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PROLOGUE

| first saw the Time Traveler on the darkest day of my life—aday on which | didn’t want to look a
anything, didn’t want to care. A day | might have wished to forget, but it is seared now into my memory,
the deepest scar in my psyche. A day that began in utter despair, but ended with new hope.

| was shackled, but it was not only the weight of the dave collar that stooped my shoulders and lowered
my gaze. He stood at my side: The Emperor, in hisblack armor and flowing cloak. The red visor of his
helmet, opague from without, burnt into my back like amaevolent eye, and | wanted to avoid itsglare. |
refused to hear my captor’ swords, didn’t want to believe his promises of anew home, anew life. | just
wanted my father.

| had been brought to the observation deck of the Emperor’ s glass-sided zeppelin. | shuffled acrossthe
transparent floor, with asick feding of floating. Or falling. My down-turned eyes now showed mea
cloud of crimson smog, and, below this, abrooding shadow, gaining definition as we descended toward
it. My first glimpse of Throne-World. He wanted me to see this. He wanted me to be impressed, asthe
sorawling city—his city—emerged at last from the miasma. | think he must have been proud. But the city
was amonstrosity—grim towers and chimneys, reaching up to welcome usinto their soot-blackened
maws. Throne-World was as dark and ugly asitsruler, and | didn’'t want to look at it, didn’t want to
face my future, but | had nowhere esel€ft to turn. The tendrils of fate were tightening around me.

And that’swhen | saw him.

A trick of the smoke, | thought at first. Anindistinct silhouette above the jagged skyline. Then, likeasign
from the heavens, anarrow shaft of sunlight pierced the clouds, just for amoment. And it glinted off a
dlver chest plate.
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| stared at him, tried to bring him into focus, my light in the darkness. | wanted to know what he was
doing here, hovering above the factories, gpparently obliviousto the air traffic around him. | questioned
the purpose of hisgolden attire, and the triangular control panel on his chest. And my stomach tightened,
as| redized that his head was thrown back, hisfists clenched in anguish. The Emperor was il talking to
me, promising that | would be happy. But | knew hisliesfor what they were. He didn’t understand what

| was feding—or, morelikdly, it didn’t matter to him. Only one man could understand: akindred spirit. A
man who, | sensed even then, belonged no more to this drab world than | did...

| open my eyes, and Sigh heavily. | no longer deep as such, but my brain gtill needs the release of dreams.
They creep up on mein idle moments, and snatch me away from the present. | am always disappointed
to return to thisroom, to take in my surroundings anew, to see that nothing has changed. My private
chamber at the heart of the Astro Station—how | have cometo detest it. | long to wrench mysdlf from
thiswretched seet, to tear out the wires and tubes that plug into my exo-suit, and into the wasted body
beneathit. But | will not dieuntil | haveto. | cling to what little hope | have l€ft.

Increasingly, of late, the dreams have taken meto that day, to my first sghting of the Time Traveler. | can
no longer count the years, the decades, that separate me from that young boy, lost and donein the hands
of atyrant. | look back on the memory asif it isnot mine. | hear my words, asif they were spoken by
somebody ese.

“Who isthat man?’ | asked the Emperor, timidly, till trying not to look into that fiery eye. Beneath his
black, finned helmet, awide mouth with a hundred razor teeth split open agray face. Hissmilewaslike
that of a Sharkos.

“Heisthe reason that Throne-World exists,” he said in avoice like cracking parchment, “or at least that
it was built upon this spot. He has been here, unmoving, for ahundred years or more, and he will be here
for athousand yet. Heisasymbol of congtancy, atestament to the ever-lasting order that my fathers
created. He reminds us of our past, and gives us hope for afuture that is aready written.”

| have learned much about the Time Traveler since that day. | have heard many tales about him, some
entirdly fanciful, some holding precious grains of truth. Thanksto the efforts of lesser scientiststhan |, we
know that hisjourney began in our future. The Time Traveler is moving backwards through time, his
origin point unknown, the details of hisfate dready lost to antiquity. When first | had the privilege of
andyzing him, | confirmed thisfact. And, whereas the Emperor choseto view him asasymbol of time's
immutability, | saw the truth.

By hisvery presence here, in the years before his genesis, the Time Traveler has dtered history. He has
rewritten hisown story. He gives me hopethat | can rewrite mine.

But that hope isfading, aong with my strength. Nutrients are pumped into my system from aglassvat
behind my seat—the gurgling of the liquid isacongtant background noisein my head—but | fear they will
be unable to stave off desth much longer. Sometimes, | fed that only my willpower sustains me—that,
and my flux armor, this suit of semi-liquid metal in which | am entombed.

Inthe exo-suit, | fed like less of aperson. My eyes are hidden behind triangular red lenses, which make
me think of the Emperor and shudder each time | glimpse areflection of mysdf. A line of red nodules
dretches across my chest, each housing ajack plug. A recharging socket sits over my stomach, and into
thisare wired ajumble of multicolored cables. Not even my voiceis my own, now, modulated by a
mouthpiece in my sealed helmet and forever underscored by the sucking sound of |abored breathing
through my air tubes. | have worn thiswhite shell for over Sixty years, but it still does't fed like me.

| could have been an Emperor. | could have turned chaosinto order—but it was not enough. Why stop
at bringing order to the present, | thought, when | could bring it to al times? | could spare my father, and
my people.

A bank of monitorsrelays to me the sghts and sounds collected by my Biotron units, my eyesand ears
upon the world beyond my door. A third of the screens are blank, representing unitsthat are on
downtime. Most of the rest show empty rooms and corridors. The Astro Station is shrouded in the
gloom of artificid night, an unfortunate necessity for the health and sanity of my staff. Up on the bridge,



our resident Galactic Defender watches over slent instruments, waiting for the forces that are grouped
around my home to make their next move. In the laboratory outside this chamber, asingle light pulseson
acontrol pand, as acomputer with the processing power of ahbillion intelligent minds chews over
mile-long equationsin five dimensons.
Inevitably, my eyes are drawn to the containment suit, hanging inits dark acove, seeming to mock me. |
designed it, of course, after the suit worn by the Time Traveler. One day, | swore, | would weer it. I, too,
would become a Traveler, the suit protecting my flesh from the ravages of the time stream as| made my
own fateful journey into history. | fudled mysdlf with dreams of what my younger self could achieve,
armed with the knowledge that, through alifetime of sacrifice, | would accumulate them for him.
But the Time Traveler’ s secret dtill dudes me. | amed for everything, and have wound up with nothing.
Worse, | haveredized adarker truth. | have pinpointed the cause of my failure, and it threatensfar more
than my personal ambitions. | have cometo believe that thisuniverseisdying, and | don’t think | can
saveit. | don’'t have enough time.
| feed my eyesclosing, heavy with the threat of tearsthat | can no longer shed. My mind takesrefugein
the past again, walowing in the regret of what might have been.
My nameisKarza And my story, | fear, isamost at an end.

CHAPTER

ONE

They came out of the sky, spitting bolts of fire. One moment, my world was enveloped in adegping hush;
the next, it was ablaze.

The Emperor’s armada descended upon his enemies. To thisday, | don’t know how he found us. A
minute later, and my father and | would have been sedled in the cryocrypts, awaiting reincarnaion. We
would have died without the pain of awareness, ill dreaming of the time when our priesthood would
waketo anew age.

Every day of my short life, Father had spoken to me of the future. My boyhood fantasies were of lines of
Pharoids marching across the sands, an invincible army poised to take back the galaxy from atyrant
about whom | knew little. | never imagined we could lose. Victory was assured because we would wait
for thetimeto beright.

That future died aong with my father, shot from behind before he could grant me the mercy of abroken
neck. | expected to follow him soon, anyway. | hadn’t yet been taught to fight, didn’t know how to
harness my anger; it would be another man who inculcated thet ingtinct in me. | fell to my knees, lost
mysdf in Father’ sblank, staring eyes, and hoped that, when my own time came, it would end quickly.

It wasin thisway that | came to survive the massacre—a child aone amid the carnage, sand and smoke
scratching at my throat. Black-masked troops surrounded me, but no one thought to put me out of my
misery. And then | drew the attention of their leader; from that moment on, | was protected.

“What about you, little one?” Hisfirst wordsto me, il clear in my mind, still invoking adeep feding of
dread, after adl these years. | can gill seethereflection of my face as| looked up into that evil eyefor the
first time, distorted and washed in abloody shade of red. “Are you athreat to measwell...?’

The sword was heavy in my hands. It glowed with an inner fire, flaring at the edges of its blade. It would
cut through the Emperor’ sblack armor. It could have pierced his heart.

He stood before me, unafraid. He was toying with me. | knew | shouldn’t play his game, but apart of me
was forever trapped in the depths of that red eye. A reflection of my anger, of the need for justice that
wasadl | lived for. Theimage screamed at me, urged meto saizethischance, and | gaveintoit. | let my
inginctstake over.

| struck, faster and with more force than he could have expected. Blood rushed to my head; | was giddy
with the exultation of vengeance satisfied.

At thelast possible ingtant, as the sword point cut into his chest plate, he twisted aside. | scored alinein
hisarmor, but did not mark the flesh beneath. Tears rushed to my eyes. My momentary elation



punctured, | howled and brought the weapon down again, but this second blow was mistimed and
clumsy. A gauntleted hand struck out, clawed fingers closing about my wrist until | felt bones grinding.
The sword fell out of my numbed hand. Asthe Emperor released me, | followed it to the ground.

| was on my knees, expecting him to call for his guards, expecting to be punished again. But, when |
dared look up, it wasto find him smiling down a me. That familiar predator’ ssmile. “Y ou have the
makings of awarrior, after dl. | am proud of you, my son.”

“I am not your son,” | growled, automatically. It never made adifference.

“I am the only father you have, young Karza. The only father you need.”

“You killed the only one | needed!”

“Forget that old man! He couldn’t have given you dl | can give. | can make you into the man you were
meant to become.”

“My father would have raised mein the priesthood.”

“| offer you the future, Karza. He would have destroyed it! | know it’ s difficult for you to accept, but the
old man was dangerous—to himsdf and to the galaxy.”

“Hewould havetrained meto kill you!”

“And what, then, of the billionswho rely on me to keep them safe and warm and fed? The Pharoid cult
would have brought down our civilization.”

“They would have brought us peace!”

“They would have fomented chaos! Their backward idealism was a cancer, egting at our ingtitutions, our
ordered way of life. It had to be excised!”

| glowered at him, but said nothing. | had dready learned the futility of argument. Let my enemy believe
hewaswinning, that | was turning toward him. | had been trained to resist his brainwashing. All | had to
do was cling to the things most important to me.

| knew what Father had wanted for my future. He thought | could make the universe a better place. A
more peaceful place. | would honor hiswish.

Biotron was dead. | killed him.

| felt alurching sensation in my stomach, even as| denied myself such sentiment. What was he, after al,
but amere automaton? | could rebuild him a hundred times better. And yet, he had been the most
congtant, the most trusted companion of my teenage years. | had spliced DNA into his circuitry, granting
him a capacity for abstract thought and a persondity, or at least a semblance of one. | had to remind
mysdlf that his emotions had been programmed, his computerized brain detecting hormones and
nerve-endings where there had been none. He had felt nothing. He hadn't suffered.

The light had gone out of one of Biotron's eyes. The other still shone, but the memory wafers behind it
had disntegrated and poured out through aholein hissilver head. A maze of cracks had splintered
across hisred chest unit. | stared at him, speechless, watching the dancing reflection of the Rift' sgreen
light in hisface until it died. And then Biotron’sfind light flickered, too, and was extinguished.

Later, when | regained my objectivity, | would be fascinated by hisfate, by the variety of conflicting
forcesthat had acted upon him. One of his clamp-like hands had rusted shut, flaking as| tried to pry its
two clumsy digits gpart. The other hand had devolved into the semi-liquid state from which it had been
cast, oozing its way toward the ground. It had hardened again, in the sterile atmosphere of the laboratory,
aslver gdactite fill clinging obduratdly to the white sump of awrig.

Sowly, | redized that | had lost far more this day than just a childhood confidant.

The experiment had failed. Everything | had worked for lay in ruins. | had become accustomed to
success—my designs were propagating across Throne-World, making life better for everyone—and |
didn’t know how to dedl with thisfeding, thisamost physical blow that had Ieft me shaking.

| had been so confident. | had amost legpt into the Rift mysdlf, sure that there was no danger. | had
mastered time, or at least taken the first step toward so doing. | had torn aragged holeinto it. Just a
small one, enough for meto gain access. about two minutesin length, but five feet in height. Three days
earlier, | had sent aprobe through asimilar, smaller tear. | had beamed with pride asit had resppeared,



its chronometer showing aloss of some 38.54 seconds.

Wasit Biotron's greater mass that had pulled the ravaging forces to him? Had the increased time
displacement lessened the integrity of my makeshift tunnel? Most worrying of dl, could it have been his
organic components that were incompetible with the hostile environment of the time stream, attracting
destructive eddieslike antibodies?

| stood, wrestling with my feelings, for an hour or more. | stared at the shapeless, twisted scul pture that
had tumbled out of the Rift into my arms. And, ablaze with angry denid, | came up with afourth theory.
A theory that, to my sorrow, | would ultimately prove.

A less driven man might not have entertained the notion. | confess, with the hindsight of years, that it took
acertain amount of arrogance on my part to pursueit. But | refused to accept that | could have been so
wrong. My calculations had been perfect.

The problem, | concluded, lay with time itsdlf.

“Yes, yes, | think | seeit.” Professor Fzzzpa s eyes were wide benegath his bushy gray eyebrows ashe
beetled around the hologram to examine it from al angles. “Remarkable. Thisis quite remarkable!”

“The datais not one hundred percent accurate, of course,” | said. “One cannot represent
five-dimensiona coordinatesin three without accepting some compromise.”

“Yes, yes, yes, of course” The short, bald scientist leaned forward, until his head was dmost disrupting
the graph’ slight patterns. Histhick gray moustache twitched anxioudly. “Of course, but these distortions
inthe wave effects...” He straightened suddenly, and fixed me with awatery stare. “Y ou' re quite sure of
your figures?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. He was pacing pensively, his hands behind his back. “ Of
courseyou're sure, of course you are. The work you have done this past year...you have quite outshone
therest of us. | have never seenamind like...like...” Fzzzparan out of energy at last, and fell onto a
stool. He pulled atissue from his lab smock, and dabbed at his reddened forehead.

“Y ou concur, then,” | said quietly, “with my andysis?’

“I...I...well, quite, yes...I don’t see how there could be another...it'sjud...it’' srather difficult to
accept...our entire redity, everything we know, being eaten away...”

“A better andlogy,” | suggested, “would bethat it isunraveling.”

“Quite, quite, yes...and you believe the Time Traveer isthe cause of this?’

| nodded, and indicated the graph, at the point where the lines twisted away from aspiraling void. “His
path through time lies at the center of the disturbance. When he left his present—our future—the Time
Traveler punched ahole through causality. Thetendrils of cause and effect around that hole are flapping,
feeling for something to latch onto. In the absence of such an anchor, they begin to fray. They coil back
upon themselves—and, inexorably, they begin to pull the rest of the fabric of timeinto the hole.” 1 amiled
at my diminutive colleague. “Don’'t worry, Fzzzpa, the universe has afew yearsleft yet.”

“Quite, quite,” he panted. “Even so, something must be done about this. Something must be done at
once. Yes, yes, a oncel”

“My fedingsexactly.”

He was up and pacing again, muttering agitatedly. “If only the Emperor would. ..maybe, thistime, he will
ligen. Hewill have to listen. If we could just make him see...” His round face crumpled, and he dapped
afigt into an open pam. “But what if it istoo late already? We should have known about this decades
ago! If we had been freeto pursue al avenues of research, if the Emperor hadn’t kept our findings for
himsdf...” He started, guiltily, and his eyes darted toward me. “I....I...no offence meant, my friend, I...”
“Nonetaken,” | smiled. “It’ srefreshing to hear the truth spoken. The Emperor has no interest in the
advancement of science, only in the expansion of his own power. While his dite enjoy the benefits of
your work, the masses are kept in supergtitious ignorance!”

“I...1...” slammered Fzzzpa. “ Y es, yes, quite.” He hid his embarrassment by pretending to be engrossed
inthe graph again. “Can you locate the Time Traveler’ spoint of origin? If heisfrom the future, if he has
not entered the time stream yet, then perhaps we could find him. We could prevent thiswhole....this...”
“No, Fzzzpa. The Time Traveler has atered his own past by hisvery presenceinit. He has sent usaong



new strands, knitted history into a new pattern. His present lies on a part of the fabric that we can no
longer reach.”

“Then your project isdoomed. We can never travel intime, after dl.”

“I refuseto believe that!”

“But...” Fzzzpa s handsfluttered about him as he struggled to extend my metaphor. “But if we can't visit
the past without tying these strandsinto a...aknot of paradox...”

| shook my head. “The Time Traveler’ s equipment was primitive. It should have eased him dong the
drands of time; instead, it diced through them. The past can be dtered, Fzzzpa, but only with precise,
aurgical cuts. We can change the pattern of history, but it must be done one strand a atime.”

“And the damage dready done? Can werepair that?’

| didn’t answer him. He turned pale and swallowed. Then, gripped by determination, he lurched into
motion again. “We haveto try. The Emperor won't listen to us, but if he was no longer.....if we had
accessto hisresources, if we could...yes, yes, we must...”

Fzzzpa hdted and turned back to me, his expression grave. “It istime you learned what we have been
keeping from you, Karza. We knew you had been close to the Emperor, and we feared...well, no
matter, now. Y ou have shown that you share our beliefs, our concerns. We had you believe that our little
community wasloyal, devoted to the Emperor’ s service. But, these past few years, we have been
pursuing adifferent agenda. Quite different indeed.”

| raised an eyebrow. | kept my expression neutral. And | listened as my colleague told me everything |
had been sent here to find out. Everything that | already knew.

Histiming, | consdered, was unfortunate. My sojourn on thisworld had been fruitful. Rarely before had |
been alowed to pursue my goaswithout distraction. Even Fzzzpa had been useful to me. Intelligent and
driven, hewould have made an able asstarnt.

| didn’t want to leave, but the words had been said now. | had no choice.

Footsteps approached my cell. | amost welcomed them. | had not seen another person, nor heard a
voice, in days. But, more than that, the Emperor’ s continuing visits displayed hisweakness. He could
deny me my present, but he couldn’t let go of hisfuture. He should have had mekilled, or abandoned me
torot.

| didn’t know how long I’ d been here; in my windowless prison, night and day had become one. | could
measure time' s passage only by the growth of my black hair, which reached to my chest and blanketed
my chin. The cdl’ ssingle feature was atwo-tiered, circular indentation, itsinner lip forming an
uncomfortable stone bench. Sometimes, | didn’t move from that sest for hours. | sat rigid, lost in
contemplation, tuning out my gray surroundingsto swim in aseaof equations. My equipment was
impounded, my body caged, but | retained the most important tool of al. My mind wasfree.

