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| do not know when | first saw the Time Traveler.

He has been a part of my landscape for aslong as | remember. People talk about how he appeared in
the sky without warning, centuries ago. | think that must have been before | was born. | must have seen
him for thefirst timewhen | arrived in Micropolis. Sometimes, | wish | could remember when that was,
athough | don’t know why it should matter.

The city was built around the Time Traveler, taking him for its heart. Towardsiits center, the buildings
become lower, alowing him to be seen by as many citizens as possible. The Baron himsdlf will alow no
new construction that would block the Time Traveler from too many eyes. Heisregarded asanicon, a
guardian angdl, dmost adeity. | have never understood why. But | can see him from my own small
window, floating above us, and | have spent many nighttime hours standing, as| stand now, staring at
him. Staring without seeing.

The Time Traveler isilluminated by spotlights, which shine up from the roof of the paace. Hewearsared
containment suit, augmented by asiver chestplate on which stsatriangular control pand. He ought to
reflect thelight, but he does not. It shinesthrough him, just as airships can drift straight through the
phantasmd figure without affecting him.

TheTime Traveler’ sexpression is conceded by ablank silver mask, but his head isthrown back, his
arms bent and hisfists clenched asif heis screaming. | can identify with his pain, because | am screaming,
too, insde. Sometimes, | think heistrying to tell me something. But then, | am told, thisisacommon
deluson. Thevoices| can hear arein my own head.

My focus shortens, and | regard my faint reflection in the window. My face, like that of the Time
Traveler, ishidden. | wear a scarlet helmet with a domed top, a square jaw and a pair of flat, angular fins,
which strike upward from my earslike antlers. Its metallic surface is smooth, featureless. | can see out of
the helmet, but nobody can seeinto me.

| cannot remember what my face lookslike. | stareinto the glass, asif | might be rewarded with the
suggestion of an eye or amouth or alock of hair, but thereis nothing. | feel claustrophobic and
uncomfortably aware of my own breathing hot on my cheeks. | long to tear the helmet from my head, but
| know | must not, eveniif | could. I fight down the urge, as| have fought it down before, but | have been
feding it more frequently of late.

| take three steps back to ingpect my full image. Lately, | have pondered the significance of my armor.
My armsand legs are clad in black; the harder metal over my chest isthe same red shade as my helmet.
Additiona protectionis provided by abulky silver shoulder harness, and armbandswhich | can use as
shidds. Heavy slver boots complete the ensemble. In the Streets of the city, | am often feared and
shunned. | have come to understand that people fed threatened by me, and | believe | can seewhy. | am
over two meterstal, broad-shouldered, and the form-fitting black parts of the armor betray muscles that
are wdll-toned through toil. My face-conceding helmet lends me agrim demeanor. | look like awarrior. |
think 1 may have been awarrior, once. | think the armor might have meant something to somebodly,
somewhere. But | am awarrior with no war to fight. A warrior with no people, no weapon, no cause. An
outsder in acity of outsders.

| do not know who | am.

| look through my ghost image to the Time Traveler again. The greatest scientists of our galaxy, they say,
have been unable to unwrap hismystery. They cannot explain his presence over our city. All they can say
for sureisthat hisoriginsliein our future. They beievethat histimedine runsin the opposite direction to
ours, that heisliving hislife backwards, dwaystraveling into the past. | empathize with him. For me, too,
the past is an undiscovered country. Daysin the city collapse into onein my memory, each
indigtinguishable from the next. | might have spent amonth or ayear or a decade here—and before
Micropalis, thereis nothing. | wonder what the Time Traveler will seein the yearsthat have become lost
to me. And, sometimes, | wonder what he has seen, what changes he has witnessed to thisworld during
hislong journey, but that islessimportant. | have dready glimpsed my future, and | know my lifewill
never change. | will not leave this place. | have seen how it ends.

The voicesin my head tell methat | was once somebody else. And, for thefirst time, they attach aname



to that person. Or isit atitle? A rank?1 gtiffen, and my eyeswiden in surprise and hope. | think | may be
on the verge of abreakthrough, about to redize something fundamenta about my life and my placeinthe
universe. But thereis nothing more.

For severa minutes, | continue to search for that knowledge. | turn my new name—my old name—over
inmy thoughts, examining it from al angles until it loses meaning. No longer surethat | did not Smply
imaginethe name, | surrender with adespairing sgh.

| lie down on my bed—my hard, flat pdlet. | degp on my back, staring at the cracked ceiling, becauseiit
istheonly way | can deep inthearmor. Thelights of Micropolis bleed through the window and splash
acrossthetiny room with its pegling wallpaper and its empty shelves. The apartment isthe regulation size
for asingle occupant, and it holds the regulation contents. one bed, one chair, one closet. | have added
nothing to it. It does not look like ahome, nor have | ever considered it one. | close my eyesto it, but the
light continuesto shine through my eydids. Still, it isdark insde my mind, and | can let go of my anxieties
as deep draws meinto its welcome embrace.

Sometimes, at night, | convince mysdlf that lifeis complicated. It isnot. We work to maintain the System,
and the System works to maintain us. It isthe System that gives structure and meaning to alifethat is
otherwise unstructured and meaningless. | must degp now, so that in afew hours' time, | can report for
my duties, refreshed and able to serve. That ismy place, and | need nothing more. | accept that—and
yet, | remain unsettled. My dreams are of a better world, but they do not tell me how such aworld could
ever be.

| wish Persephone were here. | know what she would say: She would tell me that my dreams, too, come
from the System. She would blame the wasted hoursinsideit for my fase hopes, for blurring the
distinction between fantasy and redlity. | wish she had been able to stay the night. She can aways make
things seem clearer. If Persephone were with me, the voices would not trouble me so. They would not
cdl to mefrom the back of my mind.

If Persephone were here, | would not long to enter the System again.

When | degp at last, my dreams are filled with unpleasant thoughts and emotions. | awvake feding weary
and plagued by dread. | fear that, now they have been roused, these nagging thoughts will never subside,
never leave me done. And | fear that they portend something momentous, that they are trying to drive me
toward aterrible fate. Perhapsthe very fate that | witnessed so long ago. Maybe it istime, at last.

My nameis Kd Nanissar. However, | think—no, | am convinced—that | was once also cdled
Acroyear. My story has aready beentold. But | will fight it.

CHAPTER
ONE
»Good morning, Citizen Nanissar.«

»Good morning, Citizen Nanissar.«

»Good morning, Citizen Nanissar.«

“All right,” 1 snap, tiredness rumbling in my chest and making my voice even degper than normd. “1 can
hear you. I’'m awake.” | swing my legs over the side of the palet and rest my feet on the floor. | breathe
deeply, fudling mysdf. Itisrarethat | deep thislate—| ate enough to be roused by theirritating, birdlike
voice of the System. | have suffered too many disturbed nights recently. Too many tired mornings.
»Good news, Citizen Nanissar. A schemeto expand the northern quarter of Micropolisis proceeding
ahead of schedule, thanks to the dedication of our building workers.«

| lever mysdlf to my feet, stride to my window, and throw back the threadbare curtain. | harbor the faint
hope that daylight might energize me—but the daylight of Micropolisis harsh and unnatural, and it saps at
my soul.

»|t has been eighteen days since you last interfaced with the System.«

“I know.” Thecity iswaking, blinking deep from its eyes, and its roadways are already congested.
Hundreds of thousands of vehicles battle with Micropolis sfamous gridiock, barely outstripping the
shuffling pedestrians as they grind toward their destinations. Between the smaller cars, bio-engineered



Terraphants plod aong on tree-trunk legs, dragging their passenger compartments behind them on
caterpillar tracks. Their long, angular heads search impatiently for paths through the traffic. Some mount
the sdewalks, scattering lines of workers at the food dispensaries; others smply climb and roll over the
vehiclesin front of them, to the annoyance of their pilots. The angry blaring of horns merges with the
growling of engines and the clanking rhythm of the dark factories. Their black towers belch smokeinto a
sckly yelow sky, obscuring the suns. The Time Traveler dill floats up there, above the jagged skyline,
but heisno more than asilhouette now. Lost among the fat, round blimpsthat look asif they should not
fly at dl—the toys of the rich—he seemsalong way away.

»|t issuggested that, following your work period, you attend a plug-in center. This recommendation is
made for your own wellbeing.”

| have no need of food or water. My armor sustains me. Therefore, | need not visit adispensary. |
meditate instead, finding my center, girding myself for another long day. As| step into the dreary corridor
outside my door, however, | reflect that | am still not ready. | concentrate and bring Persephone sface to
mind, recalling her voice, her scent. | may see her thisevening, | hope. That possibility bolsters my spirit.
Five people wait in the lobby—I recognize the faces of my neighbors, athough | do not know their
names—but none of them dare follow meinto the el evator when it arrives. Asusual, the long ride down
to the street will bealonely one.

“Wait! Wait! Hold the doors, someone.”

The metd doors have started to rattle shut, but they are blocked by anew arrival. Heisflushed from
running, and agrin illuminates his face as he squeezesinto the compartment beside me. | expect the grin
to fade when he seesme. | expect him to back away, to say that he will take the next car, but he does
not. We descend with a squeal of protesting gears. My fellow passenger wipes hisforehead on hisdeeve
and looks up a me.

“Thanks, pa,” he says, dthough | did nothing. “I needed that. I'm running late, and you can wait dl day
for one of these things sometimes. Well, | guess you know that—you live here, right?’ He expectsan
answver from me, so | give anoncommittal grunt. Smal talk isnot aparticular skill of mine.

He stands agood ded shorter than me: abipedal mammal with opposable thumbs on histwo hands. His
single head contains two eyes, one nose and amouth. A common form of lifein thisgdaxy: he could
belong to any of at least eight races, including—maybe—mine. Heisfair-skinned—his cheeks are
smeared white with sun block —and he has dark brown hair, cut short but alittle unruly. Heisyoung,
barely more than an adolescent. | have not seen him before. He cannot have spent long in Micropoalis,
because he does not exhibit the characteristic dump of its residents. His green eyes sparkle with
intelligence, confidence and humor, where soon they will be hollow with defeat. However, he wears
gsandard issue coverdls, mauve with faun trim—asze too large for him—and | see aregulation System
port at the base of his skull.

“Ryan,” he says, extending hisright hand. | don’t know what he expects meto do withit. “My name, |
mean. It's Ryan. Ryan Archer. I’m your new neighbor. Y ou'rein 4904, right?1 just moved in down the
hall.” Another short pause, before he prompts. “And you are?’

“My nameis...” lllogicdly, | hestate for aningtant. “Ke Nanissar.”

“Cool. Well, | guess| know whereto go now if | need acup of sugar.” | look down at him,
uncomprehending. “ Sugar?’

“Um...never mind. So, where do you come from, Kel? | mean, | know you livein Micropolis,
but...well, nobody’ sactudly from Micropolis, arethey? Not redlly.”

“I do not know,” | say diffly. | turn away, my posturerigid, my fists clenched a my sides. Fortunately, he
takes the hint, and we complete our journey in silence.

The noise of the city attacks my earsas| stride out of my concrete tower. Ryan Archer has stopped in
the foyer to don his smog mask, which gives me the opportunity | need to leave him behind. A thin green
haze of exhaust fumes hangsin the air—the clear plastic smog masks are essentia outdoor wear for
oxygen-bresthers—but my helmet automatically filters out pollutants. Theair that | breathe is sterile, and



ittastessde.

The heat, unmitigated by the gpartment building’ sfeeble air-conditioning, isfierce. It pricks sweet from
my face. | can hardly breathe in thishelmet. The System often reports on the Baron's plansto repair the
holesin the ozone layer, to create amore temperate climate, but it offers no tangible progress toward this
god.

The sidewalks are as crowded as the roadways: ateeming mass of pink-skinned, blue-skinned,
green-skinned citizens struggling along on two legs, four legs, tentacles or other pseudopodia. It issaid
that al the known races, and more beside, are represented in Micropolis. That ishow it earned its name:
the city isamicrocosm of our galaxy. | only hopethat thisis not true. There ought to be something better,
somewhere.

People tend to move out of my path as soon astheir heads or eyestalks or sensory antennae turn toward
me. Most days, | can make the journey to my workplace in good time. Today, however, | become
aware of an obstruction ahead of me. | hear screams, even over the sounds of the traffic and the
factories. | seethat the vehicles beside me have ground to acomplete halt. And people are running
towards me, faling over each other, spilling out into the road and taking their chances with the sngpping
jaws of territoria Terrgphants. They brush past me—afew even try to push me asde—in their hasteto
escape from something that scares them even morethan | do. | brace mysdlf and push against the tide,
struggling toward the source of the disturbance. | do not know why | do this.

»Y ou are heading in the wrong direction,« trills the voice of the System as| pass an information point.

»Y our work period beginsin eighteen point two minutes.«

| seeit at last. The creatureisastal asl am, even squatting asit ison eight legs. | have not seenitslike
before. Its elongated red body is splayed across the roofs of seven or eight vehicles, some of which
groan and crumple asit thrashes about in confused anger. A segmented tail arcs over itsback, athin
dtinger at itstip glistening with poison. Every few seconds, the creature targets afleeing pedestrian and
that tail lashes out. Itsvictimsfal, howling in pain. They don't get up again. As| fight to get closer, a
Terraphant beneath the creature rears and kicks upward with its hooves, spilling three passengers. The
creature twists around, its head jerking toward its attacker, and powerful clawstear out the Terrgphant’s
throat in an instant. Two passengers are struck down by the tail asthey scrambleto get away.

There must have been another time break—where e se could the creature have come from? It must be a
product of some distant future, or more likely of an equaly distant past: It looks like something the
Pharoids might have bred in their time.

The breaks are becoming more frequent. Some people blame the Time Traveler; others believe that his
presence is merely asymptom of them. But the creature can know nothing of this. It only knowsthat it
was plucked from its desert home—brown sand still cascades from its broad back—and set downina
world of noise and chaos. It’ sfrightened. It wantsto be eft done, but this overpopulated city offersit
nowhereto run. | know how it fedls.

The only way to end this, to stop thekilling, isto kill the creature. Lifeisn’'t fair.

A space opensin front of me, and | runinto it and take aflying leap onto the creature’ sback. | don’t
know how | can hurt it through itsred chitin shell; for now, my only amisto draw itsatention. It lets out
aroar and bucks, steding my footing. | fal backward, dmost ralling off the creature atogether. That
segmented tail growslarger in my vison, plummeting toward my chest, and | throw up an arm to protect
my face. The stinger glances off my silver armband, my shield. It was being driven with enough force, |
fear, to penetrate the thinner armor beneath. | barely have time to compose mysdlf before the tail stabs
down again, and | squirm out of its path. | hope the creature might sting itslf, but it doesnot. Whilel am
off-baance, however, it does succeed in throwing me.

Thelong drop to the ground gives me time to somersault and land on my feet. But | can sensethe
creature looming over me from behind, its claws snapping at my head, and | throw myself backwards,
faling between two vehicles under itsbdly.

What am | doing?

The question hitsmelike cold water. | am staring up at acircling airship, and for amoment | imagine that



I’m ingdethefat vehicle, looking down on mysdlf, shocked by what | see. What makes methink | can
fight this monster? Why do | even consider it my responsibility? Not so long ago, | think, | would have
ignored the Situation, taken an dternative route. | would have behaved like everybody e se, keeping my
head down, minding my own business. It istempting to believethat | acted on ingtinct—but these ingtincts
aredientome.

The creatureis shuffling around on the roofs of the stalled vehicles, trying to get into position to strike at
me with its claws or tail. Its mouth hovers over me, small, sharp teeth framing the entrance to the black
pit of itsthroat. My right hand touches something on the ground, and my fingersclose around it. Itisa
long shard of meta, no doubt torn from avehicle. It fedsgood in my grasp. Like asword.

And ingtinct takes over again. | raise myself on my left ebow, wrapped in an unnatural cam because |
can see what needs to be done and | know now that | can doit. And | know why. These people need
me. They need ahero. They need Acroyear.

| thrust upward with the makeshift wegpon, and plungeit into the roof of the creature’ s mouth. It
screams, its head snapping up and away from me, taking my “sword” away withit. | feel for more debris,
and find another sharp fragment. | legp to my feet and run, stooped, one hand raised, scoring alineaong
the creature’ s soft underside. Its black blood rains down on my hunched shoulders.

| emerge from beneath it, and it flingsitsdlf a me. | duck between its claws, and land a shattering blow
that knocks out many of itsteeth. It flops onto the sdewalk, now mercifully empty. It is desperate to
escape from me. | dmost wish | could let it—but the greatest kindness | can extend to the creature now
isto end this quickly. Unfortunately, without area sword, | cannot offer much in the way of finesse.

| spring onto its back again, and hammer at its head with combined fists. Asthe creature losesits
orientation—and, dowly, itslife—itsflaling tall threstensmeless. It surrenders, at lagt, itseight legs giving
way, hitting the ground with awet thump.

| can hear distant voices, but | pay them no heed; anyway, the voicesin my head are louder. They shout
their gpprova of my actions, goading me on.

Blood wells from between the plates of the creature’ s natural armor. My gloves are fticky. | stare at
them, turning my hands over in front of my eyes, asmy adrendine rush subsides and acold, gray,
confusing redity setsin again.

A burst of concentrated fireignitesthe air a my ear. A warning shot. | look up, and | see them—dully, as
if through alifting fog. The Harrowers: the Baron’slaw enforcers.

They have comefrom dl directions, looking like clonesin their black armor, their eyes covered by
helmets that seem opague from the outside. The armor stealstheir identities. They surround me, their
blastersleveled at me. | know how they think. They have arrived too late to deal with the creature, so
they will stamp their authority upon the only person left to fed it. The voicestdl meto fight them, but |
know how foolish that would be.

“Lagt warning, Citizen Nanissar!” bellows the Harrower’ s spokesman. “ Come down from the Scorpite,
and keep your hands where we can see them.”

| oblige, dipping down the side of the dead cregture to land on the sdewalk, my hands reaching for the
yellow sky. “On your knees, Nanissar. That' sright. Now, lie on your front. Keep those arms straight.
Palms up. Head down.” It seemsfutile to protest that | have done nothing wrong, that | did the
Harrowers job for them. Thisfedsdl too familiar.

Four of them run up behind me, pressng my face into the grimy paving stones, wrenching my arms
behind my back and securing my wristsinto alocking clamp. | could throw them al with ashrug, but
their blagters are aimed at my head, and they would only call for reinforcements. | cannot win this bettle. |
know that, as surely as| know that | must have played out this scene a hundred times before, though |
have no memory of it.

“Thought you' d learned your lesson, Nanissar. Thought you were amodd citizen these days. Looks like
you need reminding who runsthis city, huh?’

I’m not resisting. They drive their shock batonsinto my back anyway. My armor protects me from the
impacts, but not from the charges. Waves of pain snap through me, making my muscles seize up and my
eyesrall into their sockets. A resentful spirit insde me screams: | didn’t do anything wrong! But | am



no longer in control of my voice, or my body.

“Some great warrior! Some hero! Y ou ask me, we should put him out of his misery. We could blame the
Scorpite.” Hollow words. The Harrowers would not dare defy their leader. Anyway, that isnot how it
endsfor me. So, they can beat me, shock me, torture me as much asthey like; send me dip, diding,
tumbling into darkness. | won't dieyet.

| am losing consciousness. And thelast thing | see, asmy eyesclose, isaface. A citizen, watching from
behind the line of Harrowers. One of thefew who is not till running.

Ryan Archer.

They chained meto thewall of anisolation cdl, narrower than | am tdl. Itsfloor isfilthy, crusted with old
blood. The only window is barred and set into the door, leading into adark corridor. My wrists are il
manacled, my bonds arranged so that | can neither sit nor stand up fully. | am weary. In between vidits by
Harrowers with shock batons, | have tried to meditate: atactic in which | fed well-practiced. For blissful
minutes a atime, | have shut out my surroundings, taken refuge indde myself. | am disconcerted,
however, by the fact that | recognize so little of what | seein there.

| hear footsteps—the heavy tread of boots approaching the cells. Harrowers. The acoustics of the dingy
corridor give warning of their gpproach: timeto anticipate their arriva, time to become afraid. Five of
them, | think. That is more than usud. They’ re marching in step. More on their minds, thistime, than
random brutality. A black-helmeted face through the bars; the rattling of keysin the lock. The voice of
the Harrower Captain.

“On your feet, Nanissar! Straighten up!”

Heknows| cannot do that. He strikes me in the stomach with his shock baton before | can even try. My
pinetriesto tighten, but my chainsresst it. The whiplash pain makes me grit my teeth. | will not give
them the satisfaction of crying ouit.

“Y ou're privileged. The Baron himsdlf has|eft his palace to spesk with you.”

Heis standing in the doorway, flanked by Harrower guards, arms folded, head cocked dightly, regarding
me with asardonic smile. | am surprised by the strength of the conflicting emotionsthat grip me. Heisthe
ruler of Micropolis, the man by whose grace | am alowed to live and work here. He has made this city
safe and sdf-aufficient. | owe him everything.

| would happily close my fingers around histhroat and choke the life out of him.

HeisBaron Maruunus Ki. A middle-aged man, but till in good shape. The crown of hishead isbad,
but black hair forms alustrous curtain down its back, to his shoulders. A thick moustache curlsover his
top lip, drooping amost to his chin. His green battle suit increases his apparent bulk, lending him a
presence, and an air of authority, that might not otherwise be evident. Ivory horns protrude from his
elbows, knees and shoulders, faintly reminiscent—perhaps deliberately so—of the hornsworn by the
galactic Emperorsof old.

“I"'m disgppointed,” rumbles Ki in his baritone voice. His expression belies hiswords. Hislipstwitch
eagerly at the progpect of renewing an old game of which I am only just beginning to recall therules. “I
never thought we would be here again.”

| maintain asullen slence.

“The Baron has addressed you, dog!” snaps the Harrower Captain. Without thinking, he daps me across
the face. Hisknuckle-dusters, hidden under hisgloves, ring against my helmet, and the blow hurtshim
morethan it does me.

Ki stepsinto the cdll, his escort following like atrio of obedient poodles. | brace my foot against the wall,
caculating how much closer he hasto come before | can reach him with akick. “The System reports that
you haven't plugged in for amost three weeks,” he says. | stare at the ground, but the Captain grabs my
chin and jerks my head up.

“Beenbusy,” | mutter.

“Indeed. Y our reportsindicate that you have worked hard. Maybe too hard. Maybe you need arest,
Citizen. Maybe thiswould explain your recent memory lapses.”



| freeze, intrigued despite myself. What does he know about my memory?

“Y ou seem to have forgotten what the System doesfor you,” saysKi, shattering my unvoiced hope. Ina
softer tone, he adds: “Y ou have forgotten your future, little man.”

“I have not forgotten,” | say sharply.

“Y ou arefortunate, Citizen Nanissar. Y ou have ahome here. Hundreds of thousands of refugeeswould
kill to beinyour position. Our ports overflow with them: the poor, the hungry, the hopeless. Micropolis
cannot grow fast enough to accommodate them all.”

He speaksthetruth. | have seen them at the landing aress, ragged clothes clinging to their malnourished
forms. The flotsam of the galaxy, the dispossessed, so desperate for aroof over their heads and food to
edat that they will trade the only thing they have: their freedom. The Harrowers weed out thefit, the ones
who might be useful, and reject therest.

“Y ou have shelter. Y ou have warmth. The System protects you.”

“It did not protect usthismorning.” An unexpected rush of defiance. “How many lives did the Scorpite
take, before your Harrowers even reached the scene?’

Ki'seyessmolder. “ A regrettable incident. The time breaks cannot away's be predicted.”

“I fought for them. | saved them. | maintained the Syslem—and you put mein chains”

The Baron’ sreaction istypicaly understated. He nods quietly. “ Y ou did our city aservice, that cannot be
denied. | am more interested, however, in your motivesfor so doing.”

“I don’'t understand.”

“We mugt put faith in the System, Citizen. If we do not, Micropoliswill fall.”

“I wasright to act. | saved lives—workersfor your factories.”

“Nevertheless, this breskdown in trust concerns me.”

| stare at him dumbly, unsure of what | am being accused.

“Y ou remember what | showed you, don’'t you, little man?Y our destiny.”

Of course | do. Not in any great detail, but in nightmare flashes. The shapes that form in smog clouds and
smoketralls, and the shadows of my room at night. Wings of leather, beating in the corners of my mind. |
bow my head, and Ki’ slipstwist into a satisfied sneer.

“Y ou know that nothing can changeit,” he says. “ The futureiswritten. The Time Traveler has seenit.
Evenif you could avoid your fate, you know the cost.”

“Billionswould die,” | murmur. It fedslike aprogrammed response. “1 accept that.”

“Then you accept that you can never leave Micropolis.”

“Yes” Bardy awhigper.

Ki sghs, shaking hishead. “As| said, | am disappointed. When | heard you had been brought here, |
thought | might have to break you dl over again. | think | might have enjoyed that. A challenge, after so
long.” Heturnsaway from me, asif bored. “ Give him four hoursin the System,” heinstructsthe
Harrower Cagptain over his shoulder, “and put aflag againgt his usage atigtics. If Citizen Nanissar goes
seven dayswithout plugging in, heisto be referred to areinforcement counsdor.”

He sweeps out of the cell, and the Captain spits on me before marching after him.

They leave meto suffer for another two hours before they come back for me.

Itisdark when the Harrowers rdlease me. The traffic has gone, but itsfumes il linger. | hear the droning
of arships, and see their searchlights sweeping the sdewalks. The curfew period has amost begun, and |
have to run the thirty-two blocks back home. | do not wish to be caught in violation, to be returned to
that cdll. | must respect the laws of the city.

| reach my building with lessthan aminute to spare. | Sare at the familiar glass and stedl doors asif |
have only seen them in pictures before. The world dwayslooks like this after the System: too solid
somehow, uncompromising. Stark and monochrome, dl straight lines and harsh angles. | had forgotten
the yawing feding in my stomach, the aching disappointment at returning to this. Already, | am counting
the hours until | can escape again. | have not made use of my creditsin sometime; | could probably
spend al my recreation periods for the next week in the System’ s embrace.



| disgust mysdlf. Thisisthered world. | ought to have the strength to dedl withit, to dismissthe Baron's
honey-coated falsehoods. | wish | could talk to Persephone. Perhaps sheiswaiting for me upstairs.
Itisdifficult to describe how it fed sto beimmersed in the Sysslem—*plugged in,” asthe vernacular
would haveit. It islike dreaming. Insde the System, everything isright, everything makes sense. Lifeis
good, and there is no problem that cannot be overcome. | feel safe, content, optimistic, even proud. In
the moments after waking, | can hold on to those fedings...until | try to analyze the dream, to touch
something tangible, at which point, it disspates like smoke, leaving only ghost images and a degp sense of
loss.

| put my hand on the port at the back of my neck, reacting to aphantom itch. My fingerstrace the outline
of the cold, hard circle. | think of the plug-in centers: rows of the pale-faced addicted, douching in their
seets, stirred only by the occasiona spasm. Cables snaking from the System’ sterminals, jacks driven
through the bone of their skulls. Their eyes milky white, drool seeping over their lower lips. It gdlsme
that, more timesthan | can count, | have sacrificed my dignity to join them. Thistime, a least, it was not
my choice. Thistime, | was plugged in to aprivate termina in acorner of the cdllblock, my shame
hidden.

| saw Persephone, in my dream. | saw the System, too—at least, | saw the sprawling complex that
houses its central processors. | could not help but admireits sheer scae. Our greatest achievement.
Hoating aboveit, in my disembodied state, | imagined that it looked like agigantic seabeast. A beast
that holds Micropoalisin its many thin tentacles.

And | saw the Baron. Heisadwaysthere, hisvoice dmost like my own voicein the back of my head.
Letting me know that heisworking for me, for dl of us. Widening roads, putting more funding into
arbuses, increasing the System’ s processing power so that we can al spend moretime plugged in. The
idealeaves abad taste in my mouth.

Confused again. | try to empty my mind, to push my doubts away, asthe elevator comesfor me. But one
smplefact is clearer to me than ever, and | cannot deny it: | do not want to be here. | do not want to live
thislife. | must escape.

And thereisonly oneplace| can go.

| hoped to find alight on in my gpartment, but thereis none.

For amoment, till, | alow mysdlf to believe that she might beinside, waiting in darkness. My room
never seemed so empty, never felt so small. | search for asign, a scribbled note or ahint of her perfume
inthear.

| know that there will be nothing. She did not come.

»Good morning, Citizen Nanissar.«

| have been awake for an hour. The System’ s voice disturbs my meditation.

Immediately, my mind returnsto the closet. | have not opened it for many years. But, sSincelast night, |
have been thinking about the manuscript that lies therein, under unused bed shests, blankets and
coverdls. | have dlowed its story to fadein my mind, like so much else, because | thought it would be
eader. But should | not prepare mysdlf for what must come?

»Good news, Citizen Nanissar. A rampage by atime-lost scorpite was hated by harrower forces
yesterday. Casuatieswere minimal .«

| do not respond. Like everything €l se about the System, the femae voiceisalie. Thismorning, it feds
likethat of anillicit lover, of whom | am ashamed. Persephone would not approve of what | did. | have
betrayed her. Isthat why she did not come to melast night? Maybe, somehow, she knew.

If I cannot be with her, then | want to be done. Unfortunately, Ryan Archer emerges from his gpartment
as| passhisdoor.

“Helloagain,” he says, amiling as he hurriesto match my walking pace. It israrethat people smilein
Micropolis, more so that they should smile at me. It occursto me that thisis something that Ryan Archer



and Baron Ki havein common.

We share an elevator again. Archer does not question the fact that nobody joins us. He seems
determined tofill our journey with meaningless chétter.

“So, where do you work, Kel?” he asks.

“Themines” | say shortly.

“Y eah? Must be tough down there.”

“The Sysem must be maintained.”

“I'm aprogrammer, mysdlf,” says Archer. | did not solicit thisinformation, nor doesit interest me. “Hey,
| heard about the scorpion yesterday.”

“Scorpite”

“It wasyou who killed it, right?” | do not answer him. “That wasreally something. Y ou're ahero, man.
I’m living down the hal from ared, live hero.”

“We need no heroes. The System provides.”

“Guess that’ swhat the armor is about, huh?'Y ou in security or something?”

“It isno concern of yours.”

“Hey, no offensemeant. It'sjust...” Archer hestates, asif congdering the wisdom of pursuing this
avenue. “I’'mjust curious, isdl. You're not dressed like a Harrower, and you' re not wearing coveralls
likethe rest of us. That somekind of uniform?’

“I told you,” I growl, “1 do not know wherel come from.”

“But the armor must mean something,” he prompts.

I round on him angrily, and he seesthat he has gone too far. He backs away, his hands raised in front of
him. “I’'m sorry. I’m sorry, okay? Y ou don't want to talk about it. That'scool.” Heis sweating. Heis
learning to be afraid of me, like everybody dse. Isthat what | want? Am | so desperate to remain alone,
so frightened of my past?

“It' s—it'sjud...” ssammers Archer, “Just that | think I’ ve seen it before. Or something likeit. A friend of
mine, from along time ago. He used to wear armor like that.”

His eyes search for areaction from me, someindication that it is safe to continue. | give him none.
“Hewasahero, too,” says Archer. “A great warrior. Hisnamewas...”

A short, nervous pause.

“Acroyear.”

Something snapsinside me. Without knowing why, | have Ryan Archer by thethroat. | lift him bodily and
dam himinto thewall of our metal box, causing it to sway onitscables. Hisfaceiswhite; heistrying to
say something, but my thumbs press down on hiswindpipe.

“Who areyou?’ | snarl. “Areyou aspy for Ki?Isthat it? Are you testing me?’

“N-no,” he splutters. And | drop him, realizing tht, if my accusation istrue, | have aready sedled my
fate. He crumples, tearsin his eyes, gasping for breath.

Behind me, the elevator doors rattle open, exposing our private disagreement to the foyer and the
sdewalk beyond it. | fed eyesupon me, but | do not turn to meet them.

| lean over Archer, lowering my voice. “You can tell the Baron that my nameisKe Nanissar. | ana
citizen of Micropolis. I know of no one called Acroyear. That man isdead.”

| turn on my hed and march out of the building, ignoring the people who avert their gazes and scuttle
away from me. | have no time to waste on them, nor on Ryan Archer.

| must go to work.

CHAPTER
TWO

| am assigned to Number Twelve Mine, in Sector Nineteen. A bowl-shaped hole has been scooped out
of the ground, awinding ramp sculpted into itsside. | tread carefully on the uneven stone as | descend,
mindful of the absence of ahandrail. The towers of Micropolisloom over me, their windows dark. Space
isone of the city’ s scarcest commodities—a ong with fuel and water—so the builders have worked as



closeto the edge as they were able. Some of the apartment blocks are beginning to subside, sinking into
the pit.

We have driven eight descending tunnelsinto the hard sides of the bowl, and two shaftsinto its base.
Some of them lead to dead ends; others meet under the streets to form a multi-layered maze of narrow
passageways.

My fellow workers have begun to arrive. They exchange few words as they shuffle into the dilapidated
equipment shed to collect their picks, shovels and helmets. | join them. Inflexible mining regulations
require me to don the standard issue headgear on top of my own helmet; in any case, | need itsintegra
lamp.

An dectronically amplified voice summons meto Ethridge’ s hut. | expected as much, as soon asthe
Syseminformed him of my arrivd.

The mine foreman has olive-colored skin, and vertical ridgesto each side of his cranium. Two smal tusks
protrude from his misshapen chin. He sits behind his desk, glowering a me with tiny, sunken eyes. He
wastes no time on pleasantries.

“Y ou missed your work period yesterday,” he barks. | say nothing. My excuses would not interest him.
“According to the System, you got yourself arrested for brawling.” Once, my slence would haveriled
him, but he has become accustomed to it. It is enough for Ethridge to know that he has power over me.
“In case you' re forgetting, Nanissar, we have an energy crissinthiscity,” he blusters. “I cannot afford to
have key workers go missng on me. | will, of course, be docking your credits for yesterday—and you'll
work double shiftsfor therest of the week, to make up thetime you'velost.”

A roster has been pinned to the equipment shed door. | am to work Shaft 4d: the degpest, most
dangerous part of the mine. Asl step into the tunnel mouth, | hear voicesin my head—afamiliar chorus,
yet one that had been stilled since yesterday. The voices are frustrated. They ask mewhy | don’t stand
up to bullieslike Ethridge. | reply that | would prefer aquiet life. Fighting, railling againgt authority, has
never improved my lot. Anyway, my posting is of little consequence to me. Better | should work 4d than
have somebody €l se take that burden.

When | am at therock face, | can blot out my thoughts, lose mysdlf in physicd effort and the rhythms of
thework. | can forget my cares, more completely than is possible anywhere el se outside the System.
Sometimes, aday can pass like minutes, speeding me closer to my fina release. It is preferableto the
tick-tock passage of time between the bare walls of an empty apartment. Without her.

And Ethridgeisright. We must work to maintain the System.

Persephone once told me that, on other worlds, new energy sources are being explored. People have
learned how to harness the power of the sun and the wind. Baron Ki could trade for that technology if he
S0 wished—but his prioritieslie dsewhere, and heis obstinate and afraid of gppearing weak. Hewon't
admit that the city, his city, the greatest city in existence, is not sdlf-sufficient. His solution to the problem
of dwindling fossil fuelsisto force hisminersto work harder. But the System consumes ever more
resources, whilewe must dig deeper into the ground in search of smdler and smaller amounts of
compressed carbon.

One day, thisworld will be an empty shell, its surface scoured by ultraviolet, itsinnards depleted. What
doesKi care? He will belong dead by then. Aswill I.

Cold walls closein around me on three sides, shadows on the fourth. I deny my twinge of
claustrophobia, focusing on the matter at hand. | sink into the rhythm, the expanding and contracting of
my muscles, therise and fall of the pick against the rock surfacein front of me. Like clockwork. Tick
tock, tick tock.

Absorbed as| am, | do not hear the distant siren that Signals our first regulation bresk. Itisonly when |
see that my co-worker has dropped histools and sunk to the ground that | realize what time it must be.
Bilan Tenchisatall, dark-skinned man with abad head and flecks of gray in hisfull black beard. His
shoulders are broad and his muscleswell devel oped, but in recent months | have watched him become



gradualy less able to cope with therigors of hisjob. Heisgrowing old, and | suspect he has developed a
faultin hisrespiratory system. Certainly, thereisarattlein his chest as he stswith hiskneesto his
forehead, bresthing heavily. He has removed his smog mask.

“You should stand,” | say gruffly. “It would help oxygen to circulate around your body.” He
acknowledges the advice from the back of histhroat, but he does not move. “Y ou should also take a
walk outsde. Thisdeep into thetunnels, theair istoo thin.”

Tench looks up a me, and attemptsagrin. “ Y ou don't think | know that?’ he gasps. “Problemis, we're
in4d! By thetime| got to the surface, break’ d be over.” | stare into the absol ute darkness behind us,
beyond the smdll pool cast by our combined lights, and | cannot deny the truth of hisclaim.

| scowl. It isonething to bear such treetment myself; another to see it meted out to one who cannot fight
back. “ Ethridge has no right assgning you here.”

Tench shrugs. “I got up hisnose, same asyou did. He figures my yields were down. Y ou ask me, he
just...” He breaks off to cough violently. Tears stream down his cheeks, but he triesto smile through
them. “ Just wants me dead, so he can put in for areplacement.”

“You arenot well. You should bein amedicd facility.”

“Can’t afford to go. Kidsto support. | need...need credits.”

The siren sounds again, too soon, and Tench strugglesto stand. | place my hand on his shoulder, holding
him down. “No,” | say. “You must rest.”

A familiar fear fillshiseyes “I can't. Ethridge...”

“Nobody will know. | will do your sharefor you.”

“Y ou dready do the work of three men. | can manage...my hit.” Tench levershimself to hisfeet, and |
do not stop him. | recognize and respect his pride.

Hetakes his pick and attacks the rock face with commendable determination but failing strength. “ Come
on, Nanissar. Best get back toit. The cart’ Il be here soon.”

“Ethridgerardly callectstheyield from thistunnel,” | point out.

Tench laughs bitterly. “And don’'t we dl know it! Good old 4d, right? How much cod would you say it's
given up in the past sx weeks?’ | look down at the rock splinters that have begun to pile around our feet.
At the end of the day, we will have produced nothing, contributed nothing to the System. Wewill only
have sent another truckload of rubbleto an dready brimming landfill site. “And yet,” continues Tench,
“Ethridgewon't closeit. He won't even let us use the explosives. So, we just keep on digging.”
Resentment has energized him, speeding the rhythm of hiswork. Tench attacksthe rock asif it werea
hated enemy. | am about to counsdl him to dow down when asection of it fals away, showering himin
debris and beating up athick cloud around us. Coughing and spluttering, Tench falsto hisknees, pulling
his mask into place with trembling hands.

| drop my pick and lift him, dragging hiswesk, unprotesting body back up the tunnd until theair
becomes clearer. Thistime, hetacitly acceptsthat he cannot return to work until heisfedling better, until
his breething has stabilized—and | wait with him, despite the risk to both of usif we are caught shirking
our duties. Fortunately, no System sensors have yet been ingtalled this far underground.

“Likel said,” Tench wheezes, “only reason thistunnd’ sill open at dl...the only reason...it' swhere
Ethridge sends people like me to die. But he won't beat me. Just haveto...hang on for another five, Sx
months, then it won’t matter. They can do what they like to me. Saran, my eldest...he can work then,
support the family. Just need to. .. hang onftill then.”

| look at the determined set of Tench'sjaw, the defiance in hiseyes, and | see the spirit of ayounger,
stronger man. The man he used to be. | admire him for that.

| wish | could find that spirit in mysdlf.

She comes to me on the evening of the following day.

The overhead lights have come on at the System information points. The Time Traveler bathesin his
gpotlights, the only star in our polluted sky. But curfew istwo hours away, and the streets are still busy.
People shuffle dong the sidewalks in search of distraction. Those who cannot afford to plug in look for



chegper entertainment in the deazy nightclubs and fleapit picture houses. The former will numb their
brains, drowning their thoughtsin loud music and intoxicating liquors; in the latter, they will be encouraged
to sdewith authority figures against stereotyped terrorists, whose worst crimeisto question the System.
Either way, the Baron will tighten his hold on them tonight.

| trudge toward my apartment building, keeping my head down. Two days of double shifts have begun to
taketheir toll. | an weary, longing for arelease that deep will not give me, and | find my footsteps
leading me from my path. | know my destination, minutes before | admit the truth to mysdif.

Thebright lights of the plug-in centers call to me, and | take my place amid the nightly stream of
System-addicted zombies.

| hear her voice, and immediatdy | am ashamed of my intentions.

“Keepwalking,” she saysquietly. | do as sheingtructs, and shefalsinto step besde me.

“I didn’t think 1 would seeyou again,” | tell her out of the corner of my mouth.

“I had to be sure you weren't being watched. Y our fight with the Scorpite brought you the wrong kind of
attention.” She has made such statements before. | have never questioned her about them. If | am honest
with mysdlf, they add to her dlure. Theideathat our liaisons areillicit, defying the Baron in someway, is
intoxicating.

| wish | did not fed so guilty. But the System sees everything. We both know that.

“They plugged mein,” | blurt out. “I couldn’t stop them.”

“I know. That isunfortunate.” Her toneis hard, unsympathetic. “But they can’t strip you of everything
you have gained. Be strong, Nanissar.”

“I do not think I can.”

“Y ou have fought the System before. It will be eesier thistime.”

“I havefought it, but it ill stands. How can it be beaten? Thereisnothing ese.”

“No,” she says sernly. “That’ swhat the System tellsyou. That’ swhat Ki wants you to believe. The
Systemisnot perfect. It isonly amachine, the Baron’ s brainwashing tool.”

“Heismonitoring my usage.”

Shenods curtly, pursing her lips. “I'll seewhat | can do.”

“I need...” | begin hesitantly. “I need to know thet thereis something...else”

“Trust me”

“I need your help.”

“I cannot giveit,” she sayscrudly, piercing my heart, shattering my resolve.

| stop. | turn. | cannot helpit. | haveto look at her.

Her jaw, behind her smog mask, has a determined set. Her eyes are a cold blue, uncompromising. “Y ou
were ahero once, Nanissar. If you can’'t be that hero again, you are of no useto me.”
Persephoneislikealight in adark world. | am amazed that nobody elseis staring at her, so clear isit to
me that she does not belong here. She wears the stlandard mauve coverals, but they arein pristine
condition. Her pink skin is soft and unblemished; even her fingernails are neatly manicured. Certainly, she
has never been forced to work in one of Ki’srefineries or on aproduction line. Her hair islong and
blonde; it even smells clean. Sheisyoung, but she hasthe bearing of a princess.

My memories are like the drifting fragments of an iceberg, but my first meeting with her islodged &t their
forefront. | had been expelled from the System, my dlotted time expended. | tried to hold on, but colors
dipped between my fingers, and | woke again to the drab, beige walls and hard benches of the plug-in
center. She was there, unexpectedly, at the terminal beside me but not connected. Her arched eyebrows
and dightly upturned nose lent her ahaughty air, and | felt at first that she regarded me with disdain.

| don’t know why she helped me. She must have seen something in me, as| did in her. Something that
liftsus abovethis place, or at least dlows usto lift ourselves. It has dways been clear to methat
Persephone bdlieves herself worth more than the city can give—and thisis not arrogance, merely an
acknowledgement of fact. To my eterna gratitude, she appearsto believe the same of me, even when |
don't believeit mysdlf.

That first evening, she took me back to my room and stayed with me. | didn’t want to talk, but she talked
to me. | was coming down from the System—even then, | had begun to redlize that it offered false hope,



promises to be snatched away—and | needed something else to hold on to. She gave me the strength |
lacked. She convinced me that there was hope, away from the System and itslies. | have yet tofind it.
But she can guide metoit.

“Don'tleaveme,” | say plaintively. “I am sorry. | will try harder.”

“I' know you will,” she says. “That is not the issue, Nanissar. It is not safe for usto be together. Even
before yesterday, eyes were turning toward you. It isamost time.”

“Timefor what?’

“I must go.” Persephone glances up and down the street, her demeanor nervous but her eyes calculating.
“Youwill seemeagain soon.”

“When?’

“Soon. Beready.”

And sheis gone, mdting into the shifting pattern of mauve more easily than | imagined she could. My firgt
ingtinct isto follow her, but | resst it. | do not understand why | cannot be with her, but | won't place her
in danger. | trust her, and she has placed her trust in me.

Onething | can dofor her. | turn around, presenting my back to the bright lights. Sowly, jerkily at firg, |
place onefoot in front of the other and carry myself away from them.

| spend another evening in my smal room, alone.

Ethridge comesto inspect our work. It isthefirst time | have seen him in Shaft 4d: herarely venturesthis
deep into the mine. Thefact that he iswearing an oxygen mask and atank strapped to hisback is not lost
on me, nor—I see from his clenched fisss—on Tench.

He arrives during second break so as not to interrupt our digging. Usudly, Tench spendsthistime
dumped againgt the tunnel wall, recuperating, but today he stands, refusing to show weakness. Ethridge
ignores us, until he needs me to hold the end of his tape measure to the rock face. He stretchesit back to
the last wooden prop, muttering to himself.

“What have you been doing down here?’” he grumbles. “ Think you can dack off just because | can't see
you?Y our yieds have gone through the floor!”

“Thereisno cod inthisshaft,” | point out.

“Don’t give methat. Y ou want to know where the cod is?’ Ethridge points to the end of the tunndl.
“Down there, that’ swhereit is—and it’ s about time you reached it!”

| would not normally have said anything. But | seethefirein Tench’seyes; | see him tensing, ready to
gtart forward, and | know that he cannot afford to lose thisjob. “We have cleared severd meters,” |
protest. “We need another prop before we can go further.”

The foreman lets out a derisive snort. “ So you can waste another hour of my time? L ooks stable enough
tome,” he says, taking a cursory glance up at the tunnel roof. He jabs an olive-skinned finger under my
nose. “ So, | don’t want to hear no more excuses. | sent the two of you down herein the first place
because you' re more troubl€e n you' re worth. By thetime | knock off tonight, | want to see some redl
progress, or I'll declare you both unfit.”

As soon as Ethridge has | ft, Tench lets out hisfrustration by hurling hispick at the wall.

“Six months” hegroans, “that’ sal | needed. Six lousy monthg!”

“I have been watching you,” | say. “Y ou are stronger than you think. Y ou will makeit.”

“Didn’'t you hear? Ethridge wants us out!”

“He often makes such threats.”

“I think he meansit thistime. That’swhy he keegps 4d open. Should have seen it before. He doesn't have
to wait for the work to kill us. He can hide behind his damn numbers, use them as an excuse to toss us
out on our ears”

“Hecould,” | agree thoughtfully, “but why? For al his bluster, Ethridge knows that you work hard to
compensate for your failing health—and you have given him no reason to take apersond didiketo you.”
“He il sent usdown here”

“Hedid. But he may not have been truthful about his motivesfor doing so.” Tench’sleathery forehead



wrinklesinto afrown. | continue: “Thereisno cod here. Therefore, we have assumed that Ethridge has
no reason to make us dig. His body language, however, suggests otherwise. Heis nervous, impatient.”
“Y ou mean....there might be something in 4d after dl?’

“I think itislikey.”

“Not cod, though. Something else. Something valuable. Something that Ethridge doesn’t want to
damage. That' swhy hewon't risk using explosives.”

