs beneath my feet. I’ m gtting inwhat | guessisthe copilot’s chair, but the didsand lights
before me mean nothing, and al | can do is grip the console and hope for the best. Knave eases us
forward, and the white light welcomes us.

“Thewings!” | cry in sudden redlization. “Did you retract the wings?’

Knave seyeswiden. Heflings himsdf across his console, stabbing at the controls. Thelight engulfsus,
and asharp jolt vibrates through the ship’ s hull, from right to left. We lurch, first one way and then the
other. Panelslight up red in front of me, and something deep within the Sunrunner’ s systems explodes.
My knucklesturn white. A squedling, scraping sound fills my skull, like amillion fingernails on athousand



blackboards, and I’'m praying: Please, God, don't |et us bring the containment grid down on top of ud!
And then, the sound cuts off, and the light goes out.

We' reinsdethe Rift—and | remember what that fedslike about a microsecond before the pain hits me.
| fed asif I'm being taken apart, diced up layer by layer. Bilerisesin my throat, and | can't fed the
console any more. I’ m floundering, reaching for something to hold on to as some unseen hand rearranges
my interna organs, and I’ m thinking that, even if I’ d ended up dissected on a Medtech’stable, it couldn’t
have hurt much more than this.

Andthen, a lagt, it' sover. We ve come through, and I’ m panting with relief because—perverse asit
may seem—thisjourney was easier on me than the last one. Perhaps my body was better prepared for
the stress placed upon it (but | haven't done this before, despite my memories of it). Perhaps the ship
protected me, or at least conveyed me more quickly through the nightmare darkness. Or perhaps my size
helped: when | entered the Rift in the original timeline, | was six feet tall; not so when | emerged. | don't
know why the Rift shrunk me, while the Harrowers—my captors—remained unaffected. | guessthe very
molecules of my body were too large to passthrough it. Not thistime, though. At least, | hope not.

What if | have been shrunk again? | could be the size of amouse.

| open my eyes. I"veleft apool of vomit around my shoes. We re drifting through a deep black void, but
| can see pinpricks of starlight. | half expect to find Knave towering over me, but nothing has changed.
He sdill inhisseat, I'm il in mine, everything to the same scale. “We ve sabilized for now,” he says,
hisface apaer shade than normal.

“TheRift,” | sammer, gripped by an inexplicable compulsion. “Isthere arear view-screen or something?
Can we seethe Rift?

Knavefrownsat hisconsole. “ According to thesereadings...” Heturnsto me, his black eyes glistening
sympatheticaly. “It'sno longer there. It'sgone.”

“Already?’ | fed cold. | knew thiswas going to happen, but till... my only connection to my home, to
everything | know... I'maone...

And at that moment, rising like the sun over the horizon, aship pullsinto view ahead of us. It'shig. It's
green. It' soblong, with an dmost spherica front section. It gives me theimpression of an angry insect
buzzing in front of us, staring at us with the single black eye of itsforward portd. “1t' satroop carrier!”
breathes Knave.

“Canwetakeit?’ | ask, not holding out much hope.

“Under normd circumstances, maybe. With the Sunrunner inthe dateitis...”

A datic wheeze bursts from a scratchy spesker, somewhere behind me. A femaevoice says. “
Sunrunner, thisis Harrier Four, awaiting recognition codes. Do you receive?”

“Don’'t answer her,” | whisper. Knave gives me awithering look. He s atered our course: not so much
asto be obvious, but the oncoming ship isdrifting dowly to our |eft.

“ Sunrunner, thisis Harrier Four. We require recognition codes. Failure to comply will lead to an
assumption of hostile intent. There will be no further warnings.”

“Tdl mewe can outrun them.”

“Agan,” saysKnave, “under normd circumstances...”

“But we regonnatry, right?’

Henods. “I'll push the engines as hard as| can. Just pray that they abandon pursuit before we shake
oursavesintotiny little pieces”

| nod, and brace mysdlf for sudden acceleration. Thefunny thing is, | don’t even fed worried. Perhaps
I’ve reached apoint where I’ m inured to danger. It's more than that, though. It’ slike my every inginct is
telling methat | haven't comethisfar for nothing, that the Time Traveler won't et me diein flames now.
It can’t happen again.