“They are asking for you again,” said the Emperor. He had removed his helmet to display hisinner self.
So, today he was here to cgole and reassure, not threaten and beat. Deep folds and cracks gave texture
to hislumpen head. The Emperor looked old and tired, an impression not helped by the fact that his
short, wide nose terminated amost between his round eyes. He looked as if somebody had taken his
scalp and pulled, tightening his gray skin asthey yanked back hisface. | didn’'t know what race had
birthed him, nor had | encountered another of hiskind. He didn’t speak of his past.

“They areimpatient for the new world you promised,” he continued. “They ask what became of your
ideas for bridges and trangportation tubes. Y ou have threatened our order, Karza. My subjects were
content with their lot, but you showed them more.”

| didn’t answer him. A part of mewondered if | till could, after dl thistime, and how my wordswould
sound.

Hewaked around my circular pit, placing himsdlf inmy line of vison. | looked through him. “They are
restless, eager for the accesson. That ishow it should be. My timeisending. The future will be yours,
son, if you can only abandon thisfutile obsesson!”

He scowled at my continued silence, his nostrils widening. “1 was proud of you,” he sighed. “ The grestest



scientist and the fiercest warrior in my service. Y ou fulfilled the potentid | sensed in you, and more. You
may not be of my blood, but | have come to think of you as mine. Have | not treated you as such? Have
| not been agood father to you?”

He must have seen thefire that flared within me at those words. He stepped into the pit and stooped in
front of me, his eyes wide with sincerity. He spoke to mein a soft, persuasive tone. “The past isdone. It
can't be rewritten, e se what would result? Everything would be possible, nothing certain. There would
be no achievement that could not be snatched away by ajeadousrival. War and peace, life and degth,
would become meaningless!”

He straightened, disappointed, seeing that his argument had not moved me. He turned away, clasping his
hands behind him to keep them ill. Despairingly, he made afind plea. “1 thought | had reached you,
boy. | sent you to live among my enemies, exposed you to their heresies, and yet you proved your
fedty.” He couldn’t have seen my warning glare, he couldn’t have known that he had brought the scent of
blood and fireto my nogtrilsagain. In my mind, | saw Fzzzpa s uncomprehending stare as he bled onto a
dirty floor.

“Y ou ended the scientists' rebellion before it began.” They had wel comed me as a colleague, trusted me
asafriend. “You acted quickly and decisively, to end their threat.” Part of mewas afraid that it might
happen again. Another part welcomed it, contending that, even in the throes of my wild-eyed savagery, |
had maintained control. “Y ou fought ingtinctively and well, to preserve my order.”

The objection rasped in my throat, my tongue heavy and clumsy. The Emperor turned, surprised and
hopeful. “Not your order,” | restated, more clearly. “Mine!”

Thenext timel saw him, | had asword to his heart again.

There was no hesitation thistime. No words. | saw no need for either. He didn't try toresst, as| drove
the blade upward beneath his breastbone. | understood now. | knew what the Emperor had seen, those
many years before: this moment, reflected in the tearful eyes of alost child. He had seen immortdity, the
continuance of alinethat stretched through generations. He had seen the act that would turn meinto him.
The new order, the same as the old, and the people baying for this. They had raised an army to
overthrow atyrant, to elevate the poor, abused heir to the throne, and the tragedy of it wasthat they truly
believed thiswas what they wanted. They thought they were changing things.

When they offered methe crown, | would not takeit. | rejected hisfuture.

Helay a my feet, that red eye dulled forever, but | felt nothing. No pride, no joy. It was not over yet. |
stared up through the throne room’ s glass dome at my inspiration, the Time Traveler, unmoved even by
the passing of an empire. | renewed my vow to myself that | would know his secrets. | would have my
reckoning with the Emperor, not in the present or the future, the battlegrounds that he’' d chosen. | would
face him on afield that he thought long conquered. | would claim the past, and the rest would fall to me
like dominoes.

Only then would | have my vengeance. Only then would | establish peace, through order.

| knew what they said about me, in the Streets of the city that was now called Micropoalis. They caled me
afoal, hiding in my londly tower, obliviousto everything but my work. They believed | didn't notice as
the buildings burned around me, asthe new rulersfell without understanding why. They werewrong. |
noticed. | just did not care.

| took onefind look at the city, laid out beneath me, before it disappeared into crimson clouds again.
Flames glimmered in its concrete dleyways. In the twisting smoke patterns, | saw theworld that could
have been: aworld of gleaming spires and clear skies. An ordered world. | had licensed my designsfor
clean reactors and labor-saving machinery across the gaaxy, such sddlinesfunding my primary project,
but rarely had my innovations been adopted here, on my home world. Wesk |eaders had declared that
resources were better directed toward so-caled “relief efforts.” They fought to prolong the lives of those
for whom death would have been amercy. In return, the demands of the needy grew adong with their



numbers. And, in time, they grew to expect more than their rulers could give them. They rewarded
kindnesswith crime, disobedience and, ultimately, rebdlion.

Next time, | swore, it would be different.

| allowed mysdlf onetiny indulgence before | left that place forever. | brought my shuttle pod around, its
proud nose dropping to the horizontal, cutting smog to ribbons. | knew exactly where | was going. He
gppeared in front of me: The Time Traveler, my old friend. | maneuvered ascloseto himas| dared; |
had more respect for him than to fly through hisincorporea form. | drank in every detail of his posture,
his coloring, the control pand on hischest. | knew them intimately, of course, could call them to mind
whenever | wished or just examine any of the thousand images | had captured. But thiswasthe last time |
would see him likethis. Thelast time | would be closeto him.

Three dayslater, | saw my new homefor thefirst time,

The Astro Station had been built by the Galactic Defenders, but it had long since fallen into the hands of
an enemy, fromwhom | had purchased it. It was a clunky, boxy construction, old and decregpit.
Transparent sections of hull were held precarioudy between two hexagond frames. There were turrets
for missle launchers, but they yawned open, the weapons themsalves having been pried loose. The
station was a hegp of junk hanging in space, but | had expected this. It wasdl | could afford. Anyway,
everything | needed for my work | had brought with me. | required only life support, relative secluson
and, when circumgtances dictated it, limited mobility.

| sent out an encoded high-frequency signd, and alanding ramp extended obligingly, if alittle shakily,
from the sation’ ssde. | guided my pod down onto it, and it carried me into adingy hangar. A hatchway
creaked and clanged shut behind me, and | waited until the hissing of air jets had stopped and my
instruments showed normal pressure outside.

There were no other vehicleshere. A scan of the gtation had detected no life signs. Still, | sent aBiotron
unit out into the hangar ahead of me—the only one | had been able to bring, due to space considerations,
| would have to build more—and kept my sword at my hip.

My footsteps rang on the meta floor, and reverberated down dark, empty corridors. Dust tickled my
nose. When | paused and held my bresath, the silence was absol ute.

The door to the bridge did back as my escort and | approached it. | saw a shape in the darkness
beyond. Thisiswhere | would learn if my contacts had betrayed me. | had taken every precaution during
our dealings, but | was also prepared for the worst.

A pair of yellow eyes shone a me. »\GOOD MORNING, SIR. MAY | WELCOME YOU TO THE
ASTRO STATION, AND PLACEMYSELF AT YOUR SERVICE. | WILL NOW CALIBRATE
LIFE SUPPORT AND LIGHTING SYSTEMSTO THE OPTIMAL LEVEL FOR YOUR
SPECIES.«

| couldn’t help but smile. The voice was alittle flatter, more mechanical, than | was used to, but it was
familiar tome. Infact, it wasthe most familiar voicein my life.

| knew that the station’ s previous owners had left a mech behind to maintain vital systems. | had not
expected it to be one of my own design. | had been forced to sell the Biotron blueprints many years
before, to a“businessman” named Ordaal, dthough | had kept back some secrets. Ordaal had marketed
his“Cosmobots’ acrossthe gaaxy, but thiswasthefirst time | had seen one. | found its gaudy yellow
and purple coloring distasteful, and | noted the clumsy, two-fingered hands, which | had improved on
more recent models. Otherwise, though, the unit was areasonable replica of my own
Biotrons—outwardly, at least.

» AWAIT YOUR INSTRUCTIONS « said the Cosmoboat, falling till.

| stepped onto the bridge’ s main platform; reacting to my weight, the centermost of five curved seats
spun to face me. | dropped into it, and it swiveled to show me the main control pandl. | checked,
cursorily, that everything wasin order. Then | let my gaze drift out through the huge, trangparent screenin
front of me. | wastired after my long journey, and | lost my mind in the depths of space, between the
flaring points of distant sars. | tried not to look at the numbersin my mind, tried to avoid caculating how
far | wasfrom another living being.

| must have let out asigh, because suddenly my Biotron was at my shoulder. His shoulder flashes



identified him as Unit #23. “DOES SOMETHING TROUBLE YOU, KARZA? WOULD ITHELPTO
TALK ABOUT IT? | grimaced. | was proud of my creations. They represented agreat leap forward in
science. But sometimes| wished | had made them alittle more mechanicdl, less responsive to emotiona
gtimuli. I wished that, like the Cosmobot, they would stand till and silent when they were not wanted. |
would correct that flaw in the next update.

“THE FACILITIESHERE ARE LESS COMFORTABLE THAN YOU ARE USED TO,” said the
Biotron.

My gaze drifted past him, to two raised weapons stations. Both had been gutted. “It’ s not important,” |
sad. “They are adequate.”

“I COULD PREPARE QUARTERSFOR YOU, IF YOU WISH.”

“No. Our priority isto unload my equipment and set up alaboratory.”

He cocked hishead. “I| RECOMMEND YOU TAKE A FEW DAYSTO ACQUAINT YOURSELF
WITH YOUR SURROUNDINGS FIRST. YOUR BLOOD PRESSURE—"

| toreat my hair, frustrated. “Y ou will obey my ingtructions, Unit #23! Therewill be plenty of timeto
enjoy thefruits of my labor when it is completed. All thetimein the universe! | have lost enough days
aready to thisforced relocation. | will not become mired in the here and now. Thereisawider picture
here, Biotron, and we must never lose sight of it!”

Theydlow light in the unit’ s eyes dimmed, and he bowed siffly. “ASYOU WISH, KARZA. | WILL
COLLECT THE EQUIPMENT FROM THE SHUTTLE POD.”

| couldn’t fed my legs. To my disgust, | was forced to lean on two Biotron units. | shouldn’'t have been
surprised. It had been ayear or more snce | had left my sest. My flux armor kept me upright, with
minimal support from my atrophied muscles. | should have received my guestsin my chamber, et one of
my assistants bring them to me. Had Persephone still been here, | would have delegated the task to her;
she would have made agood diplomat. In the circumstances, though, | felt it wiseto show alittle
courtesy. These new arrivas were important to me.

This, too, irked me—that | should bein need of help, from anybody.

| wondered if | should remove my helmet—but my true face, scarred and weathered with the passage of
years, would not have made agood impression. Anyway, | needed itsair tubes.

Asthe hangar door rumbled open, | stiffened my resolve, and my legs. | pushed the Biotrons away,
determined that | could at least stand unaided.

| dmost sagged again when | saw the lone figure awaiting me. My hopeful gaze flicked past her, to her
ship—a Rhodium Orbiter, capable of carrying six people, but | saw nobody benegth its plastic canopy.
I d petitioned the Galactic Defenders to send a battalion. They had spared me asingle soldier—and a
femae a that, young and lithe. Even the familiar gray-and-purple battlesuit didn’t make her look likea
fighter, dthough her stance was confident. The liquid meta of her orange-tinted, bowl-shaped helmet
flowed down into her collar, to reved dark skin and stringy black hair, and yellow eyes with no pupils.
She extended ahand toward me, and grinned. “Y ou must be Karza. My nameis Koriah.”

| was trembling now, but not through weakness. My disbelief had turned to anger, and this gave me
srength—but | had nowhereto direct either. My bile would have been wasted against this powerless
child. I turned my back on her, and marched away.

To my surprise and disapproval, she followed me. She crashed unheraded into my chamber asa Biotron
unit was still reconnecting my nutrient tank. Feeling exposed, amost violated, | screamed, “Y ou don't
enter thisroom without my permisson!”

She squared up to me. “Now you listen to me, pal. | may not be everything you expected, but I’ ve come
along way to help you!”

“Help me?You reno morethanagirl!”

“I’'mafully trained Galactic Defender!”

“And I’'mfacing an army! | trust your superiors briefed you on our Stuation?’

“You' vereceived aseries of explicit threats from the Centauri.”



“Petty gangsters!” | spat. “ They don’'t know what they’ re meddling in, they’ rejust out for what they can
get. They’re no better than Reptos!”
“If we could spare more troops,” said Koriah gpologeticaly, “we would—but you know the galactic
Stuation. We re spread too thinly aready.”
“Everything fallsto chaos” | muttered under my breath.
“And,” she continued carefully, “thisis only one space station.”
“Don’'t you redize how crucia my work hereis? Do you have the dightest inkling of what I'm trying to
achieve?’
“As| understand it, you' re experimenting with timetravel.”
| glared at her for along moment, tempted to tell her the whole truth—a truth that would probably drive
her insane. Ingtead, | cmed mysdlf, and said, *Y ou are fighting alosing battle againgt the symptoms of
the problem. | will tackle the cause. The key to reestablishing order isto go back to the gart, to excise
the cancer before it can take hold.”
Koriah smiled tightly. “I prefer to face my problemsin the present.”
Angrily, | brought my fist down on the arm of my chair. “ At present, my enemies are massing around this
station, preparing to take everything | have ever worked for. Only superior strength will keep them at
bay. The Centauri knew I’d summoned assistance. They were biding their time; they don’t pick fights
with forces stronger than their own. But now....now, they’ Il have scanned your ship asit gpproached.
They’ Il know the full extent of the reinforcements that your so-called Gaactic Defenders have deigned to
send me”
Koriah nodded, conceding my point. “We don’t have much time. | could try talking to the Centauri. My
organization does il carry someweight.” | snorted derisively. “ But my recommendation,” she continued,
unfazed, “isthat we evacuate as soon as possible. How many people do you have aboard this station?’
“I will not leave my work to those criminad”
“WE |l take as much aswe can carry.”
“That isnot acceptablel” | yelled. Thegirl blinked, taken aback by the sudden force of my protest. “I am
an old man, Koriah,” | sghed. “ Science has extended my span beyond its natura years, but | must
succumb to the inevitable soon. Before that happens, | will see my life swork completed. Nothing else
matters. | don't have time to start again on anew station or anew world, eveniif | could find one that
would take me.”
“You...you gill think you can doiit, then?’” she asked hesitantly, not wishing to upset me again. “Y ou can
build atime machine?’
| let out aburgt of ironic laughter. “That, my girl, isthe easy part. If only you knew...” A black cloud of
fear swelled in my chest again, threatening to overwhelm me. Fear that my life would mean nothing. Fear
that chaos would win. | closed my eyes, and tried to breathe through it.
“I have onelast hope,” | said. “Onefina chance of claming time beforeit clamsme. | have picked a safe
course dong itstangled strands. | can dmost reach my god. | am close, so close!” | indicated the
containment suit, hanging initsacove. “In afew days, aweek at mogt, | will put on that suit. | will part
the strands of time, and | will step into history. After that, let the Centauri do asthey wish—it won't
matter! | just need those few days, Koriah. Do you think you can buy them for me?’
“I will try, Karza,” she said quietly.
| believed her. But we both knew that she would not succeed.

CHAPTER

TWO

A page from the bridge pulls me from my memories. Koriah isleaning over the communications console,
perhaps unaware that | can see her through the eyes of Biotron Unit #31. | accept her call, and her voice
echoes around my chamber. Her report comes as no surprise; my enemies wish to spesk to me again. |
have ignored their last two halls, but there is afine line between projecting indifference and appearing
afrad.

| instruct Koriah to patch their representative through to me. A moment later, her image appears on my



centermogt, largest monitor. “What isit thistime, Centaurus?’ | snap, giving her no timeto speak. “I
thought | had made my position quite plain!”

Sheiswearing battle armor. Her long face is concealed by ablack ceremonia mask, serrated along its
bottom edge to give the appearance of fierce teeth. A white fire blazes behind her eye lenses, and stedl
coilstwist down her neck like a proud mane. Shefolds her bare, muscular arms over ablack chestplate.
“You arein no position to dictate termsto us, Karza,” she says, her tone made al the harsher by
mechanical augmentation. “Y ou are defensd ess and surrounded. We could blast you out of the sky with
ecasal”

“Youwon't,” | counter, “because that would destroy what you came herefor. To get that, you'll haveto
board this station—and be assured that, in such an eventudity, | will trigger the self-destruct system and
blow usdl to atoms!”

“| don't believe you have the courage to take your own life.”

“My work ismy life. If | lose one, the other has no meaning.”

“And your underlings? Our scansindicate atota of nineteen life forms aboard your Astro Station. Do the
others share your death wish?’

“They will follow where | lead.” Eleven of the Centaurus s“lifeforms’ are Biotrons, but | don't correct
her misapprehension. What she doesn’t know, | may be able to use againgt her.

“Wewill test the veracity of that claim soon enough. | have spoken at length with your Gaactic Defender.
| know she has communicated my offer to the rest of your staff. Perhaps you would care to remind them
that the deadline for acceptance approaches.”

“I'm surethey’ ve dready made their decisions,” | growl.

“Indeed. We look forward to welcoming some of them aboard our Battle Cruiser.”

| make ashort, precise stabbing motion with the forefinger of my right hand. The nerveimpulseis
trandated into an eectrical sgnd, which travels down one of the wires plugged into my chest to terminate
the communication. My centra monitor goes blank. | move theimage of Koriah onto it, from asmaler
screen, by flexing my right wrist and diding my index finger dong the arm of my chair. A tiny, circdling
motion brings the Galactic Defender into close- up. | study her concern in the lines of her forehead, as
she sees from the readingsin front of her that contact with the Centauri has been lost. Her hand hovers
over the console for amoment, but she chooses, wisdly, not to disturb me. She leansforward, resting her
chinon her figts. Sheistroubled, but I can’t read her thoughts behind her blank eyes.

| fed aflash of hatred toward her, for putting mein this predicament. Still, her naive attempts at brokering
a pesce have bought me some time, though not enough.