“Ethridge did not send me here asapunishment.” Itisdl fdlinginto place. | fed asif | am sretching parts
of my mind that have long been dormant. “To me, this shaft isthe same as any other. But it isnarrow. It
can be worked by no more than two men. And, as you have said yoursdlf, my armor makes me efficient.
It would be awaste of the mine' sresources to assign me to an unimportant task. The System would not
dlowit”

| have fired Tench’s enthusiasm, made him forget hisfear. “ So, what does Ethridge want?’

The echoes of thework sren reach us. “ Thereis only oneway to find out,” | suggest.

“You caled meahero.”

Persephone s nose wrinkles attractively, as she frowns at me.

“When last we spoke. You said | had been ahero.”

She nods, understanding. “Does that surprise you?’

| think about it. “It...tells me that my dreams have substance.”

Shewaswaiting in my room. An unexpected break from the drab routine into which | had settled, waiting
for her. | do not know how long we will have together. | had to ask the question. | have been thinking
about it for days. “Then you know about my past.”

“A little,” sheadmits. | look at her longingly. “But the past has gone, Nanissar—and the important detalls,
you dready know. You are ahero.”

“Once, maybe.”

Her eyes darken. Her nogtrilsflare. “Do you think | cameto you by chance? | sought you out for a
reason. | need you. | need Acroyear.”

| am disconcerted. | have not heard that name from her lips before. | am afraid of what it could mean.
“Theman you seek isdead,” | say quickly, turning away.

“I don't believe that,” she says. “ Acroyear was more than aman. He was the champion of apeople. A
force for justice, a defender of the weak, a symbol of hope. Hisfame spread acrossworlds. And, of al
the men to have borne his name, you were the greatest.”

“There are others?’

“No longer. Acroyear was engineered to be the ultimate galactic warrior, but it was the heart of the man
that made him alegend. Legendsdon't die, Nanissar.”

“But they canlose heart.”

“| don't have timeto indulge your sef-pity,” snaps Persephone.

“Itisnot self-pity,” | protest. “1 wish it were. | wish | could be your hero, but | can’t. | am not that man
any longer. Best we both accept it.”

She shakes her head stubbornly. “1 have cometoo far to lose you.”

| feel disgppointed. And betrayed? Was she only usng me?*Y ou should have made your intentions plain
whenfirg wemet,” | say. “Y ou have wasted your time and mine.”

“I don't think s0.”

“ItisAcroyear you need. So, take him. Tekethearmor, if it isall you want from me. Giveit to
somebody more deserving, somebody who can useit.”

“You still have afew yearsleft. | don't intend to take them from you.”

“I cannot survive without the armor, true—but desth may be arelease.”

“I can offer a better one. Fight!”

“I have fought before. | lost. How else would | have cometo this place?’

“You'reright. Ki beat you. He could have had you executed. He kept you here, instead. He wanted a



trophy, an example to others. The great warrior, humbled by agreater ruler. So long asyou arein chains,
you lend him power and respect. Isthat what you want?’

“Of courseitisnot!” | yell.

My surge of defiance bringsasmileto her lips. “That’ swhy | cameto you, Nanissar. Not only because
you can help me, but because we can help each other.”

| want to believe her. | want to believe that | can fight the future.

“Ki hasnumberson hisside,” she says, “but that’ sal. How that unimaginative plodder came by the
barony at dl, 1 will never know—yprobably because nobody € se waswilling to guide thisfestering
hellhole through its death throes.”

“Micropolisisthe greatest city inthe gdaxy!” | cry autometically.

Shegivesmeapitying look. “A long timeago,” she says, “when it was the seat of Emperors. But
Maruunus Ki isnot worthy to lick the least of the Emperors boots, and Micropalis sinfluenceislong
Soent.”

| say nothing.

“| have amended your records,” says Persephone. “ Should anybody check, they will be told that you are
plugging in regularly. They will think you asdocile astherest.”

“Andif | want to plug in? The System makeslife easer.”

“The System keepsyouin ling” she sngps. “It shows you a society in which you work for your own
benefit, when in truth the only beneficiary isKi. The System makes you believe that you need it. It tells
you that you can make a contribution, but never adifference. Well, one man can make adifference,
Nanissas—if heistheright man. We need Acroyear, now more than ever. Billions of lives depend upon
him!”

And | remember what Ki showed me, the evidence of the manuscript. My sacrifice. My death, so that
the downtrodden wretches of Micropolis might continueto live their half-lives. | remember what
Persephone told mein the street three days ago: “ It is almost time.”

And | know that the future cannot be fought.

»Good morning, Citizen Nanissar

K«

| am leaving for work when | see the note on my mat. Somebody must have pushed it under my door as
| dept. A single piece of white paper, folded down the center. Four words, written in block capitalsin
thick, black fiber-tip:

YOU CAN'T TRUST HER.

The roof comes down that afternoon.

Tench saves us. Having worked the mines dl hislife, heis sengtive to the dightest movement of the earth,
and he seesthe accident before it happens. | was too deep in thought about Persephone, wondering
what | will say when next | see her. Tench tackles me, trying to push me back along the shaft. | resst him
at firgt, ingtinctively, and he shouts something at me. | choose to trust him. We move as dirt cascades
around our earsand the air isfilled with dust. The heavier fragments come next, rattling off our helmets,
the tunnel shaking as boulders dam into the ground behind us.

| have heard tales of othersin this situation. Few of them survive. A tunnel collapseisevery miner’s
nightmare, so | am told. Persondly, | have dways known that | will not end my days underground; my
nightmares take a different shape. Still, with no hope of attaining the surface, | wonder for aningtant if |
might cheat my destiny after dl. | might die down here.

But then, thereissilence. A heavy, unnatural silence, in which | am acutely aware of the dightest cresk of
settling debris, and of Tench'sragged breathing as he sinksto hisknees beside me. “ Thank God,” he
weeps from the back of histhroat, “thank God...”

Fortunatdy, miraculoudy, thefall wasasmal one. A warning, thistime.

Stll, it hastaken itstoll. My co-worker is clutching hisleft shoulder. His pupils are dilated, histeeth



gritted in pain. | ingpect him, and conclude that the shoulder has been did ocated.

“Too0...too deep,” he babblesweakly. “Nobody...heard. Nobody is coming.”

“We are not trapped,” | assure him. “1 will carry you to the surface.”

“No. No, let me...rest...just amoment...”

“Y ou need trestment. Ethridge will haveto cal inamedic.”

“Can’t...can’'t afford...He d dock methewhole day. | can’t lose the credits.”

“And you cannot work in this condition!”

“Thenit'sup to you, my friend. Help me. Push... push my shoulder back into place.”

“Itisnot only your shoulder. Y ou are bruised. Y ou can hardly breathe.”

“Can...cope.”

“I admire your courage, Tench, but you do not have to do this. | have creditsto spare, and | want you to
see adoctor. | will make up any lost earnings.”

“Told you before,” he coughs, gavanized by anger, “I won't let you cover for me.”

“I caused your injury. Y ou stopped to save me. | held you back.” Thisisall wrong. | am wearing armor;
heisnot. Heisaging, infirm. And till, he put my safety above his own. He acted like ahero, and he
madeit look smple, effortless.

“Andif Ethridge had ligened to you,” heinsgts, “if he' d given usthat prop when you asked, thiswouldn’t
have happened a dl. Now, will you pop this damn shoulder back into its socket, or do | haveto do it
mysdf?”

“You areright,” | growl, haf to mysdf. “ Ethridge is to blame. Ethridge and the System...”

Tench tried to talk me out of this. He thought | was doing it for his sake, but he only provided mewith
inspiration. Whatever | do now, | do for mysdlf.

| shared his brief agony as | snapped his shoulder bones back into place. | saw the sweat on his brow
and thetearsin his eyes as he sagged againgt the tunnel wall, relieved but exhausted. | saw my own

hel plessness, my defest, reflected in him. Tench isagood man. A strong man. A manwhotriedto bea
hero. | knew then what Persephone saw when she looked a me.

| became angry. The System teaches usthat anger is bad, but for oncel ignored its dictates. | took hold
of that anger, and | letit build. | let it fue me. Thevoicesin my head are clearer now, and | realize that
they have aways been there. They have aways known what | should do, but | have not listened to them.
| let the System drown them ouit.

| pass severd workersas| stride toward the surface. They look a me with surprise and a certain amount
of trepidation. They wonder why | have left my position. But they see my clenched fists, and my
determined set, and they keep out of my way.

| pause onthelip of Tunnd Four, blinking as daylight hits mein the eyes. Even the polarizing effect of my
helmet does not protect me from its glare after so long in the gloom.

| march toward the foreman’ s hut, crushing gravel under my feet. | pausein front of the ramshackle
building. The voices want to know what | will do to Ethridge when | see him. | am not sure. Maybe | will
kill him. The Harrowerswould come then, of course. | might kill them, too. Then Ki, and anybody ese
who profits from the misery of others.

| might unleash a bloodbath.

| am beginning to falter. | stand before the door of the hut, separated from its occupant by afew
centimeters of wood. The System has an information point, bristling with sensors, in thispit; it knows|'m
here. Any action | take now will have consegquences. Isit worth starting awar for an inggnificant
bureaucrat like Ethridge?

The sensible option would be to wait, to plan, to choose my targets more carefully. But | am afraid that, if
| do not do thisnow, | never will.

| place my hand on the doorknaob.

| hear voices, coming from inside the hut. Ethridge has avisitor.

“| do appreciate the urgency of the situation.” The foreman sounds flustered, nervous. Hiswords tumble



into each other. “I have my best men assigned to the operation. We' re making good progress. | can teke
you down there, if you like. I can show you.”

“We arelosing patience with these ddays.” Thevoiceisharsh and sihilant.

“But you must understand, thisis delicate work. The time distortions make it impossible for our
instrumentsto get aprecise fix on the chamber; we could be right on top of it, or amile away. We have
to be careful. We don't want to risk damaging the merchandise.”

“Y our ruler has promised us those machines.”

“And you'll get them. Soon, | swear. | amin daily contact with Baron Ki about this operation. It isour
highest priority. | just need alittle moretime.”

“Be aware, warm-blood, that if you betray us, our kind will exact aterrible vengeance from yours. We
do not forget, and we do not forgive.”

Almost too late, | hear scraping footsteps on the hut’ s wooden floor. Thereisno moretimefor thinking,
only acting. | am ashamed that ingtinct makes me hide, dthough it is probably for the best. | duck around
the Sde of the building astwo figuresemerge fromiit.

“I'll report any progress—anything at al—to Baron Ki,” Ethridge promises. “I’'m sure he'll kegp you
informed.”

“| expect to hear good news soon,” hisvisitor rasps pointedly.

| am intrigued to know what kind of abeingitis. | flatten mysdlf againgt thewall of the hut and peer
around itsedge. | only intended to take aquick glance, but | find mysdlf frozen.

| have seen Reptos before, but only in my nightmares. Thisoneissmaler than | imagined—athough it
matches my two meters of heilght—but its aspect is no less fearsome. Its green-brown scaes have adimy
sheen; they glisten and steam asthey dry in the city’ srelentless heat. Each of itstwo thick amsendsina
three-clawed hand, and sdivadrips from the exposed rows of jagged teeth under itslong snout. For an
ingtant, | think it has seen me; its narrow yellow eyeswith their dit pupils seem to burn into my heed.

But then the Repto turns and stalks away, flicking itstail dismissvely in Ethridge sdirection. It unfurlsa
pair of membranouswings, their span aswide asthe creatureistal, and it steps off the ground and lets
thewind snatch it away.

| cannot take my eyes off it; akind of horrified attraction. | dways knew that the Reptos would come for
me one day. It was prophesied in the manuscript.

| dways knew that they would kill me.

CHAPTER
THREE
| never spoke to Ethridge.

| remained in hiding, paralyzed by my inner turmoil, my gaze fixed upon the Repto asit best its powerful
wings and soared into the yellow sky. Soon, it was logt amid the towers of Micropolis, when | returned
my attention to ground level, Ethridge had likewise disappeared, into his hut. | returned to the rock face,
saying nothing to Bilan Tench. To his credit, he did not press me. He assumed, logicdly, that my
confrontation with our foreman had gone badly, or maybe that | had backed out of it. He did not know
the true reason for my slence.

We st to work with our shoves, piling two carts high with debris until we could dmost reach the face
again. But the rhythm of metal against sone could not distract me from what | had seen. | spent the
afternoon wrapped in miserable half-memories and darker imaginings. One thought echoed through my
head like the reverberations of agong: Persephone was right. It isalmost time.

That iswhy | St cross-legged on my palet now, in my gpartment. That iswhy my closet door stands
open for thefirst timein an eternity. That iswhy the manuscript liesin front of me. | will not hide from the
truth any longer.

| cannot focus upon it. The truth is printed on the yellowed background of atwo-page document, but the
shapes of the letters have lost meaning. | am afraid to recognize them, to put them together. | have not
read the document before; | know much of what it says, but | have avoided learning everything. So long



as| donot read it, | can have hope. | can imagine that the Repto’ s presence a the minewas a
coincidence, that my fedings of foreboding have no rational cause.

| would be dduding mysdlf.

The document was given to me by Ki. | know this, dthough | have no memory of the event itsdlf. It is
dated many yearsinto the future, and its presence is an anachronism, another consequence of thetime
breaksthat surround the Time Traveler. The Baron gave methe original document, athough no doubt he
kept acopy for hisown edification. Thisisthe reason why he aways had to defeat me, and the proof
thet he wayswill.

Itis, evidently, anews sheet put together by an underground organization opposed to the Baron'srule. It
isnot made clear, in the text of the document, whether the Baron in question is Maruunus Ki or a
like-minded successor—but the world it describes, the Micropolis of thirty years hence, is depressingly
familiar. | am consoled, at least, by evidence of aburgeoning rebellion, an expression of freewill such as
would be unthinkable in thisdark age. | wonder if this might be the blossom from the seeds that
Persephone intends to plant.

The future rebels plan to attack the System itsdlf. In afront-page editorid, the news sheet’ s anonymous
compiler assures his readers that such an audacious move can succeed. The System, he asserts, has been
attacked before, and crippled.

The story is on the second page, set in uneven letters, smeared with printer’ sink. | read through it dowly,
absorbing it, reactivating buried memoriesto which | can now add frightening new details. It ishot in my
gpartment, but my bones have grown cold.

Thousandswill die. Airshipswill fal out of the sky, supplies at the dispensarieswill dry up, defenses
againg the time bresks will fater. Many will end their own lives, unableto face the redity of Micropolis
without aregular escape. Ki’'s power base will have been eroded, but at what cost? And for how long?
Intime, the System will be rebuilt, because the people of the city will demand it. The Baron's hold over
them will be stronger than ever.

And the man whose actions caused dl this? He will be vilified, held up to public contempt. Hisimage will
become atotem, asymbol of the foolhardiness of opposing the System. Future generationswill be
brought up on the story of hisfolly.

That man, of course, isme. The article mentions me by name, Kel Nanissar, dthough it refersto me more
often by my former title. Unfortunately, it tells me nothing about mysdlf that | didn’t dready know. The
writer, however, chalengesthe System’ s account of the circumstances leading to my death. He contends
that, contrary to accepted history, | was not the leader of arebel group, | did not make aded with a
race of embittered former alies of the Baron, and | did not sabotage his precious computer. Rather, |
wasfighting to save the System, and dl of Micropoalis, from the threat of the Reptos.

Ki, it seems, will display my body to the masses, claiming to have dain mein hand-to-hand combat. It
will be adeception, another man clad in areplicaof my armor, away of salvaging his reputation.
According to the news sheet’ s unnamed sources, severd yearswill pass before my corpseisfound. | will
diein an aien spaceship submerged in astagnant lake, avictim of aflesh-devouring virus. My true
legacy, the article claims, isthat | will keep that virus contained, keep the Reptos from unleashing it. | will
savehillionsof lives.

| have no difficulty believing the news sheet’ sinterpretation of future events, even Ki seemsto accept it.
He knowsthat, eveniif | could change what isto come, | could not do it. | could not walk away. | could
not bear to have those lives on my conscience.

| should show the document to Persephone, explain to her why | cannot help her, why | can’t be the man
shewants meto be. | should advise her to stay away from me.

The article ends on ahopeful note. It states that |essons can be learned from the past. When the rebels
attack the System, thistime, they will not destroy it. They will takeit over. They will reprogramiit, so that
the message it feedsinto the brains of its daveswill be their message. It will take many years—maybe
even generations—but they will teach the people of Micropolis how to make the most of their freedom.
How tolive.

| wish them luck.



| wastoo tenseto deep last night, or meditate thismorning. | 1eft the apartment ahead of schedule, which
at least spared me another eevator ride with Ryan Archer. With timeto spare, | find my usud purpossful
gride replaced by adow shuffle. In my bearing, a least, | am beginning to resemble my fellow drudges.
My mind is so cluttered with thoughtsthat | cannot concentrate on any one of them.

| pause on the edge of Sector Seventeen, at a System information point: awhite pole, striped with red,
jutting out of the sdewalk, stained with years of accumulated grime. Tiny red lights chase each other ina
loop around the top of the pole: asensor, picking up invisible signals from the System ports of the people
around it.

»Y our work period beginsin four point three minutes, Citizen Rann.« That voice again, chirping from a
circular grillein the pole’ sside, directed at a bearded man beside me. »Y ou need to increase your speed
by afactor of one point four to arrive on time.«

| lean over the grille, and clear my throat hesitantly. “ System...”

What do | expect to gain from this? The computer will not tell me the truth, only what Baron Ki wants me
to hear. But if thereis a chance of learning something...

“System,” | say, “what data do you have on the Reptos?’

Thered lights stop spinning, and flash brighter. | frown through my mask.

»Y our identity is not recognized,« says the System. »Remain by the information point. A Harrower patrol
will arrivein approximately elghteen seconds.«

Thelight isintense now, reflecting from my armor and turning me into abeacon. | do not know whet is
happening, but | am uncomfortable with the gazes| am drawing and | won't wait for the Harrowersto
take me again. | walk away, but the Harrowers are ahead of me, coming for me at arun. Four of them. |
prepare mysdlf to fight them.

But they hurry past me, reaching the flashing information point and searching the crowd around it. They
grab afew people, turning them around to inspect the System portsin their necks. They'relooking for an
intruder, | readlize, somebody who shouldn’t be here; they paid me no heed because they know me.
Everybody knowsme. | wasinvishbleto them.

And not only to them. The System did not bid me good morning. It did not spesk to meat al last night. |
recall rocks striking my helmet, and | know what must have happened.

| fed acold chill, an emptinessin my chest. The System hasbeen my lifeline; it has ways been there.
Now, | am truly aone. | should go straight to amedica facility, pay to have my port repaired. Itismy
duty. It ismy only option. The System port connects directly to my brain; amafunction could have |etha
consequencesfor me.

But at the sametime, | am strangdly exhilarated. The System has no hold over me anymore, no way of
tracking my movements. | am free.

It does not take Ethridge long to disabuse me of that notion.

Had | not reported for work, he would have noted my absence and informed the Harrowers. They
would have found me: my bulk, my fame and my distinctive armor would have made it impossible for me
to hide. So, nothing has redlly changed.

Ethridge arrives to inspect Shaft 4d at first break. His olive-colored face turns a deep red, and he can
hardly speak for spluttering. He demands to know why nobody told him about yesterday’ sfall-in. |
shoulder the blame for that decision, explaining that | went to his hut but thought it best not to interrupt his
mesting. His eyeswiden, flicking toward me and then quickly away. He looksworried. He' swondering
how much | heard, what | might have seen.

His guilt undermines his confidence. He mutters some vague threat about what he' Il do if we don’'t make
up for lost time, but he givesin to my ingstence that we can go no farther without first shoring up the
tunnd roof. He may havelittle regard for our lives, but as Tench astutely points out, amore serious
collgpse would set him back by days or weeks.



By late afternoon, we are ready to start expanding the tunnd again. But thoughts of the future il prey
upon my mind, and | cannot settle into my clockwork rhythm.

| ask Tench what he knows about Reptos. He raises an eyebrow, surprised by my apparent desire for
small talk, but | ignore his unvoiced questions. “Vicious creatures,” he pants between fals of his pick.
“Products of some kind of experiment, so | heard. Meant to be intelligent these days, but you scratch the
scaesand they're il killers underneath.”

“Y ou have encountered them?’

Tench nods. “Back when | was akid, yeah. In abar on Acheron. The old man had dragged mein there,
set me down at atablein the corner. Had some businessto sort out, if you know what | mean. These
three Reptos, they just strutted in. Whole place went quiet. Y ou could see from the off that they wanted
trouble. The poor guy at the bar, he couldn’t do anything right. Then the Reptos went up to thisyoung
couple and just demanded they clear out.”

“Did nobody stand up to them?”’

“Might have been better if they hadn’t. But yeah, there was this one guy, fancied himsdf aGaactic
Defender or something. He gave those lizards exactly what they wanted.”

“He must have been very brave.”

“Or stupid. He was outnumbered. | didn’t see much of what happened next—soon asthe claws Sarted
flying, I jumped under the table, till Dad came for me and carried me out of there. But | remember one
thing: | looked back from the doorway, and | dearly wish | hadn't. The Reptos, they were tearing into
anyone by then. And one of them had this Kronos pinned up againgt the bar, and you know how the
Kronos creatures have these long, spindly necks, right? Thislizard clamped its teeth around that neck
andit...itjud...” He shudders. “ Green blood. Green blood, spraying everywhere, and this head in the
Repto’s mouth, and its eyes were ill open, Staring at me...”

Tench has stopped working. He has closed hiseyes asif to block out the memory. | did not mean to
upset him, but I do not know what to say to make it better. Presently, helooks at me again. “You
know,” he says, “when the old man told us we were coming here, to Micropoalis, thefirst thing | said to
him was, | asked if there were any Reptos here. Over three yearslater, it was, and | ill had nightmares
about them. ’ Course, | didn’t know then that he was on the run from the Gaactic Defenders, that his
so-called business had blown up in hisface. | didn’t know that Ki offered asylum to smdl-time crooksiif
he thought they werefit enough to work for him. | didn’t know that, once you came to Micropoalis, you
don’t leave.” He amileswanly. “ Guess there are worse things out there than Reptos, after all.”

Another day. A day like dl the others, at first, but for the continuing silence of the System. No sign of
Ryan Archer at the devator, but | think | see him more than once on the street, hiding in the crowd,
following me. Weatching me.

Tench greets me with aweak smile at the tunnel entrance, and | nod in return. We walk to Shaft 4d side
by side. We exchange no words, but | fedl a certain kinship between us. Persephone aside—and my
relaionship with her fed s very different—I have not experienced such athing before. | know that Tench
has not plugged in for severa weeks, saving his creditsto provide for hisfamily in the event of his deeth.
Perhapsit is because we are both cut off from the System that once succored us that we have reached
out to each other.

Hetold meagreat dea about himsdf yesterday. | find mysalf wishing that | could return his confidence.
We have been digging for an hour when my pick didodges alarge chunk of sone, which falsaway from
me. The echo asit landstellsmethat | have broken into alarge open space, and attracts my co-worker’s
attention. Asthe dust clears, Tench and | peer through the jagged opening, the beams from our helmet
lights swallowed by the deep darkness beyond.

“A natura cavern, do you think?" bresthes Tench.

| shake my head. “ Ethridge mentioned a chamber.”

Tench frowns at me, and | take adeep breath and tell him about the conversation | overheard at the
foreman’s hut. Heiswondering why | did not confidein him earlie—I can seeit in hiseyes—but he



does not know what part the Reptos play in my future. That part of the story, | keep to myself. | have not
even been ableto tell Persephone about it yet.

“Thisiswhat we relooking for,” | conclude, nodding toward the tiny opening. “ Thisiswhét the Reptos
want.” | pause for amoment, before adding: “We should report it to Ethridge.”

“We should,” agrees Tench.

Welook at each other.

Then we raise our picks and set about the rock face with renewed enthusiasm.

Wework through our first break. Even Tench does not flag, displaying avigor | have not seenin him for
many months. Our discovery has gifted uswith an unaccustomed sense of purpose; | wonder how long it
can last. We cannot keep this chamber a secret. The best we can hope isthat we will able to seefor
oursalves what so isimportant to the Reptos.

Wethink it best to take our usua half-hour lunch break, rather than arouse suspicion by staying
underground. Neither of us eat, though; we sit on wooden stools outside and say nothing as co-workers
trudge to and from the local food dispensary.

“I was about to ingpect your shaft,” growls Ethridge in our direction. “1 hope you' ve got a bit farther than
you had yesterday.” | assure him that we have worked hard, and extended the tunnel by agood distance.
| hopethiswill satisfy him, keep him away awhile longer.

Forty minutes later, | squeeze my muscular form into the chamber at last.

Itishuge. | am hafway acrossit before my lightbeam findsthe far wall. The chamber istriangular in
shape, caked in dust and cobwebs. Racks of wooden shelving stand against each of the three walls, but
they areempty. A smaller triangle isformed by three flat-topped consolesin the center of the room.
Tentativey, | sweep the dust from one of them with my fingertipsuntil 1 can make out faint symbolson
the controls beneath. They are pictograms, indecipherable to me.

Turning, | am startled by a broad-shouldered figure behind me. It is Tench. | expected him to wait
outsde, dthough we made no such arrangement. He has pulled down his smog mask, and his eyes
search the dark room, wide with wonder.

“Will you look at thisd” hewhistles. “How old isthis place? Must have been built by the Pharoids. We
must be thefirst people to set foot herein centuries.”

It iswdl known that the Pharoids occupied thisworld, plotting their rebellion againgt the Emperors of
old. That was before the Time Traveler; before one of those Emperors made this his Throne-World and
built Micropolison their graves. At least two of them have appeared in the city, falen through thetime
breaks. They were taken by the Harrowers and never seen again. The System tells usthat they are
working with Ki, revealing to him the secrets of the advanced technology that was |ost when their sect
passed from the view of morta eyes. Trandation: Ki has had them tortured for what information they
might have. | have yet to see evidence that they have told him anything.

My light finds a corner of the room, and an upright sarcophagus. The stylized image of a Pharoid priest is
painted on the wooden lid in blue and gold. | recdl old legends that the Pharoids didn’t die, they smply
retreated into Time Chambers—cryo-crypts—passing the centuriesin ageless deep until thetimeisright
toriseagain. Therefore, | approach the casket with care, wishing not for thefirst timethat | had a
wegpon in my hand. Thelidissurprisingly light, and | throw it back, feding alittle foolish to find nothing
behind it. Still, there are two more sarcophagi—onein each of the other corners—and | check them, too.
Maybeit isnot yet the Pharoids' time.

Tench hasfound a hatch in the ceiling, too high to reach. “Mugt’ ve been the original entrance,” he
muitters. “We have to be—what>—four, five stories un-der-ground. There could be more chambers
abovethisone”

“Itisunlikdy,” | say. “Asl recal, Ki used scanning equipment to pinpoint this particular air pocket.”
Once, maybe, this room served as a sub-basement to some great edifice: a Pharoid pyramid, such ashas
been unearthed e sewhere. Any such building certainly fell, though, when the surface of thisworld was



raped. Whatever the Reptos want, it must bein here. | return my attention to the three consoles. Standing
between them, | reach out to the nearest. | brush cobwebs away to get acloser look at its markings.

As soon as my hand touches the instruments, the lights come on.

| see no light source. The walls themselves appear to be giving off an orange luminescence; the consoles,
too. Patterns of color flash across the keys, and now the cobwebs are melting. The machinery looks
gparkling new. | step back, into the center of thetriangle, and | can fedl the earth vibrating deep below
my fedt.

Suddenly, I am surrounded by three walls of bright white light, trapped. | see Tench reaching out toward
mein aarm, but then heisgone. | whirl around, and the light partsto show me that the dust haslifted
from the shelves and they are laden with ornate vases and figurines. | see masked Pharoids, their features
st in gold. Images of other times, collapsing into each other. A sarcophagus bursts open, an undead
creature springing from the space that was empty amoment ago. Its headdress and robes have rotted, as
aurely as hasitsflesh; its eyes are hollow sockets. But, asit jerks forward, time movesin reverse and it
gainslifeand youth. And then it, too, is swallowed by the light.

| seethe Time Traveler, floating in front of me, beyond the curtain of light. This half-legendary figure, so
long apart of my life but aways distant, untouchable—and now heiswithin arm’sreach. And he sees
me. He seemsto know me. He reaches out to me in amute appedal for help, but his hand dissolves asiit
touchesthelight, reforming as he pullsit away. He sfaling away from me, asif some dark vortex is
sucking at him, and he' s shouting something—something important—but | can’t hear him.

| see aladder. The hatch in the celling is open, and awooden ladder stretches fromit to the ground.
Standing at its base: six figures, tranducent ghost images. | redlize, with agart, that one of themisme.

| stare a my own ghost. Heis brandishing an energy sword. His bearing is proud, and | know that heis
not Kel Nanissar. Heis Acroyear. Am | looking into my past? Or my future? | stand amazed at the sight
of Persephone at his side, wearing a blue battlesuit.

They can't see me. But then, like the Time Traveler before him, Acroyear becomes aware of my
presence. He stiffens and turns, and looksright at me.

And then he vanishes, and | reach out to him, but my hand passes through the light and my body follows
it. I ssumble back into the present, into the orange-lit chamber, unchanged but for the addition of a
pyramid of light, which hovers between the consoles behind me. Shadows seem to shift beneath its
surface as the pyramid rotates dowly, but any shapes | can make out therein must surely be the product
of my ownimaginetion.

Tench is beside me, wanting to know what happened, if | have been harmed. | tune out hiswords of
concern, angry with mysdlf. I was shown something. | think it wasimportant. | should have been
objective, quicker to collect mysdlf. | should have analyzed every detall of the flegting image, committed it
to memory. Persephone aside, | am left with only the vaguest impressions of the ghost Acroyear’s
companions. Two of them, | think, were mechanical in nature—a squat, blank-faced combat droid and a
hulking, red-chested robot. The third had four arms and purple skin, and looked like an Antron. And the
fourth....the fourth could not have been...two arms, two legs, dark brown hair... Archer?

Ryan Archer?

| am il dedling with that thought, trying to bring the face of the sixth figureinto focusin my mind, when
Tench siffensand gasps.

It takes a second for the sound of a gunshot to register on my senses. Then, Bilan Tench collapsesinto
my arms, the back of his coverdls blackened and melted, the skin benegth in asimilar sate, the gaping
wound aready cauterized.

Ethridge is standing in front of the hole to Shaft 4d, his oxygen mask dung around his neck. Smoke il
curls upward from the muzzle of his snub-nosed, handheld blaster. He glares as he turns the wegpon to
cover me. “You'vejust cost me agood worker, Nanissar.” | am speechless. All | can fed isthe cold
weight of my friend’ scorpse; dl | can seeisthe barrd of the gun. “Y ou are responsible for hisbeing
here, | takeit? It was your ideato explore this chamber without reporting to mefirst? Of course it was. |
know you’ ve been spying on me, Nanissar. | know you eavesdropped on my meeting with the Reptos
representative. Well, Baron Ki has made it quite clear to mewhat | should do with anyone who learns



too much.”

| lay Tench down gently, white light from the rotating pyramid washing over hisface. His eyes are open,
daring, so | closethem. When | am satisfied that he looks peaceful, | raise mysdlf to my full height and
advance upon his murderer.

Blanching, Ethridge takes two steps backwards but collideswith the wal. He thumbs his safety caichina
pointless threat: We both know that, unlike the Harrowers armaments, his smaler blaster cannot do me
much harm. “Judt. . .just think yoursdlf lucky,” he says quickly, “that he made an exception in your case.
Don't...don't ask me why, but the Baron doesn’t seem to mind you knowing his secrets. He even said it
might be...fun.”

Hefiresas| reach him. The point-blank shot fedslike akick to my chest, and my armor glowswith hest.
| snatch the gun from Ethridge’ sgrasp. | turnit around, my gloved fingersfitting clumsily around the
trigger, and pressit againgt hisforehead. Heistrembling, amost hyperventilating, his eyes brimming with
tears. He cannot even find the voice to beg for hislife. He has aways been confident, so sure of himsalf
and his position. He has always had control over me. | look down at him, and | seefor the first time what
awesk man hetruly is.

| let the blagter fall from my hand.

Hetakes adeep breath, and swallows. “I... 1... you've made the right choice, Nanissar. The only
sengble choice. Y ou know what the Baron would have doneto you if you'd...”

| lash out, the flat of my hand striking Ethridge sthroat, pinning him to thewall. Hiseyesbulge. He claws
at my fingers, but cannot break my grip.

| press harder.

Ethridge forces out astrangulated moan, and | think of Tench gasping for breath in the tunnel. Hetriesto
push me away, and | think of Tench pushing me away from therock fal. | fed bone crunching under my
hand, and | remember having to reset Tench’ s shoulder.

Hewasmy friend. My best friend, my only friend. | didn’t even listen to hisfina words.

| don’'t know when Ethridge died. | thought | would. | thought | would be aware of the exact moment. |
expected to have to make a conscious decision: to end my enemy’slife or to show him mercy. | did not
know what | would choose. But the choice has been taken out of my hands, and somehow it seemstoo
easy. Too easy to kill. Too easy to change everything.

| et the body go, and it didesto the ground. A trickle of blood wells from its open mouth. | stare down
at it, asif hoping that the Sght will stir some strong emotion in meto sort out my conflicting fedings. There
isnothing. | fee numb. The onething of which | am certainisthat | don't regret what | have done. | only
regret that | didn’t do it two days ago.

The questionis, what do | do now? Now that | have crossed the line.

Persephone could advise me. But | don’t know how to contact her. | am aone.

| cannot afford to be found here. | would be arrested for Ethridge’ s murder; most likely, for Tench's,
too. | will not go back to that cell.

| soop and retrieve Ethridge sblagter. | turnit over in my hands, examining it, aplan forming in my mind.
| take one last look at my friend, and try to imagine that he is only deeping. Then | step back through the
hole that we made together, out into the tunnel.

| would have liked more time to explore the chamber. | would like to know the purpose of its machinery;
if itissoimportant to Ki and the Reptos, then maybeit could be turned against them. But the longer |
stay here, the grester therisk of discovery. Evenif | could persuade the other minersto keep my
secret—and there will aways be one wretch prepared to sell out afellow citizen for the promise of afew
credits and the Baron' s favor—Ethridge’ s disappearance will soon be noted in higher circles. Ki will be
impatient for aprogress report on his project. Anyway, | am no scientist. | am alaborer—and
potentidly, | flatter myself, awarrior after dl. It is enough to know that the chamber isimportant to my
enemies. And that | can keep it from them, for afew daysat least.

Oncemy decisionismade, | do not alow myself to think about it. | cannot afford to entertain doulbts. |
st to work, pulling and kicking at the mine prop that Tench and | erected only yesterday. It comesloose
and falls, and | am showered with afinelayer of dirt. | back up aong the tunne, and aim my purloined



blaster at the roof in front of the chamber entrance. | fire, once, twice, three times, and unleash an
avdanche. And | am running again, trying to outpace the fury of the earth...only thistimel amleaving
Bilan Tench behind.

The second collapse was agreat ded heavier than the firss—far heavier than | anticipated. | started a
chain reection. It billowed up Shaft 4d, snapping a my hedls, splintering two more propseven as|
passed under them. The entire mine shook, and | could only pray that | had not brought harm to any of
the other workers.

They cameto investigate, of course. They swarm up and down the shafts, fetching equipment, shouting to
each other, gavanized by their concern for imagined victims whom they barely know. Victimswho could
have been them.

| listen to them from my hiding place: Shaft 4g—anarrow, winding tunndl that yielded no cod and was
eventudly abandoned. Nobody will 1ook for me down here. Snatches of conversation tell methat my
colleagues have reached thelogical conclusion: that Ethridge, Tench and | have all been buried. Nobody
holds out much hope for our surviva.

They will miss Tench. A few men opine, in hushed voices, that their liveswill be better for the absence of
Ethridge, but they redlize that his replacement is unlikely to be better. My apparent desth does not inspire
reactions of either extreme, dthough in somewaysit is seen as the most shocking of the three. Nobody
thought it would happen to me.

Soon, the Harrowers arrive. They scomp about the tunnels, barking orders, making alot of threats and
generaly hampering the recovery effort. They warn that Ki will have somebody’ s head for this
setback—but, with al the people involved presumed dead, they cannot say whoseit will be.

| St inthe darkness, done, thinking but reaching few conclusions.

Hours pass. The voices die down. Eventually, dl | can hear isthe rhythmic tapping of picks and shovels
from Shaft 4d. A specid late shift, working to clear the blockage. The Harrowers have imposed a
deadline of one day to completethistask, and I'm fairly certain that at least two of them stayed to
oversee the work. One man tried to tell them that, unless Ki sanctions the use of explosives, it will take
ten days or more to get back to where we were this morning. For histroubles, he received awarning
shot. To the left foot.

| dip out into the dark evening, hurry across the empty grave pit, and scramble up the stegp ramp to
street level. | keep my head down as | walk back to my apartment building. | try not to skulk—that
would only draw attention to me—but | use the narrow back streets wherever | can; areas where the
lights at the information points are likely to be out of commission. Inconspicuous | may not be, but the
citizens of Micropolis are used to seeing me. | will leave no impression on most; the rest will report seeing
metonight only if questioned, and why would they be?

Stll, | bresthe asigh of rdlief as| reach my small room at last. Safe, for now. So long asthe System
cannot detect me, the Baron has no reason to believe me dive. | have timeto think, and the element of
aurpriseif | needit.

| stare out of my window at the Time Traveler, and suddenly hefedslike my foe, too. | will not accept
hisfuture, the future he has aready seen. | will take charge of my own destiny.

| seem to have decided to fight.

Theonly questionis. How do | start?

CHAPTER
FOUR
It beginswith aknock at my door.

My eyes snap open. It islate. Who would dare break curfew to call on me? Persephone, maybe, but she
has her own keycard.
The sound comes again. A gentle but persistent tapping. | hold my breath. If I am quiet enough, then my



unwanted vistor might leave.

But then, a hushed voice sounds through the wood. “Ke? Kd, open up, will you? 1 know you'rein
there. Kdl...I’m feding kind of dumb, standing out heretalking to myself. Ke?” A short pause.
“Acroyeax?’

| legp off my bed, crossthe room in two strides, and pull the door open. A startled Ryan Archer recoils
from the threshold.

| glance up and down the halway, but nobody iswatching. | grab the youth by the front of his coverals,
drag him into my room, and kick the door shut.

“Who areyou?’ | snarl. “How did you know | was here?’

“I saw you,” bleats Archer. “1 saw you coming in. And then...then, | got this newsflash from the System.
It said you were...there' d been acollapse at your mine...”

He knowswhere | work. “Y ou have been watching me,” | growl.

“I wasworried about you.”

“Have you been watching me?”

“Wdl... yes”

| blink, taken aback by the frank confession, not sure how to deal with it.

Archer plays nervoudy with hishands. “I don’'t know whereto sart. I...1 don’t live here. In Micropalis,
| mean. My System port, it' safake. | found an empty gpartment in your building, and... Thethingis, Kd,
| came herelooking for you.”

“Why?

“Y ou won't remember, | know, but you and me...we were friends, once.”

| regard him with suspicion. “We did not meet until afew daysago. Y ou showed no sign, then, that you
recognized me.”

“I wanted to take it dow. I’ ve got a pretty far-out story, and...wdll, | don’t know how you' Il takeit. |
don’t know who you areinthis...” Hisvoicetails off, and he gives me aguilty look, asif he has said too
much. | remember the ghost imagesin the Pharoids chamber. Mysdlf, Archer, and Persephone.

“Y ou pushed that note under my door.”

He nods. “That woman you’ ve been hanging with. Persephone.”

“Y ou know her?’

“We ve met. Y ou know who her father is?’

“Sheisan orphan.”

“Her adoptive father. The name Karzaring any bells?’

“It does not.”

“I'd keep my eyeon her, that'sdl I'm saying.”

“Persephone has helped me. Sheismy friend. If you have evidence to the contrary...”

“I don't,” says Archer. “It'sjust thet...l do know her. | know what she can be like. She uses people.
Uses them for what she can get out of them.”

“ She has not mentioned you.”

“Shewouldn’t. She won't remember me, same asyou don’t.” | look at Archer askance, and he grimaces
asif redizing theimplausibility of hisstory. “Andlook, maybe | don't know her either,” he saysquickly.
“At least, not aswdl as| think | do. She might be agood person now. | think she had that potential,
deep down. Maybe, without Karza sinfluence...”

“What do you know about the Reptos?’ | ask.

Hefrowns. “Never heard of them.”

“Then what do you want from me?’

“I need your help.”

“Ah. Thenitisnot only Persephone who wishesto use me.”

“No. | mean, it snot just me. It' sthe whole world. Everyone.”

“I’'mtired of this” My voice acquires athreatening rumblein my chest. “1 amtired of being told what |
must do, how | must sacrifice my future. Let somebody else fight Ki. Let somebody ese diefor the sake
of thismiserable city!”



“It'snot likethat,” inssts Archer. “Thisisn’t about Ki or Reptos or whatever €lse you' ve got going on.
Thisisn’t about your future. It s about your past. Our past.”

“Explan.”

“I'll try, but, likel sad, it' s pretty incredible. | didn’t believeit mysdlf at firgt. But. ..but have you ever felt
likethisisn't the way things ought to be? Like history took awrong turn somewhere, and brought you
here when you should be...I don't know...somewhere el s2?’

“I belongin Micropalis”

“No. No, you don't. That’ sthe System talking. The Acroyear | know—"

“Wasanoblewarrior,” | snap. | amtired of hearing this, too; tired of being measured by his standards
and found wanting. “ But the past has gone.”

“I"'m not talking about the past,” says Archer. “Wdll, not exactly. It'scomplicated.” He movesto the
window, and stares out of it. | do not have to follow his gaze to see what heislooking &t; | have spent
many hours staring in that direction mysdf. “It's something to do with the Time Traveler. He' sbeen trying
to contact me, through my dreams. He saysthere’ s something wrong with time, and | believe him. He
shows me aworld wherel...where we fought side by side. He sayswe have to—"

He breaks off in mid-sentence, ducking below the windowsll. “Harrowers!” he cries.

| hear it. The digtinctive whine of an antigravity engine. The technology isexpensve, and Ki digtributesit
sparingly. | have no doubt that Archer tellsthe truth, that he has seen a Photon Sed. | flatten mysdlf
againg thewadll. Aningant later, the room is drenched with light and avoice sounds through a
megaphone. “We know you're in there, Nanissar. Come to the window with your hands above your
head.”

| glare a Archer. “Have you done this? Have you brought them here?’

“No, | swear—"

“Isthiswhy you came here? To keep me occupied while they surrounded me?’

“I...I think they saw me...”

The sound of shattering glass. A smdl, spherica grenade flies through the window and lands on my pall€t,
hissing, turning the air athick green. Archer beginsto cough and splutter. My helmet protects me for
now, but it cannot filter out al the gas. Already, its acrid tang istearing at the back of my throat, coaxing
tearsfrom my eyes.

How did they know | was here? Maybe they don’t; maybe they are guessing.

| should have known that Ki would not let go of hisfuture so easily.

| make alunge across the room, and grab Ethridge’ s blaster from the chair beside my bed. | spin around
and loose off three shots through the broken window. The ded banks away, taking its bright light with it.

| am temporarily blind, my night-vision destroyed. Still, | fed my way to my closet and fumbleinsdeit. If
| have to abandon thisroom, | can’'t stand the thought of leaving the manuscript behind. | fold it up and
dipitinto my boot.

Archer isbresathing through atissue, but he looks ready to drop. Heis ssumbling to the door when it flies
openin front of him. Two Harrowers burst in, wearing oxygen masks. Archer’ s presence distracts them.
Asthey amtheir gunsat him, | legp out of the teargas cloud beside them, firing. My blaster isnot much
more effective againgt their armor than it was against mine, but the sudden ondaught surprises and
gsaggersthem, giving metimeto reach them.

Thefirst Harrower goes down easily. His helmet, even with its chin guard, is not strong enough to absorb
my punch. The second, however, gets behind me and fires at my exposed back. Fire courses through my
nervous system, and | roar in anima pain. | spin around and snatch the gun from the Harrower’ s hands,
crushing it inmy grip. To hiscredit, | detect no fear in him—~but he seesthat he can’t win, and triesto
withdraw. | bring him down with atacklein the doorway, driving my fist into his skull until he ceaseshis
gruggles.

| drop my gun, to scoop up the bigger blaster dropped by the first Harrower. My stomach convul ses.
Theteargasis starting to get to me. | stagger out into the corridor, wishing | could take off my helmet and
gulpindeanair.

| hear ascuffling behind me. Archer hasjust dragged himsdlf out of the room, doubled over. Hetriesto



cal to me, hoarsely, but he gives up and vomitsinto the corner.

| ill don’t know who heis. | don't know if | can trust him. The Harrowers did not go out of their way to
protect him, but then they have dways been ruthless. | would like to hear therest of his story. But what if
| did?Would | be forced to choose between him and Persephone?

| don’t want to believe him. My life is complicated enough, and my heart has dready madeitsdecison. |
turn, intending to leave my erstwhile neighbor behind.

“Acroyear!” he splutters after me. 1 have aship.” Each syllable causes him evident pain. Heisreaching
out to me, unable to get up off hisknees. “We can get...away from...”

Away from Micropalis. | had not contemplated such an option. | fed asif he has shot asted bolt through
my chest, skewering me to the spot.

“How...” | begin hestantly. “How did you get past the Harrowers blockade?” But Archer’ s efforts at
gpeech thusfar have exhausted him. His arms are fastened around himsdlf, and heis retching and
wheezing, his swollen eyes closed.

Could it be possible? Could | leave Micropolis and its problems behind me? Could | start over,
somewhere e se, afree man? It ssemsinconceivable, but then that iswhat the System wants meto think.
Thismay bealie, but if S0, it isaseductive one. It isonethat | do not wish to let go. Not until | can be
sure, until | know the truth.

| go back for Ryan Archer. | pick him up and ding him over my shoulder.

The devator israttling itsway towards this floor, no doubt filled with Harrowers. There will be more on
the gtairs, but I have nowhere el se to go. No other way out.

| have descended amost three flights before | hear the first shots above me. | keep my head down and
keep moving. | can't stand and fight, not while | am carrying Archer. Fortunately, | have enough distance
on my enemiesfor the winding saircase to block their aim—and they will tire before | do.

Two Sorieslater, their blagtersfdl slent, although their footsteps continue. My flight has settled into a
regular pattern, one foot before the other, rounding the same cornerstime and time again until 1 can
amost imagine that the staircase has no end. | can breathe freely now, but the teargas has taken itstoll
upon my condtitution, and my chest aches.

The footsteps are receding, at last, but | can hear more now: Ahead of me, no more than three flights
down. At least eight more Harrowers to add to the ones behind me. It istoo soon. | am still forty stories
above ground levd, lessthan halfway there.

They have seen me. Streams of fire explode against the wall above my head, and destroy the stair rail. |
barge through the nearest door, emerging into a corridor identical to the one outside my own gpartment. |
had no choice but to come here, but | am cornered now. | pause to get my bearings, to think.

Archer gtartsto squirm on my shoulder. | order him to be still. | kick open adoor, and stride acrossthe
gpartment beyond it. A blue-skinned woman sgueals as she Sits up in bed, clutching the sheetsto her
chest. The System, unable to detect my presence, tells her to go back to deep, reminding her that her
work period begins soon.

| look out of the room’ s single window. Another concrete tower stands beside this one, separated fromiit
only by anarrow dleyway. | seeno sgn of the ded; presumably, it isgtill at the front of the building.
Thereisno fire escape ladder; such precautions were considered an unnecessary expense. Thereisonly
the sheer drop.