Knave throws usinto a steep banking climb, and we soar past the troop carrier, our underside amost
scraping its hull. Freedomisin our sights. Then, Harrier Four firesat us, hidden turrets along its broad
sde flashing fiercely. Thefirg shot hits us. So doesthe second. And the third, and the fourth. Our shields
dampen the blasts, but the Sunrunner rocksin violent protest. It'sall | can do to stay in my seet as
shifting gravitic forcestry to fling me at the walls. The pilot’ s console explodes, cresting achain reaction



that blows out systems across the bridge. We' re past the other ship now, screaming through space, and
the high-pitched whine of the engines has reached a painful intensty. More charges smack into usfrom
behind: adid blowsout in front of my face, and | jerk back ingtinctively, only to be punched forward
again and amost hit my head. But the blows are coming less frequently now, and | think we' re garting to
pull avay.

| look at Knavefor confirmation of my hope, but al his concentration isreserved for his spitting, smoking
controls. Hisfour hands are ablur of frantic motion.

And then, alaser beam shrieks past him, and stabsinto the console.

He leaps aside, spinsround and fires back. The shape of aHarrier ducks behind the doorframe. She
must have sneaked aboard in the lab. Damn mefor assuming that Nova sfind crony waslying dead
somewhere! The turbulence must have thrown off her am, ese Knave would surely have suffered that
very fate.

The Vaerian wrenches his chair from the floor—it was bolted down, but varioustrias have |oosened
it—and hurlsit at the Harrier. Fooled by the distraction, she wastes two shots on the flying furniture and
isunprepared for the flying acrobat behind it. He knocks her down. I’'m halfway to them when the
Sunrunner goesinto aspin, pulling my feet from beneath me. An darm klaxon sounds, taking me back
to another ship, another time. Fires are breaking out across the bridge... the heat... flaying my skin
and making my chest ache. | fight my way to my feet, but | have to grab on to a console to keep
myself upright because we're pitching at a forty-five degree angle and I’'m hitting the dead contrals,
not knowing what I’ m doing, just hoping to get a response from something, and the deck drops out
from beneath me and I’m down again, gasping for breath, feeling smothered... I’m choking on
thick smoke.

Did | mention, by theway, that | am quite worried now?

We're running, kicking up dust clouds. My legs weigh me down, the soft, dry ground pulling at my
feet. My lungs are like sandpaper and my eyes are streaming, but Acroyear has my armand he's
dragging me along after him. When the explosion comes, I’ m completely unprepared. It throws me
forward, burying me in the fine brown grains that blanket this planet. An intense heat washes

over my back, and shards of metal rain upon me.

When, finally, it's over, Acroyear hauls me to my feet. I’'m gasping for breath, and | can’'t support
myself, can’t let go of him, but I’'m alive. Alive! That thought fills my head.

“Well, | can only thank you again.” Persephone’ s voice, caustic with sarcasm. “ You certainly
know how to pick the best tourist destinations.”

“ Apologies, Princess,” snarls Acroyear, “ if the accommodations are not everything you are
accustomed to.”

“ Looks like the perfect vacation spot to me,” says Knave, shielding his eyes from the glare of two
blazing suns. “ Qun, sand... more sun, more sand...”

“You call thissand?” retorts Persephone in disgust, shaking dust from her boots but only beating
up another cloud of the stuff to get into my nose and mouth.

»The surface layer of this planet is composed of 48% silicon, 23%.. .«

“ Thank you, Microtron.” Something roars above my head, and | look up to see the glow of a
low-flying vessel streaking across the yellow sky. Acroyear eases himself away from me, forcing
me to stand unaided. “ We must get moving,” he says.

“ Areyou insane?” erupts Persephone. “ We don’t have any supplies. We have no shelter. How
long do you think we can last on this ball of dirt?”

“ Sgnificantly longer,” he snaps, “ if Nova does not find us!”

“Thisisadead planet,” shrieks the Princess. “ It can’t sustain us. Your only hope of survival isto
surrender now and beg for my father’s mercy.”

“Your father has no mercy,” rumbles Acroyear, “ and | will not go back to his pens.”

“1 don’t wish to alarm anybody,” says Knave, “ but | think those ships are getting closer.”



“They' ve triangulated our approach vector. They will be carrying out sensor sweeps of the
surface. We have to get away from the wreckage.”