The Centaurus wasright: | have little choice in this matter. Flattening my right pam, | open avoice
channd to adl parts of the Astro Station. “ Asyou are al no doubt aware,” | announce, “the Centauri have
promised safe passage to anyone who wishes to desert us within the next hour. Should any of you
choose to accept this dubious offer, you will assemble outside the hangar bay at 0745 hours. | will make
my persond shuttle pod available.”

Koriah'seyes narrow suspicioudy. For her benefit, | add darkly, “Whatever my fate, after al, it will not
involve my leaving thisgtetion again.”

“My little Galactic Defender,” | mutter under my breath. “ Always so predictable. ..”

Koriah wasthefirst to appear, of course. Sheian’t leaving—whatever else she may or may not be, sheis
no coward—but she will want to oversee the evacuation. She spends as much time meddling in my affairs
as she does dedling with the Centauri, the true threat here.

Shetakes up aposition in front of the hangar doors, arms folded. Every so often, shethrowsaglare at
the two Biotrons—#37 and #40, according to the codes in the bottom left corners of their respective
monitors—that she found waiting for her. If | didn’t know better, I’ d swear she could see me through
their eyes. Eventudly, she says, apparently to hersdlf, “Five minutesto go. | know what you' re trying to
do, Karza, sending your robots here. But you can’t intimidate them. They have aright to leave, if it's
what they want.”



Over time, | have gathered ateam of seven assstants—hopel ess drifters, mostly, whose paths have
crossed mine and in whom | have sensed a certain potentid. | give them a purpose. Some have
contributed greetly to the project, allowing meto take strides forward while they attend to the minutiaein
my wake. Others are suited only for menia tasks, but they free up my Biotrons for more vita work, and
they’ ve become increasingly important to me as my mobility has waned.

My most trusted aide, sadly, isno longer with me. | was forced to send Persephone away, some weeks
ago, on an urgent mission, another digtraction. | haven't heard from her snce—no surprise. Since they
closed their blockade around me, the Centauri have been jamming all communications, gpart from
between us and them. So, now there are Six.

They have been debating the Centauri proposal for two days, lurking in dark corners awvay from the ears
of any Biotron unit. What they fail to realize—what nobody knows—isthat | have other ways of
monitoring what happens on my gtation. | knew, as soon as | began to take others aboard, that | was
inviting betrayal. In this chaotic universe, nobody can betrusted. | had the Biotrons, my only reliable
servants, conced listening devices at strategic pointsin the corridors, and in persond quarters.

Through these, | have come to know my staff better than they imagine. Last night, | heard Ogwen refer to
me asan “obsessvefool.” He accused me of chasing the impossible, of hiding from reality—and yet he
stays with me because he does’t wish to return to his old life, to face what awaits him. We havethat in
common, most of us. A bureaucrat by nature, Ogwen doesn’t have the temperament to cope with the
tension that has permested the sation of late. It doesn't help that, with communications and supply lines
cut, he can no longer do hisjob. With nothing to fill histime but worry, he has taken to spending days
tossing and turning in bed, and nights pacing the corridors with a bottle of methohol. For dl his
complaints, though, hewon't leave. Heistoo afraid.

Nor will I lose LeHayn. She remained fiercely loyd to me throughout the discussions, sharing my anger
and my stubborn refusdl to givein to bullies. Wroje was | ess forthright—my microphones picked up few
words from her whispering voice—but she will follow her partner’ slead, asadways.

Kdleshisharder to read. A young Terragonian—not even ahundred years old—he lost hiswife and son
to aRepto attack, two years ago. | found him drifting in alife pod, and put histechnica skillsto good
use. Kellesh spends most of histime aone, crawling through ducts, lashing together obsolete systems, but
| have never seen him brooding. He throws himsdlf into hiswork, and maintains a cheerful facade—but
sometimes | see a shadow behind hisyellow eyes, and | wonder how deep the fagade extends.

Two figures pass a Biotron unit in a corridor, flitting across one of my outer screens. A moment later, the
units a the hangar door register their arrival. My chest tightens.

Theinsectoid—its nameisaseries of clicks and guttural tops—dtarts at the sight of the Biotrons. Its
colleague holdsit steady, and Koriah assurestheinsectoid that she'll keep it safe. Even o, its bulging,
multi-faceted eyes stare nervoudy out of my central screen, its antennae twitching. | won't missit, | tell
mysdf, my tightening fists belying my slent assertion. In another time, another redlity, my only usefor this
creature would have been on the dissecting table. I’ d have liked to crack open its green shell, to expose
the secrets of its race—an evolutionary offshoot of the Kronos, | have long suspected—Dbut thisisjust
one of many areasinwhich | have had to curtail my curiosity.

Vedum, on the other hand, would be aredl loss. An old man with mournful eyes, hismuscles are till
strong, hisface grim and determined benegath his short, iron gray hair. He came to me ayear ago, having
heard rumors about my work and wanting to share my solitude. To my knowledge, he has never spoken
of hispast. He keeps his own secrets. His thoughts about me, and about the evacuation, have likewise
been left unvoiced; he has listened to the others, and made up his own mind. But Vedlum is a competent
scientist—better than Fzzzpa—and an excedllent worker. | won't let him go.

Fortunately, | don’'t haveto. Vedum'’sclear, rich voicefills my chamber, relayed to mein
hollow-sounding stereo. “Where dsewould | go?’ he asksin answer to Koriah'squestioning. “1’ve
cometo see off the youngdter, that’ sal. He sabit nervous about leaving.”

“Don’t be.” The Galactic Defender treats the insectoid to areassuring smile. “1 know you haven't been
happy with usfor sometime.”

“He'sasocid creature,” saysVedum. “He needs others of his own kind around him—and more of a



purposein life than we can give him here.”

Koriah shootsaguilty look at the Biotrons, surprised that V eelum would speak so openly in front of
them. He smilestightly. “Oh, I’'m not doubting Karza. HE s quite brilliant, in hisown way, and | believein
what he’ sdoing. But you know the situation. We reamost out of time. That'sal right for me—I’velived
my life—and the others have made their own decisons. We' Il see thisthrough to the end, deeth or glory.
But | want more for the kid.”

My lips curl into asnarl. Relieved as| am to keep Vedum, his betrayd angers me. Without his
interference, his support, the insectoid wouldn’t have dared comethisfar. It does't matter, | tell myself
as Koriah operates the wall-mounted controls and the hangar door dides ponderoudy aside. What useis
the cresture to me now, anyway?

“You surethisisokay?’ asks Vedum. “The Centauri will keep their promise?”

“They’veno reason to hurt him,” saysKoriah, “and he' susdessto them asahostage. They...they might
want to interrogate him. They’ I want to know what defenses we have here, how many people, that kind
of thing.” Theinsectoid looks sartled. “Don’t worry, they know the worst of it already. They know we
can't fight them. Just answer their questions, and I’ m surethey’ll let you go home soon.”

The Centauri hope to divide my forces, such asthey are. They will be dismayed to find only asingle
being aboard my pod. | dmost wish | could seetheir faces. Still, even one defector indicates weakness
on my part; aweakness| am loath to display.

Theinsectoid triesto spesk, but its meaning islost in astammer of nervous tiks. “He sworried that
Karzawill be angry with him,” saysVedum. “Hefedshe sbetraying him.”

“Karzawill understand.” Koriah looksinto the eyes of Unit #37, asif challenging me to spegk through
him, to support her claim. Maybe | should. But my fingers close about the arm of my chair, and my throat
congrictsas| try to swallow atide of resentment. All | can seeisthe masked face of the Centauri
representative, laughing a me. Liketheinsectoid. Like Vedum. Thelatest in along line of sneering dolts
who have kept me from my work, who have brought this universe ever closer to destruction. No longer
can | console mysdlf that they’ |l suffer for their ignorance in the next timeline. When | ook to the future, |
see only darkness. The end of my own life. The end of everything.

| should have taken the Emperor’ sthrone. The universe could have known order, for ashort while a
least. Our existence could have meant something.

Koriahisheping theinsectoid into the shuttle pod, setting the auto-navigation system. Shelooks up as
Units#37 and #40 march into the hangar bay behind her. “ Karza? Did you want to say something?” A
musclein Vedum' sface tightens. He stepsforward, asif thinking he can do something. Theinsectoid
swings around to face me, letting out a chittering squed asit grows larger on my screens.

| issue the order dmost without thinking. | don’t even remember operating the voicelink. | just know that
it feelsright. It feelsgood to bein control for once, to know the future for sure. The Biotronsact in
unison, bringing up their hands. Koriah seesthe nozzles that extrude from their palms, and criesout in
horror. She triesto knock the insectoid aside, but, paralyzed with fear, it just fallsto its knees. She places
hersdf in front of the cowering creature, her arm-mounted laser pistols flashing. Unit #37 bears down on
her, crowding her with his greater bulk and weight, clearing a path for Unit #40 to reach histarget.

My central monitor flashes green, washing my chamber in an eerielight. Whenit clears, theinsectoid isa
smear of body parts, its shell blasted away, the muscles beneath stripped from its skeletd frame. Itsdark
green blood has spattered its executioner’ s face, gobbets of it diding down the insgde of my screen. |
picture the Centauri spokesman lyinginits place, and fed athrill of satisfaction.

Abruptly, the output from Unit #37 ceases, leaving me with a screen of crackling static patterns.
Responding automaticaly to his comrade’ s distress, Unit #40 swings around to afford me aview of
Vedum dipping off his shoulders as a scowling Koriah fires another laser bolt into his head. Unit #37
sags, then topplesto the floor face-first, with aheavy clunk. #40 brings up his hand, but histargets are
registered asfriendly in his database, so he waits for meto confirm the kill order.

| dmogt doit. | amost let Koriah and Vedum die onawhim. | pull back from that brink, reminding
mysdlf that | need them. A lump formsin my throat as| think about what | have dready done, how |

have jeopardized the project. My release was short-lived; now, it hasturned into afamiliar helpless ache.



| instruct Unit #40 to stland down. Koriah and Vedum are staring at him with mixed expressions of
horror and contempt. | feel some comment is needed, but | mustn’t show them my uncertainty, my
weskness.

| patch my voice through to the Biotron’s speakers, and | say in agruff voice, “Nobody leaves.”

| fed some echo of my earlier satisfaction when | face the Centaurus again. Her toneis strident as she
reminds me that her deadline has passed, but | sense her anxiety that her threats have not had the desired
effect. “Do you think | carefor your deadline?’ | sneer. “I told you before, my staff isloya to me. We
will fight you to the desth!”

The Centaurus lets out a harrumph-ing snort. “1 wish to speak to your Galactic Defender.”

“That isnot possible” | say primly. “1 have had this station’ s communications systems rerouted. All
incoming messages will be diverted to my chamber. From now on, Centaurus, you deal with meaone.”
Sherears up onto her hind legs, her front hooves coming into view asthey peda empty air in frugration. |
catch aglimpse of her strong black fetlocks. | have no doubt that she would attack me, were wein the
same room.

| intend to say more, to extract what rare pleasure | can from my foe' simpotence, but | catch aglimpse
of movement on another screen. Koriah has grown tired of shouting at a Biotron unit, or perhaps she has
just redlized that | switched off its audio receptors sometime ago. She is marching through the main lab,
watched by Unit #30, intent upon the door to this chamber. | cut my link to the Centaurus.

Koriahis separated from me by asingle bulkhead. | can’t block out the sound of her fistsagainst my
locked door. “I know you'rein there, Karzal” sheyells, somewhat redundantly. Where else would | be?
“Face me, you murdering son of aRepto! | want an explanation for what just happened, you hear me?’
In her anger, she hasn't spared aglance for LeHayn and Wroje. They were working at the compuiter,
sfting through this morning’ sfresh datawith hollow eyes, occasiondly squeezing each other’ shandsfor
mutual reassurance, but too aware of the lurking Biotron to vocalize their feelings. Now, they are
watching the Galactic Defender, their faces etched with degp worry lines. LeHayn' sthick lips are pursed,
her dark eyes hooded in confusion. A day ago, | could have expected her to legp to my defense; now,
sheisnot so sure.

Another monitor shows me Kellesh, as unkempt as ever, hisred chin bristling with yellow stubble, lank
hair hanging to the shoulders of his green coverdls. He holds alaser driver in histeeth while he prods
experimentally at therotting circuitry of awater-recycling unit with hisfingers. Heiswhigtling through his
teeth, and | know that, if he' sfeding anything at dl, then heisblotting it out asusud.

In his quarters, overheard by a concedled microphone, Ogwen is aternately snoring, sobbing, and
muttering frenziedly to himself. He sounds quite drunk.

That |eaves one person unaccounted for. Opening avoicelink to al Biotron units, | say in asoft but
commanding voice, “Display most recent sighting of Vedum.” A few seconds later, a gentle beep directs
my attention to the screen that currently displaysinput from Unit #23. The oldest and wisest of my
Biotrons—I programmed them to learn from experience, to mature—replays amemory of Vedum,
marching sullenly toward his quarters. | expected as much. The derly scientist tendsto seek solitude
when troubled. | see, from the time code on the recording, that he has been shut away for over an hour. |
will give him an hour longer, then I'll send aBiotron for him. | can't afford to leave himidle. | only hopel
haven't logt his cooperation. | would hate to employ extreme measuresto regainit.

“I’'m not going away, Karza. Speak tome, or I...I"ll turn my guns on your computer! All your precious
data, up in smoke. Isthat what you want?’

| sigh heavily. | don’t want this confrontation, and | doubt Koriah would carry out her threat, but | can’t
takethat risk. | unlock the door with a crook of my thumb, and it didesopen. | closeit again asshe
sormsinto my chamber; there’ s no need for LeHayn and Wroje to witness this.

“Thisproject ismore important than onelife,” | say before my vigitor can open her mouth.

“Oh, no, Karza, not thistime! Y ou' ve used this ‘project’ of yours as an excuse for everything you' ve
ever done, but not for cold-blooded murder!”



“Y ou have never understood. It doesn’t matter what happensin this continuum, girl. I canwipeit dl
out—adll the suffering, the mistakes. Theinsectoid will livethe lifeit was dways meant to live, never
experiencing the pain that brought it here. The same goes for Kellesh and Vedlum, and for dl the others.
If I can just make one journey back...”

“Andif youcan't?’

“Then, in some ways, the insectoid has been fortunate,” | rumble. “1ts death was quick, and relatively
painless. It won't have to bear witnessto the end.”

Koriah istaken aback, but she soon recovers. “1 won't overlook this, Karza,” shesaysinavoicethat is
quiet but steely with resolve.

She can't see the smile beneath my white hemet, but she can hear the humor in my voice. “And what do
you intend to do about it, my dear? Arrest me?Y ou can hardly take me back to your headquarters, can
you? Not with adozen armed and hostile ships gathered around this station. And you couldn’t summon
reinforcements, even if therewere any avallable”

“I could shut down your project,” says Koriah spitefully. “I could hand your equipment to the Centauri in
return for safe passage out of here, for usand your staff.”

“That isthe second threat you have made against my project,” | growl. “Make another, and you will learn
what aformidable opponent | can be.”

“What—you' Il kill melikeyou killed the insectoid?’

“I would deal with you as | would anybody €sewho standsin my way.”

“Thisisn't over, Karza,” she promises—afutile parting shot. | open the door for her, and she leaves with
her head bowed and fists clenched in frustration.

| don't know how long | spend after that in deep, sullen reverie, before I’ m disturbed by an incoming
cal. The Centauri representative again. | don’t want to speak to her, at firgt, but sheisinsstent. And |
remember our last conversation, the pleasure | took from my small victory, and | long for that feding
agan.

| put her onto the main screen. “Redlly, Centaurus,” | say, inavoicethat isstudiedly casud, even alittle
bored, “do we have anything |ft to say to each other?’

“Youliedto me, Karzal” she hisses,

“I don't recall.”

“My latest scan of your station finds only seventeen lifeforms. Three days ago, there were nineteen.
Having sometrouble with your ‘loya saff,” Karza?’

“Nothing | can’'t handle,” | reply tersdly, “as| believe | have demonstrated.”

“I must apologize,” sneersthe Centaurus, “if my offer has caused. ..unrest among your people. | wonder,
if | wereto makeit again, what reaction | would get thistime.”

“That we will never know.”

“Continueto ‘handle’ your problemsthisway, Karza, and you will do our job for us. Y our support is
crumbling. How much longer do you imagine you can hold out?’

“Never underestimate the power of fear, Centaurus, to keep order.”

“I do nat. It isyour peopl€ sfear that will drive them away from you in the end—their fear of dying at
your side, or at your hand.”

“You' rewrong, Centaurus,” | say confidently. “They arefar more afraid of the consequences of
betrayd—and, if they are not, then they ought to be.”

Vedum returns to the main laboratory an hour later, after agentle reminder. He looks pae, and hisface
hardly forms an expression dl day. He carries out hiswork in adisinterested manner, hislips clamped
into astraight line. He spares few words for his co-workers, and when | address him through my
supervising Biotron, hisreplies are perfunctory.

Not that | have much to say. Most of my work isdone. My theories are sound—they aways have
been—and Vedlum understands them as few people would. He knowswhat heisdoing. All that isleft to
meisto wait and watch, confined to this damn seat, while he goes about his business. And that is harder



than anything | have had to do.

On Vedum'singructions, LeHayn and Wroje have reopened the Rift. Despite my anxiety, | dill fed a
tinglein my spinewhen | look into itsemerad light. It recals my younger days: the excitement | felt when
that firg Rift shimmered in front of me; the feding that the fulfillment of al my ambitionswaswithin reach.
This current Rift bears scant resemblance to that uneven green diver, of course. It dominates onewall of
the laboratory, opposite the door to my chamber—seven feet tall and three feet wide, it is perfectly
rectangular, its energies contained and regulated by dampening devicesin aframework of black metal.
This Rift can hardly be considered asmpletear; it isadoorway into the past...and my future. We are
using acomputer-guided probe to plot a safe path through the years, to aparticular time, aparticular
place, but time’ stangled strands conspire againgt us. | seethe as we hit another knot, another dead end,
and are forced to backtrack.

Maybe, when | fed the end coming, when I’ m surethereisno hope, | will indulge my greatest longing. |
will legp into the Rift a long lagt, let the currents take me and tear me apart, because at least then | will
have stepped through that doorway. | will have traveled in time, just once, before time ceasesto exis.