Thewindow won't open, o | throw achair at it. The shattering of glass merges with thewoman's
scream. | punch the remaining sharp fragments out of the window frame, climb onto the sill and set my
sights on the window opposite.

Thejump would be difficult, even without Archer to weigh me down. | am not sure | can makeit. But the
Harrowers will be here soon, and | have nowhere elseto go.

| flex my leg muscles, hold my breeth, and propel mysdlf into the night air.

For amoment, | rgoicein my gpparent weightlessness. | fed asif | anflying, asif nothing can bring me
down. But itisonly anilluson. | am faling, and the window—my target—is escaping from me, risng



aboveme. | reach out to it, desperately. My questing fingersfind the sill, and | collide face first with the
concretewall and amost lose my tentative grip.

Archer iscrying out to hisgod, tightening hishold on mein hisfear. | haul mysdf up until | can rest one
elbow on thewindowsl and punch out the glass. The Harrowers have reached the window behind us,
but | cannot imagine that any of them will dare try to follow me. | flop into the apartment of another
dartled citizen amid ahail of fire.

A minute later, | am racing down another Saircase. Archer has recovered enough to run dongside me,
but he dows me down and | find mysdlf having to pull him by the hand. | pray that | can till reach the
street before the Harrowers do. Eveniif | do, | realize, | will find the Photon Sled waiting, and its crew
will have called for reinforcements now that they have apositive sighting of their quarry. The voicesin my
head are clamoring a me, suggesting other options, reminding me of the capabilities of my armor.

Fourth floor. Thisisasfar as| go. | shoulder my way into another apartment, and pick up the panting
Archer. “Oh, no,” hegroans, “please, not again...”

| smash through the window, and I’ m flying over the alleyway again, but thistime the ground is rushing
toward me. Without thinking about it, without knowing where the idea.came from, | perform amidair
somersault. Halfway over, | experience amoment of panic; | think I'm going to hit the concrete headfirst.
But I come out of therall, having dtered the angle of my fal so that it terminatesin an overflowing
Dumpster. Theimpact isjarring, but somewhat cushioned by my armor and alittle more by athick pile of
garbage. | am unharmed. Asl| fight my way out of aclinging mass of wet cardboard and rusted tin cans,
Archer vomits again. His skin has acquired a decidedly green tint, but we can’t afford to rest yet. | pluck
him out of the Dumpster and set him down beside me.

Theded, as| anticipated, waswaiting at the front of the building. Its searchlight finds us as we st off
along the dleyway in the opposite direction. The pilot tilts his rocket-shaped, open-topped craft to fit it
into the narrow passage; even so, sparksfly fromits hull whereits glider wings scrape the walls. This
makesit difficult for the other two crewmembersto aim the onboard plasma cannons. Badls of flame
whoaosh over my head, or explode a my heds. Amid the tumullt, it takes me amoment to redize that | am
leaving Archer behind again. Heislimping, having evidently injured hislegin our fal. | entertain the notion
of abandoning him, to save myself, but the voices reassure me of my ability to protect us both.

| extend ahand to him, and let him lean on my shoulder. And he throws himsdlf against me, catching me
off-balance, knocking us both aside. He saves me from the next blast: it hits so closethat | fed theair
imploding. My breath is sucked from my lungs, and awave of intense heat passes over us. An ingtant
later, we are showered in concrete chips.

It had occurred to me that Ki would want me dive. If that isthe case, and if these Harrowers are indeed
aware of it, then they are evidently worse shotsthan | thought they were.

The dleyway |leads onto awide Street, dark and empty, where we have no hope of outpacing the ded. |
look for somewhereto run, somewhere it cannot follow, but thereis nowhere. Only into the buildings,
where we would be cornered again. | weave between information points and parked vehicles, but the
ded overcomes such obstacles by gaining height. It Stsabove us, and dl | can seewhen | look upisa
circle of dazzling light. | switch to amore direct course, hurtling down the center of the roadway, trusting
to fortune.

There are no more plasma bolts—but, so long asthe ded ison our tall, its crew can relay our position to
their ground-based colleagues. Harrowers stream from the sde streets like Antrons swarming toward
sugar. | take one down with a snap shot from my blaster, but their answering fire comes closeto nailing
meinturn. | take Archer on adetour through a plug-in center, shooting the door off its hinges before |
reach it. | remember that this building has aback entrance, which takes us out into another alleyway. | amn
about to turn left, when Archer tugs at my arm, pulling meto theright.

“Trust me” hesays, “I have akind of inginct about this sort of thing.” Thereisno timeto argue; one way
isasgood as another, in my eyes.

We emerge onto another street, which we cross. The Harrowers are hot on our hedls, so | take cover
behind adeek Warp Racer and pick them off asthey emerge, one by one, from the opening behind us.
Three more down. But the Photon Sled regppears, banking around the corner of a building two blocks



away. | think about taking the racer, but even on clear roads, Micropolis s antique vehicles move dowly,
and we would have no hope of escape.

The sight of a Terrgphant depot gives me inspiration. 1ts double doors are secured by an old padlock and
chain, but one shot dispenses with them. | drag my exhausted charge into the echoing gloom of a
high-ceilinged garage. Around us, hulking shapes are beginning to stir and snuffle.

“Acroyear,” moans Archer, “I hope you know what you' re doing.”

| don’t answer. | see no reason to add to hisworries. Anyway, we must be silent: The Terraphants were
bred to carry passengers, and for the most part they are content to do so—but they are notorioudy
prickly, especidly when their rest is disturbed.

Wetiptoe around the half-dozing creatures. At the far Side of the garage, we find arow of wooden
tethering posts, set into the stone floor. The Terraphants are tied up with rope, three or four to a post.
The quickest way to freethem isto blast those posts. | do so, working my way from one end of the row
to the other, ignoring Archer’ ssquedl of protest. The Terraphants are awoken, startled and freed, al at
once. Their snortsand gruntsfill the garage. | push Ryan Archer into acorner, and shield him with my
armored body.

“Make no sudden moves!” | ingtruct him in an urgent whisper.

Fortunately, my timing is perfect. The outer doors are thrown open again, and three Harrowers scormin,
freezing as they see what awaits them. The confused Terraphants see aroute to freedom, and they take
it.

The ferocity of the stampedeis such that the floor shakes. The Harrowers are able to let off four shots
between them, making the Situation worse for themselves. It isdifficult to make out what is happening—I
can seelittle more than shifting silhouettes againgt the faint shape of the doorway—but | hear a scream,
and fancy that | see ablack-clad body tossed into the air, to be caught in a Terraphant’ s jaws.

Within thirty seconds, the depot has been emptied. Cries of alarm and the retorts of blaster fire from
outside indicate that the Harrowerswill be occupied for sometime. | make for aback window, pausing
to snatch athick loop of rope from ahook on the wall.

“Whichway?’ | ask Archer. Helooks at me dumbly. “To your ship,” | prompt him.

“I'm not sure. I'velost my bearings.”

“What happened to this‘ingtinct’ of yours?’

“I...” Hecloseshiseyes, and puts ahand to histemple, then points. “That way...I think.”

Aswe crossthe boundary into Sector Seven, | dlow myself abrief hope that we may have shaken off
our pursuers. But the Photon Sed iswaiting for us—and with no Harrowers nearby on the ground, its
crew take to the cannons again. | am certain, thistime, that they are not trying to hit me, and | keep
Archer closeto my side, to sharein my gpparent invulnerability. The Harrowers are hoping that a barrage
of plasmaboltswill herd us back the way we came, but | override my natura caution to plow on through
theflames.

We take shelter in the degp doorway of afood dispensary. The ded keepsits distance, its pilot waiting
to seewhat we will do as, no doubt, he summons more ground troops. Archer leans against the
doorframe, panting; he can’t hold out much longer.

“What are your inginctstelling you now?’ | grunt, as| tie one end of my ropeinto alasso.

“Only that we' re screwed.”

The Harrowers become impatient, as| gambled they would. | cannot seethe ded, but | can hear its
engine, itswhine growing louder asit descends, coming closer, ever closer...

| break cover. The Photon Sled isright above me, its gravity downdraft pressing down on me, driving me
into the ground. With difficulty, | raise my head, whip the lasso back over my shoulder and hurl it over
the vehicle s nosecone. The ded pilot redizes, too late, that he has flown into atrap, he pulls up sharply.
At the sametime, | run acrossthe road, uncoiling the rope behind me. | wrap the fina meter or so around
my hands, and brace mysdlf behind alarge, sx-whedled vehicle asitis pulled taut.

At firdt, the Harrowers don't know what is happening. Their craft rocks from sideto Sde asitspilot tilts



and swerves, trying to climb but forever being pulled back down. His erratic course swings him periloudy
closeto the buildings beside him. Then he seesme, hisliving anchor, and he cranks hisengineto full
power and fliesdirectly away from me. | hold on to the rope, gritting my teeth, Straining with every snew
to maintain my position. | am amog flattened againgt the side of the six-whedler, and even it isbeginning
to dide, dowly but inexorably—inch by painful, squedling inch—sdeways acrosstheroad. Thepainis
blinding. | am being torn gpart.

And then the rope goes dack, and | think it must have snapped—until | realize that my opponent has
surrendered the tug-of-war, reversing his direction. Heis coming right a me.

| dive, forcing my howling musclesto move. The rope dips from my hands, aswas surely the ded pilot’s
intention. | hit the sdewalk, rolling asthe arrow-headed craft shoots over me. | curse mysdf for my
moment of weakness, but the pilot has made a deadlier mistake: He has migudged his speed and
trgjectory, and he cannot turn in time. One wing of the ded crumples asit smacksinto thefifth floor of a
storage building above me. | hear windows breaking, an engine shrieking, and the vehicle lurches out into
the middle of theroad, trailing its broken wing like awounded insect. It dmost flips over, but the pilot is
abletoright it intime. For asecond, it looks like he might have regained control. But then, the ded tips
over and takes a nosedive into the asphalt.

| run, yelling to Archer to do likewise. | can’'t see him, so | do not know if he heard me. A moment later,
itistoo late to do anything about it. Antigravity isanon-combustible, non-polluting fuel source—but the
mixture that powersthe ded’ s plasmacannonsis notorioudy unstable. The explosion shatters every
window on the block, and knocks me off my feet. | lie on my stomach, covering my head as| am pelted
with flaming debris.

Some people have come to their broken windows, staring in horror at the scene of devastation below
them. Mogt, however, stay cowering in their beds, mindful of the fact that Ki has had citizens executed in
the past for seeing things they were not meant to see.

| plunge into the mushrooming cloud of smoke, and amost stumble over the unconscious Archer. He
does not seem badly hurt; weak as hewas, | expect he was knocked out by the sheer concussive force
of theblast. | pick him up and carry him away, but by the time we reach the end of the street, | am
amost ready to pass out mysdlf. | drop my charge through the shattered window of a plug-in center,
hoping that nobody will find him there before he has a chance to recover. Already, more Harrowers are
rushing toward me; | have to draw them away from him.

| heft my blaster, draw on my scant remaining energy reserves, and run at them, firing.

Ryan Archer never told me where his spaceship was. How will | ever find him again?

The Harrowers scatter liketenpinsas | bowl into them. | lash out with fists and feet, not caring where the
blowsland so long asthey hit something. They pile on top of me, their numbers multiplying. They cannot
usetheir guns at such close quarters, but they pummel me and claw a me and try to bear me down to the
ground, and | don’t know how it isthat | am till standing, how | can resist them at all. | can no longer
see. | am overcome by ascarlet mist; | am not even sure that my eyes are till open. Long-buried
ingincts take over; the voicesin my head scream at meto keep onfighting. | givein to them, becauseif |
stop for asecond, if | question what | am doing, then | will surdly fail.

Themigt lifts, sometime after | redizethat | have been punching air.

Sowly, my sight returns, and | see the bloodied Harrowers sprawled at my feet.

Somehow, this does not seem red. How can it be possible? | fed asif theworld isturning beneath me,
and | am no longer apart of it. | am watching from adistance, unable to understand what | see, fedling a
heady mixture of triumph and revulsion. My chest is heaving, my musclesfed like spent dadtic, and a
familiar whining sound isimpinging upon my hearing. With a plunging sense of despair, | turn to greet the
arriving Photon Sled.

| cannot fight any more. | Sink to my kneesin surrender.

| dream about Persephone.
| do not want to wake up, because | know what will be waiting for me.



Gradudly, however, | redize that thereisno pain, no noise, no light. | think | have opened my eyes, but |
can see nothing, so maybe | have not. | concentrate on what | can fedl. A cushioned surface beneath me,
softer than my pallet but harder than amattress. A long seat—eather, | think, but narrow. | am too tall,
my shoulderstoo broad, for it to hold me. My right arm hangs over its Side, my fingerstouching ameta
floor, and my knees are bent.

Sheiswith me. Thefamiliar violet scent of her perfume playswith my nogtrils. Isit red, | ask mysdlf, or a
lingering remnant of the dream?

She came to me out of the light, like an angel. She picked me up from the ground. | leaned on her,
and she laid me gently on the back seat of her vehicle.

My neck isgiff, and | shift my position uncomfortably.

“You'reawake, at last.” Her voice. | had hardly dared hope. She is here. Sheisredl.

| wondered, just for a moment, if Archer had been right. She was in a Photon Sed: was she
working for Baron Ki, after all? Was she taking me to him?

“Where...wherearewe?’ | struggleto sit up.

“Anold minetunne,” says Persephone, “in Sector Fourteen.”

“Thisisyour bass?’

| can see her now; make out her shape, at least. Sheisin the front seat, turned to face me. She shakes
her head, and her blonde hair dances. “| don't have abase. The only way to stay ahead of the
Harrowersisto keep on the move.”

“And the rest of the rebels? Are they here, too?’

“We'reall here, Nanissar.”

“Archer? Do you know what happened to Ryan Archer?’

“He |l be the boy you went on the run with? I’ m sorry. He was captured.”

“Did...didthey...?’

“Heisdill dive, according to the System. Ki will want to question him. After that, | wouldn't give much
for his chances”

“We haveto rescue him!”

“ Attack the Harrowers' headquarters? Have you taken leave of your senses?’

“Hetried to help mel”

“Heislost, Nanissar. Accept it!”

“He has a spaceship. He can take us away from here.”

“Has he, indeed?’ Persephone narrows her eyesthoughtfully. | can seethis, because my own eyesare
becoming accustomed to the darkness. | can see the rough-hewn tunnel, stretching away behind her.
And, seeing her strong face and her confident expression, | remember why | admire her so much. She
aways knows wheat to do. “If that iswhat you want, Nanissar, then | can provideit. How do you think |
cameto be here, on this godforsaken world? Did you redly think | was one of Micropolis' s hopeless
daves?’

No. No, | didn’t. | did not think at al.

“But we have work to do, before we can leave.”

Her words crush me. | had begun to see an escape, but she has taken it from me.

“What do we haveto do?’ | ask, inahollow voice.

“Destroy the System!” she says.

“No!” The protest comes automatically. “We cannot!”

“That iswhat the System tellsyou.”

“No. I mean, we won’'t. The Reptos, they’ll...” | bury my head in my hands, more confused than ever. |
think about the news sheet, folded up in my boot, and | bring its printed truths to mind. The Reptosturn
againg Ki. They attack the System. | fight them. | die.

But what if the news sheet iswrong? It is not inconcelvable: much of its content is based on conjecture. It
occursto methat, by burying the Pharoid chamber and its secrets, | have aready driven awedge
between Ki and hisimpatient allies. The future is unfolding before me; even when | try to take charge of
my own fate, | only seemto bring it closer.



Inthe future, Ki will blame me for damaging the System, for plunging his city into chaos. Perhgps he will
betdling thetruth, after dl.

“Do not weaken now,” snaps Persephone. “Y ou have donewell so far. | did not expect you to find
yourself so soon.” She reaches down into the cockpit, and produces something that makes a scraping
sound as shelliftsit. She passesit to me, and | takeit. Asmy hand closesaround it, it startsto glow.
Itisasword: hdf aslongasl amtal, but | canliftit easily. Its pommeled hilt feels comfortablein my
pam, likeapart of me, like !’ ve grown back alimb that had been amputated. And the blade burns now
with apure white light, although darker matter collects at its keen edges. With asword like this, | know |
could cut through anything.

He wielded asword like this.

“You areready for it,” says Persephone quietly. “Y ou are Acroyear.”

“I...I can’'t...” | can't take my eyes off the sword. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Y ou do, Nanissar. Y ou only have to convince yoursdlf of that. Listen to the voices.”

| start, looking up at her guiltily. How does she know about the voices?

She bathesmein arare smile. “ They are your heritage, Nanissar. Y our people. They fought Ki dongside
you. They strengthen you with the sum of their experience.”

“Thearmor,” | redlize, bregthlesdy. “The voiceswere...in thearmor? All thistime?’

“They could not reach you. The System dampened your connection to them. It stopped you from
listening. But the System has no hold over you now. Listen to them. Listen!”

| listen to the voices, and they tell methat Persephoneisright. | am Acroyear. The hero of adead
people. | cameto Micropolis seeking vengeance for their pilt blood. Instead, | was beaten and
humiliated. But therewill be areckoning. I will honor their memory.

“I will doit,” I say. “1 will beyour hero, afigurehead for your rebellion.”

She shakes her head. “ Thereisno rebellion, Nanissar. As| said before, we are dl here”

| stare at her.

“| dso told you that one man can make adifference” she says, “if heistheright man. | havefaithin you,
Nanissar. | havefaith in Acroyear. Y ou can destroy the System, and you can bring down Maruunus Ki.
We need nobody else!”

CHAPTER
FIVE

We leave the ded hidden in the mine. Persephone saysit would attract too much attention in daylight.
“Y ou werelucky last night,” shetells me aswe tramp through darkness, aiming for adistant pinpoint of
light. “Had the Harrowers redlly expected to find you at home, they would have turned up in force.”

We halt just insde the tunndl entrance, and she dipsabelt from around her waist and fastensiit around
mine. Shetwistsadia on itsbuckle, and, when | look down at mysdf again, | see adifferent person. |
am il tall and muscular, but now | gppear to be wearing standard issue coverdls, and | have pink skin
on my ungloved hands.

“The belt projectsaholographic field,” explains Persephone. “1t will dlow you to blend in with the other
citizens.” | put ahand to my face, but it isblocked by my helmet. “Theillusonisoptica only. You
mustn’t let anybody touch you. They would notice the discrepancy between the way you look and the
way you fed.”

“I will becareful,” | promise. | can il fedl the sword in my hand, but it isinvisble now. 1 lift it,
experimentally, and its blade reappears asit leaves thefield.

“Besurethat you are. The Harrowers are combing the city for us. The System has offered a substantial
reward for information leading to our capture. We can trust nobody.”

“They know about you?’

“Youwereintrouble; | wasforced to act. Ki knows, now, that you have an accomplice. Fortunately, |
was ableto lose our pursuerslast night, before they got agood look a me.”

“Archer...” | fed alumpinmy throat. “He can identify you.”



Persephone s nodtrilsflare. “Y ou told him about me?’

“No,” | answer defensively. “He saw you at my gpartment.”

Shefrowns. “I have only one holo-belt.”

“Thentakeit.”

“No. You are far more conspicuous than I am—and the System does not have a description of me yet.
Well just haveto trust the boy to hold out awhilelonger.”

“How do you know so much about the System? Y ou haven't...plugged in?’

“Of course | haven't! Have you not noticed, Nanissar? | have no port.”

“Then...?

She produces asmall, square device, which nestlesin the palm of her hand. It has akeyboard, and a
miniature screen. It looks like atoy. “1 don’t have to surrender my mind to the System to accessits
database. There are severa back doors, if you know whereto look for them.”

“That ishow you were able to amend my records?’

“And acquire a Photon Sled without inviting questions. | programmed a blind spot into the System so that
the vehicle Smply vanished from its sensors. It will take the maintainers daysto find out what | have done
and activate the onboard tracer.”

“I have never seen such technology,” | say in awe.

Persephone slips curl into asnarl. “ There are people out there, away from this cesspit—inventors,
bio-smiths, technicians, programmers—xbilliant men, working to improve our lives. Ki wouldn't
understand. All he cares about is maintaining his own power base. He shuns progress, lest it sweep him
away liketheinsect heid”

“Y ou tapped into my credit account with that device,” | redlize. “Can you get into other accounts? Can
you transfer credits?’

“I can, but | don’'t see—"

“Citizen Tench. Bilan Tench. Hewasa...friend of mine. Heis dead now. | want you to ensure that his
family iscomfortable. They should not want for anything.”

“Every time| hack into the System, | risk detection,” flares Persephone. “You ask metodoitona
foolishwhim?’

“It isthe price of my cooperation,” | say firmly. She arches an eyebrow, and | redlize that thisisthefirst
time | have stood up to her. | am not sureif sheisangry or proud.

“You redizethat, if we complete our mission, System credits will become worthless?’

“I do. But, if wefall...”

Shedghs “Very wel.”

“And you can find us another vehicle?’

Persephone shakes her head. “ From now on, wetravel on foot. We are forty-eight milesfrom the
System complex. Close enough to walk in two days; not so close that our planswill be obviousto Ki if
theded isrecovered. Wewill dso travel separately. The Harrowers are searching for apair of fugitives.”
| nod, accepting her logic.

“Wewill meet two hours before curfew tomorrow night,” she adds. She takesa smdl, white gun from a
pouch in her coverals, and checksthat it isloaded. “ At the main gate of the Northern Quarter Refinery.
Do you know it?’

“I'will findit,” | say.

| study my reflection in aplug-in center window. | have athatch of red hair, freckles on my pale skin, and
watery blue eyes. | try to imagine that thisismy red face, that | am seeing mysdlf for thefirst time, but the
image does not seem redl. It does not fed like me. Its expression does not change as mine does, athough
its sag reflects my doleful mood.

| look like any other citizen, in my coverals and smog mask. They are not afraid of me anymore. They do
not avoid me; few of them even spare me aglance. | have waked many times through the teeming
crowds of the morning rush hour, but never have they closed in around me asthey do now. | fed



trapped, claustrophobic. | fed like one of them. | didn’t redizeit until this moment, but | have never felt
likethat before. | dwaysthought | was different.

| try to avoid them, but they are everywhere. | am repeatedly jostled, but most peoplefail to register the
fed of my armor beneath my disguise. One or two pairs of eyesflick toward me, but they shift quickly
back to the ground, their owners afraid to get involved, to draw attention to themselves.

Thereisno time, during daylight, at which the streets are empty. People work different shifts, driving to
and from their jobs at dl hours. Trucks carry cod to the refineries, while delivery men struggle with sacks
of correspondence between the bureaucrats who run the city’ sindustries on the Baron' s behdf. Citizens
vigt digpensaries during their stlaggered lunch breaks, the weakest of them snatching minutesin the plug-in
centers. Still, sometimes the crowd around me thins out, and | think it best to go to ground for an hour or
0. | bresk into an apartment while the owner is out, and rest on his bed. At one point in the afternoon, |
even hidein the corner of aplug-in center, where nobody can seethat | am not connected. | am pleased
to find that the System termind in front of me holds no temptation.

Evening drawsin. The lights of the city lure people from their homes, and it becomes easy to lose mysdlf
again. | pause, for amoment, outside arundown cinema. | recognize the movie being screened. | must
have seen it along time ago. It concernstheinvasion of Micropolis by unknown aiens—beingswho
uncannily resemble the Gaactic Defenders—and the heroic struggle of the incumbent Baron to save his
people. Aiding the Baron in hisquest isthe Time Traveler, cometo life because his city needshim. There
areterrorists, too, of course, but they die. They aways do. The festure was made on a shoestring—the
Time Traveler was clearly aman wearing silver face paint—but | remember being mesmerized for an
hour and ahalf.

Part of melongsfor that Smpler time.

| round acorner, and dmost come up short at the sight of two Harrowers marching toward me. | haveto
will myself to keep waking. | have avoided Ki’ s police force so far—but, if | change direction now, if |
move away from them, | will invite suspicion. | haveto act naturd, Stare at the ground like everybody
else, and trust the holo-belt to protect me.

| draw level with the Harrowers.

We pass each other.

One of them comestoo close. | flinch from him, but | think he may have touched me. He might have
brushed against my armor; | don’t know.

| keep walking. | don’t dare look behind me. | wait for the call.

Just when | think | am safe, it comes. “Hey, you, Citizen! Hold it right therel”

| freeze. | hear their footsteps behind me. | turn, dowly, one hand on the pommel of my invisible sword,
which, for want of a scabbard, | have threaded through my belt.

Thetwo Harrowers have stopped ayoung, purple-skinned woman with flowing white hair. She trembles
asthey take up positionsto each side of her. “Where are you going?’

“I...I...I can't afford to vigt aplug-in center. | wasjust...looking in the window...”

The shock batons come out. The young woman screams as el ectricity snaps through her.

“WEe re looking for ayoung female,” snarls one of the Harrowers. “ Acroyear’ saccomplice! Isthat why
you'reloitering here? Are you waiting for him?”

“No, no,” shesobs. “I swear...”

| tear myself away from the dreadful scene. | can't be noticed. | have to keep waking.

| have witnessed many smilar sights: Harrowers, breaking up the monotony of their patrols by finding an
innocent to victimize. | have fdt like thisbefore: This burning sense of injustice, made many timesworse
by the knowledge that | can do nothing. | must harden my resolve.

But, thistime, it isabout me. My nameis being used to judtify this cruelty.

And it has happened before. | had amost forgotten, but the memory comes now. When | firgt arrived in
Micropalis, when my defest was till fresh. When the Harrowers grew tired of using their batons on me,
they would use them on those around me. Anyone could be targeted, branded a collaborator, just for
walking too closeto me, for glancing at me.

Never again!



The woman sobs. | keep on walking.

The crackle of ashock baton. | draw my blaster.

She screams. | turn. | fire.

The first Harrower fals before he even knows what is happening. But the second recovers quickly. He
legps behind a gtationary vehicle, and lets off four shoots without redly stopping to am. A System
information point explodes. This man doesn't care who he hits, so long as he has a chance of hitting me.
One more reason why | must end thisfast.

The crowd scattersin panic, and the purple-skinned woman takes her chanceto flee. | don’t think the
Harrowerstook her name; with luck, they won't find her again. No one will be able to blame her for this.
| vault over the vehicle, part of me enjoying the Harrower’ swide-eyed expression as | land gracefully
beside him. He brings up his gun, but my hand movesfaster. | snap his neck, freezing the fear on hisface.
He had timeto call for reinforcements.

| set off at arun, looking for an escape route.

Two blocks|ater, | find one: A large, sullen-looking Terrgphant, moving through the evening traffic at a
relatively brisk pace. | could make better time on foot, but this mode of trangport isfar less conspicuous.
| match the creature’ s speed, and legp onto its stoop. | tumble into the spacious interior of the
bio-vehicle s passenger compartment, past a System sensor that should identify me and dock the fare
from my credit account.

| take the last of eight seets, wedging myself between two pink-faced Kaarians on an extruded bench of
hard, green bio-mass. Nobody acknowledges my arriva. They do not know who | am, nor what | have
just done. But they see the four Harrowers who come running down the center of the road toward us.
They react in the customary way, shifting their gazes downward. | do the same, and pray that | will not
be noticed.

A few more seconds, and | will be on the outside of the tightening cordon.

But the Terraphant chooses one of those seconds to register my unauthorized presence.

| know what is happening as soon as | hear its disgruntled rumble. The part of the creature sbrainthat is
hardwired to the System istelling it that it should have seven passengers. It can fed the weight of eight. It
is not happy.

Terrgphants earn credits like everybody else. That iswhy they remain subservient. They are paid a
proportion of the faresthat they collect. Defaulters cost them food.

The bio-vehicle screechesto ahalt. Itsback end collides with itsfront, the jolt throwing most of my
fellow passengersfrom their seats. The Terraphant twists its neck, reaching behind itself withitslong
jaws, snapping at the open windows of our compartment. It doesn’'t know which of usisthe fare dodger,
but | don't think it cares much.

| have seen enraged Terraphants behaving like this before. The creature can't get to us back here, but it
will do dl it can to shake or scare us out onto the road, and then it will pounce. Ordinarily, | could hold
ontight until it had tired itsef out—but the Kadarians are fighting to get to the exit, about to be daughtered
for my sake. And the Harrowers are closing in, coming to investigate the disturbance.

| take out my sword, and dice through a cluster of tendonsin the ceiling. The Terrgphant lets out an
amighty howl, and rears up. Seven peopleroll into me, bowling me over. Blood drips onto my arm, and
the bio-mass around me sags.

The Terraphant will live, if it istended to in time. So, hopefully, will its passengers, dthough at the
moment they don’t know who to fear the most. Asthe cresturefals till, they ssumble over each other,
and me, in their haste to scramble out of it. They find themselves trapped between me and the
Harrowers, unsure whether to obey the latter’ s ordersto freeze.

| settle the matter by leaping past them, my sword raised, making mysdlf the prime target.

| hit my enemies hard, taking them by surprise.

| give mysdf to the scarlet mist again. | let my voices guide me.

And, soon, thereis nobody to |eft to stand against me, and | can run free again.



| keep moving until the curfew siren sounds, gaining as much distance as| can. | take acircuitous route,
sometimes moving directly away from my red destination in the hope of confusing pursuit. The
Harrowers are out in force, looking for me, but | have left none aive who can identify me. | can lose
myself among the masses. Four times, a Photon Sled passes over my head, but the searchlights don’t
pick me out.

| have been lucky, sofar.

| can’t risk travelling at night—I will be too exposed—so | make a bed from apile of cardboard boxesin
the damp cellar of an gpartment block. But | can't deep.

| should not have gotten involved. What good did it do? | saved one person, but the Harrowerswill hurt
dozensmorein their frugtration at having lost me.

They will have adescription by now. They will have questioned witnesses, and built up acomputer image
of my current disguise. | experiment with the holo-belt, hoping that Persephone might have programmed
an dternaiveimageintoiit, but | find nothing.

What if they work out where | am going? They might find the abandoned ded, trace my course through
this sector and seewhat liesat itsend.

| shake my head firmly, angry a mysdf for not having seen the obvious. Ki knows where | am going. He
knows my future aswell as| do, and he has no wish to changeit.

Wewill fail in our misson. We will damage the System, but not destroy it. And, in that case, what will
happen to Persephone? | am resigned to my fate, but | cannot stand the thought of her being made to
uffer.

| havetotdl her. | haveto tell her about the news sheet, expose my secret pain to her. | haveto let her
make her own choice.

But what if that choiceisthe wrong one?

&bnsp;

We make our rendezvous the following evening. | do not recognize Persephone at first, feding abrief
stab of alarm as she gpproaches me at the refinery gate. She has cut her beautiful blonde hair short, and
dyed it black. An opague smog mask obscures the lower half of her face. “ The System circulated my
description thismorning,” she explains. | nod gloomily. Ryan Archer has given Ki what he wanted. Heis
probably dead now.

We make our way to the northern edge of Micropolis. We stay in the open, trying to look like ayoung
couple wandering without aim, high on the promises of the System. The boundary iswatched by
Harrowers, patrolling in pairs. | could take them out with ease, but Persephone urges caution. We don't
want to leave atrace of our presence.

We watch from behind an gpartment building, timing the guards' movements, looking for the best
opening. After an hour of this, | grow impatient. | point out that the curfew period begins soon, and we
will no longer be safe here. Persephone nods—and, afew minutes | ater, she adjusts the settings of my
holo-belt, and we bresk cover at last.

Concrete and asphdlt give way to sand. It is brown and gritty, and my boots sink deep. Fortunately for
us, the sand does not hold footprints; each impression seemsto suck matter into it until it isrefilled. The
whole planet must have been blanketed in this unpleasant substance, before the first Baron created the
foundations of Micropalis. Ki has often talked about extending the city, but terraforming is an expensive
process. Had it not been for the Time Traveler, then | doubt thisworld would have been colonized at dl.
The resting places of the Pharoids would have been left undisturbed.

Werun for precisely eighteen seconds, then Persephone throws herself to the ground. | dive on top of
her, covering her asbest | can. Welieflat, listening to Harrower footsteps. Sand settles on top of us, and
this helpsto conced our position. As does the holo-belt, which now has me clad in adark brown cloak
and hood. We arein plain view of the sentries, but there are no lights out here. We are gambling that they
won’'t look hard enough to see us.

| count out afull one minute and forty-four seconds, each second seeming to stretch to many timesits



length, before | raise my head. | can see two Harrowers, but they are marching away, their backsto us. |
scramble to my feet and, taking Persephone’ s hand, help her up. We run for the nearest sand dune,
acutely aware of the silhouettes we are making againgt the night sky aswe legp over its crest.
| haveto tell her about the news sheet.
| can’t tell her. For aslong as| remember, it has been my darkest secret. Ki conditioned meto fed
ashamed of it. Helaughed at my failure, my humiliation.
| should tell her. I should warn her of what isto come. But if, like me, she can do nothing about it, then |
would only be sharing my pain.
Welie sde by sdein the sand, until we are certain that our departure from Micropolis has gone
un-noticed. Then, keeping our heads down behind the sand dune, we begin the second leg of our long
journey.

&bnsp;
Huge, black cables run from Micropoalisto the Systerm complex, thousands of wires bound up in thick
rubber casings. | dmost trip over one, haf-buried and dusted with afinelayer of sand asitis. Itis
tempting to cut it, but Persephone stays my sword.

“There d be aHarrower patrol herein minutes,” she says, “and amaintenance crew within the hour. In
the meantime, we d have given our position anyway, and the System would only reroute its functions
through one of hundreds of other cableslikethisone.”

| bow to her logic, as dways, and we keep walking.

It takes us ninety minutes, al told, to reach our destination. During thistime, we haveto hidefroma
dow-moving airship just once, the holo-belt camouflaging us again. At last, we lie on our somachson the
dope of adune, peering over itstop at the System complex, bathed in stark blue light benegth us.

The System, s0 it continually tells us, isour greatest achievement. It began life asasingle bank of
equipment in the firgt plug-in center. Now, its processors and memory storage units cover an areaof over
thirty square miles. The building that houses them was once aregular twelve-sded structure, but decades
of haphazard additions have corrupted its shape. The gigantic furnace at the heart of the complex
consumes amost eight tons of coal each day, its chimneys pumping greeat black cloudsinto our air. | had
aways thought of Micropolis s buildings as grimy, but these windowless concrete blocks are positively
caked in soot.

“Do not admireits scale,” mutters Persephone, her voice tinged with bitterness. “I know men who could
build computers a thousandth of its size, with twice the processing power.”

“I waswondering about that,” | say. “With the technology you have, could we not bring down the
System from without?”

She shakes her head. “I have prepared avirus, but it will only affect the System’ s peripheral functions. It
will corrupt records, take out the information points, even shut down the plug-in centers. A useful
digtraction for us, but not asolution. The maintainerswill combat the virus, and eradicate it within twelve
hours. In the meantime, the only victimswill be the ordinary people of thiscity, asaways. No, if we are
to cause lasting damage, we must access the processors. The only way to do that—the only way to
bypasstheir vaves and circuit breakers—is physicaly. Ironicaly, the System’ s primitive natureisits best
defense”

“I expected you to bring explosives.”

“They are not necessary. If | can have five minutes with the central processor, | can convinceit to melt
itsdf down.”

“Then my functionis...?’

“To give me those minutes. We will encounter resstance.”

| had aready seen the guards at the entrance. Two Harrowers. Normally, they would be standing to
attention, but with no eyes upon them—or 0 they think—they have relaxed. One of them leans against
the doorframe, while the other idly kicks up sand. They risk imprisonment and torture, should Ki learn of
this, but the long hours of monotony out here must take their tall, | suppose. Getting past them will be no
problem. Taking them down before they can raise the darm will be alittle more difficult.



One of the men unclips aradio handset from his belt, and speaksinto it. We cannot hear hiswords from
here, but Persephone has no doubt that heis checking in with his guardhouse. She checks her timepiece,
and we wait in tense sillence. The better part of the night seemsto crawl by before the handset appears
again, but Persephone assures me that only an hour has passed. We withdraw to the foot of our dune
and gt in the brown dust.

“The next timethey check in,” she says, “wewill be ready to act.”

“Stll,” 1 point out, “wewill only have one hour before they are missed.”

She nods. “I had hoped for more, but it was not to be expected.”

For several minutes, neither of us speaks. | bregk the silence, at last, with aquestion that | have been
turning over in my mind. “Why areyou doing this?’

Persephone frowns at me.

“Thisisnot your battle” | say. “You don't live here. Y ou have not suffered under Baron Ki’srule. And
yet you risk your lifeto depose him.”

“Heisatyrant,” she sayssmply. “ Somebody hasto stand up to him!”

| don’t believe her. | would not say so to her face, but | don’t believe she could be so dtruigtic. | see her
as somebody who decides what she wants, then goes out and getsit. “Y ou have hinted that you are
working with somebody else. A...scientig?’

“Thereissomebody,” she admits, guardedly.

A name swimsto the forefront of my memories. “Karza?’

Persephonereacts asif stung. Her eyeswiden in darm, then narrow in suspicion. “Where did you hear
that name?’ she asksin alow, threatening voice.

“Archer. He said that Karzawas. . .your father?’

“Y ou should have told me this sooner. What else did he say?’

“Hesad...hetold me that something had gone wrong with time. He said that thisisn’t how things should
be. He mentioned the Time Traveler.”

Persephone clenches her figts. “ The boy knowstoo much.”

“He spoke the truth?”

“No!” snaps Persephone. Shethinks for a second, then sighs. “Heis partidly right. He acknowledges a
truth about the Time Traveler that Ki would deny.”

“AndKaza...?

“Heisnot my father—but heisthe closest thing | have known. He rescued me from alifetime of poverty
and stupefying boredom. He opened my mind. He showed me a universe beyond the one | knew, a
future worth dreaming of.”

“And he sent you to save Micropolis?’

She scowls. “1 am not used to being questioned!”

“I amrisking my life, too,” | say. “1 would like to know why.” | need to know how it will happen. | need
to know that my death will bein agood cause.

| haveto decide. How can | tell her? How can | not?

Persephone turns from me, her eyes hooded. | do not press her further—and, after afew minutes, |
accept that she will tell me no more. But then, in aquiet and distant voice, she speaks. “You'reright,” she
says. “| was hot sent here to save Micropalis. | was sent to save the Time Traveler—and, by saving him,
tosaveusdl.”

“TheTimeTravder?’

“That iswhat the Reptos want: The Time Traveler and histechnology.”

“But Ki would never...”

“Micropolisisin afinancid mess. Ki did not care when his subjects were starving and working like
dogs—but now, he can bardly afford to maintain the System, let aone the luxuriesto which he has
become accustomed. And he knows that others have devel oped better weapons than his. He was on the
verge of losing his hold on the city—until the Reptos agpproached him.”

“They made him an offer?’

“The Reptos have dways striven to improve their position by trade. In the course of one such dedl, they



acquired certain documents. They told of ancient experimentsin the field of time travel—experiments that
took place on thisworld.”

“In the Pharoid chamber that Tench and | discovered,” | deduce. “ Then that iswherethe Time Traveler
camefrom?’

“Hisjourney began there,” says Persephone, “or in asimilar chamber.”

“And the Reptos knew whereto find it?”

“That iswhy Ki had to ded with them, rather than unearthing the chamber for himsdf. By thetime he
located it, it may have beentoo late for him.”

“ S0, he sold the Pharoid machines. The Reptoswill be ableto travel intime!”

“Fortunately, no. The Pharoids work was incomplete, and the Reptos lack the intelligence to further it.
Better to haveit in their hands, and let them destroy it, than to leave it with Ki.”

“Thenwhy...?’

“They must not take the Time Traveer. Even now, Ki hastechnicians and hired scientistsin that
building—" she points toward the hidden complex, with an angry stabbing motion “—uworking with the
System, seeking away to move him.”

“Can it be done?’

“With difficulty, yes. Karza came up with atheory decades ago; Ki isamost there himsdlf. The
technology to create an anti-time field exigts. But the Time Traveler belongs here, in Micropolis.”

The heart of our city. | cannot imagine the sky without him. Ki must be as desperate as Persephone
clams, to barter the very symbol of his power. | shift my position, and the news sheet rustles softly in my
boot. I want to bring it out into the open, to examineit again.

“Areyou hearing me, Nanissar? Ki doesn't seeit. Hewon't listen. But Karza has devoted his entire adult
lifeto the study of time. He knowsthat, if the Time Traveler ismoved, it will mean disagter for usal!”
“How...how can that be?’

“Timeisfragile, Nanissar. It can be broken by a butterfly’ swings. The Pharoids knew that. They knew
that, by stepping into the past, they could improve their present—or they might have destroyed it. To the
best of our knowledge, they never used their technology.”

“And yet, somebody did. Somebody becamethe Time Traveler.”

“No,” says Persephone, “they haven't. At least, not yet. Y ou do know that the Time Traveler comes
from the future?’

“Soitissaid. Oneday, wewill reach the beginning of hisjourney, and know him.”

“No, we will not—because hisfutureisnot our future. The Pharoids equipment malfunctioned. The
Time Traveer sflight isuncontrolled. Heis screaming backwards through time, tearing its delicate fabric
ashegoes”

“Heisthe cause of the time breaks?’

“He has changed his own pagt, rewritten hisown life.”

“Without him,” | say dowly, “the city would not be here. Everything would be different.”

“The Time Traveler’ sexistence isa paradox. He is an effect without a cause. And time cannot abide a
paradox. Already, it isweakened.”

| put my head in my hands. | am trying to understand, but thistalk of other times confusesme. It tiesmy
braininto aknot. “If the Reptos move the Time Traveler,” | say, trying to follow Persephone slogic,
“then he...hewill never have exiged?’

“They will fold histimeline back upon itsdlf,” she says. “Hewill existin our present; his past sef will ill
float above the city. But hisfuture saf will not exist in our past. History will be dtered again, and with the
bluntest of instruments.”

“The Reptoswill have taken the Time Traveler, but. ..but, thanksto their interference, the Time
Traveler...will not have been here for them to take?’

“Everything we know will change, and wewon't even be aware of it. We will have lived different lives,
on different worlds.” She catchesthe angle of my head, as| look at her. “ And yes, that may sound
appeding, Nanissar, but that is not our prime concern. The new timeline, like thisone, will be based upon
aparadox. The damage will be compounded. Time may loseitsintegrity; it may collgpse atogether,



multiple redlities crashing into each other. In their arrogance and greed, Ki and hisalies may destroy the
universeitsdf!”

There is more than one entrance to the System complex, more than one set of guards. We can't get far
from the firgt pair without coming into sight of another. But the erratic architecture of the complex works
in our favor. Emerging from between two dunes, we only have to cross ashort patch of open ground to
gain shdter behind ajutting extenson.

Persephone goes firgt, and beckonsto meto follow her. The guards, engaged in abored conversation,
don't seeus.

We make our way around the building, until only one corner and a stretch of wall five yardslong separate
usfrom our targets. We wait, until we hear one of the Harrowers reporting in. We give him five seconds
to return his handset to its belt clip. Then, we Strike.

One of the guards has his back to me. The other sees me coming, my sword raised and blazing, and he
goesfor hisgun. | leap past his sartled partner and cleave himin two. | turn, to find the other Harrower
backing away from me, reaching for his handset. Persephone shoots him in the back before he can press
itsalarm button. Despite its Sze, her gun packs a powerful charge. The Harrower’ s black armor saves
hislife, but he dumpsto hiskneesin agony. | end hispain for him by parting his head from his shoulders.
The entrance is double-locked with a numeric keypad and an optical scanner. Persephonetapsa
combination into the former, which | guess she must have plucked from the System with her amazing
mini-computer. She picks up the severed head of the second guard, dispassionately, flips up his helmet
visor and holds him up to the scanner. A light blinks as a sensor recognizes his dead, staring eyes, and the
metal door dides open with aharsh squedl.

Aswe step into the cold interior of the System complex, | am gripped by asudden anxiety. A final
glimmer of salf-awareness from the broken man | used to be, aman | can barely remember now. He
wantsto know why | am doing this, why it hasto be my responsibility. Why did Persephone not go to
the Galactic Defendersfor help, instead of coming to me?

| have not told her what | know. 1t doesn’t seem important anymore. | thought we were destined to
fail—but | did not know, then, what we werefighting for.

| have been trying to remember if the Time Traveler ismentioned in the news sheet. | do not think heis,
but that could mean anything. He might be there, in the future, watching over Micropolis, so much a part
of itseveryday lifethat people rarely acknowledge him. Or he might have gone. He might have reached
the end of hislong journey, and faded from sight.

Either way, the news sheet is proof that we can save the future. Persephone and | may not destroy the
System, but we will dedl it enough damage to prevent Ki from moving the Time Traveler, at least for
now. Then, the Reptos, incensed by thisdelay, will attempt to wipe out the citizens of Micropolis, and |
will save them, too.

| will die. Persephone may die, too, but | will do everything in my power to protect her.

And | will meet my destiny gladly. | will save untold billions of lives, many of them twice over. | am
prepared to sacrifice my own lifein that cause.

In the end, what better definition of ahero isthere?

CHAPTER
SX
»Maintainer Team 14d to Data Node 1903.«

| fed asif | have stepped into another world.

| had become used to the heat and pollution of Micropolis, but here, the air is cool and clean. Even under
my armor, my skin tingles, welcoming its balmy touch. | take deep breaths, quenching afirethat | had
amogt forgotten burnt in my lungs.

“Ki’s persond quarters mugt fed likethis” | murmur in wonder.



“The System’ sfunction isimpaired by excessheat,” explains Persephone. “ The maintainers have to keep
the temperature down.”

»Maintainer Team 9p to tertiary coolant tank D.«

| remember that we have business here. “Whereisthe Sysem?’

She makes a sweeping gesture with her arm. “Everywhere. It'sall around us”

I look, but | see nothing. Just gray walls, punctuated by air-conditioning vents; strips of lighting panels,
bathing usin their serile white glow; and, fixed in every corner at celling level, speakers, to relay the
voice of the computerized intelligence that runsthis place.

Impatiently, Persephone rapsthe nearest wall with her knuckles. It gives off ametdlic ring. “It’ sbehind
here, Nanissar. Under the floor. Above the ceiling. Unlike the rest of thisworld, the System has never
been starved of resources. For centuries, it has grown.”

“You sound asif you admireit, after dl.”

Shedghs. “Maybe | do. Ki ignoresthe development of the microchip, because it would mean
decommissioning this monster and starting al over again. But he has paid, blackmailed and bullied some
of the greatest engineersin the galaxy to work on the System over the years, and what they have
achieved...” Sheletsout a soft whistle, and for amoment, her eyes mist over. Then she snapsout of it,
becoming her old dispassionate sdif. “ Still, we are not here to admire the System. We're here to destroy
it!”

She sets off at apurposeful stride, leading me down aside passageway, then taking theright fork at a
T-junction. To me, every corridor looks the same, but Persephone seems to know where sheis going.
She must have studied a plan of this place.

We round another corner, and see two people ahead of us—aman and awoman. Ordinary citizens,
from thelook of their coverals. They have removed awal pand, and the woman is poking a something
behind it with atubular, plastic tool. The man iswatching over her shoulder, making notes on aclipboard.
My first impulse to duck back out of sight, but Persephone marches toward them, intent on bluffing this
out. With somemisgiving, | follow. Aswe draw leve with the couple, the man nods and smilesat us, and
bids us good morning. Persephone returns the greeting, and we breeze on by.