There' s precious little of our ship left, after the explosion. Even as it skipped, belly-down, across
the dirt, it was barely holding itself together. Now, it’s a burnt-out skeleton. It's a miracle that
nobody was killed.

| guess we have Biotron to thank for that. It was he who brought us down, using his interface with
the ship’s systems to coax a final, faltering gasp fromits engines. It was his giant fists that
smashed a way out of the burning wreck for us—and he who carried me to safety. It bothers me
that | can’t feel grateful. | can’t forget that | once saw him eradicate a pen full of prisonerson
Karza's command. He claims to have overcome his programming, but he still gives me the creeps.
I wish | knew exactly what he was beneath that robotic shell. | gaze up at him, but a sun behind
his head casts his face into shadow. It takes me a moment to spot the glint of his eyes, to realize
that he’' s looking back down at me. | shiver.

“1 will not go with you,” says Persephone.

Acroyear hefts his sword. “ You have no say in the matter.”

“1 will not throw away my life for you. You cannot bully me when | have nothing to lose.”
“You'd rather stay here?”

“Yeg”

“ And if the Harriers strafe the area?”

“1 amtheir Princess, the Emperor’s daughter. They will not risk my life.” She tosses her head
back imperioudly, her long blonde hair streaming behind her, her eyesan icy blue.

“1f you believe that,” says Acroyear, “ then you do not know Azura Nova as | do.”

“ She didn’t seem too concerned about your welfare when she shot us down,” Knave points out.
“ Been friends for a long time, have you?”

The Princess falls silent, scowling resentfully.

“1f | may intercede at this point,” booms Biotron, “ my long-range sensors indicate that this world may not be as
barren as we assumed.”

“ Somebody’ s home?” asks Knave.

“ | have detected no life signs as yet. However, thereis a large, manmade structure some 17.6 kilometers from our
present position.”

“ Then that’ s where we should go,” | pipe up. OK, so | just wanted to be involved, to make a
contribution. “ Like the Princess said, we need shelter—right?”

“Princess?” growls Acroyear.

Persephone looks up into the yellow sky, then lowers her head and nods, defeated.

That' s where the dream ends—and I’ m back on the ship, back on the floor, surrounded by fire and
smoke. Dying again. But it fed s different thistime.

For atimethere, | convinced mysdlf that thiswasit. Destiny’ s crue joke on me: for dl the Time

Traveler' sefforts, my lifewasfated to end in the sameway inthisredlity asit did in thelast one.
Alternative history repesting itsdlf. But that waswhen | thought | did dig, in that crash landing in the other
timdine

| thought the Time Traveler was showing me how it ended. | waswrong. All thistime, hel sbeen trying to
show me how it began.

| didn’t diethen. | won't die now.

| force mysdlf to my feet. We're going so fast that the nearest stars are streaks of light around us. I'm
amazed that we haven't hit anything, but then | guessthere' sawholelot of nothing to hit out here. Knave
and the Harrier are on the floor, wrestling. | can barely stand, barely breathe, barely keep my eyes open,
but | cast around for aweapon and find one.

| snatch the blue extinguisher from itswall bracket, dmost too wesk to hold it. | remember how Knave
operated it, in my vison, and | mimic hisactions. | douse smoldering and burning systems, clearing apath



to my friend—and whenever the juddering ship throws me off-course and off-baance, | pick myself up
and keep going.

TheHarrier looksup as| reach her. | blast her full in the face with freezing blue steam. Sheredls, clawing
at her eyes, and Knave shoots her in the chest.

Another death. Thistime, it hardly affectsme.

Knave springs past me. The pilot’s console is a blackened mess, but he gets to work at the bank beside
it. “I"m redirecting command functions to the copilot’ s position,” he explains over hisshoulder. | wishI’d
known how to do that.

He must have activated some kind of ventilation, becausethe air is clearing. We' redowingto aless
breakneck pace, and the engines seem to give asigh of relief. Able to keep my baance now, and to take
great, wheezing gulps of clean air, I'm tempted to echoit.

“What' s the damage?’ | ask when | can speak, afraid of the answer.

“Extensve,” saysKnave. “They took achunk out of us. Our shields are down, and we' ve lost hull
integrity in the storage bay. If we go anywhere near a planetary atmospherein this condition, we'll burst
into flames and crumple like a sheet of paper.”