A familiar klaxon strikes up from the computer. LeHayn and Wroje legp to their feet and pull urgently on
adglver tendril that snakesinto the Rift’ slight; Vedum sighsto himsalf and shakes hishead. By thetime
the probeisretrieved, it hasdl but disintegrated. Any information it may have gathered has been lost. My
frustration isaprickling ball in my chest. Another day’ swork for nothing. My one consolation isthat the
Centauri have not been in touch again. They are biding their time, waiting to seeif the Stuation here will
turn further to their advantage. They won't wait long. | don’t know how many more days | have | eft.

| was dreaming again. The galaxy lay a my feet, and | wasagood ruler. | brought progress and
educetion to my people, eradicating the superdtitions that had held them in thrall. My inventions kept them
warm and fed. My soldiers kept them safe. Any hint of insurgence was excised before it could spread.
No longer were the worlds of the Empirein decay; | was leading them into the future,

Thistime, though, it was different. Always before, | had dreamed of the man | would become in the new
timeline: A Karzashaped by happier circumstances, informed from the start by the experience of a
lifetime. Thistime, | was not that man. Nobody had whispered in the ear of my young self; nobody had
guided meto the throne. | had smply made the most of my opportunities. My dream was of the man |
could have been: A man who had suffered, yes, but aman blissfully unaware of the cancer in thetime
stream; aman who had never been distracted by the futile pursuit of the Time Traveler’ s secrets. It was
not adream of posshilities, but adream of regrets, and it left me with agnawing sense of failure.

Lost in despair, it takes me amoment to redlize why the dream ended. A noise outside; I'm not sure
what it was. Did somebody call out? And now, some sort of ascuffle. A grunt. A heavy dap as
something hitsthefloor.

LeHayn and Wroje were out there, working through the night, prepping anew probe for launch and
trying to reconstruct some of the corrupted data from the old one. It sounds like they’ refighting, but | can
hardly imagine such athing. LeHayn, I'm sure, is capable of throwing a punch, but not against
Wroje—and she' d be more likely to burst into tears than to hit back. My eyesflick over my screens,
looking for the [aboratory; my Biotrons are instructed never to leave it unguarded. | am perplexed to find
it empty—and adreadful suspicion washesover me.

“Unit #27, report status. Unit #27...”

Thereisno response, and a closer ingpection of Unit #27’ s screen shows that itstime code has frozen. A
phantasma hand closes around my heart. Could the Centauri be here? Could they have crept aboard,
somehow, without being detected? Urgently, | scan my monitors for the two nearest Biotrons, and order
them to the lab—but they’retoo far away. | fear that they’ll arrive too late to do any good. | am halfway
out of my seet before | have time to consider the wisdom of my actions. I'm tearing wires from my che<t,
wrenching tubes from my helmet, until thereis nothing to hold me back. | dmost fal against the chamber
door, feding blindly for the lock—and only now do | redlize the peril I'm placing mysdlf in, because until
now | have only thought about the threat to my work.



| ssumble out into the lab, my red lenses darkening in response to the clinica white light, so bright after
the nighttime gloom of my chamber. The Rift isclosed, but itsframeisintact. The computer clicks quietly
toitsdaf. | see no immediate threat, and nothing appesrs to be damaged—nothing, that is, except Biotron
Unit #27, which stands like a statue, one eye blown out, afaint burning smell issuing from its casing.
The door to the corridor stands ominously open—and there isabody on the floor.
My legs propel me acrossthe room in alurching gait, my knees dropping rather than lowering meto
LeHayn'sside. Sheisdead. Her hammer-shaped head lies at an impossible angle to her body, aline of
blood streaming over her fat lip. | smooth back her short black hair to find abruise on her temple. She
put up afight.
A short, strangled gasp sounds from the doorway. | ook up to see Wroje, her saucer eyesround and
dishdieving, her scrawny frame trembling, her thatch of violet hair in disarray. “No, no,” she croaks.
“You can't have...not LeHayn, no...”
| don't register the accusation at first. There salumpin my throat, and | fed weak. | expended too much
energy too quickly. My head throbs. | reach to the only person who can help me. “Wroje...take my
hand...help meback tomy...”
Shefliesat me, tears streaming from her eyes, screaming, “Y ou murdered her! Shewouldn’t do asyou
sad, soyou killed her, like you killed the kid!” Sheisraining punches down on me, but | can hardly fed
her weak blows through my exo-suit. Still, I have good reason to be worried. I’ ve never seen Wroje like
thisbefore, but I’ ve dways known what fury lurked within her. | doubt she hastold anybody her secret,
maybe not even LeHayn. Her shame has contributed, in part, to her lifedlong passivity. My muscleson
fire, | drag mysdlf from benegth her. For amoment, our eyeslock, and | am reminded starkly of my
father’ sbody beside me. | see my long-gone sdif in her, railing againgt the loss of the one person | ever
cared fo—an injudtice that, in my youthful naivety, | blamed on fate.
To my relief, Wroje seemsto have forgotten about me. As she sobs over her partner’ s broken corpse, |
search for the strength to stand but can’t find it. My head spins, and thereis aterrible pressure behind my
eyesasif |, too, am about to cry, for thefirst timein decades. | want to curl into aball and let
unconsciousness claim me, but | fear that, disconnected from my machines, I might never wake again. |
will hold on, until a Biotron arrivesto take me back to my seat—and then | will know precisely what has
occurred here.
Through the chaosin my head, through the blood that poundsin my ears, | am aware of a soft tinkling
sound, emanating from my chamber to taunt me. An incoming communication. The Centauri
representative. | already know what she hasto say.
Two more down. Now, there are only fifteen.

CHAPTER

THREE

The ship appears two hours after LeHayn’ s death, asthe station’ s clocks edge toward a notional dawn.
Unit #39, ationed on the bridge, detectsit first and cdlsit to my attention. | watch its gpproach, unable
to make out any details at first, but tense, dmost sick, with hope. It has been several days since Koriah
was lagt able to send areport to the Galactic Defenders—could they have sent somebody to investigate
her sllence? Or has Persgphone returned from her misson at lagt?

Maybe, | think gloomily, the mysterious ship carries dlies of the Centauri.

| think | recognizeit. A blocky, gray congtruct, its proud wingstrailing fire, agolden ova jutting out of its
front end. | have seen this ship, or onelike it, before—but where?

The Centauri have seen it, too. Two of their white Battle Cruisers, bristling with missile launchers and
weapons modules, ped out of formation to bear down upon the intruder from each flank. Abruptly, it
dropsinto abarrd roll, and spirds away from them. The Battle Cruisers open fire, sllent explosons
blossoming against the black void of space. The rogue ship is buffeted, and clipped by aplasmabolt. It
shudders, but its shields hold.

That answers one question. Whoever controlsthat vessel, they are no friends to the Centauri—which
means they may prove ussful to me.



Ordad! | remember now. The mercenary had a ship like this one, but why would he have comelooking
for me, after dl these years? We were rel uctant bus ness acquaintances, no more—and thisfor only a
short time. He must sense that, somehow, thereisaprofit to be made from my stuation. Hisloyalty, as
aways, will befor sale, but, loath as| am to admit it, his resources may be worth the asking price. If
Ordaal can buy methetimel need, he can have the Astro Station itsalf.

| redlize that such conjectureis pointless. Ordadl’ s ship—if such it evenis—isin retrest, the Cruisers
hard onitstail, fire bolts Szzling past itswings. It isonly through superior speed and deft piloting that it
remainsin one piece. The Centauri break off the pursuit, and retake their positionsin the blockade as
their enemy leaves detection range. | doubt he will return. My best hopeisthat hewill dert the Galactic
Defendersto what he has witnessed, but even then it will take them daysto respond. And what if, inthe
meantime, the Centauri have the same idea? What if they decide that they haveto act fast?

By its very appearance, the gray ship may have sealed my fate.

“Whereishe?’ The nervous, breathy voice belongsto Wroje. “He called this meeting—why isn't he
here?’

“He sonly afew minuteslate,” saysKellesh, reasonably.

“What...what if,” ssammers Wroje, * he just wanted to get us out of the way? What if he'sup to
something? He wants us all dead, | know he does.”

Ogwen lets out ashort bark of alaugh. “The shrimp’sright,” he saysin avoicethat isdurred and alittle
too loud. “Whilewe re sitting here likeidiots, al Karzahasto do isflood the room with a poison gas, or
blow usdl out into space.”

“Hewon't do that,” saysKoriah firmly. “He needsus.”

“Heneedsyou,” jeers Ogwen, “and Vedum, and Persephoneif she were till here. For al he cares, the
rest of uscanjoin LeHayn and the kid. He |l probably harvest our organsto build more of his bloody
robots.”

“ThenI’d suggest,” says Vedum quietly, “that we stick together.”

“Vedum'sright,” saysKoriah. “Right now, we' rein the safest place.”

“Assafe aswe can be,” mutters Ogwen under his breath, my microphone barely picking up the words,
“with a psychopath on board.” There' sagenerd murmur of nervous agreement. The Centaurus was
right: I'mlosing them.

“I think we should remember,” says Kellesh, “that Karzadenieskilling LeHayn.”

“I saw him,” shrieks Wroje, “kneeling over her body. No one else was there!”

“Andthekid?’ asks Ogwen. “Does he deny killing thekid, too?’

“LeHayn wasangry,” says Wroje. “ She fdt betrayed by...by what Karza did. She was going to say
something. | should have talked her out of it. | should have tried harder.”

“Y ou think she confronted him?” asks Kellesh.

“It'snot your fault, Wroje,” saysKoriah. “Y ou know what LeHayn was like when she set her mind on
something. None of us could have stopped her.”

“I only stepped out of thelab for afew minutes. | shouldn’'t have left her!”

“It samplethen, isn't it?’” drawls Ogwen. “Karza sakiller, and none of us are safe here. | vote we take
his pod and get the hdll off thiswreck while we canl”

“Y ou weren’t so keen to leave yesterday,” observes Kellesh.

“Of course | wanted to leave! | just didn’t trust Karza. | knew what would happen. But now...now,
we're dl together on this, right? We' ve got numbers on our side. Five of us, oneof him. Let him try to
stop udl”

“You'reforgetting ninethings” saysKellesh. “The Biotrong!”

| have heard enough. | send Unit #40 onto the bridge, his display showing me the back of Ogwen’s
prematurely bad head as he gesticulates passionately with hiswiry arms. Heis expounding on how it
should be possible to get adistress ignd to the Centauri; how Koriah could shoot her way into the
hangar; how, if Kellesh could sabotage the computer in the main laboratory, | would be too busy to even



notice an escape attempt. Sensing movement behind him, he turns, and histhin rat face blanches ashe
fdlsdlent.

My staff is gathered around the empty cryo-crypt—once used, | assume, to store specimensfor
experimentation—that we have cometo think of as our conference table. They greet my representative
with suspicious glares.

“| assumeyou'rein there, Karza,” says Koriah, addressing me through the Biotron’ s audio receptors.

| speak with hisvoice. “1 will say thisonly once more. | did not kill LeHayn.”

Ogwen lets out aderisive snort, but, from his panicked reaction when | turn the Biotron’ s gaze upon him,
| don't think | was meant to hear it. Wroje doesn't dare say anything; she wraps her armstightly about
hersdlf, and chews on her lip.

Kellesh faces me squarely. “Then who did?’

“There aretwo possihilities” | say. “One: The Centauri have found some way of striking from adistance,
with theam of both lessening and dividing our forces. | haveto say, | find thisextremely unlikely, which
leaves uswith the second option.” | pause, ingpecting each of their facesin turn on my monitor. “LeHayn
waskilled by one of you.”

Vedum clears histhroat. “What about the Biotrons?’

“Impaossible!” | snap. “They follow my ingructions.”

“But they are cgpable of independent thought!”

“He' sright,” saysKdlesh. “There was aBiotron in the lab. What if it went nuts and attacked LeHayn?
She shut it down somehow, but too late.”

| can bardly contain my impatience at thisillogical distraction. Seething, | explain, “Unit #27 was exposed
to avirus, which shut down his nervous system. By the time of LeHayn’ s degth, the bio-organic part of
his operating system had suffered a catastrophic failure. The only rationa concluson isthat hewas
deliberately targeted by somebody who wished their actionsin the laboratory to remain unseen.”

“Which would suggest that the murder was premeditated,” says Kellesh.

“Not necessarily,” saysKoriah. “It waslate a night, remember? The lab would normally have been
empty at that time.”

“That occurred to me, too,” | say. “1 have had Biotrons examine both the scene and LeHayn’ s body. It
appears that she hit her head on the corner of abench during a scuffle. | suspect shewas not thekiller's
intended victim at al, but rather that she paid ahigh price for surprisng him.” Wroje buries her facein her
hands and sobs.

“Y ou think somebody tried to sabotage the project,” says Kellesh, matter-of-factly.

“Or, perhaps, obtain details that he could sdll to the Centauri.”

Now, everybody islooking at each other, severd pairs of eyes meeting briefly, guiltily, acrossthe
cryo-crypt. They are beginning to suspect, to wonder who they can trust. It was easier for them when
they could blameme.

“Fromnow on,” | say brusquely, “the main laboratory will be guarded by two Biotron units. A unit will

a so be assigned to each of you, to watch you at al times.”

“Now hold on aminute!” cries Koriah.

“Not in our rooms,” squealsWroje. “1 can’'t have one of those thingsin my room, watching mewhile|
deep. | can't!”

“Ogwen, you will move into the empty quarters next to Vedum's. That will leave the starboard habitation
corridor unoccupied; it will then be sedled off, along with Laboratory Three and the hangar bay.” | talk
over Koriah' s attempted argument. “I am putting these measuresin place for your own safety. A smaller
areaiseaser to patrol. Whichever of you isthetraitor, he will not get another chance to harm the project
or my dtaff.”

“And the Biotrons?’ asks Vedum, coolly. “1 know you trust them, Karza, but one unit has aready been
tampered with. It could happen again.”

| concede his point. “For the present, the Biotrons will take downtime only when absolutely necessary,
and dways under the supervison of another unit.”

“Even s0,” saysKoriah, “I think we' d al fed more comfortableif they didn’t come into our rooms.



Maybe they could stand guard outside our doors overnight.”

The suggestion dlicits nods from some of the others, so | accept it. It could even work to my advantage.
If they think there are still some placesinwhich | can't hear them, somebody might give something away.
“I’m a'so assgning a unit to question each of you about your movementslast night,” | say. “I trust there
are no objectionsto this?’

Nobody speaks up.

| wasright about the Centauri: they are becoming impatient. And, after | ignore their next two hails, they
resort to ashow of force. They fire on the Station.

| am thrown forward in my sest, then yanked back by the wires attached to my chest. My nutrient tube
comesloose, and | fumblefor it behind me asits sckly green contents ooze out onto the floor. A dozen
adarmssound, but | slence them with anirate flick of my wrist. The Time Traveler containment suit flops
out of itsacove.

| wait with baited breath, wondering if thisisit, if the Centauri have decided that my work is not worth
the time and effort required to obtain it, if they are taking their find revenge upon an obstinate foe. But no
more blasts come. Thiswas awarning shot.

| look to the screen that shows the main lab. Vedum and Koriah are picking themselves up ruefully, while
Wroje cowers on the floor, ashen and tearful. Fortunately, the Rift isintact, asisthe latest probe on its
tiny, three-legged launch platform. Had it dready entered the Rift, had it been feding itsway dong the
tangled strands of time when its anchor point was shaken so violently, | hate to think what might have
happened.

Each of the nine Biotrons confirm systems normal, as does the Cosmobot, although it hastoppled over
and can't right itself. They also report the surviva of Kellesh and Ogwen, the latter bruised and shaken.
He had just stepped out of the starboard habitation corridor, carrying hisbelongingsin asingle bag, when
asection of the hull was blown out behind him. He only survived because his Biotron bodyguard
magnetized hisfeet and seized him, holding him long enough for an emergency bulkhead to fal between
them and the rent. Now, Ogwen is jabbering in panic, convinced that the attack was a deliberate attempt
upon hislife.

| know better. It is no coincidence that the Centauri targeted an uninhabited part of the station. | doubt
they care about the lives of anybody on board—abut then, | don't think they’Il go out of their way to kill,
either. Not whilethey’ re still hoping to encourage my people to defect to them.

I’m in no mood to face their representative again, so | record a one-way video message to send to her.
“Y ou should know,” | say, “that | have split my project files between memory storage unitsin al areas of
the Agtro Station, particularly those in the remaining habitation corridor. Any further strikeswill not fail to
destroy irreplaceable data” The bluff should be effective—the Centauri want the secret of time travel
amost asmuch as| do.

Unit #32 bleeps for my atention. | direct hisinput onto the main screen, to find Kellesh staring out a me.
“KARZA ISLISTENING,” the Biotron informs the red-skinned Terragonian.

“Just wondered if you want me to do anything about the breach,” says Kellesh breezily. * Sdf-repair
systems are working on it, but they’ re down to about 23% efficiency.”

“I have no usefor the affected areas,” | respond through the Biotron. “I’m sure you have more urgent
duties” Let the gtation fall gpart around me—it no longer matters.

Kellesh nods and turns away.

The next person to contact meis Koriah. She wants to speak with the Centauri. “We can’t pretend they
don't exist, Karza. That shot was awarning. We have to negotiate!”

| assure her, curtly, that | have taken care of it. | see, over her shoulder, that Vedum and Wroje have
resumed their work, and thisisal | care about.

| watch for the hundredth time as they send a probe into the Rift, holding my hopes on its dender thread.
| try not to think about what the Centauri will do next, try to imagine that none of uswill be hereto seeit,
but that image no longer comes easily to me asit once did.



Time has defeated me. What | need now isamiracle.

“I need aweapon.”

Kelesh' sred face crumplesinto afrown on my main screen. He was repairing a control panel on the
bridge, dividing his atention between this task and Unit #34, through which | address him. Now he sets
down histoals. “'Y ou mean alaser pistol? | can wire onetogether for you, but it'll mean cannibaizing a
Biotron.”

| shake my head, though my engineer can't see the gesture. “ Something more powerful. Something that
can fire through space.”

“If you' re hoping to fight off the Centauri...”

“That isnot my intention.”

Keleshisconfused, trying to guesswhat I’'m thinking. *'Y ou’ ve dways refused to let Ogwen order
weapons for the gation, or even adefensive screen. Y ou said we couldn’t waste credits on anything not
directly connected to the project.”

“I know what | have said inthe past,” | say shortly.

The Terragonian shrugs. “Well, if it swhat you want. ..l have been thinking over afew posshbilitiessince
the blockade began.”

“I need it now, Kellesh. Thistakes priority over everything ese”

He shakes hishead. “It' snot possible, Karza.”

“The weapon only hasto fire once. We don't need to disable the Centauri fleet, we don't even haveto
damage them—just digtract them.”

“I don't know what | can do with the equipment we have.” Hislipstwist into agrin, exposing smal,
sharp fangsin the corners of his mouth. *But leave it with me—I’ 1l work something out.”

Two Biotrons stand in the port habitation corridor, aerting meto the fact that Veedlum has joined Ogwen
ingde hisnew quarters. Aimost automatically, | patch the audio feed from the room through to me. Their
conversation, however, is mundane: Ogwen was dozing, and is till bleary, when Vedum knocked on his
door. The older man isworried that, should we |ose another probe, we' d be unable to replaceit.