“Isit safeto be out in the open like this?’ | ask, when we are alone again.

“Y ou saw what just happened,” she says. “Welook like any other maintainer team.”

“Until somebody realizesthat they haven't seen us before.”

“Hundreds of people work in this complex. New maintainers are brought in every week. Nobody
expectsto recognize every facethey see”

“Even s0,” | pers g, “the people here seem more dert than those in the city.”

“Naturdly. Ki needs only two things from the citizens of Micropalis. their muscle and their ungtinting
loydty. Here, it isdifferent. The maintainers are chosen for their intellect. Were Ki to alow the System to
dull their brains, they would be usdessto him.”

“Then how does he kegp them in line?’

“As| sad, he paysthem, blackmails them, bulliesthem—whatever it takes. They are not mindless daves,
Nanissar. Many of them are here by choice. They were taken from the city and offered amore
comfortable life, which they accepted.”

“Then they are unlikely to stand by while we end thet life.”

“Indeed. We haveto condder the maintainers, every one of them, hogtile.”

The System broadcasts another terse instruction, and | think about what Persephone said. The
maintainers may not be mindless, but that does not mean they aren’t till daves.

“But if the main processor is a the center of the complex, we have—" | make aquick caculation “—at
least three milesto cover. Can we evade suspicion for so long?’

“Thejourney will take alittle more than fifteen minutes.”

“How isthat possible?’ | ask.

Persephone doesn’'t answer my question. Instead, she leads me down another gray corridor. We emerge
into amuch wider passageway, where thewalls aretiled and the ar carries afaint ozone scent. Set into
the ground, running parale down the center of the passageway, are two narrow sted rails. They curve



dightly, and disgppear into tunnel entrancesto each side of us. Three large digits are stenciled onto the
wall inred: 271. A station number, | assume.

Persephone finds awall-mounted control box, into which asingle red button is set. She pressesthe
button, and alight sngps on behind it. We wait.

“Ki haslong promised alight rail system for Micropolis” | say quietly.

Within afew minutes, | hear the hissing and clanking of an oncoming vehicle. Two bals of light appear in
the tunne to our I€ft, like the bright eyes of an gpproaching mongter.

It erupts from the tunnel mouth like asted serpent, stale air gusting in front of it. It isdirtier than |
expected, its metal sdes scratched and dented. So long asit functions, though, its aesthetic quaitiesare
of littleimportance. Thetrain’s braking power is phenomend; at firgt, | think it isgoing to barre straight
through our station, but suddenly it is motionless, itslighted windows stretched out in front of us, its doors
diding open with asynchronized hiss.

| count seven and ahdf carriages. The eighth has not fully emerged from the tunndl, but its entrance is
visible, and Persephone takes my hand and pulls metoward it. Thetrain carries only afew passengers,
perhaps two or three per carriage. They stare at their clipboards and scribble hasty notes, or smply
doze, their heads|olling against the backs of their segts.

The rearmost carriage is empty. We climb into it, and Persephone enters two digitsinto a keypad behind
the door. We sink onto opposite benches with a shared feding of relief; amoment later, the doors hiss
together, and the train jerksinto motion.

“Wewill arrive at Station 13 in gpproximately seven minutes,” says Persephonein abrusque,
busnesdiketone. | stare through the window behind her, past my deceptive reflection, trying to judge the
speed at which the tunnd wall is blurring past. For our journey to take aslong as she suggests, thetrain
must take something of acircular route. “Maybe alittle longer, if we make too many stops. From 13, it's
only ashort walk to Station Zero.”

“We cannot ride to Station Zero?”’

“We could, but I'd rather not disembark there. It would be hard to explain our presence, if questioned.
Anyway, we're ahead of schedule. WE Il be out of here, on our way back to the city, before most of the
maintainers even wake for the morning shift.”

| nod distractedly, deep in thought. Everything isgoing well. Too well. Severd stations flash by—109,
83, 194; the numbersfollow no logica order—and then we make another stop. | tense, my fingers
gripping the edge of the bench. Isthisit? Isthiswhere we are discovered, where the future catches up to
us?

Two more pairs of maintainers are waiting on the platform. They board the train, choosing acarriage
toward its center, leaving us undisturbed. We pull out, and | alow mysdf to relax.

Too soon.

A shape cuts across the corner of my field of vison, momentarily framed in the carriage’ srear window.
A legther wing, the shape of my nightmares. Gone, before | can examineit in thelight. We plunge into the
tunnd again, dragged by the rest of the train, and suddenly there is nothing outside but darkness. Still, my
mind paints pictures on the shadows, hearing scratches and creaks above the rumbling of whedls. |
glance at Persephone, who frowns at mein return. She hasn't noticed anything amiss.

| try to drive the nightmares, my fear of the future, away.

Then something bangs on the carriage roof, and my fear becomesredl.

Thistime, Persephone hearsit. Sheleaps out of her seat and snatches her gun from inside her coverals,
pointing it upward. | stand, too, and draw my sword.

Something is moving up there. Shuffling, scraping footsteps.

Three bone claws punch through the thin roof, like nails driven by a dedgehammer. Persephonefires at
them, and something lets out an animal roar. The claws close together, tearing through metal, as another
st punctures the roof beside them.

And another. And another.

| swipe at them, my energy blade dicing thetip from one of them.

Something hitsthe side of our carriage, threatening to derail us. A window cracks, and, through its crazed



glass, | seethe mad yellow eyes of aRepto. It's holding on to the roof of the train with one clawed hand,
smashing at the window with the other, its jaws davering in anticipation of akill. The window shatters,
and the Repto legps a me, but | am ready for it. It impaesitsalf on my sword, but the wound only seems
to driveit into afrenzy. The Repto screams, and lashes out with its claws. If it weren't for my armor—if
my only protection were the coveralls | appear to be wearing—it would have shredded my skin.
Confused by my refusal to die, it whipsitstail around my legs and trips me. The maneuver would not
have worked, were | not gtill trying to pull my sword out of its scaly chest. | sumble back into the
carriagewall, and brace mysdlf asthe Repto lunges at me, jaws gaping, itslong, serrated rows of teeth
ready to clamp themsalves about my neck.

| dissuade the creature with asolid punch to its snout. It redls, triesto recover, but fed s the effects of my
sword thrust at last and crashesto the floor, its head glancing off abench on theway down. A long, thin
tonguelolls out of its mouth between broken teeth.

A terrible rending of metd fillsmy ears, and vibrates through my nervous system. Persephone has been
fighting alosing battle against the creatures above us. They tear back the roof, pedling open the carriage
like asardine can. Four sats of yellow eyes glare down at us, gleaming dits of maevolencein the
darkness.

“Thisway, Nanissar!” yells Persephone, snatching open the door to the next carriage.

| heditate. | need my wegpon. | brace my foot against the ssomach of my falen enemy, and drag my
blade from its heart. While | am thus occupied, Persephone tries to hold off the other Reptos. Her gun
barks out a staccato rhythm, its energy beams stinging its targets but doing no real damage. Itisonly a
meatter of time before one of them gets brave.

It setsits sghts on me, perhaps seeing my sword asthe deadlier of our wegpons. | am turning to
withdraw when it swoops at me, shrugging off Persephone’ sfrantic shots at its back. Suddenly, my head
isburied initswings, and | cannot see what | am doing. The cresture wrapsitself around me: | can fed its
feet digging into my stomach, its claws piercing the armor on my back to scratch the skin below.

Im ducking and twisting, unable to swing my blade, trusting to ingtinct and blind fortune to aid me against
athreat that | can’t see. Pain stabsinto my back asthe claws dig deeper, but the teeth are the greater
threat; if | let them get ahold on me, I’'m as good as dead.

Fortunately, the Repto’ s hisses and growls—of eagerness, triumph, anger and frustration in turn—give
meavirtua running commentary of its progress, and help meto pinpoint its head. | duck under it and
come up quickly, my helmet cracking into the Repto’ s chin. Its claws withdraw from my back, and | take
the opportunity to grab itsthick arm, plant my foot in its ssomach, fall back and throw the cresture over
my head. It flapsitswings, but lacks the space to unfurl them to their full span. It lands headfirgt, but itis
dready struggling to stand.

| divefor the exit. Persephone sees me coming, and backs out of the carriage ahead of me. | aimost
make it, but another Repto descends and, even as| attain the doorway, its claws dash a me from
behind, raking across my injured back. The agony isred hot.

My voices guide me. | spin around, and cut out the Repto’ sthroat with the tip of my sword. As black
blood drips down itsfront, it freezes, stunned, its eyes glazing over. Itsfellows push at it from behind,
hissng violently asthey try to reach past its dead weight.

Persephone has reached the far end of the carriage, and she screams at meto join her. | seeno
passengers, | assumethat they have fled ahead of her.

My voicestell meto fight, but three Reptos remain and | do not know if | can takethem dl. So far, only
our close quarters have saved me, preventing them from attacking me in concert. Anyway, news of our
battle will surely spread fadt. If the Harrowers and maintainers do not know of our presence dready, they
will know of it soon. | can't fight al of Ki’ sforces.

I run, following Persephone through three carriagesin quick succession. Passengers stare blankly at her
as she burstsin on them, but their reactions when they see the Reptos and me are more animated. Some
divefor cover under their seats, others cower in fear, covering their heads with their aams asif it might
protect them. | catch sight of my reflection, and redize that my illusory disguise hasfalen. The holo-bdtis
no longer around my waist; it must have been cut off by aflailing claw.



My pursuers are not used to running, but they don’t have room to fly. They move with an ungainly shuffle,
their wings wrapped around their bodies. Still, they arefast. Alone, | could outpace them, but
Persephoneisdower. | remain at her back, shielding her, asthe Reptos snap at my heds. | swing my
sword indiscriminately behind me, keeping them at bay. The next door offers a useful bottleneck, and |
turn and dash fiercdly at the creature immediately behind me. It evades most of my swings, taking only a
shalow cut toitsarm, but | keep it pinned in the doorway, aliving obstruction, for a second and a half.
Long enough for Persephone to gain some distance again. Now, | can do the same.

| sprint into the next carriage with seconds to spare. Time, | think, to try something more extreme. | raise
my sword, and dash a one of the wooden passenger benches. | wrench a section of it away from the
wadll, and turn to face the door again, even asthe Reptos come a me. | push the bench into the first one,
driving it back into the others. My makeshift barricade is now clamped across the doorway, and the
grength in my arms keepsit there.

It doesn't last long. Unable to push me back, or to reach me around the bench, the leading Repto
concentratesits fury on the benchitself. Itsclawsrise and fal, itsteeth rend, and my shield disintegrates
into a shower of wood splinters.

We hurtle through a gation, light streaming past the windows for a brief moment. I’ m uncomfortably
aware that we have nowhere to run, only a dead end some three carriages ahead. If | knew the number
of the next gtation, | could request astop there, but | don’t; I can only hope that, by chance, somebody
hatsthetrainfor us.

By thetime | crash through the fina door, | have decided not to trust to luck. We have collected six
passengersin front of us. They cower at the far end of the carriage, two of them fighting each other to
pull hopelessly at the locked door to the engine car.

Persephone brushes them aside. “Help me get through here,” she ingtructs me. “If we can get to the
braking system, I might be able to override the remote—"

“My way’squicker,” | grunt. | pry my fingersinto the gap between the exit doors, and pull them apart.
Glass pops, meta shrieks, and I’'m dmost snatched out of the train by its dipstream. In the meantime, the
Reptos have caught up to us again.

Persephoneistrying to fight them off with her gun, to no avail. Fortunately, there are Six bystandersin
their way, delaying them just long enough.

| curl my arm around Persephone’ swaist, and pull her to me. We stand in the open doorway, the passing
air blowing her newly short hair to one side. A Repto seesaclear path to us, and bares its teeth, but |
discourageit from attacking with aprod of my blade.

| seelight, and legp for it.

Persephone begins to shriek my name, but her voice iswhipped away. | wrap mysdf around her,
becoming her armored cocoon.

We seemto fly forever. But, when we hit the ground, we hit hard. We skip and roll, till sharing the
tran’s Sdeways momentum, until awall bringsus up short. | lie, entangled in Persephone slimbs, until the
spots clear from my eyes and my breathing dowsto norma. My armor is scuffed, and holed in severa
places. | will haveto find something to patch it. Sowly, gingerly, | lift mysdf onto my ebows.
Persephone raises her head to glare at me. Her hair is bedraggled, her face pae. She pouts angrily, and
punches mein the chest with both fists. “Don’'t you ever do that to me again!”

“You'rewdcome,” | say.

We pick ourselves up, checking ourselvesfor injuries. Thankfully, we find only minor bruising.
Persephone has developed adight limp, favoring her left foot, but sheinsststhat it isnothing. “222,” she
says, reading the station number from thewall. “1f | remember correctly, we are not too far from our
dedtination.”

One of the creaturestried to follow us. It jJumped afraction of a second too late. Its broken corpseliesa
short way into the exit tunnd, its blood staining the wall.

“You shouldgoonadone” | say. “I will hold off the remaining Reptos.”

They are on their way. The future, closing in upon me. | can hear their criesdready, dthough | haveto
concede that this might be imagination. Thereisn't enough space between the train and the tunnd wall for



the Reptos to unfurl their wings—but the train will stop soon, and they will fly back down the tunnd. We
can't outrun them. But there are only two of them now. Battered and shaken though | am, | think it will
beafair fight.

“Don’t beridiculous, Nanissar!” snaps Persephone. “I need you!”

“Y ou need to reach the main processor,” | counter. “Without a holo-bdit, | can only be a hindranceto
you. Wemust separate. | will draw our enemies away from you.”

| want to protect her. If we are not together, then she might avoid sharing my fate.

Persephone shakes her head fiercely. “ The Reptos know we' re here. They can't be the only ones. The
System will have placed its guards on full dert. Reinforcementswill be on their way from the city. We
won't reach the processors without afight.”

“Then maybe we should retreat for now, and pick our next battle more carefully.”

“If wefail now,” saysPersephone grimly, “therewon’'t be a next battle. Come on!”

We race down more gray corridors, the metallic floor ringing under our feet. We see several more
maintainers—and they can hardly fail to notice, now, that we don’t belong here—but they see my sword
and think twice about trying to stop us. Still, | have little doubt that every one of them will report their
sghting of usto the System. The Harrowers will know, by now, where we are headed. Our only hopeis
to get there before they do.

We have sacrificed subtlety for speed, and abandoned all hope of escape once our job isdone. | wish
Persephone could have turned back. | wish | could have done thiswithout her.

A door dides open for us, and she leads me into acircular room. A bridge stretches to the opposite
door—andit’'sonly as| step onto it that | see the scale of the drop below us.

“WEe rein one of the memory storage units,” explains Persephone. “ They reach up to amile down into
theearth.” | can't see quitethat far. The bottom of the pit isfilled with ablueliquid, which reflectsthe
light from the celling pandls back at us. The walls are scored with horizontal dots, thousands of them,
each with a hole-punched plagtic card protruding fromiit. | can see no way to reach them without wings
or antigravity technology.

Nor was the bridge designed for heavy use. It comprisesfour chains, the top pair acting as handrails
while the lower pair are connected by a series of wooden dats. It sways periloudy aswe crossit, forcing
usto dow to awaking pace.

All indl, then, there could hardly be aworsetime for the surviving Reptosto find us.

They swoop from behind each door, converging upon us. They are more cunning than | thought; they
were waiting for us. Again, they concentrate their attack upon me.

| swipe at the cresture in front, but the one behind tackles me, sinking itstalonsinto the flesh of my neck,
where my shoulder harness does not protect me. It carriesmeinto the air. Itswings are beating rapidly,
and | canfed it Sruggling with my weight, but the bridge is receding below me, and thefirst Reptois
flying a me again. With nothing to brace againgt, | haveto strain my stomach musclesto bring up my fedt,
but | succeed in kicking its head aside. Not for long, though. It thrusts forward again, and | ready my
sword, but | am off-balance. The Repto feints, gets past my guard, and suddenly, its jaws are around my
wegpon arm. | try to pry them apart, but their grip only tightens, and | can fed tiny, sharp teeth tearing
into muscle. My fingers spasm involuntarily, and the sword dips out of their grasp.

Persephone fires shot after shot, targeting the Reptos’ wings. She knows she cannot penetrate their
armor, but she hopesto cripple them, a least, to bring them down. | cannot wait for her to succeed.
Blood rushesto my head, and | fed faint. | haveto act now.

With my free hand, | gouge at the biting Repto’seye. It flinches, and | pull my bloodied arm from its maw
and kick it again. It fals away from me, but not far enough. It comes at me again, itsjaws wide open; |
can seeright down itsthroat.

| pull out my blaster weapon, and blow out itstonsls.

| hear the distant splash of my sword hitting the blue liquid. Even with my gun, | fed suddenly
defensdless.



| twist in my captor’ sgrip, reaching back over my shouldersto take hold of itswrigts. I’ m hit by the
rotting meat stench of its breeth, and | redize that it' s about to fasten its teeth around my head.
Desperatdy, | tear mysdlf freefromiit, leaving lumps of flesh behind.

I’m falling, and the Reptos are swooping after me. | reach out ingtinctively, catching a chain handrail of
thebridge as| passit. Pain sears down my injured arm, and yanks at my shoulder, but | do not let go.
The Reptos overshoot me, having not anticipated my sudden stop. Persephone runsto me, rendering
what help she can as| haul mysdlf up over the chain. My armored weight istoo much for it, and it snaps
itsmooring at one end, going suddenly dack. | fall clumsily onto the bridge, making it sway so furioudy
that | have to hold on to awooden dat to keep myself from being pitched over the edge.

A Repto blocks out the light above me, swaying from sdeto sdein my vision, and | firerepeatedly inits
direction, unableto get alock on it. Something guides me: ingtinct or luck. Its head snaps back, its
cracked-voice squed telling methat thisisthe same creature | shot before. Asit plummets past me, dead
or dying, thefind Repto circleswarily. | raise the blaster again, but ared indicator light onitsgrip tellsme
that its power islow.

| hesitate. Sensing my weakness, the Repto dives at me.

| snatch up the broken chain, gathering itstrailing end. The Repto hits me, clawing and biting at me.
Persephone leaps gamely onto its back, and it haf-turnsto lash out at her, giving me an opening. | loop
the chain around its neck and tighten it. The creature squawks in impotent fury as| cut off itsair supply. It
putsitsclawsto itsthroat, trying to pull the chain away, but | giveit ahefty kick and, unbalanced, it
stumbles and topples off the bridge.

The chain dipsthrough my hands. | tighten my grip, and brace mysdlf.

The creature unfurlsitswings, too late. The chain tightens.

Compared to the Photon Sled two nights ago, the Repto’ sweight isdight. But | am tired and losing
blood, and, in that frenzied, pain-filled instant, | think | will haveto let it go or risk plunging after it. But
my voicestell meto hold on, and somehow | bear the agony.

The creature’ s neck snaps.

| letitfal.

| watch asit dropsinto the pit, asit hitsthe blue liquid and floats facedown. | keep watching asit sinks
dowly, until the bridge has stopped swaying and there is nothing moreto see.

All dead. All dead a my hands.

| had no choice. | fought in self-defense. But that does not warm the chill in my marrow that comeswith
the redization of what | have become. My true sdif.

Then, | look back at Persephone, and | see that sheis bleeding, too.

Her breathing becomes ragged as we stumble onward. The Repto’ s claws struck deep, her wounds are
open and sucking, but till shewon't rest. Shewill not let metend to her. Evenif shedid, | do not think |
could help her.

Persephoneisdying. That knowledgeisaball of hurt in my chest, which | don’t dare acknowledge. Not
yet. | haveto remain focused. Her find wish isto reach the central processor, to plant her virus, to
destroy the System. And itismy wish that, if she must die, then at least shewill do so fulfilled.

But | am tired, myself. Persephone leans on my shoulder, and | drag us both, with painful downess, dong
the latest gray corridor. We can only consider oursalves fortunate not to have encountered more
oppaodgition.

She pullsaway from me, and sinksinto aheap. “I’'m sorry,” she mumbles breathlesdy, her eyelids
fluttering. “I can't...can'tgoon...”

“Youmust!” | ingst. “Weareamost therel” Or so shetold me, alifetime ago.

“Judt...around the next corner,” she wheezes, “and straight on into the...main chamber. Just...just do
what you can, Nanissar.”

“I will carry you,” | offer.

She shakes her head, lethargically. For al my protestations, | know she will not leave this spot. Itisa



miracle—atestament to her determination—that she camethisfar. “Harrowers. You'll havetofight. |
would...weigh you down.”

“I don’'t know what to do. | don’t know how to input the virus.”

“Notimeto...teach you. Just do...do as much damage asyou...can.”

“I won't leaveyou!” | protest, knowing that it is hopeless,

“Youmust,” shewhispers as her eyesclose.

Sheisso ill. Still breathing, but barely conscious. | cannot look at the livid red marks across her chest,
the spreading bloodstains on her tattered coverals. | lean closer to her, until | can see only her beautiful
face, her expression dignified as aways but tinged with apae betrayd of the suffering she bears. | long to
be able to touch her skinwith mine, to bid her good-bye with akissto her white forehead. But | am
trapped insgde my cold shdll, and my emotions are trapped in here with me, screaming insde me.
Tearsforminmy eyes, but | fight them back. | must see clearly.

Thereisonly onething | can do for her now.

| straighten up dowly, hardening my grief, turning it into anger. | ingpect my blaster: The low-power light
istill shining, but the power pack should have two, maybe three, good shotsleft init beforeit dies. | will
make them count.

Around the next corner, she said, and straight on into the main chamber. | set off at a determined march,
head up, back straight. My own injuries, my weariness, are dl but forgotten. They don’t matter. | know
what | must do. | can hear the future, calling to me.

A pair of thick blast doors stands open, at the end of along corridor. At firg, the distance to them seems
insurmountable, and | cannot believe that | will reach them unmolested. But suddenly, | am there,
marching between them, and | am just beginning to redlize that the total absence of Harrower guards
goes beyond the scope of mere good fortune.

The chamber beyond the doorsis dark, but the echo of my footstepstells methat | have entered alarge
gpace. | beginto crossit, listening for any sign of movement.

| know what to expect by now. | have resolved to faceit, anyway.

The blast doors dam shut behind me. | cometo ahalt, but | don’t look round. A light snaps on, faint at
firgt but growing brighter. I am beginning to make out shapes.

A largeroom, as| had dready guessed, ringed by abalcony some three meters high. Lining thewalls:
black-uniformed Harrowers, shock batons raised. And more of them, above me, sighting down the
barrels of their blaster weapons from behind balcony rails. Dozens of them, inal. Many morethan |
could hope to best, even if | were armed and ready.

And, asthelight grows, | redize that thereis nothing €lse. No consoles, no banks of machinery, nothing
that could be a processing unit for the System. Nothing.

Somehow, Persephone’ sinformation waswrong. | am numbed by the thought of everything we risked,
everything she sacrificed, for this. Our ultimate god: An empty room, where our enemieswere waiting for
us. A trap.

“Lay down your weagpon,” instructs a Harrower Captain from the balcony. | do not respond. “Put down
the gun, Nanissar, and raise your hands!”

| accept that | am besten. But | aso know that | have nothing to lose.

Two, maybe three, good shots | ft.

| legp forward, presenting a moving target to the Harrowers, smultaneously snapping up my blaster
wespon and firing at their Captain. My second shot hits him, knocking him backward. | don't know if it
was enough to kill. | fire again, but my gun whines and discharges afeeble, sputtering cough of smoke.
And now, abarrage of fire from the balcony, striking from al sides, tearing fresh holesin my armor,
knocking the wind out of me, sending me to my knees.

| expect to die. But, to my surprise, the ondaught ceases.

Itistheturn of the ground level troops, now. They swarm over me, batons sending jolt after jolt through
my battered body, until | can’'t see, can’t hear, can’t fed anything but the searing, electric pain. And then
this, too, stops, at thesignd of single clap.

I’m drenched in sweat, arms wrapped about mysdlf, trembling, no longer in control of my own body.



And, asmy hearing returns, | hear ringing footsteps. The sound of somebody climbing down aladder
from the bal cony, marching toward me.

The boots of agreen battlesuit, under my nose. | make a supreme effort to force my head to tilt upward,
wanting to ook, even though | have no doubt of what | will see.

| am gtaring up into the sneering face of Maruunus Ki.

CHAPTER
SEVEN
“Citizen Nanissar,” intones Ki with supreme relish, rolling histongue around each syllable.

“Your citizen...nolonger...” | ragp, my voice scraping my throat.

“Asyou can see,” he continues, unabashed, “we have been expecting you. Or had you perhaps forgotten
that I, too, have seen the future?’

My silence, | hope, will be interpreted as a gesture of contempt. The truth, however, isthat | have
nothing to say.

“No,” rumblesKi, “I don’t think that would be the case. Perhaps, then, you smply beieved | would not
wish to dter what isto come? If so, Nanissar, then you have underestimated the scale of my ambition.”
He clasps his hands behind his back, and beginsto circle me, taking dow, measured paces. | remain ill.
He haswaited along timefor this, | think, to savor his second greet victory over me. | will let him enjoy
it. Themore he says, themore| will learn. The moretime | will have to recover, before | am required to
fight again. Already, the smdler holesin my armor are beginning to knit themsalves back together, my
sf-repair systemsfuelled by the electrica discharges from the shock batons.

“No doubt you have studied the document | gaveyou,” saysKi. “I have done the same. | have had
copies of the manuscript examined by linguists, statigticians, even those charlatans who claim to possess
the power of precognition. | have cross-referenced itsinformation with that gleaned from a dozen other
artifacts delivered to us by the time breaks. | have built up a more complete picture of the future than you
can know—and yes, Nanissar, | am pleased. | am content to know that my power over this city will
remain absolute. But then...” He comesto ahdlt in front of me again, his eyes gleaming with triumph as
he leersdown a me. “...thereis aways room for improvement, isthere not?’

“Y ou want to change the future,” | croak.

“Just alittle. The outcome of our strugglewill, | assure you, remain the same. | will win; you will die. But,
as you know, the manuscript predicts that my System will be crippled in the process. A temporary
setback, yes, but one | would rather not bear at dl.” Ki smilestightly. “My adviserstell methat, by
atering one part of thefuture, | risk changing it al. It may bethat, as an indirect consequence of my
actionstoday, the Reptoswill unleash their flesh-eating virus after dl. The population of Micropolis could
be wiped out in weeks. But | don’t think you' d let that happen, would you, Nanissar? And even if you
could—" heturnsaway from me, with anonchaant shrug “—the risk would have been worth taking.”
“You are that desperate to cling to power,” | mutter contemptuoudly.

Ki ignoresme. “Y our body, as|’m sure you recal, will be found on a submerged spaceship. My
technicians have aready located that ship, on the bed of Lake Wherle. How the Reptos ran my
blockade, | don't know, but they think they can spy on me from within my own domain. What they don’t
redizeisthat | dready know more about their plans, and their outcome, than they will ever know about
mine. You see, Nanissar, over these past few years, | have asked mysalf how it may be that you will
come aboard that ship, and | have come to this conclusion: That you can only have been a prisoner of the
Reptos. Maybe they thought to punish you for your sabotage of the Systemn, which would, after dl, have
serioudy impeded their plan to take the Time Traveler. Whatever their reason, it matters not, now.”

“Y ou...intend to hand me over to them.”

“We have been watching your progress through this complex. By your very presence, and your stated
am, you have earned the Reptos enmity. Their representatives here would not even wait for you to enter
my trap, So impatient were they to see you pay for your crimes. Their intervention was unexpected, but it
worked in my favor. Not only have the creatures spared the lives of many of my Harrowers—and,



therefore, saved me the bother of finding replacements—by tiring you out; they have also ensured, by
their deaths, that the Repto High Command will try you on their homeworld. | have dready informed
them that you arein my custody. They are coming here to collect you. The System is undamaged, but the
rest of the manuscript’ s prophecy will befulfilled. Y ou will be held on the Repto’ s submerged spy ship.
Of course, you will escape. And, when | betray those cold-blooded monsters—when | take the secrets
of the Pharoid chamber for myself—you will bein theright place a theright timeto frustrate their
atemptsat revenge.”

“Y ou think you have everything worked out.” | am regaining my voice. “But thereis one dement of your
equation that you can’t contral. | have free will, Ki!”

“Doyou?’ The Baron raises an eyebrow in amusement. “ So far, | have anticipated and guided your
actionswith perfect accuracy.”

“I won’'t do what you want meto do.”

“Y ou have no choice. | know you too well, Nanissar. Whatever you think of me, you won't et the
citizensof Micropolisdie”

“| don’t care about your drudges,” | spit, trying to sound dispassionate. Like Persephone; submerging my
own feelings, to do what must be done. “1 have lived among them long enough to know how little their
lives are worth. Death would be ablessing for them.”

| amost mean it, too. The only person | cared about is dead.

Or dying. Maybethereis still hope.

“Youwouldn't doit,” saysKi. “The great and good Acroyear, driven to genocide by his hatred of one
man?’ Histoneisdismissve, but he hasturned away from me again, hiding hisface. Heis not sure. He
does not know how my captivity might have changed me.

“Thereis oneway to guarantee my cooperation,” | say.

Ki stopsin histracks.

“Persephone must not die.”

A short slence. Then, Ki saysquietly: “It may aready betoo late.”

“For your sake, and for the sake of Micropalis, | hope you are wrong.”

He turns back to me, his expression composed. “1 will have my surgeons do dl they can.”

“Tel them to do better.”

“If the woman dies, they die, too. | cannot promise any more.”

| nod. “That is acceptable.”

Ki smilesagain, asif a some private joke. Then he snaps hisfingers a one of hisarmored lackeys, and
barks, “ Seetoit.”

“Yes, dr!” shouts the Harrower. He salutes smartly, and rushes away.

Two of his comrades open the blast doors for him, leaving them open as the Baron follows him at amore
sedate pace. “Bring the prisoner!” heingructs, with the merest flick of his hand over his shoulder. Eight
more Harrowers spring to attention, and make haste to my side. Four of them haul me to my feset, two
taking each arm. | make no attempt to carry my own weight; | will not assst them.

With two Harrowers marching in front of us, and two behind, we follow Ki out of the room. We passthe
junction of the corridor in which I left Persephone. Sheisno longer there, dthough | think | seean
ominous dark stain where once she lay. Whatever else they might be, the Baron’ sforces are efficient.
They haveto be, if they wish to survive. If Ki isas good as hisword, then Persephone will be receiving
the best of medica care right now.

| only pray it isenough.

Ki’s persona airship squats above the Systern complex. We climb three flights of steps, to emerge onto a
flat roof beneath its ovoid bulk. | wonder how the Harrowers expect to haul me up aladder, but, of
course, the Baron has technology denied to the masses.

A rectangular hatchway dides open in the blimp’ s base, and a bright beam of purple light stabs out. It
surrounds Ki, and he rises dowly until the ship swallows him. Therest of usareto travel together, the



Harrowers surrounding mein atight circle asthey wait for the antigravity beam to activate a second time.
Eight to one. | might never get abetter chanceto break out, | think. But | am not ready. And, inthe
unlikely event that | did escape, Persephone might suffer for it.

Wedlight in the cargo hold of the airship. But thisisthe baronia ship, and even thisareaiis draped with
velvet, carpeted in red. | am taken into amirrored elevator, which responds to our cal in seconds and
plays soothing music during our brief upward journey.

The topmost deck. Fine art from a dozen worlds hangsin gilded frames. | think of my apartment, of the
squalid littleroomsinwhich al of Ki’s subjects cower, and | am disgusted.

Ki iswaiting for us at the end of along corridor. He takes off aglove, and flattens his hand againgt apam
reader onthewall. A white door clicks open, and heindicatesit with anod. “Put him in with the other
one”

The Harrowers bring me forward, and push me into awell-appointed guestroom. A huge, four-poster
bed stands at its center, and a holo-print of the Time Traveler seemsto follow my progressfromiits
mounting on thewall above an oak chest of drawers. It isnot what | expected from aprison cell, but |
assumeitisal that was available on thisvessd. And aprison cell it certainly is, despite gppearancesto
the contrary.

“Enjoy it whileyou can,” sneersKi. “I doubt the Reptoswill be so hospitable.”

The door closes and locks behind me, but | am barely aware of it. My gaze isrooted upon my cdlmate.
He, in turn, has climbed to hisfeet from the bed, and isstaring & me.

“Acroyear!” exclams Ryan Archer. “Man, am | glad to seeyou again!”

For the next hour, we say nothing. | dump into acomfortable chair, and St with my chinin my hands, the
regular sound of my breathing filling my helmet, the events of the past few daysfilling my mind asmy
body recovers.

It ishard for meto accept what has happened. | thought | knew where my life was leading me, but it was
not to here. My destiny till lies before me—I can gtill save Micropolis—and maybe, | think, it isbest this
way. | remember what the news sheet told me, about the consequences of my attack upon the System:
the suffering, the misery, the deaths. Somehow, Persephone made al that seem unimportant, aprice
worth paying for freedom. | went along with her, athough | had seen the future, dthough | knew that any
freedom gained would be temporary. And | did it because, casting dl logic aside, | thought | could
change what wasto come. | thought | could make a difference.

And maybe | wasright. If Maruunus Ki can defy the future, then why can't 1?

| already know the answer to that. Ki knowsit, too. He may be willing to play games, to gamble with the
lives of every one of his subjects—but am 1?

Maybeit is best thisway. But | am awarrior, much as| might wish now that | could have remained
ignorant of my heritage. The knowledge of my defest isaresentful beadt, waiting in my chest for achance
to burst free and consume those who have thought to belittle me.

Ryan Archer, to his credit, has not disturbed me. He understands that | do not wish to talk. He hasfallen
into alight doze on the huge bed. When | first saw him here, | felt arush of resentment towards him. |
blamed him for telling hisinterrogators about Persephone. | ook, now, at the purple bruises on hisface
and benesth the tearsin his coverdls, and | remember that even | was broken, once.

Had Archer not cometo see me, if he’ d had the sense to abandon me, he would not be here. Clearly, Ki
hopesto gain the Reptos' favor by handing them an accomplice to my crimes.

| recdl our conversation, that night in my apartment. | haven't thought about it much, until now. | let
Persephonetell mewhat to do, and | tried to ignore the things | didn’t understand. | wanted to be sure of
mysdf. | did not want to be confused anymore.

| am not confused now. Suddenly, | think I know what the boy wastrying to tell me,

| am woken by the sound of the door. | must have dozed for an hour or more. We have not moved. |



expected the airship to get underway sometime ago, but itsengines areidling, just keeping us afloat. Ki
must have more business in the System complex below us.

Breakfast, for Ryan Archer, isaglass of water and abowl of purple oats, carried on atray and dapped
down on the table by a begrudging Harrower. As heturnsto leave, | leap out of my seat, Soring across
the room and take him by the arm. He reaches for his shock baton with hisfree hand, but | pin hiswrist
tothewall.

“| want you to take amessage to Ki,” | growl. The guard stares mutinoudy at me, but he is shaking with
fear. He could call for backup, but he would be dead beforeit arrived. “Tdl him | want to see
Persephone. | need proof that he has kept hisword.”

“You'reaprisoner,” spluttersthe Harrower. “Y ou don’t make demands.”

| tighten my grip on hiswrigt, just enough to fed the bones shifting beneath my thumb. “And you area
cringing lackey, who cannot tie his own bootlaces without Ki’ s authorization. So, go to your master and
tell himthat, if | don’'t see my friend, our dedl is off!”

| let the Harrower go, and he backs away from me, asfar asthe doorway. | watch hisfingers asthey
twitch over hisbaton, but he thinks better of provoking me further. He closesthe door, and | hear the
clunk of itslock diding into place.

“I hope you know what you're doing,” says Ryan Archer, quietly.

“I am not afraid of Ki’ sthugs”

“I, um, didn’t mean with him. I meant with Persephone.”

| round on him, angered by the insnuation. Archer reads my body language, and holds up hishandsin a
placatory gesture. “ Just saying, that’sdl.”

Hetakesasedt at thetable, grimacing at the unedifying sight of hismedl. “ Getting used to this stuff,” he
mutterswryly. He takes a spoonful, wrinkling his nose with distaste as he movesit to his mouth. He sees
melooking a him, and adds, “Y ou know, | used to think you had it pretty rough, not being ableto edt.
Now, | figureyou're thelucky one.”

“Y ou do not belong here,” | say.

Hefrowns, unsure of my meaning. “Well...there are places |’ d rather be, sure.”

“Youdon't belong inthiscity. Thisgaaxy. This—" | search for theword “—timeline.”

Archer’ s eyes widen. He sets down his spoon, and gives me hisfull attention. “I...”

“Persephonetold me,” | say. * She explained how the Time Traveler came from another redlity, how he
created our redity asasde-effect of hisjourney. | have even glimpsed histimeline, | think. | saw you,
me, Persephone, and...and three others. A...an Antron?’

“No. No, aVagrian. Knave. He' s called Knave! What € se do you remember?’

“Robots. Onetdl, with shining eyes. The other short, with whedls”

“Biotron and Microtron!” cries Archer. “Where did you see them?’

| intended to ask questions, not answer them. Still, after amoment’ s consideration, | decide that it can do
no harm to tell him about the Pharoid chamber. Archer becomes more and more excited as| talk,
nodding enthusiagticaly. “1...1 think | remember,” he whigpers. “Climbing down the ladder. Three
consoles. A pyramid of light.”

“Y ou, too, have forgotten your past?’

“No. Wdll...yeah, | guess so. But not like you mean. | haven't been brainwashed. | remember my
childhood and everything—in thistimeline, anyway. I’'m not redlly from the Time Traveler’ sredlity. It's
just that I...he contacted me, and...” Helets out adow breath, blowing out his cheeks. “1 should Sart at
the beginning, shouldn’'t 17

| make no response.

“I told you | wasn't from Micropolis. I'm not even from thisgalaxy. | grew up along way from here. A
whole other dimension. A planet called Earth. We' d never had contact with other races. | mean, the
farthest we' d gotten was to our own moon. But then, this...this hole in space opened up—'the Rift,” we
cdledit—in thishick town cadled Angd’s Gift, and I...well, my Dad worked for the government,
investigating stuff likethat, and | just sort of tagged aong with him. That’show | came to meet some



people from your galaxy. ‘Micronauts,” we caled them, because they were...on our side of the Rift, they
were alot smadler than us. Knave was there, and this pair of mercenaries, Ordaal and Nova.” He seems
to expect meto recognize the names. | do not. “ And that’swhen | started to have these weird dreams
about the Time Traveler. | mean, I’ d never seen thisguy in my life, but there hewas, in my head, asking
meto help him. He said history had been, like, pushed off courseand | had to put it right. | didn’t believe
him at first, but then....then, some stuff happened, and I....well, now | do.”

One thing doesn’'t make sense to me. “Why would the Time Traveler contact you? Why go to this...this
‘Earth’ for hdp?’

“I'm il trying to work that one out,” says Archer. “Best | can figureisthat I...we...had something to
do with messing up thetimeinesin thefirs place”

“Explan.”

“Ever ancethe Time Traveer first cameto me, I’ ve been having these. ..visons. Like flashbacks, only to
things that never happened.”

“Imagesfrom histimelineg” | deduce.

“I know it sounds nuts, but the images...the memories...they seem sored. | see mysdf, butit'sa
different me. And | see Knave and Ordaal and Nova, and...and you.”

“Tell me about the Time Traveler’ sredity.”

“Well...okay, I've been trying to put the pieces together, and thisiswhat I’ ve come up with so far.”
Archer risesfrom his seat, abandoning his medl atogether. He crosses the room, and settlesinto amore
comfortable armchair. | St besde him.

“Somethingswere the same,” he begins, speaking dowly and thoughtfully. “1 grew up the same, I'm sure
of that. Well, that’ d make sense. Somehow, the Time Traveler’ s presence changed everything in this
galaxy—but Earth wasn't affected until the Rift opened, until what happened here began to have an
effect on what happened there. And there was a Rift, | remember that much. It wasn't in the same place,
it didn’t open at the sametime, but | remember the Rift. | remember the—" he shudders, involuntarily
“—the Harrowers. They burst through, into our world, in these giant battle suits, looking for me.
They...they killed my father, and brought me here. To agalaxy ruled by a psychotic power junkie.”

“It has been many years since the last Emperor fell,” | point out.

Archer nods. “Thisguy, he' d killed the last one himsdlf. Hewaslike. ..no exaggeration, hewaslike the
embodiment of pure evil, hejust felt...he had that kind of presence, you know? | mean, compared to
him, Ki...Ki was just one of his soldiers. The Emperor, he had al these plans for me, some crazy idea
that I d be his protégé, carry on hiswork after he’d gone. | don’'t know why he chose me. | got the hell
away from him, first chance got. You got me away. Y ou and afew others, opposed to hisrule. Knave,

| dready mentioned. Microtron wasa...I’m not sure, | think he came from my world, but he’ d been
atered somehow.” He pauses, staring into space for amoment, his brow knitted in concentration.
“Koriah! I remember Koriah. | thought she'd died. | remember holding her, but. ..no, she pulled
through...I think I'm sure...she came with us...and Biotron...”

His eyes have clouded, as he searches for memoriesin thefog of hismind. I know how hefeds, but | am
impatient to learn more. “ Persephone?’ | prompt him.

“Yeah.” He nods. “Persephone was there, too. After that, just snatches of memory: A shootout. .. Biotron
leading usto aship...ontherun...Ordad’ s mercenaries.. .l remember aworld where we fought these
huge scorpion creatures, and |...1 met aTime Traveler.”

| raise my eyebrows. “The Time Traveler? Y ou knew him?’

“Hewas adifferent guy, | think. Maybe someone else who' d used the Pharoids' technology. An actual
Pharoid, maybe, | don’t know. His suit looked different. But he showed me the past. He showed me
where the Emperor came from, and he showed me his future. He showed me...” Archer pauses and
looks at me, asif afraid of how | might react. “He showed me our deaths, dl of us. He said the Emperor
was destined to kill us.”

| stiffen. Hiswords have struck araw nerve.

“But the Time Traveler said,” he continues quickly, “ he said the future isawaysin motion, uncertain. He
said we could change what was to happen. He said we had to fight.”



“Then, we...fought together? Comrades?’

“Y ou taught me how,” grins Archer. “That’ swhy | came here. That’ swhy | camelooking for you. The
Time Traveler—our Time Traveer, the onein my dreams—wants meto fix things, but | don’t know
how. | thought, maybe, with your help...”

| am on the verge of anideaso big that | cannot believe | am consderingit. | can change the future, and
more. | can rewrite the past. | can not only avenge my years of endavement, | can wipe them away so
that they never happened.

“What else do you remember?’ | ask, eagerly.

“Just thisonetime,” says Archer. “Thisoneincident...it kegps coming back to me, asif it simportant. As
if the Time Traveler wants me to remember.”

“Tdlme”

“Itwas...” hebegins, uncertainly. “Wewere...” He takes a deep breath. “Nova. The bounty hunter. |
mentioned her, remember? AzuraNova Inthistimeline, shewasa...aGenerd, | think. In charge of the
Harriers. They were the Emperor’ s airborne troops. She shot us down, over aplanet. This planet, |
think. Only...there was no city, no people here. Micropolis hadn’t been built. Or maybe it had,
but...somewhere else. We climbed out of the wreckage, the six of us, and therewasjudt.. .just desert.
Brown sand. And the Harriers, they were circling above us. We had to get away from the crash site, and
Biotron, he said he' d detected some building or other, and maybe we could take shelter there.” Hiseyes
cloud over again. “I remember...the blazing suns. We walked forever. Microtron got sand in his casing.
But you kept us going, kept telling usthat, if we stopped, we were dead. And we found it. A pyramid,
built from dabs of stone. It was ancient, crumbling.”

“A Pharoid congtruct?’

“I guess. The sand had dmost buried it, but the tip was showing, like a marker. Like we were meant to
find it. Biotron dug down to the entrance—these big double doors, marked with rows of
pictograms—~but, once wewereingde...” Archer’sface crumplesin frugtration. “I don’t know. The
chamber...when you described it, | just had this sense of dg§avu, you know? | was there, and something
happened. Something big. Why can't | remember?”

“Donot try toforceit,” | advise him. “The memory will come, intime.”

Archer lies on the bed, on his back, his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. | have been pacing
the width of the guestroom, restlesdy. | need something to happen, eveniif it is something bad. | cannot
bear this monotony.

| hammer on the door, impatiently. “I want to see Persephone!” | shout through the wood, but nobody
responds. | could rip the door from its hinges—I am fedling strong enough now—nbut Ki isno fool. He
will have posted enough guardsin the corridorsto defeat me. | would expend my energy for nothing.
Better to contain mysdif, to pick my momen.

| turn to Archer. “Y ou never told me about her.”

He pullshimsdf up into astting position and looks at me, shaken from hisreverie.

“Persephone,” | say. “ She appeared in your dreams. She was one of our comrades, in the Time
Traveer' stimdine. Y ou confirmed that much about her, but no more.”

“Thethingis, Acroyear...” he saysawkwardly, nervoudy. “ The thing about Persephoneis...l never said
shewas our comrade. She...came with us, yeah, but she...well, she didn’t have much say in the matter.
We'd kind of...we' d taken her hostage.”

“Hostage?’ | echoin disbdief, not quite able to grasp the implications of the word.

“Wadll, yeah,” says Archer. “That’swhy...l mean, if you hadn’t had asword to her throat, we d never
have...”

“She...meant something to the Emperor, then?’

“I think she might have been the only thing that did.”

| remember Archer’snote, under my door. “You can't trust her,” | whisper to mysdif.

“But that wasin the other timeling,” he says quickly, “and even there, she...| thought she could have



been. ..l don't think it was her fault. The Baron got his hands on Persephone when she was only akid.
He brainwashed her. He corrupted her like he wanted to corrupt me. Like he'd been corrupted by his
own predecessor. When she redlized what was going down, who the bad guyswere...| just think, if it
weren't for him, if he hadn’t adopted her...”

“What was hisname?’ | ask, abruptly. “This Emperor? This Baron?’

| know the answer before it comes. | have dready put the pieces together.

“Hewascdled Karzal”

We areleft alone for severa hours. Our guards don’t even bring lunch. Ryan Archer’ s ssomach beginsto
make rumbling noises, and eventualy heisforced to eat his cold breskfast.

Eventually, however, the door opens again, and the guard from this morning returnswith afresh tray, its
contentsidentical to thefirst. Thistime, he has brought two more Harrowers with him. They wait inthe
doorway, keeping their blaster weapons trained on me.

“Did you take my message to Ki?” | ask, in athreatening rumble.

The Harrower licks hisdry lips. “The Baron doesn't act on your convenience. He might deal with your
request later, if heisnot busy.” He drops histray on the table, dmost spilling Archer’ swater. He picks
up the old tray, his hands trembling so much that the spoon rattlesin the empty bowl, and he scuttles
away.

| have more questionsto ask. | wait until Archer hasfinished eating.

“How did you find me?How did you even know | existed in thisversion of redlity?’

“Knave brought me here,” he says. “I told you about Knave, right? The Vaerian. | hooked up with him
on Earth. Ordaal had taken him there asadave, and...well, none of that matters now. The Time Traveler
was cdling me here, through the Rift, and after abit of kicking and screaming, | gave in and cameto him.
Wetook Ordad’s ship, the Sunrunner, just Knave and me. Knave had heard of the Time Traveler, and
he' d heard of you. Y ou’ re both pretty famous, you know. And you both happened to bein the same
city...It seemed likefate.”