“Tell metheré saplussde”

Heturnsto mewith ady grin. “Therest of the shipisintact. Well, more or less. The engines came close
to overhesating, but they’ re holding. We ve shaken off the Harriers. So long aswe don't get into another
dogfight for awhile, we'll be OK.”

“In other words,” | say, “we madeit.”

“By the skin of our teeth, yes”

| laugh. I can’t help mysdlf. I'm wondering exactly what Knave said, what dien turn of phraseit wasthat
my trandator relayed to me asthat very human colloquiaism. I'm leaning againg thewall, trembling as
the adrendine that' s kept me going al thistime drains out of me, leaving me wesk.

“S0,” saysKnave, “whereto now?’

Sometimelater.

Knave found a cabin, and went to take anap. He offered to let me go first, but | fed like |’ ve passed
through tiredness and out the other side. | stayed here, on the bridge, on watch. Not that | can do much
more than shout for him if anything goeswrong.

Thankfully, the past few hours have been peaceful. The Sunrunner’s self-repair sysems areticking
away, doing what they can. Knave will do more when he' srested. We re on an even ked, limping but
out of immediate danger. I” ve had timeto relax, to collect my thoughts. And | amost fell adeep after dll,
stting in my padded seat, my feet on the copilot’s console, [ulled by the throbbing of the engines.

| can’'t deep. It'slike when | was akid and we went on vacation, and no matter how long the flight was
and how late we arrived, I’ d be wide awake, unable to settle because | wanted to get out and explore
thiswondrous new place. | haven't fet like that in along time—but hell, memories of another life aside,
thisismy first vigt to another universe. It took me awhile to get my head round that, to redlize the
magnitude of it. From herein my golden shell, | can seefurther than I’ ve seen before: to distant stars,
most of which are orbited by planets, many of which have spawned beings of dl kinds. | fed excited,
honored, anxious, frightened. | fed like’ ve come home.

| didn’t know how to answer Knave' s question at first. For days, I’ vefet asif my lifewasleading up to
this: to the moment when | came through the Rift and arrived here. | never gave much thought to what
might happen next, except that | imagined the Time Traveler would guide me. | haven't seen him yet.
I”ve been thinking about the crash, trying to remember what we found on that aien world because I’'m
sureit’ simportant somehow. | remember trekking across the dusty surface, sweltering benesth the suns.
Me, Knave, Acroyear, Microtron, Biotron, Persephone. | remember it as clear asday. But after that,
there’ snothing, and | think it’ sbest not to forceit. My guide will show mewhat | need to know, when
he' sready. Or when | am.

| told Knave about the Time Traveler. | hadn’t mentioned him before, like he was my guilty secret. But |



remembered Nova s reaction to his name, which gave me hope that my Vaerian friend might have heard
of himtoo. He had. “Everybody’ s heard of the Time Traveler,” he said. “They cal him the greatest
unsolved mystery of our universe.”
“And you know whereto find him?” Somehow, the ideaof him asareal person, somebody | could just
groll up to and meet, unsettles me. “ Can you take us there?’
“If you' re sure you want to go.”
“Will it be safe?’
Knave looked at me. “Nowhereis safe.”
He set acoursefor aplacel’ve never heard of before. A city called Micropolis. We re taking the long
route, avoiding the most likely trouble spots. systemsthat have been claimed by one or more of the
factionsthat viefor control of this galaxy. We re aso running on half power, in deference to the
Sunrunner’sfragile sate. Suitsme. I’'min no hurry.
Like Ordad, Knave has never heard of Baron Karza. But he did recognize one more name from my
dreams. By chance, Micropolisiswherewe |l find him too.
“I only know him by repute,” said Knave, “but if haf of what I’ ve heard istrue, if he'sbeen through
everythingthey say...”
“It doesn’'t matter what hel s been through. He safighter!”
“He may not be the man you knew.”
| shook my head stubbornly. “1 don't care what they’ ve done to him, how deeply they’ ve buried him.
They’ll never beat him! HE |l hdlp us”
Knavewasright, of course. | may have memories of the Micronauts gaaxy (can | ill cal them that?),
but it wasn't this galaxy. | can’t assume that anyone or anything will be the same. But I’ ve dready found
onefriend, and | can find another. | have to find him, because | can’t imagine doing thiswithout him. |
need him.
My comrade-in-arms. My mentor. My guardian and my hero.
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