“| don’t know what you expect meto do,” says Ogwen, dully. “Even if we had the fundsfor more
equipment, the Centauri won't let me contact my suppliers.”

“I know that,” says Vedum gently. “I’m just suggesting that you update the storesinventory. If it comes
toit, Kellesh might be able to lash something together from spare parts and whatever he can salvage from
our last few wrecks.”

“I’ll send the Cosmobot,” offers Ogwen.

“It'd be quicker if you both went,” saysVedlum, pointedly.

“I'mtired. All the excitement last night...”

Vedum sighs. “It might do you good to occupy your mind.”

Ogwen responds with an anguished cry. “Y ou don’t think my mind' s occupied? All day and dl night, my
head' s pounding, filled to bursting with thoughts, with questions...What' Il happen to usif we stay here?
What if wetry to leave? What if the Centauri storm the station? Do you think Karzawill carry out his
threat—blow usal to hell, just to protect his computer and afew machines? Are you okay with that?
Areyou?’

“If the Centauri storm the gtation,” Vedum says camly, “I wouldn’t give much for our chances either
way. In the meantime, that threat is the only thing keeping them away.”

“So, how doesthisend for us, Vedum?How do we get out of thisone?’

“Wefinishthework intime.”

Ogwen snorts. “A pipe dream! Don't you think you' ve indulged Karza sfantasies of timetravel long
enough? If the Centauri even knew how long he d been banging his head againgt that same brick wall,
they’ d redize he' s never going to get through it. They’ d know there’ s nothing here worth taking!”



| scowl behind my helmet, resisting the temptation to send a Biotron crashing into the room. | don’'t need
Ogwen anymore, but another deeth at this point might finish the project.

“Anyway,” continues Ogwen, hiswhiny voicein full flow, “what if you do succeed? Karza gets what he
aways wanted—he travel s back in time—and what happensto the rest of usthen? Do we get |€ft to the
Centauri? Will we even be here?’

“If Karzachanges hisown past,” says Vedum, “he' |l change ours, too. We won't ever have met him, at
least not under the circumstances we remember. We don't know for sure what will happen to us, then.
We may continue aswe are, in aredundant offshoot of anew timeline. In that event, we'll haveto find
someway of saving ourselves without letting the Centauri take the time travel equipment. On the other
hand, you could beright. If Karzais careful enough, hewon't plit time, he'll smply rework its pattern
into asingle continuum of whichwe |l al be part. We might find oursalves esawhere, living different lives.
Wewon't remember anything that happened here because, to al intents, it won't have happened.”
Ogwen' sreection is sllent—awince or apained expression—~but it prompts Vel um to comment, “I
thought you would have welcomed that prospect.”

“If the last few yearshadn’t...” He fumblesfor thewords. “I...I wouldn't be the same person. |
wouldn’t be me. Wherewould | be? What would | be doing?’

“Didn’'t you once work in the court of King Atlas?’

“I couldn’'t go back there!” says Ogwen, too quickly.

A short pause. Then Vedum says, “Kellesh spoke to Karza afew months ago. He asked him to contact
his younger self when he reached the past, to warn him about the Repto attack that took hisfamily.
Karza promised that, in the new timeline, they wouldn’t die. | think he had asmilar ded with
LeHayn—she asked him to do something for Wroje. If there's something you regret, something that
happened before you came here...”

“I...1 don't think there’ sanything he could... Sometimes, | think, if I'd never met her...” Ogwen
swallows, and continues plaintively, “But | don’t think | could bear that.”

| have never reveded the extent of my ambitionsto my people. They think | am concerned only with
righting oneinjugtice, with saving my father, and with buying ancther lifetime in which to fight off the
destruction of time. Frail as| amintheir eyes, | doubt it has occurred to them that | could win the
Emperor’ sthrone, even were | minded to fight for it. They don’t know meat al. But my rise to power
will maketheir dreams cometrue. It may take many attempts, but eventudly | will have my order. In my
universe, no Repto would dare form apirate band, and Kellesh’ sfamily would be safe. King Atlaswould
be executed—for | know him by reputation, and that he would never bend his knee to me—leaving
Ogwen freeto court his daughter without fear. And Wroje would be spared alifetime of abuse, for her
mother was unfit and would not be granted a permit to bear children.

“And you?’ asks Ogwen, quietly. “What can Karzado for you?’

“Nothing that would make adifference,” rumbles Vedum. “To me, one place, onetimdine, isthe same
as another. | don’'t expect anything to change.”

“Then why are you here?”

To my disappointment, he declinesto answer that question. The elderly, white-haired scientist lapsesinto
acharacterigic slence.

“| dill say hekilled her,” says Ogwen, indistinctly. Jerked out of hisintrospection, Vedum hasto ask him
to repesat the comment.

“All thisextra security,” says Ogwen, “Biotrons breathing down our necks—he' strying to throw us off
the scent, make us suspect each other. | think Wrojewasright al along: LeHayn challenged Karza about
theinsectoid, so he had one of hisrobotskill her! Now he' s got them watching us, in case we step out of
ling, too.”

“You could beright,” concedes Vedum, “but what doesit matter? Either way, it’'s clear what we have to
do. It'sin al our interests for the project to be completed.”

“Andwhat if Karza slying to us? We re heping him to travel in time, handing him the greatest weapon
ever created, and we don’'t know what he' |l do with it. He could stop you, me, anyone he likes, from
being born—and he'd do it, you know he' d do it. For al we know, we might be better off handing the



dation over to the Centuari after dl!”

Some five hours|ater, the gray ship returns, as| prayed it would.

Vedum and Wroje have pulled the latest probe out of the Rift for athird time, and are andyzing the
information it has collected, dill trying to pinpoint the particular knot in the time stream that destroyed its
predecessor. Koriah assists Kdlesh with his urgent work on the recycling tanksin the station’s
underbelly. Ogwen nurses aplastic cup, haf-full with amurky black stimulant, in thetiny refectory; his
hair isdisheveled, eyesred-rimmed.

The Cosmobot isin the stores, examining the contents of crates and sorting through burnt-out relays. It
works methodicaly but dowly, and components sometimes dip through its clumsy digits. It waswith a
certain wry humor that | assigned this plodding, unimaginative robot to my supplies manager, feding them
well suited to each other.

| transfer the view of the oncoming vessel onto my main screen, zooming in asclose as| can, my nerves
jangling with anticipation. Whether it is Ordaa who commands the ship or somebody unknown, he wants
to reach me badly enough to brave Centauri fire a second time. Friend or foe, he will at least change my
situation—and he could hardly changeit for the worse. | speak through Unit #34. “1 need that weapon
now, Kellesh.”

A scurry of movement from therecycling units. Asfar as| cantell, Kellesh is paying out wireto a
detonator. He waves Koriah into the service elevator, and promisesto join her inamoment. My nerves
prickle, and my stomach flutterswith the fear of falure.

The gray ship comes up immediately behind the greater bulk of the Centauri flagship. At firg, | think itis
onacollison course, but it banks away at the last possible ingtant, amost scraping the hull of the white
Battle Cruiser. The other Centauri ships bring their gunsto bear on the audacious intruder, but they can't
firewithout risk of hitting their leaders. They break formation, moving ponderoudy into more
advantageous positions. The flagship, buffeted in the hot gases of the gray ship’ sfuel discharge, spitsout
bolts of fire petulantly, but itstarget istoo close and moving too fast for it to hit.

Koriah has been joined in the elevator by her Biotron bodyguard, and by Kellesh's. The engineer himself
isgtill working feverishly on hisdevice. “You're out of time, Kellesh,” | tdll him, trying to keep my voice
even. “If you can’'t make that weapon work now, we' re dead.”

“Get out of here!” Kellesh ydlsat Koriah.

“I'm not leaving you!” shecries.

The gray ship loops around and over the top of the flagship, which sways and drops and surges forward,
trying to shake off itsenemy asif it were someirritating insect. The other Battle Cruisers move around
and behind it, surrounding it; soon, there will be nowhere for the gray ship to go to escape their
sghts—but | think | seewhat itspilot isdoing.

“There' sno point in you dying, too!” ingsts Kellesh.

| agree with him. | instruct Unit #34, standing in the eevator beside Koriah, to take them up tothe main
deck. Hereachesfor the control, but the Galactic Defender seeswhat he is doing and throws hersdlf in
hisway, raisng her right pistol in threst.

“Kdlesh,” she screams, “get in here now!”

The gray ship shoots out from benesath the flagship, on adirect course toward the Astro Station. Its
speed isincredible, but it comes with aprice. The fiery discharge from one of itswings turns black with
smoke—the find protest of an engine pushed beyond its cgpabilities. The ship spinswildly, pulling avay
from us, and two Battle Cruisers drop onto itstall.

In the service eevator, two Biotrons manhandle Koriah out of the way, Unit #35 shrugging off aglancing
laser beam as he stabs at the control panel. A pair of sted |attice gates rumble toward each other. Koriah
wedges herself between them, but they’ re squeezing her into an ever narrowing space.

“Now, Kellesh!” | yel through Unit #37. “It hasto be now!”

Kédlesh throws himsdf into the elevator, headfirst, knocking Koriah back into the cramped cab so that
the pair land in atangle of limbs. The gates meet with aclang. The detonator fals and skittersinto a



corner, and Kedllesh fumblesto retrieveit. Itswirestrail between the closed gates, and, asthe elevator
beginsto rise, they are pulled ever tighter, yanking the detonator across the floor before Kellesh' sfingers
can close around it.

The gray ship’s pilot has regained control, but not before a Battle Cruiser could cut him off from the
gation. I'm impressed by hisflying skills as he takes evasive action, the ship hurtling untouched through a
plasmabarrage asif he knowsin advance where each bolt will hit. Still, hisfortune can't last forever.
“Kellesh!” | roar.

He hasthe detonator. And, in the instant before the upward motion of the e evator yanks the wires out of
its back, he operatesit.

The Astro Station rocks again, less severdly than before, as the backs are blown out of al four recycling
tanks. Water and sawage blast out into space, freezing dmost instantaneoudy into mad star formations,
shattering againgt the sides of Centauri Battle Cruisers. The pilots break off their attacks on the gray ship,
and raisethelr shidds. A second later, they redlize what has happened—that they aren’t under
threat—but, by then, their target has come around and is barreling past them.

A recydling tank crumples, and is pulled through the rent in the hull behind it. The oncoming ship doesn’t
even flinch as several hundred kilograms of scrap metal bounces off itsoval, golden nose. Itisclose
enough now that | can pick up itsident sgnd, despite the Centauri’ sjammers. It is called the Sunrunner .
| remember that name. It is Ordad’ s ship, as| surmised. | curl my fingers, extending the sation’ slanding
ramp toward it in sllent welcome.

Below me, the service devator strainsto rise againg the increasing air pressure that is pulling it back
down. Unit #34 punches out the hatch inits celling, and boosts K lesh up onto the roof. Koriah svarms
up under her own power, and blasts the gate to the main deck, just over her head, with both laser pistals.
She creates ahole large enough to crawl through, and drags Kellesh up after her. Unit #37 follows, but
#34 is4ill standing on top of the devator cab when it findly gives up the unequa struggle and plummets.
The Biotron legpsfor the gateway, and just managesto grab its lower lip with hisleft hand. The vacuum
pullsat him asthe eevator cab explodesinto debris at the foot of the shaft—but, amoment later, an
artight shutter, no longer blocked by the devator itsdf, dides horizontaly across the shaft beneath his
flailing feet. The Biotron drops safely onto it, and awaits rescue.

The Sunrunner ison the landing ramp, being conveyed into the hangar bay. It isa dow process, but, as|
expected, the Centauri are loath to fire upon the ship and risk damaging the Astro Station and its contents
further. Now | can only pray that | have not made a mistake.

| send dl available Biotron unitsto the hangar doors, to receive our visitors.

They are waiting for us asthe hangar doorsroll apart to reved them.

Thetalest and broadest of the three figures sees the semicircle of Biotrons awaiting him, and draws and
lights an energy sword with admirable speed. He wears black, skintight armor, benesth silver boots,
armbands, and a shoulder harness. His chestplate and face-concealing helmet are alivid shade of red,
and apair of angular finsjut from each sde of the latter.

Tomy surprise, | recognize him. We have never met, but hisnameislegendary. Heisthe latest inaline
of noblewarriorsto be given thetitle of Acroyear. Thelast | heard of him, he had been defeated, forced
into alife of servitude in Micropolis—but then, | have been somewhat out of touch of late. Evidently,
things have changed.

Hanking Acroyear are two more beings, both armed with laser pistols, both ingpecting their reception
committee with worried eyes. The being on the left has pink skin, like mine, and short, brown hair. He
looks young, barely out of adolescence—although, until | identify hisrace, | can’t know that for sure. He,
too, iswearing athin suit of black flux armor, asisthe find member of the trio, whose purple skin, four
amsand gillsidentify him asaVaerian, that rarest of species.

Thearriva of Koriah, another Biotron striving to match her brisk pace, defuses the tense atmosphere.
Thethreefiguresreax visbly upon sight of a Gaactic Defender. “ Thisisa privately owned Astro
Station,” she announces, standing before them with her armsfolded. “ Please identify yoursalves and state



your business here.”
The boy’s mouth fals open. He stares at Koriah, and he mouths something to himsaf—her name, | think.
Interesting. She shows no sign of having recognized him.
The Vagrian takesthe lead. “My friend hereis called Ryan Archer, and he' s come along way to find
you. The big guy with the blade and the bad attitude is Acroyear. I'm Ganam Jafain, but you may aswell
cal me Knave—I’m sureyou will, anyway.”
“We are seeking aman named Karza,” says Acroyear.
“What do you want with him?” asks Koriah.
Ryan Archer isill staring. “You'reafriend of his?’ he asks hesitantly. “ So, that means he' sagood guy,
right?’
“Our businesswith Karzais private,” growls Acroyear.
“We have some newsfor him,” says Knave, “about afriend of his.”
“And we re hoping he can help us with something,” adds Archer.
“Go ahead,” says Koriah, indicating the nearest Biotron with a sweep of her arm. “He can hear you.”
“No!”
Theboy startsas | gpesk abruptly through the unit. I am leaning forward in my seet, alive with curiosity
and rekindled hope. | don’t know who these people are—although to have an Acroyear on my side
would be useful indeed—but suddenly | can aimost see the future again. | want to hear their story, and
waich them asthey tdll it, without electronic mediation, this Ryan Archer in particular. | sense something
about the boy, something specid. | fed asif our destinies are entwined somehow.
“Bring them to my chamber,” | ingruct.

CHAPTER

FOUR

“You seem surprised,” | say.

Archer redizes that he was staring and drops his gaze. “ Sorry. It' sjust, you...you' re not quite what |
expected.”

| look down at the wires and tubes that sprout from my white containment suit. “Pardon me for not rising
to greet you, but as you can see, my mobility issomewhat impaired.” | fix Archer with along, appraisng
look. “But then, if you heard tell of mein Micropolis, you must have known that | am an old man.”
Archer shuffles uncomfortably, as| must have shuffled once under the glare of the Emperor’svisor. He
and his companions stand in aline before me, watched by our Galactic Defender. Asashow of trugt, |
have left my Biotronsin the lab outside this chamber, but they can reach mein asecond should | send for
them. | am well aware that my vistors are armed.

| glance a Acroyear. “Y ou did come from Micropolis, | presume?’

“Wedid.”

“And thisnewsyou havefor me, of afriend?’

“We met Persephone,” says Archer. “ Shetold us about you. Shewashelping us. I...I'm sorry. She
died. The Reptoskilled her.”

“Did she complete her misson?’ | ask pragmaticdly.

“She saved many lives,” Acroyear confirms, “and kept the Reptos from taking the Time Traveler’s
machinery. She died ahero!”

| nod. “Then, that isenough.”

Archer isstaring again, asif trying to read my thoughts through my shielded eyes. If he knew how | ached
at the revelation of Persephone’ sfate, he would not think me so hardhearted, but we both knew what
peril | was sending her into. | deny my fedlings, as| have dways denied them. Persephone did her duty.
She kept the Reptos from hastening the collgpse of time with their clumsy interference. Sheisgonefor
now, but not forever. In the new timeline, she will be spared, aswill LeHayn and the insectoid and the
others. | will wash the blood from my hands.

“Y ou aso wanted something from me?’

Archer clears histhroat nervoudy. “It’ skind of along story. Y ou see, the reason we' re here is that



Persephone told us about your work. She said you' d studied the Time Traveler, the guy in the gold and
slver suit who hovers over Micropolis, and that you know al thereisto know about him. Isthat right?’
“It has been my life' swork to uncover his secrets.”

“Only...thething is, | think there might be something wrong with time.”

| am careful not to react, athough my heart jumps at hiswords. Let the boy keep talking; | want to hear
how much he knows.

“The Time Traveler—I think he sthe cause of it. He made amistake, and he wants meto put it right.
He sbeen...thisisgoing to sound nuts, but recently, he’ s been trying to contact me through my dreams.”
“Impossiblel” | retort. “The Time Traveler’ s consciousnessis fragmented across decades. He existsin
our timeframe for only a nanosecond before passing through on hisjourney into the past. Even were he
aware of theworld about him, | have seen no evidence that he has the power to make tel epathic contact
with you or with anybody else.”

“Nothing like kegping an open mind,” Knave mutters.

| glare at him. “If my words sound harsh, it’s because you disgppoint me. | wasted vauable resources
helping you to board this tation. | was foolish enough to imagine you could help me, but it transpires that
you're chasing afantasy!”

“It'smorethanthat!” protests Archer.

“The Time Traveler has becomeasymbol,” | say. “To many people, heisthe future. Dreams about him
are extremely commonplace.”

“What,” says Archer hotly, “even in people who've never heard of him?’

“Everybody knows of the Time Traveler.”

“Not where| comefrom!”

“Archer clamsto have been born in auniverse outside our own,” explains Acroyesr.

“I'veseenit,” chimesin Knave. “A world of giantd”

“When these visons started,” says Archer, “I thought they were dreamstoo. Weird dreams, more vivid
than any I’ d had before, but just dreams. And then. ..then the people of your universe cameto mine, and
| knew they werered. | saw the Time Traveler in my dreams, long before| ever saw himinred life, and
| saw Acroyear and Knave and...” He seemsto think better of continuing that sentence. Instead, he
says, “Thevisons—the Time Travele—Iled me here. Heled meto your universe, to Micropolis, and
now to you.”

| am watching him closgly. Archer ssemsto believe his own sory—and, despiteitsimplausibility, | am
interested. “ L et us say, for the sake of argument, that | accept what you' re saying. What, then, does the
Time Traveler want of you?’