“Whereisyour ship now?’

“Still inwide orhit, 1 hope. I haven't had a chance to contact Knavein days. We fixed arendezvous
point, outside the city, and | buried asignd devicethere. | didn’'t want to keep it on mein case | was
searched, you know?’

“Then, we only have to reach the device and operateit...”

“And Knave Il come down and get us. That' sthe plan, anyway.”

“What about the blockade?’

“We poked around in the Sunrunner’s computers, found Ordaal’ s clearance codes. Lookslikehedid a
lot of busnesswith Ki.” | nod. The Baron is certainly not above hiring common mercenariesto get
what—or whom—he wants. “ Anyway,” says Archer, “the codes got us down here once aready. | just
hope they’ Il work a second time.”

“Thereisdso,” | remind him, “the small matter of our incarceration.”

“Yeah,” hesghs, “there sthat, too. Any ideas?’

“When thetime comes,” | say, “we must be ready to fight.”

“Um...yeah, right.” Archer liesdown on the bed again. Reflectively, he says, “ Even if we do get out of
here, we ve got to find away into that Pharoid chamber.”

“Isthat necessary?’ | ask, disgppointed. | had alowed mysdf to dream of leaving thisworld; in the face
of that possihility, the obstaclesin my path had seemed smdll indeed.

“If we want to find out about the Time Traveer, it’ sthe best lead we' ve got. The equipment in that
chamber...1 think it'swhere he might have come from.”

“I have beenthere,” | ind<t. “1 saw nothing, and nobody.”

“It might be different for me. The Time Traveler might show me. | might remember.”

| scowl, behind my helmet. “Y ou spesk of thisKarza. An evil man, you say, who held agdaxy in his
grip. But you plot to restore histimeline, return him to histhrone.”



“l...guess so. I’'m not sure. | just want to...”

“Maybe, for dl that iswrong with thisuniverse, it is preferable to the dternative.”

Helooks away from me, asif to hide a secret hurt. “ And I’ ve thought about that,” he mumbles, “don't
think | haven’t. I’'m just doing what the Time Traveler wants. Maybe, when | understand more, when |
know what he expects of me, I’ll be ableto decide...”

Welagpseinto another long silence, then. | begin to pace again, wondering how long it has been since Ki
got my first message. Is he making me wait out of sheer sadism, or because he does not want to admit
that Persephone is dead? Perhaps he fearswhat | would do.

| makefor the door, fully intending to tear it open after dl. | might not be able to escape, but Ki cannot
have me killed. He needs me. He can hurt me, but | can bear that. | am not afraid. | can do agresat deal
of damage before| am restrained. | can make my point.

| hear footsteps, out in the carpeted corridor. Ki’ s voice, ingtructing a subordinate to unlock the
guestroom. | step back from the door, my stomach fluttering in anticipation.

“Oh, God,” moans Archer, suddenly, from the bed. He sits up abruptly, clutching his head with his hands
asif heisinpan. “Oh, God, it'sjust cometo me...He was there. | know he wasthere. | saw him.
[...I'mlooking up into hisface. That Slver mask. And he'sjust...he’ sjust standing there, staring at me,
eyes blank, expressonless...”

“TheTime Travder?’ | ask, eagerly. “Y ou saw him in the Pharoid chamber?’

“Yes. 1...no...no, | don't know. | don't think...” He grits histeeth and buries his head in his knees,
concentrating. “In the temple. The Pharoid pyramid. But on one of the upper levels, | think. He might
have...l think heled us down into that basement. He was waiting for us. | think he' d been waiting for a
very long time. Hundreds of years”

| have no time to ask further questions. The door opens, and aquartet of Harrowers escort Maruunus Ki
into the room. Ki and one other.

“Persephone!” | gasp.

“Acroyear,” she responds, with acurt nod. “1 believe you wished to see me.”

Shelookswell. | detect acertain stiffnessto her posture, a certain amount of controlled pain in the
rigidity of her expression, but sheisstanding. Alive. So, it istruethat Ki’s persond doctors have
advanced equipment and techniques kept from the masses.

| am filled with joy at the sight of her. | don’t think | acknowledged to myself, before, how little hope |
had that she could be saved at dl. | want to go to her. | want to fall to my knees before her and pray
forgivenessfor failing her. I want to hold her, and protect her forever.

But there is something wrong. Something in the way she stands at Ki’ sside, her head held high. Not like
aprisoner. Of course, she has always been proud. But the Harrowers, | note, maintain a respectful
distance—not just around their master, but around her, too. And her clothing...Gone are the torn and
bloodied coverals. Now, she wears a padded blue jumpsuit.

Archer sensesit, too, | think. He gets off the bed, dowly, climbing to hisfest.

Ki’ssmug grin threastens to split hisface wide open. “Nothing to say, Nanissar?| thought thiswas what
you wanted. We have restored Persephone to full health. Of course, she was aready receiving medical
care before you made your request. Why shouldn’t she?’

| look into her expressionless face, imploringly. This cannot betrue. Tl meitisnot truel

“Sheisaloyd soldier, after dl,” boasts Ki, * and she has succeeded admirably in her mission. She has
brought you here to fulfil your destiny. She has brought you hereto die!”

CHAPTER
EIGHT
“Persephone...”

| cannot accept what | am hearing. Just as| would not listen to Archer’ swarnings. | still want to believe
that thisisatrick on Ki’s part, intended to demoraize me.
| take two lurching steps toward her, and four blaster wegpons snap up into their firing positions. | reach



for her, but she bats my hand away with asnarl of contempt.

“Y ou pathetic creature!” she spits. “Living asadave dl these years.. . beaten, humiliated, doomed to an
ignoble death. What did you imagine | saw inyou? Y ou are weak, Nanissar. A disgrace to the proud
name of the Acroyears, unfit to wear their armor.”

| fed asif sheisturning aknifein my chest. “Everything you told me...dl lies?” My voiceisapleading
whine. | am ahero no longer, just abroken man. | want to hit her, make her pay for lifting me up and
dashing me onto the rocks of despair. But | cannot conceive of ever hurting her. Sheisright. | am
pathetic.

“Most of it wastrue,” she shrugs. “1 was sent here to keep the Reptos from moving the Time Traveler,
and that ismy only concern. Lord Ki showed me the manuscri pt—the news sheet from the future, which
you were so keen to hide from me. He convinced me that destiny was on our side. But the future, we
agreed, was too important to leave to chance. It needed a push in theright direction.”

“I’d broken you, little man,” sneersKi. “You were ashell of your old self. Y ou would have cowered
from the future forever, had | not stepped in. With Persephone' s help, | brought you here. Every choice
you made, every step you took, was guided by me.”

It istoo much. My anger boilsover, and it has atarget now. | launch mysdlf at Ki, intending to throttle the
smirk from hisface. But | am dow, not yet recovered from last night’ s ordedl, and he catchesmy arm
and twidtsit, dropping meto my knees and keeping me there with the strength of his battle armor. The
four Harrowers surround me, and electric fire lances through me again.

Archer is shouting, pleading on my behdf. “Leave him done! Don’t you think you' ve hurt him enough?’
But, through the fire, through the blurring of my vision, | see only oneface. | stare up into Persephone's
cold, disdainful eyes, and maybe | see something there. A flicker of sympathy; ahint of regret. Or maybe
| only seewhat | want to see.

Ki and the Harrowers depart, taking her with them, leaving me awhimpering bal of pain. Ryan Archer
stands over me, shuffling from foot to foot. He claims to have been my friend, my comrade—somewhere,
somewhen—but heis il nervous around me.

“Areyou okay?’ heasks. “I tried to stop them, I....”

| drag myself to my feet. | will not prove her right. | will not be aswesk as shethinks| am.

Archer is4till talking, but | don't listen. The only voices| will hear now arein my head, the voices of
those who wore this armor before me.

Ki has made a mistake. He should have kept up the pretence that Persephone cared for me. But heisa
van man; he couldn’t enjoy avictory that hisenemy did not know about. And so, he has thrown away a
potential hostage, his greatest hold over me. No doubt, he thinks | will fight the Reptos anyway, out of a
sense of duty. Not so long ago, he may have beenright.

But, if Archer’staeistrue, if we can solvethe Time Traveler’ sriddle, then none of thiswill matter. | do
not have to do what anybody expects of me.

| do not have to accept the future. | can change the past.

| hear them again. Ki’ s soldiers, marching in step. They are not done. Rasping breaths, and the creaking
of folded wings. | climb to my feet. Ryan Archer stands, too, taking his cue from me.

“Itisamost time,” | growl under my breath. “Beready.” He nods, but his eyes betray hisanxiety. |
cannot rely on him.

The door clicks open, and the room fillswith Harrowers. They surround us, thrusting our handsinto
heavy wrist clamps. | do not resist. | don’t even look at them. Nor do | meet the smirking, mocking gaze
of Maruunus Ki. | focus my attention upon the creaturesin the doorway behind him.

Only two Reptos have cometo collect us. Their yellow eyesflash angrily, and they crane forward,
grumbling and twitching in their eagernessto lay claws upon me. One of them isdrooling, its snakelike
tongue flicking in and out of its hideous maw.

A light on my clamp snaps on, to indicate that my wrists are secure. Our hands buried in plastic, Archer
and | are ushered out of the guestroom by the prodding of gunsin our backs. More Harrowersline the



corridors of the airship, guarding al possible escape routes.

Two more Reptoswait for usat acircular hatch. Thefirst istaler than the others; its scales are adarker
greenin color, cracked and patterned with white flecks. A red scar runsfrom the corner of itsright eye,
downtoitsjaw. It hissesat me, its nogtrilsflaring. “ So, thisis the saboteur; the warm-blooded killer of
my brave brothers.” Behind me, Archer triesto back away, only to be brought up short by Harrowers. |
stand my ground.

“Maybe now you will believe me, Nest Leader,” saysKi tartly. “I have done everything in my power to
honor our ded. Unfortunately, some dissident elements fear our united strength, and will dare anything to
sunder our dliance.”

The Nest Leader narrows its eyesto ydlow dits. “I trust, now that the mamma and its disgusting
accomplice arein custody, there will be no further delaysto the project?’

“My people are still working to reopen the Pharoid chamber. However, they face adifficult task. The
cave-in—"

“How much longer, Ki?’ hissesthe aged Repto, impatiently. Its escort, | notice, has atank strapped to
its back; it brings up a hose attachment, twists anozzle and douses its commander in afine spray of
water. The Nest Leader shudders with pleasure—buit its eyes remain angry, and fixed upon the Baron.
“Itisasmple question, isit not?Y ou would not know the location of the chamber at al, wereit not for
us. You are agreedy man, Ki. Y ou must be tempted to take the Pharoids secretsfor yoursalf.”
“Nothing could be further frommy mind, | assureyou.” Ki’ stoneis painstakingly polite, but amuscle
twitches beneath his eye. He does not like being addressed with such disrespect, especialy not in front of
his prisoners. Inwardly, | know he will be plotting hisrevenge.

“For your sake, | hopethat isthe truth!”

“Perhagps we should let your men dedl with the prisoners,” saysKi pointedly, “while we discussthis
matter in my quarters.”

“Agreed.” The Nest Leader does not wait for the Baron to lead the way. Asit marches off, its escort
hurries after it with the water tank, obsequiousy moistening its back. Ki’s expresson briefly creases with
resentment, but he composes himself and follows.

The remaining two Reptos take charge of Archer and me, bundling us through the hatchway and off the
arship. | had not felt the vessdl land, so | knew what to expect; Archer, however, hdtsin histracks and
letsout aquiet exclamation of aarm.

Theairship is old technology, and the Reptos couldn’t dock directly on toit. Instead, a docking tube
reaches from one ship to the other. Its corrugated plastic is semi-transparent, and aswe step into it, we
seethedien vessd waiting for us: adirty, green-brown, spear-shaped craft, semi-organic like the
Terrgphants. We a so see smog ribbonsin the evening sky beneath our feest—and, when they separate,
the System complex laid out below. For asecond, even my sensesinsist that | am walking on air, and my
stomach reacts accordingly.

Archer, however, isgiven no timeto overcome his vertigo. The Reptostear at our clothing, pulling us
onward, and two Harrowers enter the tube behind us, batons at the ready.

We make awkward progress. The docking tube stretches and twists as air currents pull the floating ships
apart, only to push them back together. Archer iswrong-footed more than once, but the Reptos prevent
him from fdling, crowding around us, hemming usbothin.

We stumble onto their ship, at last. Ingde, the air feels damp, and the corridors are lit with adim,
greenishtint. Thewalls are encrusted with old dime and dribbling with fresh water, and thereisastrong
musty smell.

Curious Reptosline up to hissand snarl a us as we are marched by. Some even lash out, and Archer
flinches as he takes a shallow cut to hisarm. Another Repto squeds asit bluntsits claws on my shoulder
harness. | count sixteen of the creatures, and there are doubtless more; many more than | had hoped.
After what | did toitsinitid, five-strong contingent, the Repto High Command istaking no chances—and
Ki, presumably, was in no position to argue about the number of “representatives’ he alowed into his
arspacethistime.

Heisplaying adangerous game. Wedl are.



An devator platform takes us dowly into the bowels of the spaceship, wherethe air is colder and dryer.
We hdlt in front of aheavy door, and one of our Repto guards sinksthe claws of itsright hand into three
indentationsin thewall. It twists a disc-shaped pandl haf arotation clockwise, and the door dides open.
Archer and | are prodded into asmall, dark cell, with no windows and no furniture.

Two sets of chains are attached to the dime-dripping wall. Rusted manaclestrail open on the floor; once
we are fastened into them, escape will be amost impossible. The Reptos and Harrowers squeeze into the
cdl beside us, and one of the latter produces a penlight-shaped device, which he touchesto Archer’s
wrigt clamp. An dectronic key, | presume; Ki will want his equipment back. Once our hands are free, we
will have our best, our only, chance.

“Itistime,” | whisper to my fellow prisoner. He stiffens, amost imperceptibly.

The Harrower seemsto be having trouble. Hiskey makes a ghrill whining noise, which cutsin and out
likeafaint radio signal. One of the Reptos grows so impatient that he tries to snatch the device, but the
Harrower shrugs him away, irritably.

“Mammalgl” spitsthe creaturein disgust. * Y our technology is as unreliable as your soft, weak bodies.”
Archer’sclamp fdlsaway, at last. The Harrower, tight-lipped, takes him by the arm and thrustshim at
the Reptos. They manhandle him across the room, and hurl him to the floor, among the chains. | had
hoped they would make the mistake of unshackling mefirst.

Archer castsaquick glance at me, then saysloudly, “If you Reptos are so tough, why do you need Ki’'s
goonsfor backup? Couldn’'t handle two *weak mammals alone?’

The creatures bridle. “We need no ass stance from your kind.”

“It was your Lord who indsted on sending his guards with us.”

“And heinsults us, by providing such fegble specimens.”

| can seewhat Archer isdoing. | am surprised, even impressed. But he should have picked a better
moment. He should have waited until | wasfree.

“Now, hold on aminute!” A Harrower—the key holder—has risen to the bait. “We were the ones who
brought in the prisoners.”

“After you had alowed them to bury the Pharoid machines.”

“I didn’t see you guys doing much better,” chimesin Archer.

“Beslent!” A Repto delivers aresounding, backhanded blow to his cheek.

“He sright,” arguesthe Harrower. “Five of your best fighters went after the prisoner. Five reptiles against
one mammal, and they got their heads handed to them!”

“We have only Ki’sword for what happened.”

The second Harrower speaks up, then, in protest. “Y ou question our Lord’s honesty?’

“I saw it for mysdf,” sayshis partner, hislips curling in contempt. “ Acroyear went through those lizards
like aknife through butter. They were daughtered!”

With afurious roar, a Repto legps for histhroat. Surprised by the sudden ferocity of the attack, the
Harrower gets off only one shot before faling in aspray of blood. The Repto staggers, clutching its hands
to its stomach, and the second Harrower shoots him from behind. Both Reptos turn on the trembling
guard; he makesfor the door, but the injured creature springs into his path. He is backed into a corner,
firing repeatedly. | throw mysdif to thefloor asthe small cdll isfilled with ricocheting bolts of energy.
Archer scramblesto my side, clutching the eectronic key that must have fallen from the dead Harrower’s
hand. Hetriesto operateit, but it cuts out on him asit did on its owner. And, suddenly, | redizethat the
gunfire has ceased.

One Repto lies dead, as does the second Harrower. But the other creature is rearing up behind Archer,
and he hasn't seenit yet. | yell a him, and he throws himsdlf asde. He didn't stop to look. He trusts me
implicitly. Interegting. ..

| lever mysdf up and spring forward, in one movement, bringing my shackled hands around and using the
locking clamp asacudgd, striking the Repto’ sjaw with dl theforce | can mudter. It reds, dmost faling.
It clawsat me, but it is dazed and dow. And Archer has one of the Harrowers' blasters, hisfirst shot
punching the creature in the eye. It screams and buckles, and | hit it again on the back of its head,
robbing it of consciousness.



For the next minute, | stand and listen. Fortunately, | hear no sound of approaching reinforcements, no
sign that anybody heard our battle.

The second Harrower had been decapitated. His killer must have bitten the head from his body, and spat
it out. It dso mangled his blaster wegpon; it isno good to us.

| hold out my hand toward Archer, and he gives me hisgun. | roll the unconscious Repto onto its back
with my foot, and shoot it twicein itstender ssomach ares, killing it. Archer winces, turns hisback on the
carnage, and walks quietly out of the room.

“It was necessary,” | tell him, outside. “If we are to get off this ship, we will need surprise on our sde.
Had the Repto woken, it would have informed its crewmeates of our escape.”

Archer’ sfaceispae, but he does not argue.

Welock the cell door on the dead Reptos and Harrowers, and hope that nobody finds them—or,
indeed, misses them—for awhile. | give the blaster back to Archer; he needsit morethan |, and he
seems to know how to useit.

This lower deck is happily dmost deserted, and we are able to explore, only once having to take cover
from apair of wandering Reptos. In a cavernous storage bay, however, we encounter a different type of
cresture altogether.

It is Archer who seesthem coming; | Ieft him watching the door while | pried open a succession of
wooden crates. He runstoward me, motioning urgently with his hands, and we duck into our prearranged
hiding place, behind a pile of boxes.

Peering through agap, | see them striding past us. Only two of them—but | don’t want to risk afight
without knowing their capabilities. Their upright, two-legged bodies are protected by natural armor:
plates of blood-red chitin, smilar to those of the Scorpite. Each of them hastwo eyes, jutting out of its
shell-like head on stalks, and prominent mandibles. | have not seen anything like them before, but aword
lurks at the back of my thoughts: Mam...Mem... Membros! The armor remembers.

| had thought they were carrying wegpons. Upon further inspection, | seethat their arms are the
wegpons, from the elbow joints down. They arewarriors, genetically engineered and cyberneticaly
augmented to fight. The gunsthat take the place of their right arms are connected, viathin tubes, to packs
ontheir backs. | think | recall that these...hydro-lasers?...were built for underwater combat, the
Membrosrace' s specidty.

They must be on a security patrol, because they sweep through the bay without apparent purpose, and
leave the way they camein. Archer breathes asigh of rdlief. “Good thing they didn’t think to check the
cratesyou opened,” he whispers.

“Indeed.”

“Y ou find anything yet?”’

| shake my head. Most of the containers appear to hold dehydrated mest.

“What are we looking for?’ asks Archer, aswe emerge cautioudy from hiding.

“A meansof abandoning avehicleinflight.”

“Y ou mean, like aglider pack?

“Precisdy.”

He mulls over that thought for afew seconds. Then: “Whét are the chances of a Repto ship carrying
something likethat? | mean...they’ ve got wings of their own, right?’

“Unfortunatdy,” | say, “we are unlikdly to survive Pan B.”

“Right. Um...wdl, no harm in checking out afew more boxesfirg, isthere?’

“Perhaps you would like to suggest an areato search?’ | am not sure | believe Archer’ sclaim to unerring
intuition, but at this point, hisguessisas at least as good as mine.

His brow crumplesin concentration, and he directs me uncertainly toward adark corner of the bay. The
first crate | open there contains auseless pile of circuit boards; the second, however, is packed with
blagter rifles. Inthe next, | find anumber of small, magnetic explosive devices, | take four. Hardly daring
to hope, | search the other crates around me until | find one the right size and shape. | tear off itslid with
my fingers, and agrin stretches across my face at the sght of the energy sword within.

| weigh itin my hands. It is competently, though not expertly, made. Its balanceis not quite right, but |



can compensate for that. It feels good to hold it.

| stride out of the cargo bay, past Ryan Archer, who shoots me a questioning look before scurrying to fal
into step & my hedls. “Plan B?" he asks, mournfully.

| shift my grip on the sword handle. 1 think we are ready now,” | say.

| do not know my way around the Repto ship. However, | don't mind betting that, if we keep heading
forwards and upwards, we will reach the bridge. At one point, when | am unsure which of two
passagewaysto take, | follow Archer’ sinstinct—and we come to amore popul ace area of the vessdl.
We are forced to take cover ever few steps now, as our enemies prowl the corridors. On more than one
occasion, we are extremely fortunate to evade detection. When Archer pullsmeinto aside corridor, a
second before a Repto emerges from adoor behind us, | begin to wonder how far heisresponsible for
our good luck.

It doesn't lagt, of course.

An devator platform lifts us up to the top deck, and brings three Reptos into view.

Two of them haven't seen usyet. | launch mysdf a the onethat has, my sword tip cutting through its
throat and dicing itsvoca chords beforeit can let out awarning cry. The other two come for me, but |
am likeawhirlwind, limbs moving faster than | can think, and yet somehow remaining under my total
control. Thefight isfast and furious, my unprepared foes unable to lay aclaw on me. | retrieve my sword
from the heart of the last Repto to fal, and turn to find Archer watching wide-eyed from the platform,
lowering the gun that he never had timetofire.

“Wow,” he breathes. “I’d forgotten what it waslike to see you in action!”

The deck shudders benesth my feet. We are moving.

The darmsgo off three minutes|ater, adegp emerad light filling the ship as araucous klaxon sound fills
my ears. | hid the three Repto corpsesin acleaning closet; could they have been discovered adready?
Morelikely, I think, somebody hasinvestigated the cdlls.

| redouble my speed, rounding a corner and sighting the bridge through an open archway ahead. A solid
blast door, presumably an intruder precaution, is dropping between us. | throw mysaf under it, and take
itsweight on my shoulders. It dmost forces meto my knees, but | bear it long enough for Archer to
scramble through.

The bridgefillsatriangular area, viewscreens dominating two of itsthreewals. To my right, | seeKi’'s
arship receding dowly, beginning to lose definition behind acloud of smog. Consoles stand againgt each
wall: hdf-mechanicd, haf-biologicd; great lumps of bruised, rotting matter, manned by five Reptosin dl.
In the center of the roomisacircular pool of dark water, presumably for the comfort of the absent Nest
Leader.

Rushing to meet us are two Membros creatures, maybe the very ones we encountered in the storage bay.
Their blaster arms spit fire, and thereisno cover on offer. | lower my head and rush them, drawing their
attention from Archer. | deflect two close shots with my metallic armbands, and barrel between the
creatures, pushing them aside. | take advantage of their confusion to reach for an explosive.

| hurl it acrossthe bridge, and it hits aforward console and sticksto it. Two Reptos leap out of their
sedts, wings flapping in darm. One retreets, the other scrabbles at the device and priesit loose, only for
the bomb to detonate in its hands. It screams asit isengulfed in flames, and it divesinto the dark pooal,
too late—its charred corpse floats on the water.

Smoke pours from the damaged console. Fortunately, the explosion was not powerful enough to rupture
the bulkhead. Still, the ship lurches darmingly, and its bridge crew fight to bring it back under control,
giving metimeto ded with their guard dogs.

| bring down my sword, severing the blaster attachment from aMembrosarm. Asit reelsin shock, | spin
around and swing at its comrade. The creature tries to dodge out of my way, but its movements are
duggish. My blade penetratesits shell, and draws blood from its shoulder.

Archer iscircling, trying to get aclear shot past me. “I can handlethem,” | yell. “Target the ship's
systems. Keep the Reptos busy!”



He does asingructed, firing into the nearest console, which eruptsin the faces of its hapless operators.
The ship reacts violently, throwing the one-armed Membros off itsfeet just asit was about to strike
agan.

“Areyou surethisisagood idea?’ wails Archer.

| digpatch my remaining opponent with athrust to its somach. But the first Membros cannonsinto me
from behind, even asthe deck rightsitself and then drops out from benegth me. | fal, the Membroson
top of me, and weroll periloudy closeto the pool’ s edge. | redize that the crestureistrying to push me
into the water, and | resst its efforts. It clambers onto me, blood dripping from the stump of itsleft arm,
and it firesits hydro-laser a my head. Designed asit isto function underwater, the weapon whinesin
protest and emitsathin, weak beam of red light. Still, it could cut through my helmet, given enough time.
| bring up my feet and thrust the cresture away. It fliesinto a Repto, distracting it from its urgent business,
and didesto the deck. It isdtill trying to stand, thrashing its ssump, when | hurl my sword at it, pinning it
to aconsole by itsthroat.

A Repto has abandoned its malfunctioning instruments to advance upon Archer. He backs away fromiit,
firing wildly. | am not even sure his eyes are open, but somehow he managesto strike avital spot, and
the advancing mongter folds.

The remaining crewmembers are bringing the ship under control—it islevel again, and dowingto a
crawl—which frees one of their number to lunge a me. | do not have timeto retrieve my sword, but |
don’t need it. The creature snaps at me, but it cannot match my reflexes. It isapilot or atechnician, not a
warrior. | catch hold of itsjaws and lever them apart, until | hear acrack. The Repto fals, not dead but
crippled and bleeding. Archer deliversamercy shot to its head, showing no sign of hisearlier
squeamishnessin the heat of the moment. Two to go...and they are torn between fighting me and
keeping their stricken vessdl intheair. They try to do both, to hold me at bay with one claw whilst
keeping the other on their instruments. My sword dices through them both in seconds.

By thetime| take the controls, our nose has dipped, dragging usinto asteep dive. | heave back on the
main column, trying to pull usout of it, but the engines are duggish. | may have done too much damage.
A hundred warning lightsare blinking at me.

Gunfire. Another Membros has gppeared behind me, crawling out of the water. Archer repelsit with a
volley of shotsbeforeit can get its bearings; it disappears below the surface, but | don't think it is dead.
How many more creatures are lurking down there? Maybe the pool can be entered from alower deck, a
back route onto the bridge. And, casting a second glance over my shoulder, | seethat the lowered blast
door isglowing red hot. Somebody is pumping energy into it from the far side, and it is about to burst.
Evenif | ill thought | could make a hdf-safe landing, | would not have time. We have aminute, maybe
less, before we are overwhelmed—and if | leave the controls, this ship will sart to break up. Timefor
PanC.

“Escape capaulel” | yell at Archer. Helooks at me uncomprehendingly, and I direct him toward the
nearest of two recessed hatchways with anod of my head: an escape route for the Nest Leader and its
senior officers.

We are picking up speed; | can’t dow us down. The temperature isincreasing.

“I can't get it open!” cries Archer. “There's some kind of combination keypad.”

“Try!” | snarl through clenched teeth. | have given him an impossible task, | know, but we have
exhausted our options.

Onething, a least, isgoing my way. | have pulled the Repto ship out of itsdive. We are climbing now,
athough the engines shriek with the strain. Another circuit shorts out, showering mein eectrical sparks,
and adesperate idea hitsme. If am to die, then | will take as many Reptos and Harrowerswith me as|
can.

| havelost my bearings, and | search the smoky sky through the view-screens around me until | seeit: A
distant blob of hovering darknessthat can only be Ki’ sairship. | kegp climbing, banking the ship around,
pushing the accel eration to maximum. The deck rattles under my feet, the control column like awrithing
snakein my grasp. Archer istrying to crack the access code for the escape capsule, but | keep steding
hisfooting. It does not matter, now. The ship pulls out of my contral, at last, and plungesinto another



suicidal dive—itsnoseispointed directly at my fat target.

| am overcome by an unexpected sense of cam. | St back and watch asthe airship grows larger on the
screen. | picture Maruunus Ki’ sface as he seesit coming, and | only regret that he might have timeto
bail out, that | will never know if | killed him or not.

And then | remember that Persephoneis on board that ship, and | fed acold painin my stomach.
Forget her, say my voices, she betrayed you! But | am beginning to have doubts. If | die now, | ask
myself, who will stop the Repto virus? Who will help the Time Traveler? Maybe | should surrender; take
the small chancethat | might liveto fight another day.

“I’vegot it!” whoops Archer—as, to my amazement, the circular hatchway to the capsule irises open.
That indinct of hisagain?

The blast door explodes—and, smultaneoudy, three Membros heads appear on the surface of the poal.
Streams of fire converge on mefrom al sidesas| legp out of my seat and run; | don’t know how |
manage to evadethem dl. | diveinto the smdl, spherica capsule, hurling asecond explosive over my
shoulder. As Archer sedlsthe hatch behind me, | cast around for the launch control. Thefirst blast hits
the hatch from outside, denting the metdl. | find abig, red button and punchit.

The pod gects, the sudden g-force damming meinto Archer, and Archer into the hull. We must have
hurtled dmost amilein lessthan five seconds.

For one eerie, gravity-defying moment, our pod hangsin midair, Archer and | entangled on itsfloor.
Then, it dropsinto freefdl, and | fear that it may never come out of it. It was not designed for use within a
planetary atmosphere, and | don’t know if we are far enough off the ground for whatever landing
mechanismsthe capsule hasto catch usintime.

| amimmensdy relieved when arow of bluelightsflickerson, and our plungeisdowed. Archer lies
back, his brow soaked with sweat, closes his eyes, and |ets out a deep breath.

Thereisonething | ill haveto know. | find asmall screen set into the capsule wall, and experiment with
the controls besideit until it lightsup. At firg, | see only an expanse of gray—until | work out how to
change the camera angle and focus. Now, the Repto craft gppearsin flickering monochrome. Itistraling
smoke, but its crew must have regained partia control, because it isbanking, trying to pull out of its
collison course beforeit’ stoo late.

It amost makesit. The capsule’ s monitor offers no sound, but | can imagine the tooth-curling screech as
the underside of the spear-shaped ship scrapes across the skin of the baronia transport.

The wounded Repto vessd falsinto acontrolled spird, limping earthward to die; the airship’ sdemiseis
more spectacular. Thefirst explosion blows out its rear engines, sparking a chain reaction. One section at
atime, from stern to prow, the great vessd burstsinto blossoms of flame, avictim of the volatile gases
that once kept it afl oat.

| watch closaly asfragments of the airship’s corpse are thrown clear. But theimageishazy, and | can’t
tell if any of the black shapes are capsuleslike thisone.

Onething | can see, aswe drift lower, isthe damage to the System complex. At first, | dismissthe smoke
asthe usual byproduct of its processes; then, | seethefires, lighting up the skyline. Just like the news
sheet prophesied.

An uncontrollable [augh rises from my throat, barking from my voca chords, making Archer sareat me
asif | ammad.

“You can't fight the future after dl, Ki,” | spit a the viewscreen. “Y ou can't fight the future!”

CHAPTER
NINE

The capsule does not land gently, but it landsin one piece. Having Strapped ourselvesinto safety
harnesses before impact, Archer and | are shaken but not hurt. We open the circular hatch, and are
buried up to the kneesin adeluge of fine, brown sand.

| take my sword to the pod’ sinner workings, shredding wires until | detect no further signs of electronic
life. “It may have broadcast atracking sgnd,” | explain to the bemused Archer. “ Thisway, we gain more



time”

The Sysem istill burning. Againgt the twilit horizon, | see the shapes of sx Photon Seds speeding
toward the complex, doubtless from the city. Thisgivesmedl theinformation | need to calculate our
position. The Repto ship spat us out in aroughly eastward direction. It will take us severa hoursto make
our way back to Micropalis.

| set out dong the most direct route. It isarisky strategy—should anyone find our haf-buried capsule,
they will be able to guess, and follow, our path with ease. But the greater risk, | consider, would be
staying out here in the open any longer than we must.

Wewalk in silence, the euphoria of our escape dampened by our continuing peril. Night drawsin around
us, providing welcome conceal ment, but we have to remain dert. Every few minutes, we see the lights of
another ded streaking across the sky, to our right. The Harrowers must have emptied every one of their
hangars. Fortunately, no searchlightsflicker in our direction: With both the System and the Baron
attacked, and either of them potentidly crippled or dead, their priority must be damage limitation. For
now. They will come after us soon, thirgting for vengeance.

Aswe near the city, we seethe airships, following inthe deds paths, nosing their way acrossthe
boundaries of Micropolisfor what must bethe first timein adecade. Ki’ s captains of industry, his
privileged elite, come to assess the Situation. They will feign concern, when al they redly want to know is
what they might gain or lose from this catastrophe. Aspiring eyeswill dready be set upon the Baron's
throne.

Thetowers of Micropolisare dark, but its smokestacks are il bel ching. Wreathed in its own pollution,
the city lookslike ajagged hole punched out of the sky. | look for thelight of the Time Traveler, but |
cannot seeit.

| turnto Archer. “Y ou said there was no Micropolisin your timeling?’

“I don't think s0,” he says, “dthough | think...1 think I might have seen acity likethis, once” Helgpses
into a contemplative silence, and | do not disturb him. We trudge onward, covering another hundred
meters before he speaks again. “It was. ..l was given aglimpse of the past. Baron Karza s past. He grew
up in aplace like Micropoalis, only it...it was along way from here. Throne-World, it was caled. It was
the Emperor’ sworld.”

| nod. “This place was once known as such.”

“But Karzakilled the Emperor, and rebuilt theworld in hisown image.”

“It must have been an improvement.”

“I...guess 0. In someways. Karza... hewasevil, yeah. Evil and twisted. But hewas agenius. He cdled
his city Mechopalis. It was a...atechnological Utopia. I’ ve been there. | remember...shining
towers...they had these rocket tubes: Y ou just stepped into them, and they shot you from one side of the
city to the other in afew seconds. Mantlo Tubes, they were called, after some grest architect.”
“Persephonewasright,” | mutter. “Ki hasimpeded progress. He has held back time here.”

The guard at the city’ s edge has been doubled. Still, the Harrowers cannot know about us, asthey are
dert for peopletrying to leave Micropoalis, not returning to it. We await our opportunity, then dip behind
thelr turned backs and disappear into the shadows.

With so many deds out at the System complex, there are few patrols tonight. We take full advantage of
that. Wewadk until the sunsrise, painting the sky initsusud yellow hue. Still, we have covered only a
third of the distance to Sector Nineteen, and my old workplace.

Before the morning rush hour fillsthe streets, we take refuge inside an gpartment building. Without the
holo-belt, | cannot afford to be seen. We hide in a storage closet, peering around the door, until a
woman—I think it isawoman; it isastrange life form, with atriangular purple head—passes us on her
way to the evators. Then, we break into her room. Archer rips off his smog mask and collapses,
exhausted, onto her bed. Soon, hefdlsinto atroubled deep. | Stinachair by the window, mulling over
everything that has happened, searching the sky for the Time Traveler and trying not to think about
Persephone.



Sowly, | redize that something is different. The background clatter of the factories haslessened, asif
they are winding down. And | can hear voices. People seldom have much to talk about in Micropolis, but
they are talking now, and they sound afraid. | risk opening the window, and leaning out of it until | can
see the street below. Normally, the rush hour crowds resemble a complex machine, ribbons of people
passing each other asif drawn toward their workplaces on conveyor-belts. The System kegpsthemin
line. Today, they are confused, bumping into each other, wandering dazed. A few people are weeping,
writhing on the ground in despair. Even thetraffic islighter than it ought to be—and, as| watch, a
Terraphant shakes its passengers|oose and lies down sullenly inthe middle of itslane.

It takes me aminute to see what should have been immediately obvious.

“The Systemisdown,” | explain to Archer, when he wakes|ate in the afternoon. “ The repercussons are
gill limited. Mogt people have gone to work as normal, through force of habit, but they are afraid. Afraid
that their creditswill not be paid on time. Afraid that there will be no food at the dispensaries. Afraid that
they will haveto facered life. Asthe day dragson, if the System does not return, they will become

desperate.”

“You don't think they’ll riot?” Archer looksworried. “1 just went through ariot, back on Earth. | don't
recommend it.”

“Thiscity—acity of billions of people—is about to go through forced withdrawa from one of the most
powerful drugsever known,” | say. “It will not be pleasant.”

“Andit'sal our fault,” wails Archer. “We caused that crash!”

| glareat him. “ItisKi’'sfault,” | snap, “for endaving themin thefirgt place! They are free now.” Quietly,
wigtfully, | add, “They arefree, and they don’t know what to do next.”

Outsde, acitizen iskicking at a System information point in tearful frustration. Once, he would have been
executed for such acrime. Today, the Harrowers do not come.

By nightfdl, the Stuation has worsened.

Archer and | dipped out of our borrowed apartment before the purple-headed woman returned. She
looked forlornly at the broken lock on her door, then shut herself inside the room. We heard the sound of
furniture being dragged acrossthefloor.

We arein another gpartment now, athough we don’t know if its occupant has reported dutifully for a
night shift or if heisamong the thousands who roam the Streets, disaffected. We can only see one Stretch
of road, onetiny fraction of thisgreat city, from our window, but it is enough. The information points and
shop fronts are in darkness, the only illumination coming from the headlights of hot-wired vehicles. We
witness tears, breakdowns, and spontaneous outbresks of violence. Vehicles and trashcans are
overturned—and, a one point, abrick is hurled through the window of a closed plug-in center.
Harrower patrols have returned to the city, bearing torchesto cleave the darkness. They deliver ectric
shocks to those who break the law—or to those who are just unfortunate enough to get in their way. But
they cannot be everywhere a once, and their restraining influence ends as soon asthey are out of sight.
The curfew siren sounds early, but this only stokes the tangible sense of resentment in the air. If anything,
more people take to the streets in protest, although many more watch, wide-eyed and pale, from their
darkened rooms, waiting for the nightmare to end.

| wonder out loud at how it has cometo this so quickly.

“Threemeds” mutters Archer, and | shoot him aquestioning look. “ Something that somebody on my
world said,” heexplains. “ Any society isonly three meals away from anarchy. Or wasit revolution?” As
if in response to hiswords, his ssomach emits ahungry growl.

“Either way,” | say, “thereislittle we can do. | suggest we get underway again.”

“With dl these people around?’

“I don't think we will get a better chance.”



We ged aWarp Racer. In the circumstances, wefed that asingle vehicle on the road at night should not
attract undue attention. It takes Archer afew minutesto trip the ignition, and many people see us, but
nobody cares. We drive with the canopy up, and | shrink down into the back seat of the cockpit. We
pass severa Harrowers, and draw afew burdts of gunfire, but they have better thingsto worry
about—and easier marks—than us. That is, so long as they do not recognize my companion or catch a
glimpse of my armor.

| direct Archer away from the main streets, hoping to avoid the worst of the trouble. In this, we are
successful; even so, we progress sowly, obstructed by knots of people in the road. Some mal contents
hurl bricks and stones at us, for want of a better target.

Wewitnessaraid on adispensary, its sted shutters wrenched from their hinges by the impact of atruck.
Harrowers descend, but they are outnumbered by two hundred citizens, whose fear of dow sarvationis
greater than their fear of aquick desth. As some of them emerge from the building, laden down with
sacks of provisons—thefood that has remained in storage because the System had not dlocated
it—they are attacked by others. Everybody wants more than hisor her share, afraid that thiswill bethe
last they get.

An arship has come down in the center of Sector Twenty-Eight, its crew evidently not up to the task of
piloting it without the System’ s e ectronic guidance. By some miracle, it isintact—but, with the buildings
around it aflame and its engines smoldering, it may combust at any moment. This has not deterred looters
from swarming aboard, finding the sort of fine food and fine furniture that has aways been denied to
them. | see people struggling back to their gpartments with easy chairs, gilt-edged picture framesand, in
one case, amarbletoilet seat. What good they think such trappings will do them now isunclear.
Itisdifficult to see through the throng, but | count at |east three bodies on the floor. The blimp’s owners,
| guess, have paid the price for their dliance with Ki, for leading a comfortable life at the expense of
others. A day ago, | would not have thought Micropolis s downtrodden masses capable of such
svagery.

We turn our backs on that miserable scene. We can do nothing to help.

Turning a corner, we come upon a Photon Sled, turned sideways in the roadway, blocking our path.
Archer steps on the brakes, and makes to reverse. But a Harrower has spotted us, and heis
approaching our Warp Racer curioudy. He sees me, his eyes widening—and, as we pull backwards
away from him, he brings up his blaster.

The windscreen explodes, and Archer ducks and covers hisface, but somehow manages to keep ahand
on the whed. He brings the vehicle around, with asquedling of tires, until it is pointed in the direction we
wish to go, back down the road we came up. Before hisfoot can touch the accelerator, however, the
Harrower legps onto the racer’ s e ongated hood. He reaches into the vehicle and grabs Archer’ sthroat.
Archer puts hisfoot down anyway, and the racer surges forward, but we can’t see where we are going.
Aswe accelerate, pedestrians scatter in front of us, but the Harrower hangs on to both vehicle and driver
tenacioudy. | struggle to draw my energy sword, to widld it in such close quarters.

The Harrower’ sface turns ashen, his expression dishelieving, as| dicethrough hisarm, just below the
elbow. Then he dides awvay from me, landing helplesdy benesath our whedls. The racer jolts over him, but
now we are speeding toward a brick wall. The Harrower’ s disembodied arm remainsin pogition, its
fingerslocked around its victim'’ sthroat. | pry them loose as a spluttering Archer spinsthe steering whed!
for deer life.

Somehow, he avoids a head-on collision, scraping the fender as we screech onto the sdewak. Glancing
over my shoulder, | see three more Harrowers running after us. A volley of blaster fire scorchesthe air
around our vehicle, and at least one bystander is hit. Archer guns the engine, and we roar around the next
corner, temporarily safe. But it cannot be long before our enemiestake to their airborne ded.
Fortunately, the mineis only a couple of miles away, now. We abandon the suddenly conspicuous racer
inadark alleyway, and proceed on foot.



The pit below usisdark and quiet. Archer and | proceed carefully down its stone ramp, the angry
sounds of the city becoming muted by distance and by the deadening acoustics of the bowl-shaped
depression. | can make out the equipment shed now, its door hanging open—and a Crater Cruncher,
lying abandoned, rubble stacked in its scoop. We stand in silence, our eyes adjusting, and the world
around us suddenly seemsacadm, ill place. Unnaturdly so, | fear. Whatever might be happening
elsawhere, somehow | expected work to be continuing in Shaft 4d. | cannot imagine that Ki would
abandon the chamber, unless heistruly dead.

| warily scan the pitch-black tunnd entrances. | keep expecting Harrowers to emerge from the openings
and surround us. | experience a prickling sensation of foreboding, my inginctstelling me that something is
wrong here. But | detect nothing.

| take another step. And something legps out of the darkness, and hits me.

The attack is entirely unexpected; | am not even braced for it. | fall, and the creature jJumps after me. |
manage to bring up my sword between us, my attacker fdls onto it, and the blade sinksinto its shoulder.
It recoils, but makes no sound. Cold water drips onto me, from the cresture' s glistening shell. | pressmy
advantage, bearing it down into the gravel. | know what it is now. Avoiding the Membros s wegpon
arms, | takeitshead and best it repeatedly into the ground, until its shell cracks open to reved apulsating
red brain.

| was lucky. | let my opponent get the upper hand; it could have killed me—except, | see now, that it
was dready wounded. Itsright eyestalk has been separated from its head, leaving agash that is il
weeping. Why did | not detect the scent of damp seaweed and fresh blood? Why did | not hear
footsteps? Where the hell did thisthing come from?

“Do you think hewas aone?’ asks Archer, nervoudy.

| do not answer him. | stride across to the equipment shed, and he hurries after me. We take a safety
helmet each. | activate the light on mine, and flash it around the pit to reassure mysdlf that nobody and
nothing eselurksin the shadows.

We climb over the threshold of Tunnel Four, and | lead the way through the maze beyond. | tread
carefully, dert for any sgn that we are not lone. Thereis nothing, but that does not comfort me. | fed
that | can no longer trust my senses.

The blockage has been cleared. Explosives must have been employed, after all. Indeed, the scent of
corditelingersintheair. Ki risked damaging the very equipment for which he has been searching. He
must have been desperate to reach it before the Reptos lost patience. And yet, only last night, hetold the
Nest Leader that there was still some way to go.

We step into the Pharoid chamber, and | fed achill. The toe of my boot touches something soft, and my
stomach tightens at the thought that it might be Bilan Tench. But no, thisis not where | l€ft his body, nor
where Ethridgefdll.

| point my light downwards, and its beam bounces off the curved surface of ablack helmet. | have
indeed stumbled upon a corpse, but it isnot one | recognize. It is—was—aHarrower. Histhroat has
been dashed open. Searching therest of theroom, | find at least Six of his comrades—and there are
Reptos, too. Just three of them. There was a battle here. The Harrowers, it seems, lost.

Archer directs his own light toward the chamber’ s center. Heis shaking his head, muttering to himsdlf.
“Thisign'tright. Thisisn'twhat | saw.”

Heisright. Our beams converge upon ahaphazard collection of upturned machinery. The three consoles
are gone, replaced by acollection of spare parts. Junk. Closer inspection reveals that every box and
cabinet is labeled with Pharoid pictograms, but | see nothing familiar. Even the sarcophagi have been
removed from the chamber’ sthree corners. Some of the equipment has been blasted to bits; much of it
bears deep claw gouges.

| hear a sound—a nervous shuffling. Spinning around, | pinpoint the source. One of the Harrowerswas
playing dead; heis making for the exit, on his hands and knees, trying to dip away behind our backs. He



recoilsas| legp to head him off. Hetriesto stand, triesto bring up his blaster, but can do neither. Heis
wounded, | see, his shoulder bloodied. His dehumanizing helmet has dipped from his head, reveding a
young face with touded brown hair. Helooks up at mein aslent pleafor mercy.

“Tak tome,” | demand. “What happened here?’

“The Reptos. They attacked us. They...”

“Themachines,” | prompt him curtly. “Where are the machines?”’

“We emptied the chamber. The Baron had us take everything to his palace.”

“Everything hereisafake,” | deduce. “Or perhapsitisred, but usdess. Ancient, obsolete machines
excavated from other sites or delivered to Ki by the time breaks.”

The young man nods, eagerly. “ The Reptos are primitives, lacking in intelligence. The Baron thought it
would take them monthsto discover hisruse, if they ever did.”

“But they weren't fooled, were they?’ says Archer.

“They knew the location of the chamber,” | remind him. “Maybe, like us, they dso knew what it
contained.” On animpulse, | shinemy light up at the celling hatch. It hangs open, but thereis nothing
behind it, only terraformed concrete.

“They cameto collect the equipment, just afew hours ago. They...they went berserk! We couldn’t stop
them.” Our captiveisweakening. Herolls onto his side, clutching his ssomach, and his bresth comesin
short, labored gasps.

“What do we do with him?” Archer whispersto me. “Wecan't...you know...”

“Heisour enemy,” | say firmly. “ Given achance, he would kill us both and expect areward for his
bravery. We cannot alow him to relay our position to his comrades.”

“He'sjust akid, Acroyear!”