“I don’t know,” confesses Archer. “1 was hoping you could tell methat.”

“What exactly,” | ask patiently, “doesthe Time Traveler say to you in these dreams?’

“He doesn't. Speak, | mean. He shows me stuff. Memories—but memories of things| never did. It's
like...l think he/ s showing me his timeline, the way things were before he made his mistake, before he
tinkered with his own past.”

| lean forward eagerly. “ And you meet the Time Traveler, in these ‘memories 7’

“Yes! Well, | think | do. There was adesert world. We crash landed: me, Acroyear and Knave here,
Persephone, and a couple of others. We found a haf-buried pyramid, an old Pharoid temple. It had been
cleared out, except...\We went down to the basement, and we found these machines, and that’ swhere
hewas. | have thisimage of hisface—that gold mask—staring a me, but that' s where the memory
ends”

“Y ou don’t know what happened next?’

“I"ve been trying, concentrating as hard as | can, but it’ s like there' s some kind of barrier there. | can't
get past that point.”

Thereisalong slence, then, during which my mind isawhirl with thoughts. Archer’ stale sounds
preposterous, but he knows too much that he ought not to know. Could it be possible that, somehow,
he has seen the Time Traveer’ sredlity? Could he have witnessed the start of his journey? Could he
have, locked ingde hismind, thefinal piece of the jigsaw, the secret for which | have thirsted these long



years?

And, if so, what good could it do me? Archer might help me learn how time cameto bein its current
tangled state, but will that knowledge enable meto repair it?

“I’'mright, aren't 1?7’ says Archer. “ There is something wrong. The Time Traveler didn’t just change
history, he damaged it somehow. Thisredity, thistimeline, isungtable.”

“Yes” | say quietly, “you'reright.”

Archer swallows. Acroyear asks, “How bad isit?’

| think carefully before| answer. My gaze lingers on Koriah, who returnsit with degp suspicion. “The
universeisthreatened. Soon, thisredity and al reditieswill ceaseto be.”

Knavewhigtlesthrough histeeth. “That’ s bad,”

Archer nods solemnly, asif he expected this. Then he stares straight at me, alook in hiseyesthat | can't
quite read. “How long have you known about this?’

“Mogt of my long life”

“So, that’ swhy you're here. | mean, that’ swhy you' re so interested in time travel.”

“Atfird, it wasameansto an end. The Time Traveler gave me the inspiration to seek out the secrets of
the fourth dimension. That' show | learned of theingtability in the time stream. Since then, my primary
god has been to repair the damage.”

“The Time Traveler changed your entirelife, just by being there” A amilepullsa Archer’slips, he ssems
to be enjoying some private joke. “Y ou'retrying to save the universe!”

“Correct,” | say tartly. “Now | ask that you leave meto think on what you have told me. Koriah here will
show you around the Astro Station, and assign quartersto you. Please note that you will be watched by
my Biotronsat al times. Do not take thisas apersona dight; in thesetimes, with enemies massing & my
door, I'm obliged to be careful.”

Asmy vistorsturn to leave, Archer seesthe containment suit hanging in itsacove, and he freezes.
Sowly, jerkily, like amarionette, he moves over to it and runs hishand acrossits Slver mask. Heislogt
in thought for amoment, but he snaps out of it, glances guiltily back a me, and hurries out after his
companions.

Koriah hangs back, gtill staring at me. | know what sheisthinking. “ Karza?’

“Later,” | say crisply.

“What do you make of him?’ The Vaerian’ svoice, from Archer’ s quarters.

“I don’t know. In some ways, he's so different. In others...thearmor...those eyes...”

“Will hehdp us?’

“I guess,” says Archer. “Y ou heard him—he knowswhat’ s at stake.”

“Yeeh. Still trying to get my head around that one.”

“I’ve never thought of Karzaasanihilist. He wantsto control, not destroy.”

“And what if he can't do either? He' sdying, Archer. Maybe he doesn’t care what happensto the rest of
us after he’'sgone.”

“If that were true, he wouldn't be here. HE s spent hiswhoale lifefighting this, Knave. | don't think he's
about to give up now. He' strying to save usdl!”

“And you think he/ Il succeed?”

“If anyone can.”

Archer speks asif he knows me, athough I’ m sure we haven't met before. He could have researched
my early life—he has revea ed no knowledge that couldn’t have been gleaned from public recordsin
Micropolis—but | sense thereis something more. That strange connection between us again.

| turn my attention to Koriah and Acroyear, deep in discussion on the bridge. It was Acroyear’ sdecision
to cut histour short, keen as he was to be briefed about the Centauri and to discusstactics. Hewill be an
asset—s0 long asthe Galactic Defender doesn't turn him against me. The Centauri haven't contacted me
sncethe Sunrunner’ sarrivad—I imaginethey’ re fill trying to work out what it means to them—abit,
when they do, | look forward to telling them exactly who has joined my cause.



My spirits are dampened by areport from Kellesh. “ Our little stunt with the recycling tanks worked, but
it meanswe have no reserves left. We' ll be out of water in about aday and ahaf.” So, even with the
Centauri gdled, timeis till running out.

| instruct Kellesh to search the Sunrunner for anything we can use to keep the project and ourselves
dive. Asan afterthought, | tell him to obtain Acroyear’ s permisson first.

| rest my chin onmy fist, my elbow on the arm of my chair, and | listen as Archer and Knave continue
their conversation without saying anything of interest. | want to know more about them. | want to know
about the timeline Archer claimsto have seen, and his connection, redl or imagined, to the Time Traveler.
| want to witness the single event that, more than anything, has determined the course of my life, because
insodoing | fed | can give my life meaning. And maybe, just maybe, | would find in that event the seed
of asolution to my current problem—but what if | don’t?

What if my curiosity leads meto waste what little time remains?

Acroyear intrigues me. His confident bearing, the proud tilt of his head, even the way he carries his heavy
armor—everything about him marks him asthe warrior of legend. If he was indeed humbled by
Maruunus Ki—if that story wasn't exaggerated by Ki himsef—then clearly he has rediscovered himsdif.
Heremains dert, even when he thinks he/ saone, his hand never straying far from his sword hilt. I would
liketo see himin bettle. More than that, | wish | had the strength of youth to challenge him myself.

Koriah told him about the insectoid, of course, and about LeHayn. He has spent the past hour exploring
the station, shadowed by Unit #40, showing no outward reaction to what he has learned. Findly, he
whedl s around to face his mechanica escort.

“Thereisno doubt that it was Karzawho had the insectoid killed?”

“HE CONSIDERED IT THE ONLY WAY TO MAINTAIN SECURITY,” the Biotron responds
loydly. “ONCE KARZA HASMASTERED TIME—"

Acroyear dismissestherest of the explanation with aflick of hishand. “What about the
woman—LeHayn? Karzadenieskilling her. | understand al personnel have been questioned about their
whereabouts at the time of her death?’

“THAT ISCORRECT.”

“| want to hear everything you know.”

“REGRETTABLY, | AM UNABLE TO DISCLOSE THAT INFORMATION.”

| open avoicelink to theunit. “Tel him.”

The Biotron hesitates for amoment—avery organic reaction. “I AM IN RECEIPT OF NEW
INSTRUCTIONS,” it reports. Acroyear’ s hemet hides his expresson, asdoesmine. All | can seeisthe
reflected light from the Biotron' s eyes.

“VEELUM AND KORIAH EACH STATE THAT, AT THE TIME OF THE INCIDENT, THEY
WERE ASLEEP IN THEIR RESPECTIVE QUARTERS. THEIR CLAIMS CANNOT BE
SUBSTANTIATED. KELLESH WASWORKING LATE ON THE BRIDGE, ASSISTED BY
BIOTRON UNIT #32. OGWEN ARRIVED APPROXIMATELY TWELVE MINUTES BEFORE
THE INCIDENT, AND CONDUCTED A SHORT CONVERSATION WITH KELLESH BEFORE
LEAVING. HEWASNOT SEEN AGAIN FOR FORTY-THREE MINUTES, AND STATES
THAT HE CANNOT REMEMBER HISMOVEMENTS DURING THAT TIME. WROJE WAS
WORKING WITH LEHAYN IN THE MAIN LABORATORY, UNTIL LEHAYN SENT HER
AWAY TO REST. SHE WAS LAST MONITORED APPROACHING HER QUARTERS,
APPROXIMATELY THIRTY-THREE MINUTES BEFORE THE INCIDENT. WROJE CLAIMS
THAT SHE WASUNABLE TO SLEEP, AND DECIDED TO RETURN TO WORK, BY WHICH
TIMELEHAYN WASDEAD.”

“And Karza?

“KARZA DID NOT KILL LEHAYN.”

“What was she like?’

“PLEASE BE MORE SPECIFIC.”



“LeHayn. Was she popular?”’

“SHE WORKED HARD, AND WASEXTREMELY ABLE. SHEWASALSO LOYAL TO
KARZA. | BELIEVEHER RELATIONSWITH THE REST OF THE STAFF WERE AMIABLE.
LEHAYN AND WROJE WERE ESPECIALLY CLOSE. ACCORDING TOMY MEMORY
FILES, OGWEN MADE A TOTAL OF FOUR DISPARAGING REMARKS ABOUT HER
WITHIN HEARING OF A BIOTRON. HOWEVER, IT SHOULD BE NOTED THAT OGWEN
HASMADE SUCH REMARKS ABOUT MANY BEINGS, INCLUDING THISUNIT.”
“Koriah introduced meto Ogwen, | think. Short, thin, balding, rings around his eyes?’

“THAT ISAN ACCURATE PHY SICAL DESCRIPTION.”

“And yet LeHayn struggled before she died—and | understand she was strong.”

“HER MUSCULATURE WASWELL-DEVELOPED, ASI| BELIEVEISNORMAL FORHER
SPECIES”

“So, could Ogwen redly havekilled her?’

“ITISNOT MY PLACE TO SPECULATE, BUT THE POSSIBILITY CANNOT BE
DISCOUNTED—PARTICULARLY IF, ASKARZA BELIEVES, LEHAYN SDEATH WAS
ACCIDENTAL. OGWEN SPENT LAST NIGHT IN AN ADVANCED STATE OF
INEBRIATION. | WOULD VENTURE, HOWEVER, THAT IN A CONTEST OF STRENGTH,
NONE OF THE STATION’S STAFF COULD HAVE BETTERED LEHAYN.”

“Not even the Galactic Defender?’

“I WOULD SAY NOT, THOUGH | HAVE NO DOUBT THAT KORIAH ISA SKILLED
COMBATANT.”

“Shealso wearslaser pistols,” mutters Acroyear.

“THERE ISNO EVIDENCE THAT A WEAPON WASFIRED.”

“The Biotrons are armed, too,” notes Acroyear, “and strong enough to snap LeHayn’ s neck, especidly if
one of them took her by surprise.”

“THAT POSSIBILITY HASBEEN CONSIDERED,” says Unit #40 tiffly, “AND DISCOUNTED.”

“Isit true?’

Koriah has sought out Vedlum, ambushing him as he leaves his quarters. Fired up with determination, she
doesn't spare a glance for the Biotron units that accompany each of the pair, doesn’'t seemto carethat |
might bewatching.

Met by Vedum’s nonplussed reaction, the Galactic Defender expounds, “I thought Karzawas building a
time machine. | thought that was why we were dl here: because he wants to go back in time, and change
whatever it ishe doesn't like about hislife. Now, | find out he' strying to—what?—save the universe?
That, if hisproject fails, we re doomed?’

Vedum'’ s expression darkens, and the only comment he can manageisaleaden “Ah.”

“Y ou knew about this?'Y ou must have known! Y ou’ ve worked more closdy with him than...LeHayn
knew, too, didn’t she? And the others?’

Vedum shakes hishead. “They don’t know.”

Koriah cries, “Why didn't you tell me?’

“Would it have made you fed better?’

“That isn't the point! | might have acted differently. | may have been able to get reinforcements. Has
Karzatold the Centauri? Do they know what they’ re risking?’

“They wouldn't believe him,” saysVedum. “Nor, in Karza s opinion, would the Galactic Defenders. He
has been dismissed too often, denied funding by too many eminent scientistswho smply didn’t
understand the patterns of time as he does.”

“But you bievehim?’

“Ohyes” saystheold man quietly. “I believe him.”

“And if Karzareaches the past—he can save us?’

“Karzaisabrilliant man,” saysVedum. “ Our gdaxy has never known another like him. Only he can halt



the destruction of time...but he haslittle timeleft. He plansto deliver his research notesto hisyounger
df

“Isthat possible?’

“Hebdievessn.”

Koriah'sjaw dropsin awe, her yelow eyes misting over. “He can buy another lifetimeto further his
work—and then another, and another. A never-ending loop.”

“No,” says Vedum, “not never-ending. The cancer that’ s egting away &t thetime stream doessoin dl
eras Smultaneoudy. Eventualy, it will catch up to Karza, evenin the past.”

Koriah turnsaway from Vedum, chewing her lower lip in anguish. “1 migudged him. | thought he was
only concerned with saving himself.”

“That may be how it began,” saysVedum gently, “and | believeit’ sgill Karza s ultimate goa to rewrite
hisown tragic history. But he can’'t do that if there’ sno history to rewrite.”

The Gdactic Defender’ s habitua confidence seemsto drain from her. She sags, resting her forehead
againgt the corridor wall, and she says three words, in avoice barely loud enough for the audio receptors
of the nearest Biotron to detect it:

“Thischanges everything!”

The gloom of artificia night envelopsthe corridors of the Astro Station, darkening my monitors.
However, alight burns again in the main laboratory, the glow of the open Rift chasing shadows from the
corners. Vedum isworking, assisted by Archer, who professed himsalf untired, hisbody clock settoa
different schedule from ours. Units#31 and #35 have been assigned to stand guard, but the latter has
taken this opportunity to switch to downtime.

The probe sinksinto the Rift again, Vedum using the computer to navigate it along itstortuous peth.
Archer stands by to pull it out of thelight should it encounter difficulties, but he stands close enough to
Vedum to watch over his shoulder. At first, heisbemused by what he sees, his questionsindicating a
lack of understanding. In short order, however, he assimilates the basics of the project—and, within an
hour, he smaking suggestions.

“Wouldn't it befaster,” he says, pointing to the tangled, incomplete map of time that rotates dowly on the
computer’ smain display screen, “to go through this area here?’

“Fadter, yes,” rumblesVedum, “but more dangerous. We' ve lost four probestrying to take that
particular route. That' s where the strands of cause and effect are at their most knotted, where the Time
Traveler’ s presence has done the most damage.”

“S0, you'retrying to plot a course around the blockage,” Archer deduces.

| interrupt through Unit #31. “The Time Traveler has been visible to usfor decades. The effect of his
presencein thistimeline has multiplied exponentiadly. Effect becomes cause, and breeds anew generation
of effects. It isamost impossible to work backwards, aswe are forced to do, to follow the strandsto
thelr garting points.”

“So, you'retrying to...to feel your way around the blockage, to find the parts of history that haven't
been changed, and to trace them back...”

“Indeed. Once we have found aroute to the past, it will be asmple matter to make our way forward,
past the Time Traveler’ s gppearance, to our destination point.”

Archer shakes hishead. “Y ou don't havetime.”

Vedum raises an eyebrow.

“You think you' reamost there,” says Archer, “but you haven't seen the Time Traveler’ sredlity. You
can't imagine the effect he' s had, how different thingswere in this galaxy before he set out on hisjourney.
He' s changed everything!”

Hedropsinto aseat and squints at the thin green lines of the map, each representing the broad flow of
history, each formed in redlity by the woven threads of billions of tiny decisons, impossble to chart with
any accuracy. “ There sno way you can reach the past without encountering more obstacles, and with
each second that passes, things move farther away from how they were meant to be. The path is



becoming moretangled.” Heistracing aline with hisforefinger, amost absently, into the dark space at
the map’ s heart. Helets his hand fal away from the screen, and stares at it with narrowed eyes.

“I candoit!” he announces. Vedum frowns. Archer pushes back his chair, and legpsto hisfeet. “Let me
program the computer. | can guide the probe, | know | can.”

“Y ou hadn’t seen this equipment an hour ago,” Vedlum reminds him. “It'salot more complicated than it
looks.”

“But I've seen the past!” indsts Archer. “ Theredl past, | mean. The Time Traveler’ s past. | know where
the threads ought to be. Maybe that’ swhy | can...l can't explainit, | just...” Hisvoicetails off ashe
redizesthat Vedum is gtill skeptical. He puts ahand to hisforehead and grimaces, asif trying to keep the
knowledge therein from exploding outward. He casts a glance at the door to my private chamber, makes
adecison, and startstoward it. “I'll spesk with Karza.”

“You'redready speskingtome,” | tell him.

He stopsin histracks and |ooks askance at the Biotron through which | spoke. No doubt heis
reassessing our earlier conversation, the one he thought he was sharing with an artificia intelligence.

“Y our ideahas merit,” | say, “but, as Vedum has explained, it has been tried before—and, with
resources dwindling, | won't risk another probe.”

“I candoit,” says Archer stubbornly.

“Soyou'vesad, but | would like to see evidence of that clam.”

He spreads hisarmswide, helplesdy. “1 don’t know how to proveit. It'sjugt...al my life, I've had this
ingtinct about things. | can understand foreign languages, computer systems, aien technology, in minutes,
becauseit’slike | havethisvoicein my head that tells me what | have to do to get where | need to be.”
A thought occursto me. “Then, it was you who piloted the Sunrunner ?”

“No. No, that was Acroyear, but | was standing at his shoulder, telling him which way to turn, where the
next bolt was going to hit.”

“And what isthe origin of this‘inginct’ of yours?’

“I don't know.”

| scowl. “Have you no scientific curiogity? Y ou have lived with this phenomenon al your life, and yet you
have never investigated it?’

“It'snot that Smple,” says Archer defensively. “1 thought | wasjust. ..you know, normal, afast learner.
It'sonly recently that my world’ sgone crazy, and I’ ve had to trust to these ingtincts to keep me dive. So
far, they’ve not made abad job of it. I'm ill here, anyway—and | know you won't believe this, but |
think it'sthe Time Traveler.”

“You'reright,” | growl. “I don't believeit.”

“Who e se knows the future? Who e se could be guiding me through it?’

“Heknows a future, not this one. Take my word for it, Archer, the Time Traveler has not communicated
with you. Heisn't watching us now, and he never has.”

“Thenwhy do | kegp seeing him in my dreams?”’

“A sdient question,” | say, “and oneto which | would like an answer. | would like you to undergo afull
physica scan, and psychometric testing.”

Archer pouts. “I thought we werein ahurry here. | can finish your work, | can guide your probe—does
it matter how and why | candoit, solong as| can?’

Heisimpatient, asam |, but experience has taught me to suppress that emaotion, to deny my hopesand
proceed with caution. “I gppreciate your confidencein your abilities,” | say. “However, before| stake
the survivd of the universe on one man’ sintuition, | would like a better assessment of the odds against
me. Does that sound unreasonable?’

“No,” says Archer with aresigned sgh. “I guessit doesn’'t.”

Kellesh gppears at hisdoor in response to Unit #37’ sinsstent knocking. Hisyelow hair isdisheveled,
hisred skin dark around his bloodshot eyes. The Biotronstell me that he finished hiswork on the bridge
less than three hours ago, but | don’t apologize for waking him. | smply explain that | need him again. As



aways, he accepts this without argument.

“Someyearsago,” | say, “I constructed adevice to augment brainwaves and convert them into
broadcast sgnds.”

The Terragonian nods blearily. “ The mind probe. I've seen it in the stores.” And tried it out, no doubt.
Kdlesh'sinsatiable curiogty isone of hismost admirabletraits.

“Itsintended use,” | say pointedly, “was to help me visuaize my own thoughts, to draw out connections
and possibilitiesthat | may not have conscioudy recognized.” | am being disingenuous. | waswell avare,
of course, of the machine s potential as an interrogation tool; had | not been, | wouldn't have wasted my
timeonit. It isonly because Ogwen’s predecessor turned out to be a hopeless diplomat that my
blueprints were not sold to three different races, to do with asthey wished. | didn’t get the extrafunds for
which | had hoped—and, after using the machine three times on mysdlf, I concluded that it wastoo dow,
its results too imprecise, to be worthwhile, and | abandoned it.

“Y ou want meto dust it off, clean out the circuitry, seeif | can get it working?’

“You surmise correctly,” | say.

Kelesh nods. “1 did think about suggesting it myself,” he says, nonchadantly. “1f anything can root out the
killer...”

| smileto mysdlf. Kellesh is shrewder than he sometimes appears, but not as clever ashethinks. “I
aready know who killed LeHayn,” | take pleasure ininforming him. “I require the ‘mind probe for a
different purpose dtogether.”

Archer lies, bound by hiswrists and anklesto atrolley in the medica bay—atiny acove off one corner
of the bridge. He is staring at the patch of lime green gel that spreads across his chest and is crawling
dowly up hisbody. The gel seepsthrough his black armor, in search of biologica matter. Archer istrying
to be brave, but he shivers at its touch and, asthe gd extrudes adimy tendril toward his chin, he screws
his eyes shut and clenches hisfigts.

A minute later, heis smothered, agreen mask clinging to hisface, rippling asit assmilates every facet of
his being. The medical computer—an archaic contraption—clicks and whirs as the protoplasmic creature
sendsinformation to it ong two wires sunk into its shifting mass. Finaly, adark stain appears at the
creature’ s heart, and spreads outward. It shudders asit dies, leaving adry, black husk, which Archer
shakesfrom hishead in revulsion. Heisgasping for air, having held his breath by reflex, unable to accept
my advice that the creature was porous. “ Can...can you get me out of these strapsnow?’ he pleads.
Biotron Unit #35 movesto oblige asthe medical computer ticks away ponderoudy, analyzing itsfresh
data. My eyesdrift across my other screens, as my staff beginsto tir in thelight of early morning.
Vedum isdill in the lab—he doesn’t seem to need much degp—joined now by Wroje, whose puffy eyes
suggest that she spent the night crying into her pillow. Sheiswearing aloose-fitting, short-deeved smock.
Asit dipsdown her shoulder, | catch aglimpse of the tattoo at the base of her neck: the silhouette of an
Equestron head, crowned by a proud fin. The symbol of the Order of Oberon.

Kdleshisinhisquarters. | can't seehim, but | don’t doubt that heis carrying out his dutieswith his usua
diligence—in secret, as| requested. Ogwen has joined the Cosmobot in the stores, asif remembering
that he has ajob to do—not that he' s doing much more than supervising, and this mostly from the floor
with abottle of methohal. | wonder how he' |l cope when his supply dries up.

Koriah arrived on the bridge an hour ago, carrying out routine scansin a desultory manner. Only when
Acroyear sought her out to discuss tactics again did she regain some of her usua spark. The Vaerian
joinsthem asthey are studying a plan of the station, picking out the best defensive positionsto takein the
event of ahostile boarding, but he haslittle to contribute, other than glib remarks.

It bothers me that our visitors have taken so quickly to our Gaactic Defender. They seem to trust her,
alone of my people. It might smply be that they respect her rank—and perhaps Acroyear fedsakinship
with afdlow warrior, but | fed there smoreto it than that, something I’ ve missed. A snatch of whispered
conversation as Archer and his colleagues left my chamber—too soft for meto hear, but I'm sure



Koriah's name was mentioned.
A chiming signd echoes through my chamber. | am being hailed by the Centauri again. Their
representative sneers at me from my main screen, as| shift the feed from the medical bay aside. “We
grow tired of thisgame, Karzal”
“I warned you at the sart, Centaurus, that you would find no easy prize here.”
“Y our stubbornnesswill be your downfdl!”
“It haskept medive sofar.”
“Wewill have your equipment and your research, Karza, or we will have your corpse. There can be no
other outcome.”
“If theré sone bdlief that drivesme,” | growl, “it’ sthat anything ispossible.”
The Centaurus snorts. “We arewell aware of your ongoing efforts to complete your work. Y ou think you
can escape us by fleeing into the past—but you' re still here, Karza. Y ou have devoted your life to the
study of time, but you don’'t have the intelligence to magter it!”
| seethe a that insult, feding my bilerising. “If you think so little of my intelligence, then why areyou
here?’
“Oh, we don't doubt the value of your work, asfar asit goes. Y our findingswill provide asolid
foundation on which superior Centauri minds can build.”
“You' d better hope that’ s true, Centaurus. Y ou' d better hope | never reach the past—for if | do, |
swear, | will take the utmost pleasurein viditing your world inits primordia era, to poison the
misbegotten dime that birthed your loathsome race!”
“An empty threat, Karza. Y our project is doomed, your station crippled, and your staff no longer trusts
you. It istimeto end this. Prepare to be boarded!”
| fed apang of fear in my somach. “I’ ve warned you before, Centaurus, what will happen if any of your
kind set hoof aboard this station.”
“And | think you were bluffing, but it matters not. The troops we are sending are expendable. Destroy
them, if you must, and yoursdlf in the process—but for what?'Y ou would only delay our triumph, not
preventit.”
| have nothing to say—nothing that would make adifference. The Centauri have made their decision.
Even the presence of an Acroyear, my trump card, would not dissuade them now; best to keep that
secret in reserve, for what good it will do me.
“Qur troops will be dispatched in one hour. Y ou have that time to think about what I’ ve said. We are il
happy to accept your unconditional surrender. Failing that—goodbye, Karza. Our conversations have
been...gimulating.”
The Centaurus cutsthe link, leaving meto stare at ablank screen. | fed numb. | knew this moment would
come, but now that it'shere, | can’t accept that this must be my fate. There must be something | can do,
someway to buy moretime.
In the medical bay, Archer risesgingerly, asif expecting his legsto be weak. He runs his hands down the
front of hisarmor, and is surprised to find it clean and dry. A thoughtful expression crosses hisface, and
he turns and examines the medical trolley asif for remnants of the green gd, proof that it existed. Herolls
thetrolley from sdeto sde onitscastors. I’ m staring at Archer’ s back, through aBiotron's eyes, and |
think about the fal se hope he gave me, the precious time wasted because | wanted to believe him.
“Unit #35,” | say in ahusky voice. My mouth fedsdry. Am | making amistake? Does it matter? Thereis
no timefor indecison. All my life, | have denied my desires, forcing myself to be patient, methodical. No
longer. | think about what | planto do, and | can't think of asingle reason not to doit.
“Unit #35,” | repeat—and | hesitate for along moment, before giving the order. “Kill him! Kill Ryan
Archer!”

CHAPTER

FIVE

Unit #35 lumbers forward. His meta hands comeinto view as he extends them toward Archer’ s neck.
Oblivious, the boy istill playing with the medica trolley, asif he has discovered afascinating new toy.



The back of his head loomslarge on my screen.

Thereisno indication that he has sensed his peril. He does not stiffen, doesn't turn, does’t let out a
gasp. Hesmply twists aside, a the sametime giving thetrolley a push toward his advancing killer.
Normaly, | would expect aBiotron to avoid such aclumsy obstacle, but thetrolley hitsits legs without
warning, at the most inopportune moment. He topples onto it, and is conveyed into the wall. Fighting to
free himsalf from atangle of meta, he catches sight of histarget’ s flushed face, hishandsraised in
gpology. “I...I'm sorry, | don’t know what happened, it just dipped out of my...”

The Biotron raises hisright hand again, the wegpon atachment emerging from hispam, and Archer’s
eyes bulge as heredizes his predicament. He races for the archway that leads to the bridge, but comes
up short before he reachesiit. His hesitation saves him, asthe Biotron fires and the archway iswashed in
agreen cloud of lethd radiation.

Archer flattens himself against awooden shelving unit as Unit #35 bears down on him. Glass containers
fall and shatter around him as he tries to back away, but finds he has nowhereto go. Hefires hislaser
pistalsinto the Biotron’s chest, to no avall. “Acroyear!” he screams. But athough the warrior is nearby,
he can’t possibly reech himintime.

| have seen enough. | speak through the voice link to Unit #35 again. “ Y our last order isrescinded. |
repeet, your last order isrescinded. The boy is not to be harmed.”

The Biotron retracts his wegpon, and lowers hishand. Therdief in Archer’ seyesis overtaken by
confusion. And, at that moment, Acroyear and Koriah come crashing through the doors from the bridge,
Knave keeping pace with a curious springing gait.

Acroyear’ senergy sword isdrawn. Helooksfor afoe, sees only the Biotron, and interposes himsdlf
between it and hisfriend. Koriah isonly alittle dower, demanding to know what’ s happening as she
brings her laser pistolsto bear, liquid metal hardening into its usua bubble shape over her head.
“He—it—just went crazy, attacked me for no reason,” reports a shaken Archer.

“Karza?' snapsthe Gaactic Defender. “ Can you hear this?’

“I can,” | reply through Unit #35, “and thereis no cause for concern.”

“Sure” says Knave uneasly. “Killer robots we dedl with every day.”

“Despite the rumors circulating thisstation,” | say, “my Biotrons are not out of control. Unit #35
threatened Ryan Archer on my orders.”

“Wll, that makes mefed awholelot better,” comments Knave.

“What areyou playing at, Karza?’

“A smadl experiment, my dear Koriah+—nothing you need concern yoursdf with.”

“You...youtried to kill me” says Archer increduloudly, “as an experiment?’

“I needed proof of the unerring intuition to which you lay clam. | am il awaiting the results of your
medica scan, of course, but an unconscious part of you knew what the Biotron was going to do beforel|
had given theindruction. | am satisfied.”

“And what if you’ d been wrong?’ storms Koriah. “We' d have had another corpse on our hands, another
sacrifice to your obsesson!”

“Events forced my hand—or perhaps you have aready forgotten the stakes here.”

“I haven't forgotten anything, Karza. | just happen to bdlief thet life is sacred—even onelifel | don't care
what you think you' re fighting for—you’ ve gone too far!”

“You d weigh onelife againgt the whole of Creation? | knew you were naive, Koriah, but | didn’t think
you were so stupid! Or perhapsyou' refeding guilty?’

“What events?’ Acroyear’ svoiceisaquiet rumble, but it cuts across the escaating argument. “Wheat are
these events that forced your hand?’

Suddenly, everybody is slent, waiting on my word. As| relate the details of the Centauri’ s new
ultimatum, they exchange nervous glances, and Knave stares down at the floor.

For amoment after | have finished speaking, thereis silence. Then Acroyear hefts his sword and says
grimly, “Koriah and | have been working out our strategy. If our enemiesthink they can take this station
without afight, they will learntheir mistake.”



“Excdlent,” | say gratefully. “Then | suggest you continue.”

“We will require as many personnel asyou can spare. That includes the Biotrons.”

“I need Vedum and Wroje. | doubt they’ d be of much useto you, anyway. Kellesh isengaged in vita
work for me, but I’ll have him join you as soon as he can.”

“What's more important than saving al our butts?’ asks Knave.

“We can't beat the Centauri,” | assure him, “only delay them. Repulse their first invasion force, and they
will send another, or destroy usfrom afar. Work on the project must continue—every second is
precious! I'll send Ogwen and al available Biotronsto the bridge to await briefing. Archer, you will
report to themain lab.”

“Alone?’

“I’'m ready to test your theory that you can guide my probeto its destination.”

“He s going nowhere without an escort,” states Koriah.

| take adeep breath. “ Archer isin no danger from me. Quite the contrary—I believe heis now our best
hope, perhaps our only hope.”

Archer looksto Acroyear for his cue. Thewarrior thinks for amoment, then nods. With abrave amile,
Archer headsfor the door. Unit #35 makesto follow him, but Acroyear restrains him by the arm, and
glaresinto hiseyes.

“If you lay afinger on him, Karza,” hesays, “1 will kill you.”

| don't doubt that he meansit.

It begins as agreen spark, dancing in the air, degper and more intense than any naturd light. To our eyes,
it appearsflat, but thisisan illuson. The spark ismerely the mouth of atunnel, which winds through
dimensionsinvisible—and once unknowable—to us.

Archer operates the computer control system, and the spark pul sates and suddenly explodes. It tears
through the redlity we know and the boy flinches, throwing ahand over hiseyesin fear that the expanding
light will wash over him, leaving him blind.

It iscaught, of course, by the containment grid. Asitstendrilstouch the black meta frame, they crackle
and recail. Eventudly, like aliving being, the spark resignsitsef to its confinement. Itsturbulent, flaring
surface settles-and the Rift is open.

Archer saresinto the green light, awestruck, hardly listening as Wroje explains how he should have
decreased the power of the energy dampers more gradualy for asmoother initidization. “It’ s beautiful!”
he whispers.

“Tome” | say through Unit #35, the only Biotron I’ veretained in thelab, “it isthe possbilitiesthat the
Rift representsthat are beautiful .”

Archer screws up hisface; the light isbeginning to hurt his eyes, but he can't turn away fromit. “I...1
think I know what you mean, but it smorethan that. | fed like...likethelight iscalingto me, likeit' smy
degtiny to go through that doorway...”

Suddenly, he' son hisfest, taking hisfirst step toward the Rift asif hypnotized. | am about to order the
Biotron to restrain him when he shakes himsdlf out of histrance.

“Step into the Rift now,” | remind him, “and it will tear you apart.”

“I know, but it swhat the Time Traveler wants,” Archer says confidently. “He wants me to go through
the Rift—not yet, but soon. I’ vefdt like this before, back on Earth.”

“Y our homeworld?’ | have never heard the name before, but then | have been out of touch for along
time. “The Acroyear said you came from beyond our universe.”

Archer nods. “That’ sright. There was a Rift there, too, that opened up—or was discovered, | was never
sure which—by thisguy called Ordadl.”

“The bounty hunter?’

“You know him?’

“We have had dedlings” | confirm.

“I ignored the fedings at first. | thought they’ d go away—I mean, hell, what reason did | haveto go



chasing after adream in another dimension? But they got stronger. In the end, | had no choice, | mean
that’show | fdt. | took off in the Sunrunner, and just hoped for the best. And when the fedlingsled me
to the Time Traveler, that’ swhen | knew for surethey wereredl, that he was guiding my actions. Now, |
fed—I know—that somehow he' swaiting for me, on the other side of that Rift. | haveto goto him!”

| choose not to contest Archer’ sunlikely beliefs again. Partly, thisis because it would be awaste of time,
but I’'m a'so beginning to see how he has reached the conclusions he has. *Y ou should return to your
work,” | say quietly. “Y ou have agreat ded to learn.” Fortunately, the boy learnsfadt. | estimate that, in
lessthan haf an hour, he will understand the workings of the probe, and its control computer, &t least as
well as anybody but me.

A wave of weariness breaks over me, and | close my eyes. Behind my eyelids, red and slver patterns
coalesce, and | am confronted by the familiar image of the Time Traveler, my lifelong companion—the
stranger whom | cameto think of asafriend, but now suspect could be my greatest enemy. “What
haven't you told me?’ | yell at him with the full force of my mind. “Why are you still kegping secretsfrom
me?”

Asaways, the enigmatic figure gives no answer.

“l won't do it, you can’'t make medoit!”

Koriah lets out along-suffering sigh, trying and failing to restrain Ogwen as he marches past her again.
The bureaucrat’ swords are gabbled, eyes wild and red-rimmed, hands aflurry of motion asif he can’t
decide what to do with them. He makes another sudden turn and approaches the Galactic Defender
agan.

She stepsinto his path and waves alaser pistol under his nose—one of severa from the Sunrunner’s
stores. “ Y ou're being stupid, Ogwen.”

“I don't want to fight. | can’t! | can’t even use one of those things, and anyway, Acroyear said | could
coordinate the defense from here”

“We don't know what the Centauri will throw at us. If they get past us, if they make it hereto the bridge,
you heed to be able to defend yourself.”

Herounds on her, voicerising in pitch. “If they get to the bridge, we ve dready lost! But if I’ m not
armed, if they can see I’ m no threat, maybe they won't kill me, maybe they’ ||

“Ogwen!” Koriah has him by the shoulders, shaking him. “ Ogwen!”

He dumpsinto one of the seats on the operations platform; it spins aquarter-turn under his sudden
weight. He' s breathing deeply, in and out through his nose, trying to bring himself back under contral, to
conquer the effects of the stimulant that Koriah pumped into him.

She leans over him, speaking through clenched teeth. “ The Centauri aren’t interested in accepting your
surrender. Even if they were, their troops are likely to be drones, programmed for nothing more than
mindless daughter. A laser pistol could give you the seconds you need to get out of here. It could save
your lifel”

“For how long?’ asks Ogwen, suddenly melancholy as the drug continuesto play with hischemical
balance. “I’ ve been staring death in the face for days. I’ ve had enough. Maybe it’ d be better to get it
over with. At least, then, it’d only hurt for asecond.”

“Take the wegpon, Ogwen,” growls Acroyear, marching onto the bridge and immediately sizing up the
Stuation, “or | will personaly run my sword through your spineless body.”

Ogwen glares mutinoudly at him, but doesn't argue; gpparently, he' snot as prepared to dieas he indsts.
With bad grace, he snatches the laser pistol from Koriah. She curls her lower lip, apparently disgruntled
at having been undermined. If Acroyear notices, he givesno sign of it. Accompanying him are Knave,
three Biotrons, and—to my concern—Vedlum. The old man, Acroyear tells Koriah, volunteered his
services as soon as he heard about the imminent attack.

| lean forward, and speak through Unit #34. “No, that is not acceptable. | need him.”