“Y ou would not think so, were he till fully armored!” | had not given athought, before, to the smilarities
between Archer and Ki’ s people. They have the same body shape; the same facia features, arranged in
the same manner. Archer is probably asking himself what he would do in this young man’ s shoes. Would
he refuse membership in Ki’ smilitia, turn down his only chanceto lift hisfamily out of ruinous poverty?
Would he question his orders, knowing that to do so would mean degth? Could he be strong, or would
he wind up hiding behind the armor? He haslooked into his enemy’ s eyes, and seen himself reflected
there.

“Fortunately,” | say, “the decison isin greater hands than ours.”

Wewatch as the Harrower’ s eyes close, as hetakes hisfina gurgling breath and fdls ill. Archer cannot
seem to tear hisgaze away; | don't know what heisthinking now.

Findly, heturnsto me, hisface pale, and says, “Let’ sget out of here.”

“Should we not stay? | thought the surroundings might help you to remember.”

He shakes his head vehemently. “We wasted our time coming here. | don’t know what | expected...|
just know that this place stinks of death, and | fedl shut in, and | just want to get out of here. Okay?’

| accede to the request, dthough | share Archer’ s disgppointment and frustration.

We tramp back to the surface, not caring to hide our lights thistime. Reaching the tunnel mouth, we stop
to rest, by unvoiced agreement. Archer sitswith his back against thewall, his knees drawn up to his
chest, adistant look on hisface.

“So, what do you think the Reptoswill do now?” he asks, presently. “ They must be pretty steamed at
Ki.”

“Fordl | care” | retort, “they can kill each other. It is none of our concern.”

“It'sjud...l judt...l don’'t know what to do. For so long, | was focused on just finding you, getting you
on my side. Then there was the Pharoid chamber, and...”

“Did you sense nothing in there?”

“Only abdt of d§avu between the eyes. It wastheright place, I'm sure. | remember... | think there was
aladder, down from that hatchway.”

“I have seenit.”

“But that’sit. No big revelations, no new memories. | thought... | don’t know, | just thought, if we came
here...l had this crazy ideathat the Time Traveler would revea himself to me, somehow. | thought



everything would be clear at last. Now, | don’t know what to do. I've come al thisway, and | just...|
don’t know where to go next.”

“ Should we pursue the stolen equipment?”

“Y ou mean break into Ki’s palace?’

“It can be done, if necessary.”

“I...No, I don't think it would help. | jugt...l haveto be patient. The Time Traveler will tell me more,
when he sready. When he can.”

“And inthe meantime?’

Archer shrugs. “We keep looking.”

“You areready to—" | hardly dare say the words “—Ileave Micropolis?’

“I guess s0. Like you said, there' s nothing to keep us here.”

| do not respond to that.

“I don't know,” sghs Archer. “Maybe, if we could find Karza...”

“Y our dark Emperor?’

“It'sjudt thisfeding | have, like he might bethe key to dl this. In the old timeline, he was the most
powerful man in the galaxy, but now. ..now, nobody even knowswho heis. Something must have
happened to him. For al | know, he could be dead, but...but if he'sdive, | can't imaginethat he's not
out there somewhere, scheming to take power.”

“Heisnot dead,” | say. “ Persephone knows him.”

“She...she said that? She' smet him?’

“Sheworksfor him. At least,” | add bitterly, “that iswhat she told me.”

“What did she say about him? Do you know where heis?”

“No,” | say, “but | don’'t think heisfar away. Heisascientist, in thistimeline asin the other, and he
appearsto have aparticular interest inthe Time Traveler.”

Archer lets out ahollow laugh. “ So, adl roads lead to Karza, asusual.” He levers himsdlf to hisfeet,
gdvanized by afresh sense of purpose. “We should get moving, then. The sooner we reach the
rendezvous point and signa Knaveto collect us, the happier I'll be”

Almost as soon as we return to the road, we encounter two Harrowers. The ensuing battleis brief and
bruta, the outcome never in doubt. | am no longer hearing the voicesin my heed, athough they are il
present. They have become apart of me, speaking directly to my subconscious. Even so, my reflexes are
dowing. One of my opponents gets off a distress message, in the ingtant before | cut him down.

| am tired, both physicaly and mentally, and there is still along way to go. When a Photon Sled comes
after us, spitting plasma, | decide | have had enough.

The Harrowers mean businessthistime. | let them get abead on me, making mysdlf an inviting target, and
| trust to my ingtincts—and the armor’ s experience—to tell me when to jump. | frustrate my attackers
with aseries of near misses, drawing them away from Archer, tempting them down from the sky in their
eagerness to see me burn.

| avoid other people, as much as| can, because | know that the Harrowers will not think twice about
shooting through them. The sight of the Photon Sled with weapons blazing has, in any case, driven many
of them to shelter. Still, firesare burning in the street, sending up thick gray smoke. For amoment, the
ded istotally obscured; assuming that its occupants cannot see me either, | make a sudden sharp turn.
The Harrowers find me again within seconds—I never intended to lose them—but my brief escape has
rattled them, and the ded pilot brings hisvehicle lower...

| race through anarrow dleyway, knowing it will buy me only seconds, knowing that the Harrowers will
steer around the block and find me at the far end. Ahead of me: the high mesh fence of the Eastern
Quarter Refinery. | attack it at arun, legping haf its height, dragging mysdlf the rest of theway up. Three
gtrands of barbed wire prove ineffectual against my armor; | crouch atop the fence and watch, asthe ded
comes back into view. Its searchlight combs the ground, looking for mein the wrong direction.

The pilot seesme, and triesto pull up. | make my leap, anyway. | catch hold of the edge of awing,



making the ded lurch in my direction. A Harrower falls past me; he must have been trying to stand, to
draw his blaster weapon, when he wastipped out of the cockpit. He managesto catch hold of my foot
on hisway pagt; indignantly, | kick him loose. A fdl from this height won't kill him, but it will kegp him
out of my way.

Theded pilot tries to shake me off with aseries of aerobatics. | close my eyes, and try to ignore the fact
that gravity is shifting around me. | concentrate on the solid metal benegth my fingers. | push down oniit,
levering mysdlf upward, performing aback flip and landing on my feet on thewing' s upper surface. A
shot rings out, and awave of heat scorches my helmet: Another Harrower has just fired at me, but with
al theturbulence, he can’t am properly. | do not intend to give him another chance. The wing benesth
meisdready tilting to adangerous angle; | take two steps dong it, and launch mysdf into the cockpit.

| snaich the blaster from the hands of the pilot’ s remaining colleague, and run my sword through his chest.
The pilot himsdlf istill trying to cope with the sudden shift of my weight, when | bring my fists down on
his head from behind. He dumps, dazed, and | pick him up by the shoulders, and pitch him over the
vehiclessde

| legp into his seet, losing a precious haf-second as| try to wedge my long legs under the navigation
console. The ded is hurtling toward the ground, and | am looking at a bewildering array of colored
buttons and dids. For an ingtant, | panic. | have never flown anything like this before; | don’t know
whereto gart. But then, | remind mysdlf sernly, never had | flown a Repto spaceship until tonight.
Don't think about it. Let the voices speak to your subconscious mind. Use their experience—and
your own, even the parts you cannot remember. Just don’t think about it. Operate the switches
that fed right. Bring this craft up, and get it under control.

The underside of the Photon Sled scrapes the empty sidewak, once, twice, then skipsinto theair and
beginsto gain height. | let out a breath of relief.

And that’ swhen | hear the engines above me.

At firg, | think the Reptos have found me. | crane my neck to gaze up at their spear-shaped craft.
Somehow, it seems bigger from adistance than it did up close; framed by the thrusting towers of
gpartment buildingsto my left and the refinery to my right, itislent asense of scae. It seemstofill the
dark, dirty sky. The shipisflying low, amost touching the tops of the buildings. | am exposed, asitting
duck toits occupants. But suddenly, it is gone, those same buildings blocking it from my sght asit
continues on its path. A path that will take it to the very center of the city. And over the street where | |eft
Ryan Archer.

No sooner has that thought occurred to me, than | hear weagponsfire. The sound islike that of the
Harrowers blasters, but a hundred times louder and more ferocious.

A tremendous, rumbling explosion. Screaming.

| spin the Photon Sled around, torn between the desire to find Archer—to check that he is okay—and
the urge to climb higher, to get a better perspective on what is happening. | conclude that the bigger
picture can wait. Archer ismoreimportant. | tell mysdlf that thisisacold, logica decison. Heismy ticket
off thisworld, after dl.

Even so, as| wind my way back to the place where | last saw him, my free hand plays with the controls
of theded' sin-built radio, and | find myself tuned in to the static-drowned squawks of Harrowers across
the city. A barrage of Sartled exclamations. “ Holy—" * It sjust passed over here. Heading into
Sector Four, now.” * —firing again. Oh, my God, oh my—" “ —a building down in Sector Fifteen.
Repeat, we have—" “ —casualties—" “ —streetsare on fire—" “ Moving to intercept.” “It'sjust
changed course; heading mark oh one four—"

A new voice. Cold, clear, strong, cutting across the hubbub, but with fear perhapslending it anote of
high-pitched urgency. A femaevoice. Her voice. “ All Harrower patrols pull back to Sector One.
Repeat, Sector One. Fire upon the Repto vessel. Defend the palace with your worthless lives. Your
Baron expects this of you.”

People are staggering out of awhite cloud of concrete dust, coughing and spluttering through smog



measks, some crying and wailing in anguish, someinjured, clutching bleeding arms or dragging broken
legs. Thesight of my ded, hovering in front of them, unnervesthem—they think | am aHarrower, and
they are hardly reassured to see the truth—but they are more afraid of what is happening behind them, so
they keep on coming.

The cloud is il expanding. It billows around me. | can only imagine what devastation has been wrought
at itscenter. | am about to plunge into the choking fog, impatient for asighting of my comrade, when |
see him. Heis stumbling towards me. Seeing the ded, he turns back and triesto run, but heis overcome
by acrippling coughing fit.

| land beside him, and he recognizes me, rdlief shining through thetearsin hiseyes. | help himinto the
cockpit behind me.

“The...the ship,” he wheezes. “Did you seeit? It judt...it opened fire, right at us. People were...there
werefirebdls...and the buildings, they were crumbling...nothing | could do...” He shudders, closing his
eyes.

“The Reptos are showing their strength,” | say. | guide the Photon Sled upwards, away from the scene of
carnage, searching for fresh air, or at least for the nearest that Micropolis can offer. “ Ther truetarget is
Ki’'s pdace. Perhaps, once they have revenged themselves upon him, they will leave the rest of the city
adone” Thelieamos sticksin my throat.

“I...I"'m not so sure about that. Look!”

| follow the direction of Archer’s pointed finger, but see nothing at first. Then, the sky lightsup, and a
descending trail of fire bisects the canopy of night. Aswe watch, more distant explosions blossom and
die

“Am | imagining this” saysArcher inaquivering voice, “or isthat one doozy of adogfight in full swing?”
“Ki has ablockade of a hundred warships around this planet,” | reply. It has been decades since
anybody tried to break through it.”

“Likel said,” mutters Archer, “the Reptos must be pretty steamed.”

“They can desire nothing less than the tota destruction of Micropalis.”

“And, whilethey'regoing at it up there,” Archer redlizes, “there’ s no chance of Knave being ableto bring
down the Sunrunner . We're stranded!”

CHAPTER
TEN

Asthe Repto ship swoops over Ki's paace, red beams of energy stab down from its underside. We
don't see where they hit, but plumes of smokerisein their wake. Photon Sledswhed around the enemy
vess, fire sputtering from their plasma cannons.

Archer and | watch in silence from our own ded, parked on aflat roof, a safe distance away. We listen
to panicked reports and shouted warnings over the Harrowers' radio system. | keep wondering if | will
hear Persephone’ s voice again, but | do not.

The Photon Sleds are tiny, compared to the ship; they cannot seem to do much more than sting it. But
they are also more maneuverable, easily keeping out of the blast field of its forward weaponry. The ship
completes awide, lumbering circle, and concentrates its firepower on the palace again. There cannot be
much of Ki’sstronghold Ieft, now, nor of its surroundings. | can only pray that civilian casudtieswill be
kept toaminimum. | have an awful suspicion that, when the System first went down, people may have
gathered outsde the pal ace to demand answers. | find myself hoping that the Harrowers dispersed them.
| wonder, for that matter, if the Baron himself isat home. If Persephone survived the airship explosion,
then | am sure he must have survived it, too. Maybe he can even survivethis. | have often heard rumors
of anetwork of tunnels benesth the city, into which the Baron can escape when threstened.

“Shouldn’t we do something?’ asks Archer.

“Wewould only be onemoreded,” | murmur. “ Anyway, thisis not our war.”

A Harrower pilot gets careless. | wince as his craft spirds downward in flames.



“Wecan't just St herel”

“Y ou would have usthrow away our livesfor the likes of Ki and the Harrowers? \Who would listen to the
Time Traveler, then?’

“| was thinking more of the innocent bystanders,” mutters Archer, athough | think he seesthe

hope essness of the Stuation.

“We can do nothing for them,” | say, “at leadt, not in thisredlity. Maybe, if we are successful in restoring
the Time Traveler’ stimeling, so that this never happened...”

“We can't count onthat,” Archer ingsts, stubbornly. “1t might not turn out that way. What...what if thisis
al thereis, and the Reptos....they don't slop?’ He looks up a me, pale-faced, wringing his handsin
anguish. “We' re partly responsible for this, Acroyear. | mean, | know Ki emptied the Pharoid chamber,
but we ticked off the Reptos, too. We killed awhole bunch of them; we took out the System. What if
they decidethat killing Ki isn't enough, or...or...or he getsaway?What if they takeit out on the whole
city? Billions of people could die!” Heis saying nothing that hasn't dready passed through my mind. |
look down a him, and | make adecision.

| say nothing, but | reach into my boot and fed for the folded news sheet in there. It is crumpled, dirty
and torn, but still legible. Archer frownsinquisitively a meas| openit out carefully, amost reverently. |
hand it to him, and heturnsit over in his hands, ingpecting it in the light from the mining hemet that he il
wear's.

The stings of the Photon Seds are beginning to have acumulative effect. Black bruises are spreading
across the skin of the semi-organic Repto ship. 1ts movements have become pained and clumsy. But
now, hatchways open in its Sides, and an angry swarm emerges.

Reptosfill the sky with their wings—at least thirty of them, even more than | had feared—descending
upon the startled Harrowers in their open-topped craft. Two Photon Sleds collidein their haste to take
evasve maneuvers. Another hurtles awvay on an uncontrolled flight path. The Harrowersrdly, and a
Repto explodesinto abal of shrieking flame as two plasma bolts converge uponiit.

Asthe airborne battle rages around it, the Repto ship isfreed to return its attentions to the palace. Itsred
beams lash out, again and again, until | am certain that nothing can remain, ether of the building or of any
secret tunnels. But now, aHarrower has brought his ded around and is picking up speed, heading
directly for the ship’sangular front end. | think the crew has g ected, threetiny black spots againgt the
greater darkness, leaving the vehicle locked into acollison course.

The Reptos are dow to react. Their forward weapons fire when the Photon Sled is only meters away
from them—and, dthough it explodes, its momentum keeps the greater part of its burning carcass
coming. It drikesitstarget squarely acrossthe viewscreens. Normaly, the impact would have been
negligible, but the Repto ship isdready hurt. Blinded and crippled now, it heaves and splutters and
shakes, and isdragged earthward &t long last, dowly but inexorably, itsengines pulling in vain againgt the
greater pull of gravity. More Reptos evacuate, and join their comrades, who fight now with even greater
determination.

Aboveit dl, the Time Traveler floats, undisturbed by the explosions, unaffected as deds, Reptos and
plasma balts pass through hisinsubstantial form. | wonder what he makes of dl this, if he can even seeit.
He has dready lived through the aftermath of this baitle, of course. Perhapsit isthe cause of hisanguish,
the silent reversed scream that begins here but ended centuries ago. This daughter, thiscarnage, isa
result of the Time Traveler’ svery presence over Micropoalis. It isbeing carried out in hisname. And only
he knows how it will end.

No, | tell mysdlf, that isnot true. I, too, know the future. As does Archer, now.

He hasfinished reading. He stares at me, neither of us knowing what to say.

Any conversation isforestalled, anyway, by the sound of whining engines. Three Photon Sledswhoosh
past our building, afew storiesbeow us, flying without lights. | don’t think much of it at
firs—Harrowers, saving their skins, getting out while they can. But then, would any Harrower, let lone
three ded crews simultaneoudy, abandon his Baron? Ki’ s soldiers are programmed—more subtly,
maybe, but no less thoroughly than the rest of the population—to obey, to be loyal. Perhapsthey think
their master dead. Perhaps they are more scared of the Reptos than they are of him. Or maybe thereis



another explanation.

“What are you doing?’ asks Archer, as| start up our own ded, lifting us on an antigravity cushion. My
fingersflicker acrossthe instrument panel, confidently now, asif | have been doing thisal my life. We
bank and dive, swooping between buildings, pursuing the escaping craft through a concrete canyon.
“Getting involved,” | reply.

| seehim. A brief glimpse, that isal. Something exploded in the upper aamosphere, the light illuminating
the three deds and glinting off green armor. Maruunus Ki isin one of those vehicles! Hethinksto escape
the destruction that his actions have invited. His patry number of escortsis atestament to how far and
fast he hasfdlen.

| think we have been Sghted, too. The Harrowers lose height, flying low over the flickering firesin the
dreets. They take onetight turn after another, circling completely around one block in an attempt to
throw us off. Below us, riotersrun for cover, fearing that retribution has come, emerging cautioudy when
they redlize that we are not interested in them.

| cannot get atarget lock on my quarry. They are moving too fadt, too erraticaly. We are climbing again,
and | dmogt lose them completely in the darkness above the rooftops. | turn on my headlights—thereis
no point in hiding any more—and stick to their tail. Testing their dedsto the limit, they stal their engines
and plunge suddenly between two gpartment buildings. Somehow, they coordinated the maneuver
without me overhearing them; they must have a private communicationslink. I am not quick enough to
follow them; | overshoot.

| diveinto aparalle street instead, and tip my ded amost sdewaysto fit it into anarrow aleyway. | fed
Archer’ sarms, wrapped tightly around me from behind.

Thereisno sign of the three deds, of course. | have to think. What would | do in the Harrowers place?
Where would | go? | would double back on mysdlf, | decide. | would try to confuse my pursuer. But |
think Ki had an objective in mind—heistoo good a strategist to run blind—and, until he saw me, he
would have been taking the most direct route toward it.

With afew caculations, and alittle luck, | may be able to head him off.

“Enough of theroller coaster ridel” begs Archer, aswe return to the rooftops. | pick an area of the city,
ten blocks square, into which | think Ki must emerge. | fly a search pattern over it—and, just when |
think | have guessed wrong, when | am about to concede defeat, the Photon Sed' s searchlight flickers
over them. Three dark shapes, speeding through the maze below me. | cannot make them out, but
nothing sein Micropolis moves quite like that.

Archer lets out asckly groan aswe dive again, dark windows blurring past us, smoky air hitting us so
hard that we cannot breatheit. And now, we are level again, screaming head on toward the three deds,
and | firethe plasmacannon. | wasaming at Ki, but one of his escorts getsin the way; deliberately, |
have no doubt. Three Harrowers perish, so that their ruler may live. | do not imagine he will take the
troubleto learn their names.

The remaining two deds make a sharp turn into aside street. | follow them, but they are already out of
sight. | do not see them above me, so they must have taken the first turning ahead. Assoon as| round it,
| Sght Ki’sded again. But only Ki’sded.

Theremaining escort vehicle drops out of the sky behind me. | throw my craft to one Side, and the first
plasma bolt misses us, adthough we are buffeted in itswake. | bank and roll and turn and climb, trying not
to lose Ki inthe process, but | cannot shake my pursuer. Firefillsthe air around us, and, on my
ingtructions, Archer ducks down into the rear of the cockpit.

| shout at him to hold on tight, as | try something drastic.

| pull up the nose of my craft, higher and higher, ascloseto the verticd asit will go, until the shrieking
engine cuts out and the weight of the nosecone flips usthe rest of theway. For adizzy instant, we are
upside-down, kept aoft only by our momentum. Fortunately, the engine restarts on my firgt attempt. We
drop out of our somersault behind the other ded. Its plasma cannon cannot target us now, but the two
Harrowersin the back of its cockpit send avolley of blaster fire our way, astheir pilot weavesin and out



of my sights. Thereisan apartment building ahead of us, and | dare not fire, becauseif | wereto miss, my
bolts would burn through itswindows. My enemies, of course, do not fed smilarly constrained.

The ded pilot outmaneuvers me, another stal turn dmost causing me to overshoot him. Our two vehicles
areflying dmost sde by side, making Archer and me easy targets for the occupants of the other.
“Freback!” | snap tersaly. “Aim for the pilot.”

“I’'mtrying,” comes Archer’ s strained voice, from behind me.

A blast glances off my shoulder plating, and | ped away from the other ded and take refuge in another
dark aley. The Harrower pilot can’t turn in timeto follow. We shoot out of the other end of the
passageway, and | climb and set my ded to hover, expecting the other craft to appear below us. When it
doesnot, | set off in search of it, afeding of worry eating at my ssomach. My quest, as| expected, is
hopeless.

“They must be somewhere around here,” protests Archer, as| set usdown in aquiet street. “Could it be
atrgp? Maybethey’relying in wait for us somewhere.”

“No,” | say. “The Harrowers have dready achieved their objective. We have lost Ki!”

Rioters have looted a plug-in center, and set fire to its shell. Computer equipment is strewn, shattered,
acrossthe sireet. | do not know what they hope to achieve. Certainly, thiswill not bring the System back
intotheir lives.

They probably expected to be punished, even asthey grew callectively bolder with every minute that the
Harrowers did not come. But they did not expect their punishment to come from the sky, borne on
leathery wings.

There are only two Reptos, but it isenough to spread panic. They swoop upon fleeing citizens, raking
them with their claws. Ki has dipped away from them, so they aretaking out their frustrationson his
people. One screaming woman is gripped by her shoulders and carried into the air, then dropped like a
stone. | am too late to catch her, but at least | can avenge her. As her killer descends, searching for
another victim, | legp to meet it, catching hold of its clawed feet. It squawks and strugglesin my grasp,
flapping itswings, but my weight dragsit downward. It gives up the struggle, and lunges for me insteed. |
let go of it, drop the remaining short distance to the ground, draw my sword, and cut aline acrossits
throdt.

The other creature lets out afurious roar, and springs onto my back. | roll beneath it, breaking its hold
and hurling it away from me.

We get to our feet and circle each other, warily. Having witnessed its comrade sfate, this Repto ismore
cautious, waiting for meto make the first move. | obligeit, but it parries my sword thrust with an arm,
sustaining a degp gash but enabling its head to get past my guard. It sSinksitsteeth into my right arm, and |
howl in pain. Whether by accident or because it could smell the dried blood beneath my hedled armor, |
do not know, but the creature has reopened the wound inflicted upon me two days ago by another of its
kind. | haveto act quickly, beforeit can tear the flesh from my arm, or the limb from its socket. | muster
all the strength | have to punch the Repto in the snout. Its yellow eyes water, but it takes two more blows
torelax the grip of itsjaws. | wrench my arm free, but it hangs, dead, at my side. | can no longer fed the
sword in my fingers, let doneraseit. And the Repto iscoming a me again.

It hasits claws around my helmet, trying to pry it loose. Its mistake. It would take more strength than this
creature has to do that. It changes tack, trying to push my head back instead, to snap my neck, but |
have transferred my sword into my left hand and | drive the blade into my attacker’ s somach.

The second Repto fals, to asmattering of applause from the onlookers. | do not acknowledge their
appreciation. | fed sick to my ssomach. My arm throbs, and my head spins. If the Harrowers were to
find me now, they would surdly kill me.

The distance back to the ded seemsinfinite, athough | crossed it in little enough time afew minutes ago,
when | first saw the Reptos’ approach. | am dismayed to find the vehicle surrounded by adozen or so
citizens, armed with sticks and knives, their voicesraised in an angry chorus. Archer standsin the
cockpit, holding them back with intermittent shots from his blaster, aiming for the ground &t their feet. |



do not think heisthelr target. They want the ded, to srip it for al it isworth before they destroy this
symbol of Ki’sauthority. It will not take them long to redize that its hapless guard does not wish to shoot
them, and then they will fed freeto do asthey wish.

| take two lurching steps toward them, then hold myself upright. | clear my throat.

They turn to face me, their voices quieted one by one. Half of them run immediatdy; the othersremain,
Szing meup with their eyes.

Another step. | must control my muscles. | must not sumble. | must not show weakness. | imaginethat a
bolt of stedl runs through my spine, two more through my legs.

| raisemy sword. Thisisthe critical moment. If this does not work, | have nothing else. Fortunately, it is
enough. Three more citizens take flight—and then, seeing that they have been abandoned, the remaining
few follow.

| haf-climb, haf-fal into the cockpit of the Photon Sled. | 1eft Archer with atask, and | ask himif he
made any progress before he was interrupted. He does not answer. Heis staring, open-mouthed, at my
mangled am. | ask the question again, more forcefully.

“I...I...yeah,” he sammers. He directs my attention toward the ded’ sradio, which is breathing static. A
tangle of wires hangsfrom itsinnards, some of them stretching to the navigation system. “I found the
frequency that Ki and his escort are using. | picked up amessage, but its content was scrambled.”

“It was to be expected.”

“It sounded like Ki’ s voice, but on a stretched tape, played backwards. | couldn’t understand aword of
it, even with thistrandator implant inade me—but | got abearing onthe sgnd.”

“When?’ | ak, curtly.

“A few minutes ago. There' s been nothing since. Look, | found afirst aid kit under the dashboard. Let
me put abandage on that arm, at least.”

“Itisnot necessary,” | say. “My armor will provide. Strap yoursdlf in.”

Archer opens his mouth to argue, but thinks better of it. | take the controls, and start the ded’ santigravity
engine. Theradio hisses and spits, but no other sound issuesfrom it. Ki must have goneto ground. His
palace has been destroyed—and, with the battle in progress above us, it is not safe for him to leave this
world. If I know him, he will have found somewherein the city to hide, until he sees an opportunity to flee
from al he has done.

Fortunately, Archer’ singtinctive grasp of dectronic sysems—even those alien to him—is everything he
clamed. | follow the bearing he provided, mentdly triangulating it with Ki’ strgjectory when | first saw
him. Inthisway, | am able to make arough estimate of his current position. Or, at leadt, of his position a
few minutes ago.

“Heis somewhere down there,” | mutter, aswe fly over Sector Fourteen. Thefirst sunisrisng, washing
Micropolisin bright, cleansing shades. The city seems camer now; areflective sllence has settled. The
riotersaretired, and perhaps ashamed of themselvesin the cold beginnings of daylight. But they are il
hungry, and afraid.

“That'salot of buildingsto search,” whistles Archer.

“Then, wewill haveto start immediately.”

“IsKi so important? | mean, between the Time Traveler and the Reptos, don’t we have enough to worry
about? Don’t you think we should...?” Hetrails off, awkwardly, but | know what heisthinking. Heis
thinking about the news sheet.

“Ki isthe cause of dl this,” | growl. “Whatever isto happen in the future, | swear he will pay, here and
now, for his crimes againg his people!”

Archer does not answer. He does not speak again for aminute, as | continue to search the sector for a
sign of my foe. Then he tugs on my shoulder, and says, “ Down there. That street over there. Y ou see? |
don’'t know what...cdl it my inginctsagain, | don't know, but...”

“The dtreet isempty,” | observe, as| steer the ded toward it.

He misundersands me. “I know. It'sjugt, | fed...”



“It isamain thoroughfare, and hometo many,” | point out. “And yet, dthough many have left their
homes, nobody wanders this Street.”

“You mean, like, it'sbeen...cleared?’

“Maybe,” | agree. “By somebody who did not wish to leave any withessesto his presence. | think our
search will begin here”

“But not yet,” ingsts Archer as| put the ded down. “Y ou need to rest.”

“Thereisnotime!”

“You can't fight Ki in your condition. He' || daughter you!”

| Sgh, seeing the truth of hisargument. | reach into the exposed wiring beneath the ded’ sinstrument
panel, grab abundle of wires, and twist them until they break. | grit my teeth as dectricity joltsthrough
me, resisting the muscle spasm in my hand that threatensto fling my fingers open. The lights of the Photon
Sed grow dim, and itsengine dies as | take its power. Thereisnot much, but it will suffice, for now.
“That...that’show you recharge?’ asks Archer, astonished.

“Y ou did not know?’

“No! | mean, I...I don't remember seeing...”

“The armor will susain me,” | say brusquely, “for aslong asit hasto.” | can fed strands tightening around
my arm, ssemming the bleeding and providing support. Simultaneoudly, the armor floods my system with
endorphins, dulling my pain and taking the edge off my tiredness. | will suffer for this later—but, for now,
| can function again.

“S0,” sighs Archer, looking up and down the deserted street, “whereto firg?’

Assoon as| kick open the door, | know that thisisthe place. | sensethefigures, waiting in the darkness.
| spring forward astheir blagtersfire. | rall, and land on my feet, bringing up my sword. Itsglow
illuminates alarge, empty room. | thought this building was afurniture warehouse, but the layers of dust
indicate that it has not seen usein sometime.

The Harrowers have me flanked. | charge at the nearest, knowing what my armored weight must look
like asit bears down on him. The feint works. He sidesteps a sword thrust that never comes, firing a a
gpacethat | no longer occupy. | get behind him, and dip my good arm around his throat, Smultaneoudy
choking him and using him as a shield. His partner fires anyway, as Ki’ s soldiers are no doubt trained to
do. My hostage shudders with the multiple impact, and diesin my grip. | plant my foot in hisback, and
push the body forwards. By thetimeit fals, and the other Harrower can target me again, | have dropped
to one knee, the butt of his partner’ s blaster wegpon pressed into my shoulder. | hit him threetimes
before he can lower hissights. He squeezes off one badly aimed shot before he dies.

| call to Archer, to let him know that it is safe to enter. | do not wait for him. The dust has been disturbed
around atrapdoor in thefloor, and | crossto it and yank it open. More gunfire greets me from

bel ow—two more Harrowers, at least, although | cannot see them. They could maintain their position
down there, keeping me at bay indefinitely, wereit not for the fact that | still have two explosives|eft from
the Repto ship.

| roll one through the aperture, and follow a moment later, landing between the dazed Harrowers before
they can pick themselves up. Left-handed, | can wield my sword with neither my usud finesse nor my full
strength—but my charged armor compensates, amplifying the effort of my musclesas| strike downward.
| stand before apair of reinforced doors. They sag together, having been partidly torn from their hinges
by theforce of the blast. If | have counted right—and assuming that Ki has only the guards who fled from
the pal ace with him—then there can be no more than one man left between us.

| push the doors aside, and step into alarge, well-appointed room. The fed of the degp white carpet,
and the Sight of a black leather couch and an entertainment console, make me angry. Even here, in his
bolt hole of last resort, Ki is more comfortable than his subjects could ever hope to be. Four arched
doorways, two in each wall, lead to akitchen, amaster bedroom and two other rooms. | can hear the
soft whir of an air-conditioning system. Hanging to my right, in agilt-edged frame, isaportrait of one of
the old Emperors, in ceremonia garb. Dark red eyes glare out from a black, horned helmet.



The Baron of Micropolisiswaiting for me. Consdering what | have just doneto his guards, he looks
remarkably composed, even confident. He holds an energy sword, like mine.

“Still dive, Nanissar?” he sneers. “1 thought the Reptos would have dealt with you.”

“Likeyour Harrowers,” | reply, “the Reptos are no match for atrue Acroyear.”

“Thefuture would suggest otherwise.”

“The future has not happened yet.”

Helaughs, humorlesdy. “We have each tried to ater our destiny. We have been frustrated at every turn.
Y ou have seen what is happening up there: the System has been crippled; the Repto attack has begun.
Time has brought usto this point, aswe knew it would. The manuscript itsalf hasinfluenced our actions.
Itsexigtencein thistime has guided us, like puppets, into fulfilling its prophecy.”

“I accept my fate, Ki,” 1 growl, “but the news sheet says nothing about yours. | will go to the afterlife
content, knowing that you have trodden the path ahead of me!”

| lunge at him, striking for his heart. He parries each of my thrusts—not with any greet ease, but
efficiently—and launches a counterattack that forces me to skip backwards, back to the demolished
doors. | cursetheinjured arm that makes me clumsy.

“Do not beafool, Nanissar! If you kill me, who will save this city? Once the Reptos have gone,
Micropoliswill need its ruler more than ever. A firm hand; somebody to command respect. Somebody
with thewill and the vison to rebuild the System, and the city, and make them both even greater than
before. Micropolis needs me!”

“Micropolisneeds,” | snarl, “to befree!”

| attack again—and through sheer ferocity, | drive my foe back across the room. Still, | cannot penetrate
his defenses to land a pal pable blow. The best | can manage isto take anick out of hisgreen armor, at
the shoulder. In return, Ki dmost decapitates me with an opportunistic swing. Suddenly, itisl who amon
the defensive, our energy blades hissing and flaring asthey clash against each other.

“Surprised, Nanissar?” Ki taunts me. “ Perhaps | never told you how | raised myself from the lowly rank
of Harrower private to become their Generd. Perhaps you had forgotten that | took the barony by right
of combat. Or perhaps you expected that al these years on a cushioned throne would have dulled my
indincts.”

For dl hisbravado, | succeed in fending him off. He disengages, and moves behind the lesther couch.
Swest glistens on hisbald head. Heistiring. But then, soam 1.

We circle around the couch, watching each other closdly. “If you are so convinced that the futureis
fixed,” | point out, “then you aready know you can't win thisbattle. | cannot die here. My fate awaits me
on aRepto ship, at the bottom of alake.”

“I don't havetokill you,” saysKi. “I can leave you, defeated, for the Reptosto find.”

| shake my head, adamantly. “We fight to the death!”

“Sobeit,” herumbles.

And with that, he legps up onto the couch, places hisfoot on its back and shifts hisweight so that it
topplestoward me, and suddenly he is upon me again.

| am taken by surprise. | have seen such amaneuver only once before—in a System-approved moviein
which an actor played the Baron as a swashbuckling hero—but | never imagined he was skilled enough
to executeit inred life.

| try to protect my chest and throat, but Ki amsfor my sword. A flash of energy as the blades meet
again, and the weapon istorn from my weak hand. He presses his advantage, charging mewith his
shoulder, gouging me with the horn that rises from hisarmor there. | hit thewall hard; | might havefalen,
except that Ki has me pinned, hisface dmost pressed up to mine, hiseyesflashing with azed | have
rardly seenin him.

“Maybeyou'reright,” he hisses. “Maybe it would be best to end your liferight now. After dl, the future
would hardly be affected. Let the Reptos unleash their virus! This suite is equipped with food, water,
respirator masks, vaccines—everything | need to survive abiologica attack. The only victimswill bethe
lowlifeinhabitants of thiscity, and history will not missthem!” Thetip of his sword pressesinto my throdt,
burning through my armor.



But then: aflurry of movement in the corner of my vision; a blaster wegpon fires; Ki winces, hit inthe
smdl of hisback. | saize the opportunity, deivering an uppercut to his chin, thanking the sarsfor my
good fortune. Fate, taking ahand again, saving mefor the future? Maybe the outcome of this combat
was predetermined, after al. But no, | tel myself sternly, | furnished Ryan Archer with agun, and brought
him down here. | made my own fate.

Ki stumbles backwards, and istripped by the overturned couch. | land heavily on top of him, winding
him. | take hiswrist and twist it, until he drops his sword. As he scramblesto retrieveit, | drivean
armored fist into hishead. Hisfaceis bright red, blood trickles over hislower lip—but hisjaw is s,
teeth gritted in determination. He gets ahand around my throat, and pushes up from benegth me,
unseating me. | try to push him away, but my weak arm betrays me again. Ki brings up ahorned knee,
and punctures my stomach. | double over, the iron tang of blood in my mouth, and he punches mein the
jaw. Suddenly, heisontop of me, but | roll with the momentum of hisleap, taking him with me.

The red mist descends upon me again, and | welcomeit. | giveinto ingtinct, heedless of the white hot
pain that lances through my right arm. We wrestle in the thick carpet, each trying to get ahold on the
other, divested of our weapons and our words, reduced to snarling savagery.

Ki’sfingerslock about my throat again; | grab what hair he has, and pull his head back vicioudy. He
must have seen how | favored my injured arm, because he takes it in both hands and twists, dmost
wrenching it from its socket. Screaming with the agony, | lash out blindly. My helmet crashesinto the
unprotected dome of Ki’sskull, and he buckleslike arag doll. He does not resist as| follow up with a
series of resounding punches. Heis on his hands and knees, shaking, gasping for breath, blood dripping
from hisnose, helpless.

| am shaking, too, as| disentangle my body from his, finding mysdlf barely ableto stand. Thereisan
energy sword at my fegt—I don't know if it ishisor mine—and | pick it up. | line up the blade with the
back of Ki’s neck, and raise the weapon above my head.

The sound of aclearing throat reminds methat | am not aone. | am not prepared, however, for the sight
that greetsmeasl| turn.

“I'm sorry, Acroyear,” blegts Archer.

Persephoneis standing in the doorway. Her arm is coiled around Archer’ sthroat. Sheis holding agun to
his heed.

CHAPTER
ELEVEN
“Nothing to say, Nanissar?’ Persephon€e slipstwist into asmirk. “ Surprised to see me dive?’

“Surprised, no,” | say. “ Disappointed, maybe.” Itisalie. Even now, facing her likethis, | do not know
how to fed about her. | should hate her.

“I amasurvivor,” she says, “and the key to surviva isknowing how to use others.”

“Asyou have made quite clear,” | growl.

“I made Ki believe | was valuable to him. When you destroyed his airship, we shared an escape pod. As
his palace began to fal, he alowed me into his underground shelter. And, asthis, too, crumbled, wefled
together.”

“And now you intend to return hisfavor?'Y ou think that, by threatening Archer, you can stay my hand?
You think | will weigh hisonelife againgt thelivesof billions?’

Persephone rai ses an amused eyebrow. “1 said nothing about sparing Ki. Quite the opposite. | would like
youtokill him.”

| regard her through narrowed eyes. | cannot read her expression. She could be bluffing, but what would
shegain fromit? 1 am beginning to redize that it was not Archer who shot Ki, as| assumed, but she. As
usual, she has her own private agenda, and | am loath to help her further it. But then, on the matter of the
erstwhile Baron, at least, we seem to be in accord.

| bring down my sword, and part Maruunus Ki’ s head from his shoulders.

Archer, | note, flinched and closed his eyesin the instant before the blade hit. Persephone watched the



execution, her expression staid.

“Now,” shesays, “I will requirethe head.”

| frown, athough she cannot see the gesture behind my helmet. Still, | see no reason to refuse her
request. | stoop, and lift Ki’ shead by itsblack hair. | throw it to her, and she lets go of Archer to caich
it.

He makesabreak for it. He runsto my side, and pulls his own gun to cover her. “All right, lady,” he
snarls, “drop the weapon and put your handsin the air!”

Coolly, Persephone returns her small pistol to apouch in her jumpsuit. “I wish | had timefor thisamusing
digtraction,” she says, “but timeisin short supply. We have work to do!”

“Hey, hold on aminute!” protests Archer. “In case you hadn’t noticed, you don’t have agun to my head
now. We don’t have to do what you say!”

Persephone sighsimpatiently. “1 took you hostage, boy, only to gain your friend' s attention, and to ensure
that neither of you acted in haste. Asyou have dready seen, Kel Nanissar will do as| wish, because he
shares my objectives.”

“What do you want of me?’ | ask.

“You will comewithme” shesays, “and | will take you to the Reptos.”

“Noway!” cries Archer, but hefals slent, bewildered, when | fail to back him up.

“Dothey 4ill threstenthe Time Traveler?’ | ask.

Persephone shakes her head. “ The Pharoids' equipment wasin the shelter—it was destroyed. Evenif the
Reptos knew how to move the Time Traveler, | doubt they would bother now. They wouldn't know
what to do with him. They will take their revenge—lay waste to this city, and release their virusinto the
atmosphere—and move on.”

“And that concernsyou?’

“Of courseit does!” sheretorts, gpparently offended. “Do you believe me so hard-hearted asto not care
about thelives of hillions of sentient beings?’

“I think you care about one life, at least. Y ou want safe passage off thisworld, and so you will ded with
its attackers.”

“Maybe, when they seethat Ki isdead, they will consider vengeance satisfied.”

“And maybe,” | counter, “they will unleash their weapon, anyway. Maybe Ki wasright. Maybe thereis
no hope of changing what isto come.”

“That iswhy you must accompany me,” ingsts Persephone. “ The manuscript from the future places you
aboard the Reptos spy ship at thistime. Y ou can stop them!”

“What can| do?’ | ask bitterly. “ A *pathetic creature’ like me, unfit to wear thisarmor?’

Sheflicks her blonde hair back over her shoulder, and lets out a scornful snort. 1 said those things for
Ki’ s benefit, can you not see that? Y ou don't have to trust me, Nanissar; the manuscript tellsits own
story. Only you can save thisworld. We considered a hundred ways of attacking the Reptos, once Ki
found their submerged vessdl, but the risk was too great. We may have prompted them to unleash the
virusearly, or released it ourselves by accident. We need somebody on board that ship. We need you.
We need Acroyear!”

“You'reasking himto diefor you,” says Archer, in aquiet voice.

“| am doing what must be done to safeguard our future. Given the stakes, would you have me
congtrained by misguided sentiment?’

| turn to Archer. “Sheisright,” | say. “l must do this”

“But...” Heflapshishands, vaguely. “The Time Traveder...”

“You are quiteresourceful,” | compliment him, “and it isto you that the Time Traveler chooses to spesk.
| believe you can succeed in your quest, without me. Maybe you will even put history to rights, and we
can be comrades again in another redlity. In the meantime, | waswrong to imaginethat | could ignore the
loss of innocent lives, whatever the circumstances. It ismy destiny to stop the Reptos, and | am glad to
diefor that cause”

Archer looks miserable, but he says nothing. He just nods. | think he knew, from the moment | showed
him the article in the news shest, that it would cometo this. | only wish | had not been so dow to achieve



that same clarity of thought.

Persephone produces an electronic wrist clamp. She takes a step toward me, but | fend her off with a
warning growl. “1 will not be shackled!” | state, flatly.

“Don’'t beafool, Nanissar! | have to present you to the Reptos as my prisoner!”

| glare at her for along moment, unwilling to trust her. But | am forced to concede the logic of her
argument. | deactivate my sword, and hand it to Archer. “1 have no further need of this. Maybe you can
put it to good use.”

Itistoo heavy for him. It Snksin hisgrasp, itstip scoring the carpet. “1'll keep it safe,” hevows, his
lower lip protruding stubbornly, “until you come back for it.”

“You have seen thefuture,” | say. “I will not return.”

“I don't accept that! If you know what’ s going to happen, you can...you can do something. Fight it! Ill
come with you. Maybe, together, we can—"

“No! Y ou have your own mission, Archer; your own destiny. | will not take you from it. Wait here until
the space battleis over. Y ou should not be disturbed.”

“And wear arespirator,” adds Persephone.

“But—"

“Theworst may yet happen. We may dready betoo late!”

“Wearenot,” | say, more confident of thisthan | have been of anythingin my life. “ Everything has
unfolded asit should. Thisistheway it had to be.”

Persephone frowns, skepticaly, but she does not question me. | hold out my hands, wrists together, and
| let her fasten her clamp around them.

Ki’s Harrowers brought their dedsinto the building through awide loading bay door on its second floor,
designed for just such a purpose. Heaped in acorner are adozen corpses: the unfortunates who
observed the arrivad of their Baron.

“| see you have not alway's been so concerned about preserving lives,” | remark to Persephone.

“Ki ordered hismen to kill them,” she says, dispassionatdly. “I could not have helped them. | have
learned to choose my causes.”

She helps meinto the cockpit of the first ded, then takes the controls. She operates ahypersonic
sgnaing device, and the door dides open with ascreech of protest. Watching quietly from the top of the
gairs, Archer catches my eye, and mouths* Good luck!”, then grimaces asif realizing how ingppropriate
the sentiment must seem.

Persephone starts the antigravity engine, and backs the ded out over the street. “ Once the Reptos have
you,” shewarnsme, “I won't be able to help you.”

“I know,” | say.

“Y ou must escape, and find the container that holdsthe virus.”

“I| am sure an opportunity will present itsdf.”

“Ki tried to find out where the virus came from: He believed that the Reptos obtained it from abiosmith
in the Centaurus system. They a so doublecrossed the ’ smith, killed him and destroyed his notes. We
don’t know much about the virus, except that it must be fast-acting. Everybody aboard the ship must die
within minutes. Why else would the pilot not take the ship to the surface, open its hatches, and spread the
virustoitsintended victims?’

“I know what | must do,” | reiterate.

“But you must do it while the ship is till on the lake bed. That point iscrucid, Nanissar. The ship must
not be discovered and unsealed until the virusitsaf islong dead.”

“Thefuturewill unfold asit mus,” | say.

“I wish | could share your optimism,” mutters Persephone. “Where are the Reptos?’

We have climbed above the rooftops, the city spread below us, but the yellow morning sky isempty. |
look for lesther wings between the smoke plumes, my helmet polarizing againg the light of the suns, but |
see none. | stare upwards, searching for the flare of an exploding vessel or atrail of vented fud, but there



isnothing.

“They have cdlled off the attack,” | breathe.

“Their fleet must have been unable to get through the blockade. But what of the Reptos already in the
city? Surely Ki’ s dull-witted subjects could not have outfought them?’

“If they choseto withdraw,” | say thoughtfully, “thereis only one place they could have gone. Only one
Repto vessel remains on thisworld.”

“Their spy ship,” deduces Persephone grimly, aready changing course, “at the bottom of the lake. We
may betoo late, after dl!”

“You think I’'m amongter, don’t you?’

The question comes unexpectedly. We have crossed most of the sprawling city in sSllence; | imagined that
Persephone’ sthoughts, like mine, were on thetrialsto come. It isunlike her, however, to strikeup a
conversation. She must have more than the Reptos on her mind.

“We are not so different, you and |,” she says.

“That isametter of opinion.”

“Neither of us choseto be who we are. Likeyou, | barely remember thelife | once led. We were taken
by others, shaped by them. We became what they needed usto be.” Isthere ahint of resentment in her
voice? | cannot tell. Seated behind her, | cannot see her face.

“I became awarrior, Persephone,” | say. “1 am still not sure what you have become.”

“I was taught the cold logic of the scientist,” she assarts. “I was brought up to view each individua life as
apart of amuch bigger picture. When you are dealing with events on acosmic scale, compassonisa
luxury you can ill afford. My mentor learned that through bitter experience, and he passed the lesson on
to me. Surely you were taught that, too, Nanissar? Of course you were! To the men who gave you that
armor, you were no more than atool. They programmed you to fight for the greater good of your people,
and you were expected to deny your own feelings, your own needs, in that cause.”

| shift uncomfortably in my seat. | want to tell her that sheiswrong, but | cannot think of an argument.
Sheis speaking with such passion, asif it mattersto her that | believe her. Asif she needs meto vaidate
her life' s choices.

“Tell me, Nanissar: If we had been able to save thetime travel machinery, if you could useit, just once...
Imagine that Maruunus Ki isin front of you now, as an infant. Could you kill him? Could you take that
child slife, to prevent the suffering he will cause as an adult?”’

“If Ki hadn’t taken Micropolis,” | rumble, “it would have been somebody ese”

“ Somebody weaker! Somebody who could not have defeated and humiliated you asKi did. Would you
doit, Acroyear? That child' slife, for the pride of your people?’

“Yes.” My voice catches on the word, rendering it hoarse and feeble. | repest it, more strongly: “Yes. |
would doit.”

“Aswould |,” says Persephone, satisfied, “without hesitation.”

“Then let meask you aquestioninreturn,” | say. “What if you werein my Stuation? What if it was you
who had to die, so that aworld of strangers could live? How important isyour own life to the bigger
picture, Persephone? For whom would you sacrifice yourself?”

And &fter thet, thereissilence again.

Lake Wherleisalarge, misshapen body of water on the western edge of the city. Itis, | believe,
manmade: An early attempt to capture some of thisworld's scant rainfall, to keep it from seeping into the
thirsty ground. It was unsuccessful. The brown sand of the desert trickled into the water, and poisoned it.
Itisdark in color, its surface coated with scum.

On one bank of the lake, ten Reptos are gathered in acircle, talking animatedly. | recognize the grizzled
Nest Leader, which appearsto be chairing a council of war. The decision to unleash the virus, the
decision that will doom me, is probably being debated as | watch.



The approach of our Photon Sled ends the discussion. Two Reptos fly up to meet us, and the firgt of
them lands on our nosecone, forcing Persephone to compensate for itsweight. It lowersits snout and
baresitsteeth in her face. Shereturnsits gaze, squardly.

“My nameis Persephone,” she announces boldly.

“You areanaideof Ki'sl”

“A business acquaintance, a best.” She reaches down by her feet, and | can hear the smug smilein her
voice as she holds up the Baron’ s severed head. “ This should tell you where my dlegianceslie now.”

The creature hissesin delight. It looks at me, and sees my shackled handsfor thefirst time. “ And you
have brought us alive prisoner, too.”

“Theterrorist known as Acroyear. Y ou have heard of him, I'm sure”

“Another enemy of our people.”

“Indeed. | intend to hand him over to your Nest Leader.”

A pause. Then, the Repto says, “We will take you to him.”

The ded rocks asit takes flight again. The two Reptos form an escort, guiding us down to aspot some
way behind their comrades. They do not wait for Persephone to climb out of the vehicle. They sink their
clawsinto my arms, and lift me from the cockpit.

| am marched toward the lake, flanked by my captors. The other Reptos spread out across its bank,
awaiting uswith curiogty. | hang my head, hoping to appear defeated and subdued.

Persephone walks beside us, Ki’ s head swinging casualy from her hand. She quickens her pace, pulling
ahead of us, and addresses the Nest Leader before the Reptos can. “| have defeated your enemies!” she
proclaims. “1 have proof that Maruunus Ki is dead—and | have brought you Kel Nanissar, Acroyear.”
The Reptos pull forward, impatiently, and | hear my name repeated in sibilant whispers. My escorts
propd meinto their midst, and they surround me, snarling a me, clawing me, turning me around and
pushing me from one to the other like aspinning-top. My ingtincts scream at me to fight back, not to bear
thishumiliation, but | override them.

The Nest Leader looms over Persephone, its eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Y ou think to dly yoursaf with
us? How typica of amammd, to turn againgt its own kind!”

“I haveturned againgt no one,” she says. “My concern isfor the people of thiscity. They had no part in
Ki’sactions; you have no quarrdl with them. They don't have to suffer!”

The old Repto hisses, angrily. “It isfor usto judge what price must be exacted for the crimes of these
warm-bloods! We were betrayed. An example must be made.”

A Repto takes hold of me, and twists me around until its claws are at my throat. “May wekill him, Nest
Leader? May we?’ The creatures close in around me, panting thirgtily, eyes gleaming with eagerness,
sdivadribbling from their jaws.

The Nest Leader opensits mouth to respond, but Persephone interrupts. “ That would be very foolish!”
Ignoring the old Repto’ swarning growl, she continues. “Heisan Acroyear. Do you not see what that
means? He isthe greatest warrior of his people, perhaps of this gaaxy. For years, he was a symbol of
Ki’s power. Now, he can become a symbol of yours! Take him to your world. Show him to your
enemies. Execute him if you must, but do it on apublic telecast. He can be your example!”

The other Reptosfdl slent, astheir commander lapsesinto thought. Its ever-vigilant water-bearer sprays
itsheed, asif to coal itsbrain. Findly, the creature nods. “ There is merit to your suggestion. We will keep
the prisoner dive, for now.”

“A sensible decison, Nest Leader,” Persephone complimentsit. She takes a deep breath. “Now, thereis
one boon | would ask of you, in return for my help. | have important businessto attend to, away from
this miserable planet. I’'m sure you have many warshipsin this system. | would like you to ingtruct them to
dlow meonmy way.”

The Nest Leader glares a her for along moment, then itsteeth stretch into amaevolent grin. “That can
be arranged. We may even spare the mammals of Micropolis, asyou wish. But first, you must give us
what isrightfully ours”

Persephone does not know what the creature means, at first. But, as she redlizes, doubt creeps into her
eyesfor thefirgt time. “Y ou mean the time equipment from the chamber?” She shakes her head, and tries



to sound firm—but the Reptos can sense her anxiety aswel as| do. Sheislog. “It was destroyed!
Thereisnothing left of it.”

The Nest Leader lets out amighty roar, and strikes, raking its claws across her face. Persephone shrieks,
and falsto her knees, clutching her handsto her cheek.

“Take them both to the ship!” barksthe old Repto. “In time, they will beg to reved the truth to ug!”
“I'mtelling you the truth, Nest Leader!” insists Persephone, but the Reptos do not want to hear her. As
they crowd around her, an emotion wellswithin me. | cannot explainiit; | do not know why | care so
much. But | am afraid for her.

If Persephone istaken to that submerged ship, shewill die dongsideits crew. Alongside me. | have
accepted my fate. But she does not haveto die, too. | will not alow it.

| hurl mysdif at the nearest Repto, looping my arms around itsthroat and my legs around itschest. | am
trying to break its neck, but | am gtill weak. Weaker than | thought. Its comrades tear me from its back,
sngpping and dashing a mefrom al Sdesuntil itisdl | can do to remain upright. Still, | keep fighting,
swinging both arms together—despite the pain from the right—and clubbing my foeswith my heavy wrist
clamp. | am trying to summon the red migt, but | cannot find it. | am borne down by the weight of four
Reptos, my head pressed into the dirt, my hands pinned underneath me.

When the fight has gone out of me, they lift me again, and drag meto the waterside. | crane to look back
over my shoulder, and see Persephone, similarly held. | had hoped to distract the Reptos long enough for
her to flee. She could have joined Archer, waited with him at Ki’ s safe house for dl thisto end. She
could havelived. | failed.

And now, my captors beeat their wings and lift my feet from the ground, tipping me heedfirst asthey dive
into thelake. | barely have time to take a bresth before my helmet isfilled with cold, black water.

Down, down, ever downward. | fed asif | am snking into apit from which | can never return. My lungs
are starting to ache. | can see dmost nothing, but the Reptos’ course is assured. They know where they
aretaking me.

| do not see the spy ship until we are dmost on top of it, and then it is only a shapeless patch of deeper
shadow. | cannot tell if it isblack, or smply reflecting its dark environs. It bears no resemblanceto the
spear-shaped Repto vessd that | saw destroyed. | suspect it was not built by the Reptosat dl, rather,
acquired by them from some more advanced race. It is not semi-organic, asis much of their technology.
Aswe gpproach it, | make out adeek, meta construct with eegant curves. Wiresbristle fromits spine. |
recal that it dipped through Ki’ s blockade undetected, and | am beginning to see how it managed such a
feat. It is black. The perfect blackness of oblivion. Somehow, it seemsto absorb whét little light
surrounds it. Thewires, | suspect, belong to some type of anti-detection array—a radar baffler.

A hatchway opens ahead of us, and | am taken into asmall airlock. Pumps drain out the water, leaving a
musty scent. | bresthe, gratefully. The bedraggled Persephone sucksin air, wheezing like apair of
bellows, and succumbsto a spluttering fit. Showing no sympathy, the Reptos haul us both through the
inner hatchway.

Theinterior bulkheads of the spaceship are fashioned from the same black metd asits outer shell. The
effect isdisconcerting. A faint green light comes from somewhere, but it is swalowed by thewalls. Our
footsteps are deadened, too. Patches of water spot the floor, reflecting the image of my blank-faced
helmet back at me ahundred times over. The cell to which | am taken, however, isdepressingly smilar to
the last one.

The Reptos search Persephone’ s jumpsuit. She does not protest; shelooks pae and ill. They take her
gun, and locate the key to my wrist clamp. Then, on the Nest Leader’ singtructions, four of them bundle
her away. After my previous escape, they don’t intend to take the risk of imprisoning us together.
Likewise, asthe shacklesfal from my hands, the remaining six creatures crowd around me, denying me
the chance to run. My stomach sinksas| am locked into apair of manacles, which are chained inturn to
sturdy meta rings, sunk low into the cell wall. | try to reassure mysdlf that the futureison my side.
Hopeless as my Situation seems, | will escapeit.



The Nest Leader, of course, is of adifferent opinion. It leans over me, so closethat its salivaflecks my
helmet. “It isalong journey back to our homeworld,” it hisses. “Y ou will be extremely uncomfortable.

Y ou may take solace in the fact that, once we reach Sauria, your discomfort will soon end.” It
sraightens, and glares down a me, evidently disappointed not to have provoked areaction. “Of course,”
it ventures further, “ultimately, none of thiswill matter at al. Once we have the secret of time travel—"

| interrupt the creature with amocking laugh. “Do you redly believe that? Do you believe that, even if
you could find the Pharoids' machinery—even if it hadn’t been destroyed—the Reptos, of al the species
in the galaxy, would be the ones to unlock its secrets? Everybody knows that Reptos don’t have the
brainpower to write their own names!”

The Nest Leader bridles. “Those who make such clamswill learn their folly! With atime machine, there
isno insult we cannot avenge, no setback we can't reverse! For example, you—" it stabs a claw toward
my face “—will not have the chance to threaten us. We will track you down, in atime before you have
that cursed armor. | will persondly tear your head from your body. | will ensure that al those you have
killed will liveagain!”

| recall my conversation with Persephone, and suppress ashudder. Defiantly, | spit, “It istrue, then, what
| have heard about your kind: that you are cowards, without honor! Y ou have never won a battle that
you fought fairly! Y ou would attack me when | am wesk, unaware of you, because you know you could
not beat me otherwise!”

“We have beaten you,” indststhe Nest Leader, “with cunning and intelligence!”

| shake my head, scornfully. “Twice, you have had mein your custody, Nest Leader. Both times, you
have had to rely on a‘mammal’ to bring me to you, because your soldiers were too weak to do thejob.
They couldn’'t even hold me!”

“That isnot true!” barksthe Nest Leader, in defiance of dl evidence. “My people were genetically bred
to fight. No soft-skinned mammal, no matter what technology it has, isamatch for the least of them.”
“Then set mefree, Nest Leader! | will face any one of your soldiers—no, any three—in fair combat,
unarmed, for my freedom. Or are you afraid that | would win?’

The Repto hesitates. It istempted, but | can seeitsfear. Reluctant asit isto admit it, it knowsthe truth of
my words. “I have nothing to gain from such acontest,” it says iffly. “ Our superiority over your kind is
amply proven by your presencein thiscell.”

“Asl sad,” | mutter under my breath, “no honor!” But my attempt to rile my foefurther isfutile. The
Nest Leader has aready turned its back on me. Its attendant is caming its nerves with aliberal spray of
cold water. Within seconds, the old Repto and its entourage have lft, locking the cell door behind them.
| will haveto find another route to freedom.

After afew minutes, | give up straining against my bonds. Even at full strength, it would be astruggleto
break them. | will rest, and save what little energy | have, until | can find amore productive usefor it. |
dump againgt thewadll, which issurprisingly cool, and lapse into an unsettled doze, disturbed by the
congtant sounds of activity from outside my cdll. Repto claws, scraping the metd floor. Unintelligible
words, spoken in low grunts. Everything sounds so faint, so distant, and yet so close.

Somehow, in between short spells of darkness, | find time to dream. Strange, unsettling dreams, in which
| see mysdlf cut down in battle, over and over. | wake with agtart, time and again, with amixture of relief
and dismay to find that nothing has changed. | stare at the four black walls, and listen to the sounds
outsde. And | drift back into my dream world, where the next sword is poised, waiting to find my heart.
Thearmor, | redlize, has died many times before. | wonder if my desth will bethe last. My body will lie
here, on this ship, for many years—but the armor, | know, will not tarnish. Maybe, in the future, there will
be another Acroyear. Maybe he will hear my voicein hishead, learn from my experience. | hope he will
be proud of me.

And | seethe Time Traveler. He standsin the Pharoid chamber, surrounded by its machinery, at the
beginning of hislong journey. Sensing my eyes upon him, heturnsto look a me. | cannot see his
expression through hismask, but | am sure heis amiling, offering me encouragement. | try to cal to him,



try to ask him why it must be thisway, but | have no voice. He would not answer, anyway. But he knows
| am doing the right thing. Somehow, by saving Micropalis, | will set him free.

And then heis gone, leaving me to wonder if hewas ever truly there, if heredly tried to contact me, or if
| dreamed him. Perhaps it does not matter.

| am drifting towards unconsciousness again, hoping he will till be there, when | hear the scream. It jolts
me back to redity, jerking me bolt upright, her name on my lips.

“Persephone!”

They aretorturing her, asthe Nest Leader said they would. She screams again, the sound reverberating
in the suddenly hollow cavity of my chest. What are they doing to her? What have they doneto her
aready, to break her like this? | cannot bear it. She should not be here. | tear at my chainsagain, but
they hold fast. | it furious threats at the Reptos, but they sink into the black wall between us. Another
pitiful wail gdvanizesme. | pull the chainsto their limit, until 1 can reach thewal with the sole of my foot.
| kick at it, and the metd vibrates. | pound it again and again, and ydll until my throat israw.

“Shecan’'t help you! Do you hear me? I’ m the one! She doesn’t know where Ki took the time travel
equipment, but | do. | saw it! Areyou listening to me, you cold-blooded bastards? | can give you what
you want. Leave the woman aone!”

Eventudly, the screaming stops. And then the Reptos come for me.

As soon asthey open my cell door, | see what isto happen. The missing pieces of my fatefal into place,
and thefutureis set out before me.

Three Reptos whed a battered trolley into the room, its whedls squeaking. Suspended within its rusted
framework isablack and silver box, which stinks of ozone and burnt flesh. Two terminals—onered, one
black—protrude from its top, and wires are tangled around these, leading to two sharp-toothed clamps.
The device looks old, at odds with the technology of the spy ship. It looks like something Ki would have
used. Itisdill effective, | am sure.

“Tell uswhat you know!” demands one of the creatures—the oldest, if | can judge. Its subordinates are
dready unraveling the wires, paying them out acrossthe floor.

“I want to make aded firg,” | gdl. “The Pharoid machines, in exchange for my freedom.”

“You arein no position to barter! Y our death is certain—the Nest Leader has decreed it—and those
machines are ours. Keep us from them, and you will suffer!” The clamps are now attached to my chains,
and the other two Reptos withdraw to a safe distance.

| brace mysdlf as my interrogator—my torture—throws a switch on the side of his gpparatus. A low
humming noise begins, insde the battery, building in pitch and intengity until the box can contain it no
longer. It throbsin the ground at my feet, rumblesin my stomach, and playswith my nervous system. Just
when | think the suspense itself may finish me, awhite-hot shock damsinto me. The pain sartsin my
hands, shoots up my armsto meet in my chest, then erupts to consume my entire body. | thought mysalf
prepared for it, but thisisfar worse than anything the Harrowers did to me with their batons. My head
snaps back, and my eyesroll into their sockets. | fight the impulse to cry out.

“Now,” hissesthe Repto, “ give me the machines, or there will be more pain.”

“Goto hdl, lizard!” | soit.

It operates the switch again, leaving it depressed for longer thistime. | fed asif | an onfire, ingde. My
eyesare still open, but | cannot see. It is severd seconds before | redlize that the pain has ended. | have
rolled mysdf into abal, but dowly | straighten my back and look my interrogator in the eye. Itsscaly
head seems blurred at first; | blink it back into focus.

“You know the ded,” | gammer, my voice cracking. “ The machines for my freedom.”

“Nodeds,” barksthe Repto. And it throws the switch again.

| expected no less. These creatures will not give up their prisoner now, nor would | wish them to. My
fase offer was made only to keep them focused upon me. | can bear their torture, where Persephone
cannot. Of course, | have another, less salfless, reason for volunteering myself for this punishment. The
electric shock treatment is having an effect that my captors could not have anticipated.



Asthefourth jolt subsides, | redlizethat | am screaming. My skinfedsasif it iscooking insde my armor.
Asthefifth rips through me, | try to concentrate my mind, to think of something beyond the pain. With a
detached interest, | note that the black metal from which the spy ship is constructed cannot be
conductive, esethe dectric charge would travel up my chains, down thewall, through the floor and into
the Reptos themsealves. | imagine them being fried where they stand, and my stomach crampswith
laughter.

Enraged, my interrogator makes the sixth shock the longest yet. | black out for ablissful ingtant, until one
of the Repto attendants empties a bucket over my head. Cool water trickles through the seams of my
armor, soothing me asit streams down my overheated body. But the seventh shock is heightened,
conducted by theliquid. My nerves arefried, itching asthey await the next ondaught. | can fed sdiva
dribbling down my chin. I cannot take much more before my conscious mind withdraws beyond the
Reptos' ability to reviveit. But then, | do not have to take much more.

My armor isamost fully charged.

CHAPTER
TWELVE
Three broken bodieslie at my feet, twisted into impossible positions.

| have no memory of the last few minutes; they passed in ared blur. But thiscarnagetellsmeadl | need to
know. My gauntlets are caked in black blood and entrails. | think the Reptos must have been dead for
sometime before | stopped hitting them. Certainly, my torturer wasin no condition to remove the clamps
| attached to itswings. | must have thrown the switch on the battery, and |eft it to fry. Light-colored pus
oozes from beneath charred scaes. The torture machine is smoking and ratting, till pumping dectricity
into the corpse, but close to overload.

| am il wearing my manacles, dthough | pulled the chains out of thewall. | fasten my hands around
each wristband in turn, and squeeze with the full strength of my armor until the meta shatters. The
machinegivesout a lag, filling the air with an acrid stench asits motor whines down. In the ensuing
dlence, | fed aoneand cold.

The door to Persephone’ s cdll offerslittle resistance. She does not look up as| enter. | am dismayed at
the sght of her: Thewoman | dways thought so strong, curled into afetal position, sobbing to hersdlf.
There are strings of blood in her beautiful blonde hair, and the Nest Leader’ s claws have | ft three scars
across her cheek. They will never hed fully. | suppressthe anima urge to howl. | want to go back to my
torturer; | want to tear his aready dead body apart for what he has done to her.

| control my emotions. | crouch beside her. | brush hair from her face, as gently as| can. Sheflinches.
But then she looks up, sees me, and weeps tears of gratitude.

| break her manacles, and help her to her feet. She can’t stand unaided, at firs—her legs give way—but,
dowly, her strength returns. We stumble out into the cell corridor, Persephone leaning on me. She begs
meto leave her. She saysthat she can only dow me down. | ignore her.

“Where are you taking me?’ she asks.

“Totheairlock. | will not have you on thisship, when 1...1 do what must be done.”

“Areyouinsane?’ she explodes. “The Reptos could release that virus a any moment. Y ou can't afford
to waste time with me. Y ou have aworld to save!”

Shetriesto pull away. | tighten my grip on her. “Theworld can wait!”

Persephone laughs hollowly. “Compassion, Nanissar? Are you trying to make a point? Why do you care
about me?| used you!”

“Y ou gave me hope. Y ou gave me strength. 'Y ou reawakened my true self. Whatever your motives, | am
graeful for that.”

A short, awkward silence follows. Then, Persephone says, “| gpologize for what | said to you onKi's
arship. You are aworthy Acroyear. Perhaps the most worthy there has been.”

The compliment leaves me with a bitterswveet feding. | want to believe that it was sncere—and | think it
was—but what difference doesit make now? | fed | ought to say something more, before we part



forever, but | have no words. Perhapsit isbest we leaveit thisway. | have come to understand
Persephone. | think | have seen her true saf: The one that she conceds behind her protective shell. We
aremore amilar than ether of uswould acknowledge. | will think fondly of her, for whatever short timel
have left. And maybe, in return, shewill think of me, too, occasiondly.

We encounter only two Reptos on our short journey. Wetry to hide from them, ducking into an adjoining
corridor, without success. One of them gets curious, and driftsin our direction. | legp on it, wrestleit to
the ground, and congtrict itsthroat with my ebow until it stopstrying to breathe. The other creature,
uncharacteristically for its species, hasfled. Its Nest Leader, | assume, has given ordersthat | am to be
handled with caution—and in overwhelming numbers, if at al possible. Indeed, seconds later, awailing
gren strikes up.

Persephone has recovered alittle, but not enough to run. | hoist her over my shoulder, and hope that no
more Reptos find mewhile | am thus burdened. We reach the airlock, gratified to find it unguarded. |
spin thelocking whed, pull the circular door open, and push my charge through. She looks back a me
with haunted eyes, and | hesitate for asecond, athough | told mysdlf | would not.

Footsteps approach from each end of the corridor. Urgency overrides sentiment, and | dam the door
shut between us. That final image of Persephone sfaceisburnt into my retinas. The knowledgethat | will
not see her againisaweight on my heart. | should have said something.

| turn awall-mounted did, to fill the airlock with water. She will be able to open the outer hatch hersdlf,
once the pressure has equalized. Hiding inside a packed storeroom, | listen asfour Reptos convergein
the corridor outside. They attempt to drain the airlock, but find that they cannot becauseit is open to the
lake. Persephone has gone. | only pray that sheis strong enough to reach the surface unaided. | will
never know.

Hissing angrily, the Reptos somp away. Their words make it plain that they think | have escaped,
too—and, after aminute or so, thedarm falsslent.

Beads of hot sweat prickle my skin. | knew that this moment was inevitable. | accepted it. And yet, now
that it ishere, my somach isayawning chasm. Thisisit. Thisiswhere| face the remaining Reptos, alone
and unarmed. Thisiswhere| find their flesh-eating virus and release it, in the airtight confines of thisship,
beforeit caninfect acity. Thisiswherel die, sacrificing mysdf so that billionsmay live. Thisiswherel
ensure that my name will become legend. Thisiswhereit ends, at last.

Itistime.

| wait in the storeroom for aslong as | dare. Long enough for the Reptos to relax, thinking me gone. Not
long enough, | hope, for them to unleash destruction.

The corridor isempty. | cregp dong it asquietly as| can, though my armor was not built for stedlth. |
am beginning to redlize the magnitude of my task. The spy ship issmdler than the last Repto vessel on
which | found mysdlf, but still | have severa decksto search. | did not give much thought, before, to how
| would find the virus. | assumed that, because the news sheet said that it had happened, it would

happen. Now, | am less confident. | do not even know what type of container | am looking for. | should
have asked Persephone’ s advice when | had the chance.

| have no option but to start searching. | open each door that | come across, listening first to be sure that
thereis nobody on thefar sde. Apart from the prison cdlls, this deck seemsto comprise mainly crew
guarters. The Reptos deep on beds of damp leaves, and feed off fat insects, which they breed in
glass-sided hatcheries.

| find agtaircase. Thereisonly one deck below me, so | check thisout first. Asit trangpires, much of itis
taken up by avast, open space, flooded to a depth of afew inches with brackish water. The Reptos, |
imagine, come hereto relax. It also serves as ahangar for two squat, semi-organic shuttle pods, which
crouch on spider legs.

At thefar end of the deck, adry, raised area has been fenced off with wire mesh. Thisiswheretheship’'s



reactor core is housed. Consoles surround avertical glasstubein which raw energy coruscates, its hue
shifting from one end of the spectrum to the other. | take the remaining explosive device out of my boot.
If Persephone’ s charade had one positive outcome, it was that, believing me her prisoner, the Reptos did
not bother to search me,

| turn the tiny sphere over in my fingers, knowing that it packs enough force to shatter the toughened
glass, knowing that, in so doing, it would likely spark a chain reaction that would blow this ship to pieces.
| am tempted to do it. | could end the Reptos' threat to thisworld, once and for al, without having to die.
With luck, their viruswould be terilized by the blast. But what if luck was against me? What if the virus
was not destroyed, but released?

With adigh, | return the explosive to my boot. | managed to delude mysdlf, for asecond, that | had a
choice. | do not. | know what | must do.

There are no Reptos here, either in the pool or tending to the core. The crew deck, too, was suspicioudy
empty. | can only assume that many of them have gone in pursuit of their escaped prisoners. Good news
for me, if | hope to remain undetected awhile longer. Not so good for Persephone, should they catch up
with her.

Asl climb the stairsagain, | encounter a Repto coming in the other direction. | have nowhereto hide, so

| lower my head and keep going. The Repto avoids my charge, flapping its wings and legping above my
head. Its clawed feet find my back, and bear meto thefloor. | try to roll over, but the creature’ sweight
pinsme. | have asecond, maybe less, before its jaws clamp onto my neck. | use the strength in my armor
to push mysdlf up, unsedting it. | twist my head around to find mysdlf staring downitsthroat. | punchitin
the teeth, cracking severd of them, drawing blood from its gums. It screeches and flinches away, alowing
me to scramble back to my feet. On the offensive now, | pumme the creature until it drops.

| struggleto lift its dead weight. | do not want to reved my presence hereyet, if | can helpit. | carry the
Repto up to the next deck, and ook for somewhereto hideit. | try severa doors, finding them locked.
This posesadilemmafor me. | could force them open easily, but | would be leaving atrail. And yet, any
one of these locked rooms could hold the virus.

| hear more footsteps approaching. | run my hand across the sensor of the nearest door, and, to my
relief, it swishes open. | drag my heavy charge into what appearsto be a storage room for data cubes. Its
shelves are coated with dust, which gives me reassurance that nobody islikely to comein here. | flatten
my back againgt the room’ s front wall, peering sidelong through asmall windowpane in the door. | hold
my breath as two Reptos draw level with me. | am struck by the fact that each is carrying a heavy-duty
blaster. | have not seen Reptos with weapons before, despite the supplies | found in their other ship. |
assumed it was amatter of pride for them that they fought with their teeth and claws. Maybe they are
becoming paranoid—after dl, enough of them have died this past day.

A sudden noise startlesme. A groan. The Repto | brought in here with meis stirring. Damn me for not
making surethat it was dead! | |eft the creature sprawled on thefloor. | drop onto it and fasten my hands
around itsthroat, stifling its attemptsto cry out. It thrashes benesth me, but it iswesk. Still, it managesto
snk aclaw into my flesh, between my ribs. | grit my teeth, and focus through the pain. The Repto passes
out again, starved of oxygen, and | tear mysdlf away fromit. Blood pumpsfrom my side, and | slem the
flow with my hand until my armor can seal thewound. | stagger up to the door and check through the
pane. The Reptos outside have passed, having apparently heard nothing amiss.

| dap my captive awake and question it, with my thumbs on its windpipe, about the whereabouts of the
virus. It laughsin my face. | punch it. We repest the process twice more before it answers my question,
seething with resentment. | can’t help but fed that it gave intoo easily. | chokeit back into
unconsciousness, and St besideit, deep in thought.

| wakeit again, and accuseit of lying to me. It shakesits head, groggily. It cannot know how long it was
out, so | try abluff. “I went to this |aboratory of yours,” | snarl, my face pressed up to the Repto’s. “It
was empty!”

“Impossible!” wheezesthe cregture, itsydlow eyes glazing over. “If you went to the lab, you...you



would be dead by now...”

“So, it was atrap? Y ou tried to send meinto an ambush!”

The Repto’ seyes have closed. The floor benegth its head is stained with blood. | hit it too hard. Angrily,

| shakeit out of its stupor. Itsvoiceisarasping whisper. “ Thevirusisin thelab. But you...you will never
reach it, warm-blood! Our Nest Leader has...room guarded...” It isdelusiona now, its eyeslooking
through me, fixed on someimaginary point in the distance. It gartsto laugh, convulsvely. “The mammads
think we Reptos are stupid. They lieto us, betray us. Soon, they will learn. When their most popul ated
city isreduced to...” The creatureiswracked by acoughing fit. “When their...putrid flesh rots and dides
from their...skeletons. ..then, they will...respect us. They will...respect the...”

| am standing outside the [aboratory. At least, if | can believe my now-deceased captive, that iswhere
the double doors ahead of me ought to lead. The black doors are not labeled, nor are they guarded. Still,
my inginctstell methat the dying Repto did not lieto me.

| don't likethis. Every fiber of my being warnsmeof atrgp. But it isoneinto which I will haveto walk,
because the bait is al-important to me. | remind myself that | know the future. Whatever obstacleslie
between the virus and me, | will overcome them.

| had hoped to encounter another Repto patrol, to take their guns from them. | would fed better if | were
armed. But a deathly hush seemsto have settled upon this deck, if not over the entire ship. It feds
deserted, and ill. Almogt asif timeitsdf iswaiting for meto make my move. And I, inturn, know that |
can't afford to wait for anything.

Thereisasensor inthewall beside the doors. | wave my hand over it, expecting no response.
Surprisingly, the doors swish open. | dive through them, with aforward roll intended to confuse anyone
who might belying in wait into firing above my head. No shots come. | find mysdf aonein the center of
the room.

Thelaboratory issmaller than | expected. Itswalls are the same light-deadening black asthe rest of the
ship, and my head almost touches the ceiling. The work surfaces, in contrast, are a pure white, and seem
amost to glow. They aredso, for the most part, bare. If thereisany equipment in here at dl, then it has
been tidied away into the cupboards and drawersthat line the wals. With, | note, one highly visble
exception.

It Stson atablein front of me: An airtight glass box, with controls set into its molded base. Inside the
box, attached to its Sdes, apair of mechanica armslie gtill. Sitting between them, on atransparent
pedestd, isacylindrica canigter. Itissmaler than | expected—about ten centimeterslong—and yellow,
witharedlid. A stark warning is slamped onitsSde, in black aien symboals. It is an innocuous container
for death on such alarge scale.

Thisisall too easy. Even the Reptos cannot be so arrogant asto leave the prize on display likethis. But
then, they are not aware of my presence aboard their ship, nor can they know that | know about their
virus. They have not seen thefuture as| have.

| push my doubts to the back of my mind, and put my fist through the glass box.

| expected to set off an darm, but there is nothing. Another worrying sign.

| reach for the ydlow cylinder.

A flicker of movement causes meto look up, asthe celling of the laboratory blurs and disappears. A
hologram; | should have redlized! Aboveit, thewallsrisefor severa more meters—and Reptosnest in
the high rafters. They spread their wings and glide to the floor, hissing triumphantly at the success of their
ambush. My hand freezes over the canister. | count twelve of the creatures, each of them holding a
blaster wegpon. Among them: The Nest Leader, which landsin front of me, abeit keeping asafe
distance. Itsrows of teeth stretch into ataunting leer. Itslong tongue moistens the scales around its
mouth.

“Now, who iswithout honor, mammal? Y ou skulk about our ship; you think to poison uswhile we deep,
rather than face us! Y ou caled us cowards, but it is you who have proven yoursdf the coward!” The
other Reptos strike up a sibilant chorus of agreement.



“It was you who brought an invisiblekiller to thisworld!” | growl.

“Thevirusisalast resort,” saysthe Nest Leader, waving adismissive claw. “Itisonly to be used if the
warm-bloods force usto do so.”

“Force you how? By defeating you? By driving you from thisworld empty-handed?’

“That will not happen,” snaps the Nest L eader. “ Even now, my people are acquiring the Pharoid
mechines”

My stomach turns over. What if the creature istelling the truth? What if the Reptos never intended to
deploy their ultimate weapon, after al? The future writer of that news sheet article could attest only to the
presence of the virus aboard this ship; he could do no more than guess a what led to its release.

No, | tell mysdlf firmly. The machinery from the chamber no longer exigts. | do not know what has made
the Nest Leader think otherwise, but it will soon be disabused of that notion. And, even if it does not
takeitsrevenge upon Micropalis, the viruswill dways be here. It will be released sometime,
somewhere; of that, | have no doubt.

“Now,” hissesthe Nest Leader, “ step away from the canister!”

“Or what?’ | retort. “Y ou intend to kill me, anyway. | would rather die now, quickly, than give you the
gpectacle of an execution. | have nothing to lose!”

My foe narrowsits eyes. “My soldiers will not shoot to kill you, but to cripple. Obey me, or you will
gpend your find daysin excruciaing pain!”

| fed asmileforming on my face. Thereisno fear now, no anticipation. | am calm, confident. “Areyou
sure about that, Nest Leader? Are you so sure | cannot take down twelve lizards? More to the point:
Areyou confident that they can stop me, without killing me, before | reach you and snap your neck? Y ou
are Six steps away from me, Nest Leader!”

The creature turns a paler shade of green, and takes areflexive step backwards. Still, it boasts hollowly,
“Y ou have enjoyed afew smdll victories over mere hatchlings. Now, you face my elite guards—and, as
you can doubtless see, they arearmed. Asam|.”

“Maybe,” | concede. “But | havetime on my sde.”

| snatch the canigter, throwing myself into asSideways dive. Blaster fire blazes around me, and sears my
back. | land on my shoulder, twisting my bad arm. My gauntleted fingers scrabble at thered lid. | bresk
the sedl, and twidt.

Everything seemsto freeze. In the sudden silence, even the sound of the plastic lid hitting the floor sounds
like agunshat. It bounces twice and rolls under atable, taking an eternity to fal ill. The canister appears
empty; thereisno outrush of air or smoke, no odor. The moment feels anticlimactic. There should belight
and sound. There should be wailing and rgjoicing. But | know what | have done; it will haveto be
enough. | have made higtory.

| look up, to find that the Reptos have closed in around me. A dozen guns are pointed at my head.
Bizarrely, | fed like laughing. With astrange, giddy sense of detachment, | wonder how long | will taketo
die. | hope my armor will sustain me, at least long enough to see my find victory over my enemies. |
wonder how it will fed, and if I will meet those who have worn the armor before me.

| fed suddenly weak. There are spotsin front of my eyes, and | am light-headed. My body knows that it
does not have to fight any more. But | can hear astrange sound. It isgrowing louder. | cannot identify it
at first, but then | realize that the Nest Leader islaughing—a series of harsh, guttural barks—and its
sycophantic underlings are soon laughing dongsdeit.

“Observe the stupidity of thewarm-blood,” mocks the Nest Leader. “ It thought we would dlow it to
take our greatest wegpon, to useit againgt us.” It leans over me, its eyes gleaming, and talks dowly and
clearly, asif to adull-witted child. “The container is empty, mammal. We placed it in thisroom purely to
lead you into our cunning trap!”

| shake my head in futile disbelief, acting like achild mysdf. “That. ..that cannot betrue. Thevirus...l
have seen thefuture...”

“I know about your precious manuscript,” scoffsthe Nest Leader. “1 know what you expected to find
when you reached thislaboratory. That iswhy | have had the red virus removed from my ship. You
cannot reach it now.”



“Y ou knew? How could you have known?’

The old Repto amiles, crudly. “Y our companion was extremely forthcoming.”

| can't accept what | am hearing. My mind isin turmoil, my stomach equally so. | am beginning to see
that | will haveto fight again, but my body isunwilling. It has been through so much. It wantsmeto lie
down, to accept that | have done my best and lost.

“Oh, yes,” continues the Nest L eader, “you thought you had sent the female to safety, but it isnot so
easy to escape our clutches. She was brought back here. She was brought to me. And, after a certain
amount of ... persuasion, shetold me dl sheknew.”

“Shewouldn't!” | ing<. “ She knows how important thisis. She knowswhat you would doif...” My
throat driesin mid-sentence. The evidence speaksfor itsdf. The Nest Leader istelling the truth; how ese
could it know what it does? How el se could it have done what both Ki and | failed to do: fought the
future and won? | think about Persephone, recaptured and returned to the spy ship, knowing that, soon,
al aboard would die. | remember asking her what she would do in my position; for whom she would
sacrifice her life. | have my answer.

“On the contrary,” saysthe Nest Leader, “ she was pleased to cooperate. Even now, sheis up on the
surface of thisworld, leading four of my people to the Pharoid machines.”

“The machines were destroyed!”

“I dwaysknew that wasalie. Y ou werefoolish to think you could deceive me.”

“And they have taken the viruswith them?’ | guess.

“The female knows the price, should she attempt to betray us.”

“If your peoplerdlease the virus out there,” | point out, “they will die, too.”

“Doesit surprise you, warm-blood, that we, like you, are capable of self-sacrifice? | will lose four
soldiers, yes—but they will die glorioudy, in the knowledge that they have taken billions of our enemies
with them. They will beimmortalized as heroes!”

“They will bekillers” | spit.

“On our homeworld,” saysthe Nest Leader, “thereisno difference.” It motionsto its soldiers. “Return
the creatureto its cell. But, first, rend the limbs from its body. That ought to discourage any further
escape bids.”

Three Reptos stalk toward me, while the others keep me covered with their blasters. | do not move. |
pretend to be cowering helplesdy, but thereis till power in my armor to compensate for my fatigued
muscles. | alow the Reptosto come closer, closer ...

| bring my foot up into the groin of the nearest cresture, and grip its head asit foldswith the pain. | pull it
down onto me, obstructing the aims of its comrades. | keep itsjaws at bay with one hand while struggling
to wrest itsgun from its grip with the other. | fail, and am forced to roll out from beneeth it asit scrabbles
for my throat. | keep moving asfast as| can, denying my attackers the chance to get abead on me. |
tackle a Repto around its midriff, taking it by surprise and propelling it backwards. We crash to the floor
together, behind abench. | have earned a second’ s respite, but no longer. More than one of the
crestures hastaken to the air again; | am about to find myself back in their sghts.

| roll again, and ablast meant for me hits the Repto beneath me. It groans, and | snatchitsgunwhileitis
distracted. It makesfor an easy target. | fireinto its eyes. One down, eleven remaining. | make aleap for
the door, firing backwards over my shoulder. Two Reptos block my path. | veer off, and find the Nest
Leader in front of me. It issquawking in fear, ordering its soldiersto protect it, but they cannot reach it in
time. | have ahostage, my gun pressed up to its head. It fluttersitswings, trying to beat me back, but |
tighten my hold around itsthroat.

“Drop your wegpons, al of you!” | order.

“Do asthemamma saysl” screeches my hostage. Its subjects hesitate, exchanging uncertain glances. For
acharged moment, mutiny isvery much intheair. | canfed the Nest Leader trembling in my grasp.
Defiantly, it bellows, “1 am your commander! Y ou are honor-bound to keep me safe! Obey me, or face
court-martia!”

With visble reluctance, the Reptos drift to the ground and lay down their arms. | start to back out of the
room, pulling the Nest Leader after me. “We are going for awalk, now,” | announce. “If | see any snouts



peeking out of thisdoor, Chief Lizard here getsanew mouth in hishead. Clear?’

The Reptos glare a me resentfully. 1t won't take them long, | am sure, to conclude that their Nest L eader
should do the honorable thing, and die.

| am amost out of the room when aquick burst of sound startlesme. | turn, fearing an attack. Then | see
the Nest Leader’ swater-bearer, standing to my right. It twists the nozzle of itshose, and dischargesa
second cloud of vapor over the old Repto’ s scales. Dumbfounded by its cheek, | shoot it in the ssomach.
It sumbles backward, its mouth faling open, staring at me with an expression of injured innocence.

| pull the Nest Leader out into the corridor, and aong. It struggles, trying to dow me down, and | am
forced to fire awarning shot across its temple. In response to the retort, a Repto head appears around
the [aboratory door. | take a potshot at it, too, and it hastily withdraws.

| didn’t expect to be leaving this ship. | did not plan an escaperoute. | did, however, note the existence
of aprivate elevator in awell-lit nook. The Nest Leader’ s claw print activatesit for me, and | stepinto a
tiny, black-walled compartment. | let go of my hostage; it rounds on me, teeth bared, and | shoot it. It
reds, injured but not dead. Its soldierswill surely be here in amoment, and, with luck, some of them will
stop to tend to their commander. In the meantime, | know wherel am going now, and | can travel faster
alone. | pressthe lowermost button, and the elevator doors close, even asthefirst Repto comesinto
sght outsde.

The cab drops quickly, but not quickly enough. With an ear-piercing shriek and a stomach-dropping
wrench, it isdragged to a hdt between floors. The Reptos, | redlize, are pulling at the cables above.
Gears gtrain, lightsflicker, and the doors remain shut. | back into a corner and turn my blaster weapon on
thefloor, firing until 1 have melted alarge enough holein the metd. The cab isfilled with hot steam, and
shaking violently. The Reptos, in turn, are firing down on itsroof; my armor is spattered with hot rivulets.
| jump through the hole, into dank darkness. | cannot even see how far | have to drop. Fortunately, it is
not far. Thereisapair of doorsin front of me, just afew feet above the bottom of the shaft. | reach up
and tear them open. Immediately, water pours through the crack, pooling around my feet. | hoist myself
up onto the hangar deck, even as astream of blaster fire hissesinto the water behind me. The Reptos are
intheedeveator!

Behind its wire mesh fence, the reactor core glows a pae blue. | wade toward the hangar doors, and hit
the control to open them. They grind and squedl, fighting the water pressure behind them. | hurl my last
explosve device, wishing | could lengthen its eectronic fuse. | brace mysdlf againgt the strut of ashuttle
pod.

The doors pull themsalves gpart, and addluge of black water hits me like a cannonball. Smultaneoudly,
three Reptos soar through the sundered elevator doors, and asmall explosion shatters the glass casing of
the core, releasing the energy within. A white-hot tendril of firelashes across the deck likeawhip. | am
holding onto the pod for my life, but it, too, isin danger of being swept away by theincoming tide. | take
afina, gasping breath, filling my lungs before the water rises above my head.

The Reptos are strong swimmers—and, despite the force pushing againgt them, they are fighting thelr
way towards me. | dare not let go of my anchor just yet. A clawed hand reaches for me. Suddenly,
another crackling tendril strikes through my attacker’ s heart like lightning. The creature scorpseis
snatched away into darkness.

Intermittent flashesilluminate my way to freedom. The coreis discharging its energy in random,
multi-colored bursts, undiluted by the murky water. It can only be ameatter of time before one of its
tendrils hitsashuttle pod fud cdll. Or, for that matter, me.

Theinrush has ceased, now that the deck is entirely submerged. The hangar doors have frozen, half
open. | strike out towards them. A Repto appearsin front of me. | try to fire my blaster, but it does not
work underwater. | let the gun float awvay from me as| tackle the creature. | do not have time to subdue
it; there will be othersright behind it. | am just trying to find an opening, to get past it. | manage to throw
it off-balance, and push it away. | set my sightson the exit again. | am aware of the Repto’ s shadow
behind me, but the escaping core energy worksin my favor again, stabbing out between us, delaying its
pursuit.

| pass through the doors, the metal beneath me giving way to the mud of the lake bed. | am clear of the



spy ship, and | use al the power in my armor to prope mefromiit. | risk aglance back over my
shoulder. | see no Reptos. Hopefully, in the gloom down here, | can lose them atogether. But my lungs
aredraining. | will have to surface soon.

They come at me without warning: Two shapes, converging on me from each side. Reptos? How could
they have found me so quickly? And then | realize: Thisis how Persephone was captured. There are
sentries outside the ship. Aquatic Membros creatures.

They dam into me, winding me, making melose my remaining air. | haveto makethisquick. They have
hold of me, turning me around, forcing me back down to the ship. | strike out at both smultaneoudy,
surprising them with my strength. | break free, dive beneath them, comeupin an arc, and I'm heading
upwards again. Some ingtinct—whether my own or thearmor’s, | do not know—makes me twist
Sdeways, even asaroiling bolt of red energy comes at me from below. | avoid it by ahair; even so, it
boils the water around it. My armor pumps coolants onto my skin to keep me from being cooked. | have
just seen what aMembros hydro-laser can do initsnatural eement! The water itself seemed to amplify
the beam, making it more powerful with distance. That leaves mewith only one option. My attackers are
used to this environment; their eyesight isfar better than mine. If | fleg, they will shoot me down. | haveto
ignore my burning lungs and my cramping stomach. | have to take the fight back down to them, to where
my superior strength might give me adim chance.

They arerising to meet me. | rush the nearer of them—but | am beginning to weaken. Black spots
appear in front of my eyes. The armor injects more endorphinsinto me, but it cannot give mewhat |
redlly need. It cannot give me oxygen.

Almogt before | know wherel am, | am held again. | lash out blindly, trusting in the armor to guide me. |
manage aforward rall, tipping my captor over my head even asits partner’ slaser fires. The cresture's
head explodes, fragments of red plating and red brain tissuefloating in front of me. | hurl mysdf a the
other Membros, like aguided torpedo, before it can gain the distance it needs. We wrestle. | wrap my
fingersaround itsright eyestalk, and yank it out of its head. But the effort istoo much.

| breathe in water, and my musclesfail me. My armor, too, isal but exhausted. The creature pushes me
away fromit, and | can do nothing but flail, helpless even to reverse the direction of my drift. | am
seconds away from unconsciousness, and then death. But the Membros creature will not even give me
those seconds.

It takesaim at me with its hydro-laser, and | can do nothing but await the killing shot.

CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

| burst through the lake' s surface, chest rattling as my lungs heave painfully. Even the air of Micropolis
smells sweet! But | am coughing up black water, in danger of being sucked under again. | thrash my
limbs, only haf aware, through amisty blur, of the shape of the nearest bank. Itisal | can dotoreachit,
to pull mysdlf half onto dry land, and then | givein to fatigue at long lagt. | lie, gasping and spluttering, in
the mud, my legsin thewater. My head aches. | still don't know how | can beaiveat al.

| think | passed out, just for asecond. When | opened my eyes, the Membros was gone. From
somewhere, | found afind burst of energy. | do not think it came from the armor: That islittle more than
dead weight now. | swam, expecting to be engulfed in fire at any moment. | did not think | was strong
enough. Even as| saw hope—a shimmer of sunlight above—my meta casing was dragging me down. If |
do not recharge it soon—within minutes—I will expireaong with it.

That knowledge keeps me awake. It keeps mefighting. | heave mysdlf to my feet, and stagger to the
Photon Sled in which Persephone brought me here. | have taken only afew steps when a colossal roar
Spins me around, wide-eyed.

Lake Wherle eruptslike avolcano. A gigantic water spout hoversin the air for a portentous moment,
then crashes down around me. Fortunately, by the timeit hits, the water has cooled below boiling point.
It seepsinto the ground, leaving fragments of black meta protruding from the mud. And something
else—something that looks like a charred Repto head. | do not look at it too closdly. | fdl intotheded's



cockpit, break open theingtrument pand, fumblefor alive wire, and stedl the vehicle' s power.
| am holding something. To my revulsion, | redize that aMembros eyestdk istangled around my fingers.
| unwind it, and fling it away. However, the Sight of it has sparked amemory. | remember the mine
workings, and the one-eyed creature that attacked from nowhere. It hardly seems possible, but my life
was saved by the greatest stroke of fortune. A time break, which whisked my would-be killer away and
dropped it into the past, a short distance away, to meet its death at my own hands. | look to the sky. |
cannot seethe Time Traveler from here, but | fancy | can fed hishand in thisturn of events. | fed asif he
wants meto live. But why? What does he expect meto do?
As my breathing steadies and my sheer exuberance a my survival subsides, | start to fed the import of
my failure. Thisisnot how it was meant to be. It should be over by now. Micropolis ought to be safe.
Instead, the virusis ill out there, in Repto hands, asis Persephone. And | do not know how to find
ether. What was she thinking? What was | thinking? How could | have migudged her so badly? How
could | have trusted her, when everything told me not to?
| don’t havetimeto regret the past. | haveto think about the future: A future that, for the first timein my
memory, isuncertain. | want to give up. | want to deep. Have | not done enough? But Micropolis needs
me. The Time Traveler needs me.
The Pharoid machinery. Persephone told the Reptosthat it was till intact. Did shelie to me abouit this,
too? And, if 0, whereisit?Ki could not have taken the consoles with him to his bolt hole; they would
not havefitted into his ded. He might have sent them ahead—but then, would Persephone have been so
happy to leave Ryan Archer donewith them?
Where else?Ki’ s palace was razed. The System complex? Maybe. Or the rooms and tunnel s beneath
the palace? That iswhere Persephone said the machines were. Perhaps they were not destroyed, merely
damaged and abandoned.
Maybe, if | wait here, thelast of the Reptos—four of them, the Nest Leader said—will return with their
prize. Maybe| can takeit, and the virus, from them. | will have to be quick, though. I will haveto act
before they redlize that they have no ship to return to. Fortunately, thereis no one left to contact them, to
appraise them of thisfact. But what if they try to radio in? When they receive only satic, will they guess
thetruth?
Or maybe the machines were destroyed. Maybe that iswhat Persephone intends to show the Reptos:
That she wastdling the truth, that they have no quarrel with her. But she must know that, if she does,
they arelikely to react in anger.
Either way, shedies. | die. Wedl die.
| think | am beginning to see. | think | know what she wasredly planning. | think | know where she might
be now. And the thought of it fills me with dread.

&bnsp;
It islate afternoon, but the city isquiet. Most people, | presume, are cowering inside, fearful of a
recurrence of last night’ s violence. They must be hungry, but without the System to instruct them, they do
not know what to do about it. When hunger becomes starvation, they will have no choice but to return to
the streets, and then the final vestiges of civilization here will have died. | wonder how many have taken
their own lives aready, unable to face that bleak future.

Timeispassing. | am acutely aware of each second, wondering which will be the one to make metoo
late...if | am not too late dready. | was hoping to find a Photon Sed, the fastest way to my destination
and one that would give me the vantage of height. | ssumble across one, but it is gutted, usdless. | ingpect
itsworkings, hoping that at least it can provide me with some much-needed power. It is dead.

Asl| graighten up, | fed afamiliar prickle on the back of my neck. | am not aone.

| turn dowly. They arelined up in the road behind me. It isameasure of my weakness, and my
preoccupation, that | did not hear them gpproach. Eight of them: Citizens, their coverals grimy and torn,
some bruised or burnt, al of them with adesperate pleain their eyes. They do not speak at first. They
just stare at me, and | squirm under their attention. They make mefed guilty that | do not know how to
help them.



At last, one of them—a squat, middle-aged man with gray bristles sprouting from his chin—takesa
hesitant, jerking step toward me, arms spread wide in agesture of apped.

“Tell uswhat to do,” he begs. Hiswords are ablow to my chest. Why are they asking me? How can |
answer them? My function isto fight. | should not even be here,

“I'msorry. | can't helpyou,” | say, dmost choking on thewords. | flinch from their pained reactions. |
have destroyed their hope. | try to make things better, but | do not know how. “Y ou have to band
together. Support each other. Take the place of the System in each other’ slives. Thingswill get better, |
promise. You just haveto want it. Fight for it!” I1tisno use. | know the hardship they will suffer. Some
will get through it. Many will not.

| close my eyes, but | cannot block out the accusing stares. | can still see their faces on the backs of my
eydids. And now, | seetheflesh diding from their bones. Their eyes are melting in their sockets, but the
hollow eyes of their gray skulls remain fixed upon me, boring into my mind. | shudder, and dmost cry
out. | open my eyes, and theforlorn citizens are fill there, still dive. But for how much longer? The
Reptos' virus could be spreading dready. These people want me to shape their future, but | have a
greater respongbility: To ensure that they have afuture. That iswhy, much asit painsme, | must turn my
back on them.

| walk away. But | can fed their disgppointed, accusing eyes, ill trained on me.

| find aworking ground vehicle, and driveit to Ki’sformer bolt hole. | cover the last two blocks on foot,
moving carefully from shadow to shadow, losing more precioustime, but knowing that a carelessmove
now could cost me everything.

A dight breeze taps the broken door againgt itsframe. | ease it open, and stare into the gloom of the
warehouse. To my dismay, nothing stirswithin.

| lower myself through the trapdoor, and step over two Harrower corpses to the reinforced doors.
Although still partidly sundered from their hinges, they have been maneuvered into an upright position,
leaving only anarrow gap between them. | look through it. Ki’ s leather couch has been pushed up
againg thefar ade. A pair of easy chairs St on top of it. Archer has sensbly donewhat he canto
barricade himself into his hiding place. This barrier would not keep out the Reptos, but it might dissuade a
hungry citizen. Thefact that it has not been disturbed confirms my worst fear. Nobody el se has been

here. | have guessed wrong.

| knock on the doors, anyway, and call to him. Archer emerges cautioudy from aback room, gunin
hand, athick black respirator mask clamped to hisface. He tears this away as he seesme, to reved an
exuberant grin. It takes him some time to move the furniture and let mein.

“| thought you were...” he ssammers, breathlesdy. “What happened? What are you doing back here? |
thought I'd never...Are...areyou alone?’

“Il amadone” | confirm, as| strideinto the room. “Asfor my presence here...” | hestate. “I did not
know wheredseto go.”

“I thought it was all over,” says Archer, suddenly glum. “It'snot over, isit?’

| shake my head. | tell him what happened aboard the Repto spy ship.

“Wel, um...” he says. “For what it sworth, I’m glad you' re not dead. Despite, you know, everything.
“Persephone will doublecrossthe Reptos,” | state. “We must be ready.”

“How can you know that?’

“If she does not betray them, they will kill her.”

“Right. And she' stoo smart not to know that. Not to mention that she's aready taken oneinsanerisk
with al our lives, to preserve her own.”

“Hrmm.”

“She mugt have aplan! But what?’

“I' had thought she might bring the creatures here, knowing you were armed and waiting. Failing that, if
she caught them by surprise and snatched the virus, thisisthe only place she could have brought it.” 1 do
not voice another possibility: That she might have escaped without the virus, and come herefor Ki's



medica supplies.

“No such luck. I haven't seen anyone since you | eft thismorning.”

“| did have one more option in mind when | came here,” | confess. 1 thought, perhaps, your intuition
could direct us. Y ou could find her!”

“Oh...l don’'t know,” says Archer, apologeticaly. “This...thisgift or whatever, it’s not something | can
turn on and off like afaucet. It'sjust afeding | get, now and then. Like, | know the right thing to do,
without thinking about it.”

“And what are you feding now?’ | prompt him.

He screws up hisface in concentration. “Nothing. | don’t know.”

“Theremust be something!” | ingst in frugtration. | take Archer by the arm, and drag him toward the
doors. “Wewill go outside. Perhaps, if we are actively searching for Persephone, you will be able to
guideus”

“No!” He pullsfree of me. | round on him, to find him staring, frozen, past me. It takes me amoment to
redlize why. The doorway isempty, but, now that we are silent, | can hear something. Movement, from
the warehouse above us. The beating of wings.

We duck through the nearest archway, into aluxurious bedroom. We flatten ourselves against thewall as
the sounds draw nearer. A pair of feet, and then another, landing beneath the trapdoor. The digtinctive
rasping breaths of two Reptos asthey enter the suite. | should have rebuilt the barricade—but at least,
thisway, they do not know we are here.

| am tense with indecision. Dare | attack? Where are the other two creatures? Does one of thispair hold
the virus? Am | strong enough to take them both down beforeit can be released? A singletwist of a
claw, that isdl it would take.

They are snuffling around the outer room. “ This place iswarm with mammal stink,” one of them hisses.
The other snarlsits agreement. Their scrabbling footsteps move away from us, and | risk aglance around
the edge of the archway. | see aRepto tail disappearing into the opposite room—Ki’ skitchen, | think.
Theexitistantaizingly close, but we are unlikely to reach it without being heard, or seen through the
open arch.

We will be discovered—soon.

Archer hashisgun ready. He directs my attention, with anod, toward the king-size bed. Nestling inits
quilted sheetsismy energy sword. | retrieveit gratefully, but | do not activateit, lest the flare of light give
our position away.

The Reptos have finished in the kitchen. Astheir footsteps cross the outer room, | tighten my grip on the
sword' s hilt. They are mere feet from us. Then, they hat and sniff theair. And they change direction,
veering away from the bedroom to investigate the room next to it. | hear their voicesthrough thewall,
indistinct but clear enough to deduce that they have found Ki’ s headless corpse. Archer must have
dragged it away from whereit fell, out of hissght.

| whisper ingtructions to him and he nods, nervous but determined. | dip out of the bedroom whilethe
Reptos are preoccupied, and take cover behind the couch, which we left Sitting at a haphazard anglein
the center of the outer room. My back is exposed to the open doors, but | cannot think about that now.
A snaich of conversation drifts through the archway in front of me: “ So, the female mammal spokethe
truth about thisone, at least.”

“But the time machines—where are they?’

“We have two chambers yet to search.”

The creatures emerge from the room. Although they are armed, they do not appear to havethevirus. |
don't know if thisisagood or abad thing. | ook to my left, to where Archer isawaiting my signal. | let
the Reptos draw closer to him.

| nod—and he springs out in front of the creatures, and fires his blagter. His shot finds its mark, and the
first Repto throwsits clawsto itsface in agony. The second returnsfire, too late: Itstarget has dready
ducked back into the bedroom. And, thus distracted, it isalso too late to react as | leap over the couch,
lighting my sword and severing its wegpon hand.

Asthe second Repto grunts and falls back, the first recoversits witswith afurious snarl. | spin around



and try to kick the blaster out of its hands; it holdsonto it, but itsaim isthrown. A pulse of fire hitsthe
celling, and plaster sprinkles my shoulders. My blade scores aline acrossthe creature' s chest, and blood
wellsthrough the tear. The second Repto, clutching the bloodied stump of itsright hand, dams mewith its
shoulder. Its comrade lunges a me, mouth spread wide, helping meto the floor. | drive my foot up into
itsinjured chest, hoping to push it away, but itswings catch it and it dives toward me. | cannot get my
sword between us; itsjaws are snapping fiercely at my throat.

Then Archer appears again, and gets off another uncannily accurate shot. The Repto stiffens and croaks
asfireformsahao effect behind its head. It has taken enough punishment. It sags and rolls off me,
gurgling through the blood in its mouth.

To my horror, the second creature goesfor Archer. Hetriesto shoot it, but it ison him too quickly. He
srugglesto fend it off, but its claws hack into his side, between hisribs. Shock kegps him standing for a
long second. | let out ahowl, the sound reverberating in my ears astime seemsto dow down. Archer
crumples, but the Repto keeps him pinned to the wall, its teeth closing around his head. ..

...until my sword entersits back, to emerge from its somach. The Repto’ sjawsfal open. It ssumbles
backward, impaling itself further on my blade. Released, Archer hits the ground with agasp, glassy-eyed,
and hisgun falsfrom numbed fingers.

Before | can attend to him, asingle word comes from the doorway: “Acroyear!”

Sheishere. | hedtate beforel turn, girding myself for what | will see. | have dready heard the weakness
in her voice.

She, too, has been hurt. Her clothes are stained with her own blood. The scars|eft on her cheek by the
Nest Leader’ s claws seem more vivid than ever. Persephone s hair hangsin knotted strandsin front of
her bruised face. Sheis stooped, asif unable to stand properly, and her left hand cradles her right arm.
Standing behind her, using her asashidd, isanother Repto. The creature sright eyeis swollen shut, and
the green-brown scales of its head are bruised purple and black. Itsright wing has been shredded like
paper, and asit shiftsits position, it dragsitsright foot clumsly. Itsleft armislooped around

Persephone’ s neck, and it holds ayellow canigter, identical to the onel saw in the Repto laboratory. Its
claws are poised to unscrew itsred lid.

“Drop your weapon,” snarlsthe Repto, “and step away from my nest mates!”

| deactivate my sword, and remove the cooling blade from my enemy. | pull away from it, moving
deliberately behind the couch. Freed from its skewer, the dead creature falls. It lands heavily on top of
thefirst Repto, which spasms, chokes on its own blood, and stops breathing.

“Oops” | comment, without feding.

“The weapon, warm-blood!” roars the creature in the doorway. “ Throw it to me! | trust you understand
what will happen if you force meto open thiscontainer?’ | nod. The Repto tdls me, anyway. “All lifeon
this planet will bewiped out within hours!”

“Including your own,” | point out.

“A priceworth paying, if it helpsrid this galaxy of the warm-blooded taint. My desth would bring honor
to our gloriousempirel”

If that isthe case, | ask mysdlf, why hasthe creature not released the virus aready? Its body language
givesmethe answer. For al its bravado, it isafraid. It does not want to die. But even acoward can
commit an act of desperation when cornered. | must be careful. With the Repto watching me closdly, and
Persephone between us, | cannot take the offensive. | toss my sword over the couch, judging the throw
S0 that it lands a couple of feet short of my foe.

It repeatsitsingruction to Archer, who sitswith hisback to thewall, breething heavily, clutching hisside,
teeth clenched. He needs medica attention. Groaning with the effort, he gives his blaster ahaf-hearted
push away from him. What the Repto does not see—what | noticed mysdlf only aminute ago—isthat |
have asecond sword at hand. When Archer removed Ki’ s body from thisroom, he left his weapon
whereit fell. By chance, he moved the couch over it, so that only thetip of the blade protrudes. | step on
it, and, without looking down, tease it from its hiding place with my foot. Fortunatdly, the thick carpet
keepsit from making a sound.

| clear my throat. “So,” | say, “now that you have us, what do you intend to do with us?” The Reptois



nervous. | hopeto hurry it into making amistake.

“Youwill diefor what you have doneto my people,” it spits. “All of you!” It pointsatrembling claw at
me. “You will bethefirgt. I don’t know how you escaped from our ship, but the Nest Leader will reward
me generoudy when | take him your corpse.”

“Your leader wants Acroyear dive,” putsin Persephone.

“Slence!” The Repto’ s eyes narrow, its lipless mouth flattening into a determined line asit triesto think.
Findly, it makesadecison. It wavesaclaw in Archer’ sdirection. “You will doit. You will day the
terrorist with itsown sword!”

“Y ou have got to be kidding,” he protests, weakly. With a threatening growl, the Repto shiftsitsgrip on
the yellow container.

“He can't lift that weapon,” | intercede. Flattering the Repto’sego, | explain, “It istoo heavy for amere
mamma to wield, without mechanica augmentation. If you want to kill me, you will haveto comein here
and doit yoursdf.”

“No!” Fear flickersin the cresture seyes. It isonly young, | think. But then, fear isreplaced by cunning.
“Y ou will run the sword through your own heart!” Excited by thisidea, it hisses, “Yes, yed You will
prove the superiority of the Reptos by taking your life a my command.”

“Andif | refuse?

“You will sed thefatesof billions of your kind.”

“Then, either way, | die. What do | care about anybody else? At least, if you release that virus, | will take
my killer with me!”

The Repto’ snodrilsflare. “Y ou are bluffing!”

“What makes you think the people of Micropolisare ‘my kind' 7" | chalengeit. “1 have been encased in
thisarmor for longer than | can remember. | do not know my own face. | have no reason to believe that |
share ancesiry with any of them.”

“Y ou...you would have sacrificed yourself for them, aboard our ship. Do not deny it, warm-blood—the
Nest Leader told us of your heinous plan!”

“My god,” | state camly, “was not to protect them. It wasto kill you!”

“Y our kind can never defeat the Reptos,” the creature barks automaticaly. It shudders, shaking its head
asif trying to drive out dizziness. Its wounds are beginning to taketheir toll. It is bleeding, growing
weeker. The longer | can keep it talking, the better. | only pray that Archer can outlast it. Hiseydids
have fallen, and he looks whiter than ever.

“No?’ | respond, with atouch of derision. “Y our leader sent four soldiersto the surface, | believe. Two
of them lie dead, here. Whereisthefourth?’

“Thefemae mammd deceived usl” spitsthe Repto.

“I had a contingency plan prepared,” says Persephone. | think she hasrealized what | am trying to do.
She speaks dowly, and as calmly as she can. Her captor, desperate for more time to think, does not try
to sllence her. “Remember the mine where we took refuge from the Harrowers? One of the tunnelswas
rigged to collapse. | led the Reptosinto it.”

“They thought you were taking them to the Pharoids' machines?’

“Wewere not fooled!” hissesthe Repto. “We have learned not to trust warm-bloods. That iswhy only
two us went down that tunnel, taking the female with us. And | was prepared for atrap. When it came, |
was ableto fly to safety with ease”

| deem it best not to point out that the creature’ s condition beliesits boast. At least | know, now, how
Persephone sustained her injuries.

“You'reright,” she says, bowing her head in apparent defegt. “Y ou were too quick for me!”

The Repto purrs, mallified as no doubt sheintended. Then its eyes narrow. “And yet, knowing the
consequences of betraya, you thought to lure usinto a second trap!”

It tightensits grip on the canister. | speak quickly. “She did not know | was herel”

“How could | have known?’ cries Persephone. “Weleft Acroyear on the spy ship!”

“Then the machines are here as you promised? | can take them to the Nest Leader?”’

Shelooks at me, with asilent plea. | have to change the subject. | have to take a chance. “No,” | say.



“Y ou cannot—because your Nest Leader is dead!”

The Repto blinks, unableto takein what | have said. “That...that isnot possible!”

| reise my voice, to intimidate the confused cresture. “Y ou wondered how | could escape from your ship.
The answer issmple, you dull-witted hatchling: Y our ship no longer exidts. | destroyed it! Y our Nest
Leader died in the blazing wreck, aong with every one of your comrades. | killed them al!” The Repto’s
jawswork slently, its protest stuck initsthroat. | keep talking, browbegting it verbaly, giving it no time
to speak, no timeto think. “Y ou are the only Repto left on this planet. Think about that. If you open that
canister, you will die—and for what?'Y ou want to be a hero, but who will be left to tell of your deeds?
Nobody will know what happened here. Nobody will know your name!”

The Repto’ s eydidsflutter in pain. Its head droops onto its chest, but it catchesitsalf. A tear tricklesfrom
itseye. Itisamost over. Ki’ssword liesat my feet.

“I can till avenge my nest,” the creature triesto assert.

“Andwhenitisover,” says Persephone quietly, “when thereis no lifeleft on thisworld, what do you
imagine will happen then? Ki’ s shipsare dtill in orbit; your people can't get past them. His soldierswill
come down here and claim the untouched Pharoid machinery. They will have mastery over time—and
how do you think they will useit?’

“They will not forget such an atrocity asyou propose,” | add.

“They will destroy your race beforeit ever learnsto stand upright! The Reptoswill be wiped out in the
past, the present and the future, and you will be responsible!”

“The machines!” The creature clutches at itslast remaining straw. “ The machines are here! Y ou will take
me to them. Y ou will show me how to usethem. | will be the one to change the past. | will bring back my
Nest Leader and restore my ship. The Reptoswill be victorious!” It movesinto the room, pushing
Persephone ahead of it. She squeals as her captor tightensits grip on her throat. “ Tell me wherethe
mechines are, mammal, or thefemdewill die!”

Silently, | point to the archway behind me and to my |eft. The Repto maneuversitsaf acrossthe room
with alimping, Sdeways gait, its eyes dways upon me, keeping Persephonein front of it, dwaysready to
unleash thevirus. | watch it in turn, invisbly from behind my helmet, awaiting my chance, dert for the
dightest opening. | have only seconds before the creature comes around the couch. Then it will seethe
sword, and | will beforced to act.

Three seconds. Two. One.

The Repto faters, dizzily, its hand moving from the deadly canister to its own head. Itshold on
Persephone weskens.

She grugglesfreeof it. “Acroyear,” sheyells, “now!”

| have dready flipped up Ki’s sword with the toe of my boot. It spinsin midair. | catch it by its pommel
and redirect it, with aflick, toward my target.

With a speed born of terror, the Repto goes for the canigter lid, and twidtsit.

In the instant before it can break the sedl, alength of cold sted spearsitswrigt, and pinsit to thewall.
Regrettably, the creature maintains the strength, and the presence of mind, to keep its claws locked
around the canigter. Gasping with pain, it reachesfor it again with itsfree right hand. | am charging
toward it, but | am not close enough.

Persephone gets to the virus before the Repto does. She wrests it from the creature’ s numbed grip. It
howls. She ducks away from itsteeth. It thrustsitsright claw through her heart. She stiffens, and fdls.

| am screaming with impotent fury. | reach the sword, still embedded in the Repto’ s scales, my mind
consumed by the dreadful thought that | am already too late. | activate the energy blade. It cuts through
bone and muscle asif through water. | cut asizzling, weeping line down the Repto’ sarm. It has lost too
much blood aready. It groans, and collapses.

It thrashes on the floor, babbling weakly, tearsin its eyes. “ The machines. ..take me to the machines. . .|
must...savemy people...”

“Thereare no machines” | snarl at it, “you pitiful, deluded animal! The machineswere destroyed. Y ou
fought for nothing!”

It whimpers, defeated at last. | drive my sword through its chest, and stake it to the ground.



Slencefdls

| turn to Persephone. | kneel beside her. To my amazement, sheis not dead. But my joy istemporary.
Sheisdlinging to life by her fingernails, and yet she samiles.

“We...didit,” she croaks, flexing her wrist in ahalf-successful attempt to hoist her prize. “1 got...the
virus”

“Do not try to spesk. | will find something—bandages, drugs. .. Ki must have had something here...” My
mind takes me back to the Systern complex, to Persephone lying as she lies now, fading away. | thought
| had lost her, then. Thistime, | know. She had been through so much aready. That fina blow was
mortal. The most expensive equipment, the most skilled doctorsin the galaxy could not keep her here.

| think about Bilan Tench. Holding his corpsein my arms. It seemsalifetime ago. My old life. Before she
turned meinto another man. A better man.

With an effort, shelifts her hand. She runs her fingers across my helmet, amogt affectionately. | wish |
could show her my trueface. “Nothing...you can do,” she breathes. “ Tend to Archer. He can.. . «ill be
saved.”

“It should have been me. | should have died.”

“No...no, you areimportant. The System has been damaged. We...both know what. . .chaos, what
misery, will follow. The people of Micropoalis...know you. They respect you. They will...listen to you.

Y ou can...get them through this. They...need you.”

She has said al she needed to say. Her eyesclose.

| will not let her go. | am not ready. There is one more question | must ask.

“Why did you doit?” My last chance to know her, my last chance to understand. “Why did you warn the
Reptos? Why did you let them stop me? How could you have risked so much, endangered so many
lives, for the dim chance of saving your own?’

She smilesagain, weskly, her eyes till closed. She almost chokeson alaugh. “Youidiot, Nanissar! Do
you not seeit yet? | didn’t fight the future for my own sake. It was for yours!”

| don’t know how long | have knelt over her. She seems so peaceful. | do not want to leave her, but |
must. | have paid no heed to the passing of time. | redlize, with aguilty start, that | have neglected my
wider repongibilities.

Archer.

| fee awrenchin my heart as| stand up, as | force mysdf to turn my back on her.

He has passed out, but he till breathes. His cut isnot as deep as | feared. The bleeding has stopped. |
find bandages and clean water through one of the archways. As| clean hiswound, hiseydidsflicker
open.

“Now isit over?’

“Itisover,” | assurehim.

“We're...dive That'sgood, right?’

“Yes”

“The Repto...?

“Dead. It threatens us no longer.”

“And Persephone?’

My answer catchesin my throat, but my reticence spesksfor itself.

Hedghs. “Postic judtice, | guess. The games she played, the liesshetold...they dl caught up with her in
theend.”

“Do not speak about her that way!” | growl. Archer looks at me, surprised. Awkwardly, | try to explain.
“There was more to Persephone than we knew. Far more. Without her, our future—the future of the
billionswho livein this city—would be dark indeed.”

| take adeep breath, which fallsto fill the longing void inside me.

“Shewasahero,” | say.



CHAPTER
FOURTEEN
Someone screams.

Everybody looks skyward. | can seethefear in their eyes—they think it is starting al over again. Some
people run for cover. | should have anticipated this. The descending spaceship emerges from the smog,
fire sreaming from its wing-mounted and rear engines. My citizens are looking to me for comfort, a
promise to keep them safe.

| stride through them, my energy sword lit. Ryan Archer hasto half-run to keep up with me. Thelast time
thisship landed on thisworld, it wasin secret, on adusty plain outsde Micropalis. Thistime, itssole
occupant ismy honored guest. | look forward to meeting him. Ki’ s persond landing pad was destroyed
with his palace, but | have had ateam of |aborers clear the site of ablock demolished by the Reptos,
creating arare open space in the city center. | try not to think about the bodies beneath my feet. There
has been enough mourning.

The ship lookslike agreat bird of prey, itsarmored hide gray, itswings spread proudly. It holds a giant
golden egg clasped in its strong jaws. | make ashow of deactivating my sword, to sgnd that | foresee no
danger. The onlookers have drawn back anyway, leaving a nervous space around us.

“Man,” breathes Archer, as an antigravity downdraft ruffles his hair and weighs down on my shoulders,
“isthat agght for sore eyes!”

“So, thisisyour conveyance,” | say, mildly impressed.

“Yeah. Thisisthe Sunreaver”

| frown. “1 believed you cdled it the Sunrunner ?’

Helooks momentarily confused. “ Sunrunner, Sunreaver ...so Smilar, yet...”

“Another detail from the dternative timeline?”

He nods, chagrined. “It’ s getting so as| can't tell which memories are my own any more, and which
belong to...that other me”

The Sunrunner setsdown, almost noisalesdy. A minute or so later, alanding ramp islowered from its
sde. An audible gasp rises from behind me as afigure appears at its head.

Our vidgitor isunmistakably Vaerian. Hisskinis purple, and four arms protrude from his deevelessjacket.
His head is smooth and hairless, his eyes round and black, and he has gills tucked behind prominent
cheekbones. Hisrace' s reputation as organized criminals precedes him. Still, | have been assured that
thisVaerianisunique.

“Judging by the fancy knife and the bucket over your head,” he says, by way of agreeting, “you must be
Acroyear.”

“And you must be the one known as Knave.”

“It'sGanam Jafain, actudly.” The Vaerian lopes down the ramp toward us. “ But what the heck—call me
Knaveif you mugt. I'm getting kind of used to it.”

“Good to seeyou again,” says Archer. “I1t' sbeen awhile.”

“You'retdling me! You get to fight off an dien invasion, overthrow adictator, and rebuild aworld. All

I’ ve donefor the past month is cool my hedlsin orbit around some lava planet, waiting for the Reptosto
get bored and pull their warships out of the system. Oh, and run like hell afew times, when they came
nosing around.”

“How isthe Sun...runner 7’ asks Archer.

“In better shape than when you last saw it. I’m no engineer, but with time on my hands, | managed to lash
afew components together; the self-repair systems did the rest. WEe re running on empty, though. We're
going nowhere until we can recharge the jump cdlls”

“That isnot aproblem,” | say. “Come, | will show you our base of operations.”

“I would say it sgood to bresthe fresh air again,” remarks Knave, “but...well...” Helooksinto the
polluted sky, and hisgillsripplein distaste.

“We are working on the problem,” | assure him. “However, it isaquestion of priorities.”



“Sure.” Hisgazeis gtill set above the rooftops. | need not follow it to know what has taken his attention.
The Time Traveler now floats above apile of rubble. For two nights, he was shrouded in darkness, lost
to us—but one of my firg acts after the war was to position new spotlights on the rooftops around him. It
isimportant to me that the citizens can see him. The Time Traveer isthe heart of Micropalis, asymbol of
hope. He encourages usto ook forward. He provesthat thereisafuture, after al.

At leadt, that iswhet they il believe.

“I’'ve heard alot about that guy,” says Knave. “1 awayswanted to see him in the flesh—or at least, inthe
tachyon particles” He turnsto Archer. “ And how about you? Did you find what you were [ooking for
down here?”

Archer castsasdelong glance at me, and grins. “Yeah,” hesays, “I think | did.”

Wewalk the eighteen blocks to our headquarters; | like to make my presence felt on the streets. Knave
has no complaints, despite drawing afew stares. He claimsto be enjoying the chance to stretch hislegs
and look at something other than the Sunrunner’ s bulkheads.

| experience my usud dismay at the Sght of asnaking line outside a plug-in center—one of the few that
il stand. It waswith reluctance that | concentrated my efforts, in the first week of rebuilding, on the
restoration of the System, abeit to areduced state of functionality. The news sheet made me only too
aware of the consegquences of sudden withdrawa for the computer’ s erstwhile daves. They need their
release, eveniif it isnow drictly rationed according to resources.

Archer was agreat help in bringing the System back online. He dso helped me to access Ki' s persona
fortune. Micropolisisapoor city no longer.

Harrowers patrol the Streets, abeit with stun gunsinstead of blasters and shock batons. Another
compromise—but the early restoration of law and order was vital. Many of Ki’ stroops werekilled in the
Repto attack. | recruited more, but | needed the experience of the few survivors, whatever their past
crimes. | gathered them together, and made it clear what | expect of them. They are more afraid of me,
now, than they were of Ki. The same goesfor his maintainers and few remaining “ captains of industry.” |
have need of clear heads—people who were never subjected to the System’ s brainwashing.

| have made one change to the Harrowers uniform. No longer do their heimets hide their faces.
Whatever they do now, it will be asindividuas, identifiable and respongble for their own actions. | could
amog envy them.

| have set up base in the warehouse above Ki’ s bolt hole. This alows meto be accessible to the public,
but offers ahideaway when it getsto be too much. I never intended to become the ruler of Micropolis—I
never thought | would live thislong—and | am uncomfortablein therole. But, as Persephone said, the
citizens know and respect me. Anyway, | was the one who killed their old ruler and brought down the
System. | fed aresponshbility toward them.

She gave her life for me, so that these people could have their figurehead, their hero. | won't let her
down.

“I see you' ve gone for the open-plan look,” says Knave as we step through the door.

“Décor is—" | begin.

“I' know, | know, not one of your priorities.”

Thisfloor of the warehouse is teeming with people. They rush between haphazardly arranged desks and
cabinets—anything we could find and drag in here. The air isfilled with the buzz of conversation; once,
the words had an edge of desperation, now they communicate a sense of purpose. | am proud of what
my volunteers have achieved.

They are organizing new work shifts at the mines and refineries. Workers' conditions have been
improved, their hours cut back: Micropolis still needs power, but with the fuel-hungry System only partly
operationa and the airships grounded, far lessthan it did. Cod isaso being imported from off-planet,
aong with emergency food and medica supplies. | have people making the necessary arrangements, via
ajury-rigged communications console. Others struggle with salvaged System terminds, transferring some
of Ki’shillionsto our new suppliers, many of whom demand payment in advance. Thefirst shipments



should arrive within aday, thankfully before our last food depot is exhausted.

| call over avolunteer, and ask her to arrange the Sunrunner’ srefuding.

“These past few weeks have been amazing,” says Archer asthe woman hurriesaway. “1t'slikewe' ve
been watching this city waking up, getting back on itsfeet.”

“Thereisill agreat ded todo,” | caution him.

“Y eah, but look around you. These people were zombies, and now...”

“Unfortunately, they are not representative of the mgority. Y ou saw for yourself how they till crave the
System’ sembrace. That kind of addiction can beimpossible to break.”

“Tell meabout it,” mutters Knave, reminding me of hisorigins. “I’ ve seen this athousand times before.
Sometimes dl you can do isleave people to their own mistakes.”

“I do not agree. The System will be reprogrammed. It will no longer teach its usersto conform, it will
encourage independent thought.”

“It won't be enough for some. They’d till rather hide from the redl world.”

“Granted—but it is my hope that most can be persuaded to rejoin us. Their children should be ableto
dismantle the System forever.”

“S0 long asthe Reptos don't come back,” remarks Archer.

“They won't,” | say confidently. “Whatever else hedid, Ki kept thisworld safe from outside attack—at
least until greed caused him to dlow the enemy through his defenses.”

“I saw some of the battle,” says Knave with agrin. “Thelizardsthrew their best warships a the
blockade. They were sent scampering away with their tails between their legs.”

“They will make plenty of threats,” | predict. “They will vow to avenge their defeet. But they havelittleto
gain from another attack, and much to lose. They will go in search of their next ultimate wegpon,
instead—something el se to earn them the respect and the fear they crave so badly. | don’t expect they
will findit.”

| buried her two weeks ago. As| lowered the casket into the ground, it struck me how little | knew
about her. Did she have a deity; somebody to whom shewould like meto pray? | assumed not. She was
aways so pragmatic, so cold and rationd. | doubt she would have believed in anything that science could
not prove. | said afew awkward words, anyway, addressing them skyward to whoever might hear them;
there were few enough peopleto listen down here. Archer stood, his head bowed in respect, hands
clasped infront of him. Behind him, two laborerswaited tofill in the grave. Nobody else came.

Oneday, | swore, | will build amonument to her. | will tell people what she did. She will not be
forgotten.

| burnt the news sheet, and sprinkled its ashes over her. The document had become morethan asimple
anachronism; it was a paradox, sent from afuture that can no longer cometo be. Likethe Time Traveler.
| feared, however illogicaly, that the news sheet’ s existence might have a corrupting effect, that it might
drag the timeline back to its old course.

Itisgonenow. But The Time Traveler remains.

“What do you mean,” cries Archer, “you're not coming with me?’

| sigh and open my eyes. | am Sitting cross-legged on the carpet, having moved Ki’ s leather couch aside
to make space. | had hoped to delay this conversation until concluding my meditation, but Archer is
persgtent. “1 am gtill needed here,” | say.

“You can't take afew days off?1 thought things were settling down.”

“Maybein aweek or two...”

“People are learning to cope, Acroyear. Some of them have shaken off their conditioning atogether.
They can keep the food supplies coming, run the moviehouses, keep working on the System. Micropolis
won't crumbleif you leave.”

“I have seen what Micropolis could become,” | say darkly.



“But you' ve changed that!” inssts Archer. “ The guy who produced that news sheet, he'll beborninto a
different world now! Y ou keep telling everyone you' re awarrior, not apolitician. So leave the politicsto
someone ese. Y ou' ve done enough!”

“And what if thereis more trouble?’

“The Harrowers—whatever they’ re caled now—they can handleit.”

“I have fought two Scorpites this week. The time breaks are becoming more frequent.”

“I know. I" ve been seeing the Time Traveler more often, too.” Archer’ sright hand goesto hisside; | can
seefrom hisface that heisfeding the pain of hiswound again. Helowers himsdlf into aseat. “1’ve been
stuck down here, sitting on my hands, for too long—and yeah, | know we couldn’t have left before now,
| know we had to get this place back on its feet—~but | think we' re running out of time. | think we're
coming to the end. Or the beginning; whichever way you want to ook at it. The Time Traveler’ sstarting
point.”

That gets my attention. “Y ou think he will leave us soon?’

“I don’t know what will happen—but, yeah, it'll happen soon. A few daysat most.”

| thought | had made this decision, but now | find mysdf torn. Certainly, | would like to passthe
responsibility for Micropolis on to somebody else. My war iswon. | long to leave here, to search for my
lost past. And maybe Archer isright. With Ki and the Reptos gone, volunteers are lining up to come here
and help. Many are ex-resdents who threw off Ki’s chains, but were forced to leave family and friends
behind in the city. | have aso heard from several computer scientists, eager to get their hands on the
System without having to sdll their soulsto itsformer master. Even the Galactic Defenders, stretched as
their resources must be, have sent asmall contingent.

| could leave. But thereis something else. Something that has been nagging at me since the Vagrian
arrived.

“I nolonger wishtodoit,” | say. Archer’sbrow furrows. | explain, “I wanted to change the past—that is
why | agreed to accompany you on your quest. By altering what had gone before, | thought | could spare
Micropolis and mysdf what wasto come.”

He understands. “But now you' ve got your happy ending, and you don't want to jeopardizeit. Y ou think
it wasworth al the sacrifices”

“Not quite,” | say, tersdly, thinking about her again. “But, in the Time Traveler’ sredlity, wewould still be
under the rule of adespot—aworse one, by your account, than Ki.”

“I told you, it might not cometo that.”

“But it iswhat the Time Traveler wants, yes? To take us back to the world he knows?’

“I...I'mnot sure. | mean, yes, | think so. But that’swhy | need you with me... One of thereasons. If |
have to make that decision, if | have to choose between thisredlity and the other one, or...or something
else dtogether, | can't do it done. | need to know you're on my side, that you think I'm doing theright
thing, you know?’

“Andwhat if ‘theright thing’ isto forget these dreams?’ | ask. “I havelearned not to interferein the
workings of time. Whoever heis, wherever he came from, the Time Traveler did not heed that lesson.
Histime hasgone; he hasno right to reclaimiit.”

“You could beright,” says Archer. “But what about Persephone?’

“Sheisdead,” | say inawarning growl.

“And someone hasto tell Karza. He sent her here. HE' sthe nearest thing she had to family. She’ d want
the news to come from somebody who knew her. She' d want it to be you.”

“Karza...you said he was an evil man, awould-be tyrant.”

“Isthat how she described him?’

“Of coursenot!” Itisnot fair of him to use her againgt me.

“| seehim dl thetimein my dreams. He was amega omaniac, aruthless dictator. Totell you thetruth, he
scares me witless! But he was never the Emperor in thistimeline, and that’ s got to mean something. If |
can just find out what happened to him...He stheonly lead | have, Acroyear. If anyone can find out
what the Time Traveler wants, it'shim. And | have to know. These dreams have brought me along, long
way. | won't give up on them now!”



The speech comes tumbling out of him, asif rehearsed. And | cannot deny that | know how hefedls.
“I hel ped you when you needed it,” says Archer. “Now I’'m asking you to help me. Micropolis doesn't
need Acroyear anymore. | do!”

That afternoon, there is another nation attempt.

| am presiding over the laying of foundations for the new palace. Although less grand than the old one, it
will provide asymbol of leadership that appears to be needed. A large crowd has gathered to watch
concrete being poured into apit | helped dig mysdlf. In ashort speech, | promise that, once congtruction
iscomplete, theidentity of the new Baron or Baronesswill be decided by afree election. The
announcement receives a spattering of applause, but many who hear it are smply dumbfounded. Theidea
of having asay intheir own destiniesis new and strange to them. | am hoping it will catch on.

Asthe concrete hardens, it will serve one more purpose. | buried the canister down there. The one that
contains the flesh-eating virus. | did not know what elseto do with it. With luck, it will not be seen again,
certainly not until its contents are long dead.

The gunshots come from atenth-floor apartment window. | seethe first muzzle flash in timeto bring up
my arm shids, deflecting the blasts—four in dl. Citizens are shouting and screaming, ducking for cover,
but | wasthe soletarget of thisattack. My Harrower guards—| must find anew name for them—are
drawing their weapons. They move to surround me, but | do not need their protection. A shadow moves
behind glass as my assailant takesflight. | break through a black-armored cordon, and head for the
gpartment building. I will cut him off before he reaches sireet leve.

Archer intercepts me at the entrance. “Wrong address!” he warns. | do not hesitate. | trust hisingtincts.
The Harrowers, however, are baffled as| turn and follow him aong the sdewalk. Two of them stay with
me, while two plow on through the building’ s stedl and glass doors. Thefind two have taken flight on
glider-packs; they are climbing through the window from which the shots came.

Archer leads me into the entrance hal of the next building along. The Harrowers take up positionsto
each side of me aswe inspect our drab surroundings. Thereis nobody else here, but one of the elevators
isgrinding itsway down to thisfloor. | see what must have happened: The gunman prepared an escape
route. He must have found an empty room next door—there are plenty of them in this area, sadly—and
knocked through its back wall. By the time we found the hole, he expected to have walked out of this
building and disappeared into the crowd. Heisinfor asurprise.

| instruct my comrades to stand behind me. They comply, abeit reluctantly in the Harrowers' case. When
the elevator arrives, its occupant will find me standing in his path, armsfolded, glaring down at him. | will
not be able to identify my would-be assassin, but | trust that hisreaction will betray hisguilt.

“I’'m not sure about this,” mutters Archer. | don't have time to investigate his complaint.

The doors open. But the elevator isempty.

Simultaneoudy, | hear acommunal gasp from outside, and something fals on the other Sde of the glass
doors. He must have known, somehow, that we were waiting. He legpt from awindow above us. | have
aflegting impresson of mauve coverdls, but the gunman must be wearing armor beneath them to have
recovered as quickly as he has. Already he isweaving hisway through the onlookers, his path tracegble
only by the fear heleavesin hiswake.

| take off after him, the Harrowers at my heds at firgt, though | soon leave them behind. Asthe crowd
thins out, it becomes easier to see my prey, and to gain ground on him. He ducksinto adark aleyway,
and | follow him.

Itisempty. | cometo ahdlt, certain that he could not have reached the far end so quickly. He must have
redlized that he cannot outrun me. Heislying in wait.

His gun barrel appears around the sde of a Dumpster. He lets off two shots, but again, | am ready to
parry them. | stride up to him, cornering him against the wal. He has nowhereto run. Heison his
haunches, staring up a mewith amixture of fear and resentment.

| grab the front of his coverdls, and haul him to hisfeet. Thefabric tears, revealing Harrower armor
beneath—as | expected. Heis not the first person to have tried to resurrect the practice of succession by



combat. There are few senior Harrowers who have not had one eye on Ki’ sjob—and the other on their
colleagues—for years.

“Go on, then,” snarlsthe gunman, defiantly, “kill me! That'show you ded with anyone who disagrees
with you, right? That's how you suppress free speech!”

| am taken aback. “You shot at me,” | remind him. “Y ou tried to kill me!”

“Asyou killed our Baron!”

“Maruunus Ki was atyrant. A mongter!”

“He made Micropolis great. Under hisrule, we had order. Everybody worked together. Our city wasthe
envy of the galaxy. Now, our factories stand idle. We have riots and looting. How many people have
died snce you seized power for yoursdf?’

“It may have been acomfortablelifefor you under Ki'srule” | argue, “but the ordinary citizens—the
people out there on the stregt—their lives were miserable.”

“They were fed. They were kept warm and safe.”

“They wereendaved.”

“They were content. Why do you think they came here? Their lives had no purpose. They lacked
direction. They needed to be told what to do.”

“They knew no better.”

“They had the System. What do they have now?’

“Their freedom!”

The ex-Harrower laughs, scornfully. “And what do you think they will do with it?’

| fed resentment boiling up insgde me. Itisasif thisleering zedot, this symbol of the past, personifiesdl
the doubts | have had about the future. He makes mefed | can never make things better, that
Persephone died for nothing. My hand movesto histhroat. Hiseyesbulge as| tighten my grip, but | fedl
heisdill taunting me, laughing a me.

“Whatever they do,” | snarl, “it will be without fear of the likes of you!”

“Acroyear, no!”

A figureisframed by the mouth of the aleyway. Theworld, | redize, was washed in shades of red for a
moment; now, | seeitinitstrue, dull colorsagain. | focus on the shape of Ryan Archer. Behind him, in
the street, afew citizens have gathered, curiosity making them brave.

My enemy’ s struggles have ceased; his skin has a blue tint. With sudden, unexpected clarity, | hear the
voices of my armor. They aretelling meto tighten my grip on him, to end hislife or he will surely seek
another chanceto end mine. | am awarrior, they tell me.

Archer hurries up to me, lowering his voice so that the spectators cannot hear. “We aren’t at war any
morel”

“For some people,” | say, “thewar has only begun.”

“He’ sone man, Acroyear. Just one man.”

“A man who has no doubt taken many livesin Ki’ s service.”

“Then let justice be done. WEe re setting up courts to deal with guyslikethis. Let the people decide what
to do with him. They’ll keep him locked up for therest of hislife.”

“I can spare them the expense!”

“Y ou can't rule them by force—that’ swhat Ki did! Do you want to be like him?”

Startled, | let the Harrower go. He drops onto the ground, and histhroat whines ashe sucksin air again.
“A warior,” | mutter under my bresth. “I am awarrio—not apolitician.”

We dimb the Sunrunner’ s entrance ramp together, Archer and |. He shows me my quartersfor thistrip.
Theroom isalittlelarger than my old gpartment in the city, far more comfortable than | require. We
continue on to the bridge, congtructed inside the golden ovoid at the ship’ sfront end.

TheVagrian isdready here, seated at a semi-circular bank of consoles. He turns as we enter, and grins
at me. “Good to have you on board, big guy!”
“It will not befor long,” I promise. | am no longer surewho | am trying to convince. Despite my



reservations, | am amaost beginning to look forward to this mission. My stomach tingles at the prospect of
getting back into action. Back where | belong.

The Sunrunner’ santigravity engines throb benesth the deck plating. Werise vertically, awed faces
gtaring at us through tower block windows, until the tower blocks are gone and thereis only the dirty,
ydlow sky before us. And the Time Traveer, hovering as dways, head thrown back, apparently lost in
his private anguish, obliviousto us.

The dght of him gtirs conflicting emotionsin me. Through Ryan Archer, | may learn where he came from,
at last—>but | am no longer sure| wish to know. Once, the Time Traveler represented the future. Now,
heisasymbal of everything that is still wrong with time, everything that could yet see my achievements
rendered meaningless. | have adreadful feding, in the pit of my somach, that his continued existence
threstens everything | know.

| ask Archer if he has had any more dreams. An attempt to think about something else.

“All thetime,” he answers morosely, “but | can’t seemto tuneinto the onel redlly want to see. |
remember the crash landing, the desert, the six of usfinding the Pharoid temple. | remember coming face
to face with the Time Traveler, and after that...” He screws up hisfacein frustration. “Nothing! | keep
seeing images from before, likethe Time Traveler’ strying tofill in the detallswhen dl | want isto get to
the end of the story.”

He dropsinto aseat and sighs. Outside, yellow has darkened to black, as we shake off the pull of a
heavy atmosphere. “| keep seeing our first meeting,” reflects Archer, “you and me. Wewerein acell
together, chained up. I’ d been having ahard time, | didn’t know what was happening to me, and |
poured out my heart to the first person who would listen. Then you stepped out of the shadows, and |
saw you properly. At firgt, I thought you were some kind of robot or something. | wasterrified.
[...I...think | passed out.”

“What abeautiful story,” Knave commentsdryly.

“I will bein my quarters,” | say, at length. | need to meditate. | have much to ponder.

We found Persephone’ s ship ten days ago: A compact one-person pod, which she had concedled in
another old mine tunndl. 1t now Sitsin our hangar bay. Itsflight log gave us the information we needed.
The pod was sent to Micropolis from a space sation, two days' travel from here—that iswhere we must
go. To see the only man who might be able to save our universe. A great scientist. A visonary and a
philanthropist, according to Persephone. Or perhaps the most evil man who ever lived. A man | have
never met, and yet the very mention of his name sends shivers down my back.

A man cdled Karza
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