With an arched eyebrow, Vedum responds, “Wroje can operate the computer aswell as |, and you
have Archer to plot your course now. I’m sure you can spare me for awhile.”



“I can't loseyou, Vedum!”

Koriah pushes him aside angrily and addresses me through the Biotron. “If we can’t defend this Sation
for want of numbers, Karza, we al lose!”

Vedum' seyesdight upon the smal pile of laser pistols, which lies aop the cryo-crypt. He takes one and
srapsit determinedly to hisarm. “I won't hidein my room, Karza. So long as| have the strength to fire
one of thesethings, I'll fight to protect my friends.”

“Then | ingtruct you,” | bark, with a petulance that doesn’t become me, “dl of you, to protect Vedum at
al cogts Giveyour lifefor his, if you must. The project depends upon it!”

“Tdk tome, Karza”

The request comes as asurprise. Swesat beads Archer’ s brow. Therigid posture of his body, hunched
over the computer’ s main console, further betrays histension. He sent the probe into the Rift some two
and ahdf minutes ago. Wrojeiswatching, offering quiet guidance whenever the boy hesitates. Unit #35
gtands by the anchor line to retrieve the probe manually in case of trouble—athough, by then, it will
amogt certainly betoo late.

| patched the computer’ svisua output through to my main screen: A tiny red spot, indicating the probe,
inchesitsway into acluster of green lines so tightly entwined that | can’t see away through them. 1, too,
have shuffled forward in my seat, wracked with suspense. Archer’ s hands jerk uncertainly acrossthe
controls, asif each move he makesistheresult of ahuge effort of concentration. With each passing
second, | have wrestled with the thought of aborting the mission—thiswas amistake, heisn't reedy—but
somehow, incredibly, the probe remainsintact, and threadsits way onward.

“I canonly dothisif I rly oningtinct,” pleads Archer. “I’m thinking too hard, trying to second-guess
myself. | need you to distract me. Please!”

Not without misgivings, | cast around for something to say. A number of questions hurtle to the forefront
of my mind—and onein particular—but | don't want to provide too big adisraction. Carefully, |
venture, “Y ou have met Koriah before, | assume?’

“No. | told you, I'm new to this neck of the cosmos.”

“And yet, you told your companions that she could be trusted.”

A tiny hestation. “ She'sa Gaactic Defender.”

“I think there’ smoreto it than that. If you haven't encountered her in thisredity, then perhapsintheold
one? Y our dreams—your visons of the Time Traveler’ s continuum.”

Archer clamps his mouth shut. Perhaps |, too, should say no more, but his hands are beginning to move
more fluidly, more confidently, and the probe indicator is picking up speed. | push the computer feed to
one side and bring the laboratory onto the main screen, to study the boy’ s reactions more closdly.

“Y ou say you' ve been having these dreams for many weeks. Y ou must have seen agreat ded of that
other redity.”

“Bitsand pieces,” he admits. “ Just snatches here and there, like. ... like buried memories, dowly coming to
the surface.”

“Y ou seem reluctant to discussit.”

“It' snot that. It'sjust...” Archer’shands are shaking again. He stabs at akey, then catches his breath
and flurriesto reverse hismistake.

“The Time Traveler’ s universe must have been quite milar to our own,” | remark, changing the subject
tangentidly.

“What makesyou say that?’

“Y ou saw both Acroyear and the Vaerian in your visons. A remarkable coincidence, would you not say,
that you should meet them both in the flesh thereafter?”’

“I went looking for Acroyear. We were...l remembered us being comrades, friends. We fought side by
sde. | thought he could help me.”

“Y ou weren't looking for Koriah, and yet you found her, too. How many familiar faces have you seen
since leaving your homeworld?’



“What are you suggesting? Don't you believe me?’

“Oh, | believeyou,” | say quickly, before | cause another accident. “1’m smply musing doud about the
workings of time. The Traveler’ s presence has changed billions upon billions of events—some important,
some barely measurable. And yet, Acroyear isgill here, Knaveisgill here, Koriah is il here, and al of
them il recognizableto you.”

“| seewhat you mean,” says Archer, more thoughtful now than wary, and making good progress with the
probe as a consequence. “| guess, when you think about it, the odds that al those people would still be
born, that they’ d be the same, that we' d find each other...”

“One might amost believe there was some kind of intelligence a work—aguiding hand, trying to push
history back onto itsright course, asfar asit will go.”

“TheTime Travde?

“Or timeitsdf, trying to heal the damage that has been done.”

“You bdievethat' s possble?’

“I haveto, otherwise travel into the past couldn’t be undertaken, without al being destroyed by
paradox.”

“| guessnot.”

“Of course, not everything is unchanged. Y ou ought to be wary, Archer, of judging peoplein thisredity
by half-remembered experiences of them in another.”

“The Time Traveler hasn't led mewrong so far,” he saysguardedly. “ Acroyear is il the best man you
could hopeto have on your sdein afight; Knave till knows how to lift our morde...” A little more
subdued, he continues, “Ordaa was fill amercenary, interested in no more than the bottom line; Nova
dill asadidt...”

“And Koriah?’ | ask softly.

“Intheold timeline,” says Archer, “shewasthelast of the Galactic Defenders. It didn't matter. She
stayed trueto their idedls. | didn’t know her for long, but | know this: Sherisked her life, and damn near
logtit, to save mine.”

“S0, inthistimdine, you trust her with your life”

“yeg”

“Even though you know there samurderer on board.”

“It couldn’t have been her,” Archer says confidently.

“I'm certain thet, in fact, it was”

“No!”

“ She had the opportunity, and she had the motive.”

“What you said to her, about feding guilty...”

“Note that she didn’'t chalenge me. Shedidn’t ask me what | meant by that comment, because she
aready knew, and she didn’t want to air the subject in front of you.”

“That’ snot proof!”

“Ask her! She' son the bridge; you can contact her through Unit #35. Ask her if she was responsible for
the death of LeHayn.”

“I don't haveto ask her,” ingsts Archer. “She couldn’t...shewouldn't...”

“Y ou don’t know Koriah, Archer. Y ou only think you do.”

“I...1..."” Archer grits histeeth, and shakes his head asif in pain, his hands hovering uncertainly over the
controls. “1 can't go on. | haveto pull the probe out.”

“Theré snotime!” | bark automaticaly.

“Wedon't haveachoice! I'mlosingit! If | don't pull out now, you can scratch one probe from your
inventory.”

Thered indicator light is dready moving backward as the probe retraces its steps. | bite my tongue,
annoyed with mysdlf. | couldn’t resist the temptation to rile the boy, and thisintolerable delay isthe result.
Stll, 1 tell mysdlf, the probe must have collected agreat dedl of useful datain the last few
minutes—amost aday’ s worth. Thisway, we can download into the computer, keep it safe, beforewe
venture any further.



“Karza, what happened to Wroje?’

Unit #35 lost sight of her, his attention trained on Archer. With agart, | have him pull back and scan the
laboratory, but the boy isright: Wrojeisno longer present.

| fed afamiliar churning in my stomach, athough I don’t know what harm she, of al people, could do. It
issmply that | didikelosng control; | hate the feding that things are happening on my own station of
which | am unaware. Fortunately, a Biotron unit saw Wroje shutting herself into her quartersa short time
ago.

Sowly, | redlizewhat | said in front of her, without even thinking about the effect it would have, and |
curse my indiscretion again. Still, Wrojeis redundant to the project now; Archer can cope without her.
No harm has been done, other than to her fedings.

The Rift flares bright and green on my main screen, and | am drawn once more into its depths. |
remember what Archer said about the light calling to him, and 1, too, fed that tug on my heart. But | lack
his certainty of apresence behind thelight, hisbelief in atangible connection to the Time Traveler.
Perhapsthat’ swhy | told him about Koriah, why | tried to shake one of his certainties: because| find
mysdf jedousof him.

The Time Traveler hasn't chosen him—therationa part of my brainis sure of that. So, why doesthe
same anguished question keep running through my head? Why do | keep asking mysdf: Why Ryan
Archer, why thisdip of aboy, and not me?

They emerge from the lead Battle Cruiser, an hour to the second after my last contact with the Centauri.
Antrons, as| might have expected—purple skin, tiny Sharkosfinsjutting out from behind their shoulders,
gx snewy limbs each ending in four claws. Their heads are lumpen and bald, blank eyes devoid of
intellect, mouths leering open asif they aren’t quite large enough to contain their dagger-pointed
mandibles. There are a least ahundred of the creatures. They swarm across the void toward us,
propelling themsdves with the thrashing of their limbs. They look like they’ re swimming.

K nave watches through the bridge' sforward portal, his dark eyes glistening as he shakes hishead and
murmursto himsdlf, “ Antrons. Why doesit have to be Antrons?’

The rest of my would-be defenders are smilarly frozen by the sight of the forces set against them. They
don’'t act until thefirst Antron hitsthe screen in front of them, limbs splayed, and sets about burrowing its
way through the barricade with claws and teeth.

Camly, Acroyear givesthe order, “Lower the shidd!”

Ogwen, seated at the main control pand with the others ranged behind him, is pardyzed, saring. He
doesn’'t respond until Koriah snaps his name. He stabs at a button, and athick sheet of sted drops
dowly in front of thewide porta. The bridge is safe. Would that the rest of the station could be smilarly
reinforced.

Thereisashort, heavy slence, then Acroyear asks, “What are they doing?’

K oriah ingpects the readouts over Ogwen'’ s shoulder. “ According to externd sensors, they’ ve split into
three groups. One outside the hangar, another coming up from the recycling bay, the third...they' re il
clambering over the hull, I think they’ re headed for...yes, yes, the starboard habitation corridor.”

“They’ vetargeted our weakest points,” growls Vedum.

“Makessense” saysKellesh, dmost admiringly. “It' swhat I’d do.”

“Don't forget,” says Koriah, tightlipped, “we ve prepared for this. We re ready!”

“Ogwen,” barks Acroyear, “you know what to do.”

“We rerelying on you,” Koriah reminds him, “to make sure the station doesn’t depressurize. Acroyear
doesn't think you can do it. Prove him wrong!”

Ogwen nods, his expression doleful. He starts work at his console, as Acroyear turnsto the others.
“Koriah, Knave, you take the lower decks; Vedum and Kelesh, theliving quarters. I'll defend the
hangar bay myself.”

They split into their assigned teams, and leave at an urgent trot; Acroyear has had them for only an hour,
but they’ re responding like awell-drilled squad. | dlow mysdf to believe that thereis hope for them—for



al of us—efter al.

The Biotrons, who had been standing silently in shadow at the rear of the bridge, ped off and follow
them. Only one remains to watch as Ogwen glances back over his shoulder, then tearsthe laser pistol
from hisarm, resentfully, and hurlsit into acorner.

“When first we spoke,” | say, “you claimed the Time Traveler had made amistake, that he wanted you
to correct it.”

Archer givesadigtracted murmur of confirmation.

“Do you believe he wishesto restore histimeine?’

“Maybe”

“And you would do that for him, if you knew how?'Y ou would sacrifice the life you have, everything you
have known, for the world of your dreams.”

“I didn’'t say that,” protests Archer. “1 don’t know.”

| am concentrating on him, in the center of my bank of monitors. | am trying to ignore the flegting purple
shapesthat flicker around him. Many of the gation’ s externa cameras are non-functional, and few can be
trained upon the hull—so, other than the odd glimpse of a claw or amisshapen head, | haveto rely on
sensor datato track the Antrons' progress. | see, to my dismay, that they have dmost gnawed their way
into the hangar bay.

“The Time Traveler’ sredity—was it a better place than this?’ | ask.

Archer thinkslong and hard before he gives an answer. * Some people thought it was.”

“But you aren’t so sure.” Archer doesn’t respond. Narrowing my eyes, | prompt him, “Y ou have
endured the misery of Micropolis, encountered the Reptos, been prey to mercenaries, and now you are
threatened by another malignant product of the chaosthat infeststhis galaxy. For dl the efforts of the
Gdactic Defenders, and those like them, the rule of law means nothing here; such monsters can do as
they wish, because nobody has the power or the courage to stop them. We need guidance—the firm
hand of leadership.”

“Y ou had leaders once. Were things any better, then?’

“The Pharoids were weak, unwilling to do what had to be done.”

“Then, you' d rather the Emperors hadn't falen?’

| laugh. “I took the last Emperor’slife mysdlf. Hewasafool.”

“So, let me guess. Thisleader you think we need—that’ d be you, right?’

“Why not? | understand the patterns of cause and effect better than anyone. | could create order. | could
design machinesto enrich thelives of my subjects.”

“Y eah? And what about those who didn’t want to be your ‘ subjects 7’

“There was an Emperor, then?In the Time Traveler’ sredity?’

Hehasdl but told mewhat | wanted to know. Redlizing this, he hesitates, but only for an instant. Warm
to histheme, he sumbles on, “Y eah, sure, there was an Emperor—and he was the biggest monster of
themdl!”

“Did he bring order?’ | ask eagerly.

“If youwant to call it that. He was atyrant! He wanted control over everything we did, everything we
said—and he amost had it. And, yeah, he brought progress—he made the rocket tubes run on
time—but | saw the other side of hisregime. | saw the cells, the people murdered for associating with
suspected dissdents, and | saw the byproducts of the Baron’ s experiments on races he considered
inferior.” Archer shudders at the memory.

“Perhaps he smply believed, as| do, that sacrifices must be made for the greater good.”

“And | bet that' swhat the Emperor before him believed, too. | bet, when he wiped out your people, the
Pharoids, he thought he was doing it for ‘the greater good.” Not so cool when you' re one of the
sacrifices, though, isit?’

| brigtle at the accusation, tightening my fingers around the arms of my chair to keep from trembling in
anger. | must not respond. | have said too much aready; Archer isupset again, the movements of the



probe becoming spasmodic in response.

| search for another topic of conversation, something to calm him down, but then | find my eyesfocusing
again upon the virtua map of thetime stream, and | see something that, in the heet of debate, | hadn’t
seen before. “ Archer...what do you think you' re doing?’

“What doesit look like?' Hisvoiceis strained again, his confidence lessening as he returns hisfull
attention to histask. “I’'m trying to keep your probe in one piece!”

“Y ou are meant to be guiding it into the past!”

“Isn't that what I'm doing?’

“Y ou are moving acrosstime, not dongit.” My voice hasafaintly hysterica edge. “Y ou are no nearer to
your destination than when you started.”

Herisksaquick glance at the map in front of him, taking his eyes off the controls. “I don’t understand, |
thought...”

“Take aninety degree turn downtime.”

“l can't, |...1 don’t know how!”

“Then reverse your course. | won't risk another probe for nothing!”

“Thisiswhat the Time Traveler wants. | canfed it!”

“Pull that probe out, Archer!” | yell. “Now!”

Too late, | redize how flustered the boy has become. | need to cdm mysdlf, to offer him reassurance, but
I’'m lost for words. And then the Astro Station shudders.

It takes me amoment to redlize what has happened. An darm klaxon is sounding, but the import of that
washes over me, asif my mind is protecting me from it. The Antrons have broken through the transparent
hull of the hangar bay. Air damsinto them, didodging severd of the creatures and sending them tumbling
end over end. The station was buffeted by theinitia recoil—its gyroscopes should have compensated,
but with achunk taken out of itsright side and its bowels ruptured, the structure was already unstable.
The red pinpoint of the probe on my monitor flaresand dies.

The gation’ s sHf-repair syslems groan into duggish action, pumping white sedant foam into the hull
breach. Theinvaders are dready scrambling on board, my control board lighting up intruder dertsby the
dozen. An external cameragives me aclear view of the hindmost creature, blasted farther than its
comrades by the out-rush of air and floundering in space. It recoversitsdf, flips over, and scuttles
forward again. It divesinto the white foam even asit fills the sation’ swound, but it’ strapped asthe
substance hardens around it.

The other Antrons have crossed the hangar, and are scrabbling at the interna bulkhead. Beyond this,
through the eyes of Units#34 and #40, | see Acroyear standing like a statue, sword ready. “As soon as
the hangar re-pressurizes,” he ingtructs Ogwen through awrist-mounted communicator, “I want you to
open thisdoor!” 1 will get my wishto seehimin action, but | fear that even he will be overwhelmed.
Elsewhere, more Antrons have swarmed into the open starboard habitation corridor. Tracking their
progress from the bridge, Ogwen has trapped them between two bulkheads, but they don’t care about
turning back, only going forward. They must be clambering on top of each other, to attack the surface of
the obstacle before them in as many places as my sensors suggest. They’ Il have burrowed their way
through it soon—though they’ll find Vedum, Kelesh, and two Biotrons waiting for them.

The third Antron squadron has done as Acroyear and Koriah predicted: Penetrating the station through
the holes | eft by the detonation of the recycling tanks, they have taken the path of least resstance. They
swarm through the battered service devator and up the shaft, thelr tapered digits Snking into thewallsto
create handholds for them. Once again, Ogwen has closed shutters above and bel ow them so that, when
they dig through the former, they won't expose the rest of the station to space. Koriah, Knave, and two
more Biotrons have wrenched open the gate to the main deck, and are waiting with weapons raised for
the first Antron head to show itself below.

That klaxon istill shrieking, the sound of it like adrill penetrating my eardrums.

Wroje hasjust left her quarters, face streaked with tears, the skin around her eyes blotchy. Shewalks
sraight-backed, with adetermined Stride that | haven't seen from her before.

Archer ison hisfest, hisexpression taut with anguish, but he doesn’t know what to do. Unit #35is



hauling on the anchor line, and | feel numb with dread.
It takes the Sght of the smoldering, twisted probe emerging from the Rift’ slight to bring it hometo me. |
knew my hopes were desperate, foolish, but | clung to them &l the same. Now, the last grains of those
hopes dip through my fingers, and I'm I eft feding empty. | must facewhat | have long shied away from:
The project, my life, isover. Thereisno time.
| clench my figts, throw back my head, and let out a curdling, keening scream that can be heard across
the gtation.

CHAPTER

SIX

The bel eaguered hangar door groans asidein fits and starts. Behind it, a pyramid of Antrons collapses,
and thefirst of the creatures spill, startled, into the station proper.

Acroyear isamong them in an indant. His flame-edged sword leavesflaring trails on my monitors asit
rises and fals, sometimes cutting through three bodies in asingle swipe. Even asthey are decapitated, the
Antrons remain mute. They show no pain, no fear, no hesitation, just a single-minded determination to
advance. | despair a the speed with which they adapt to their changed circumstances, rushing their new
enemy as one, heedless of what might happen to their front ranks. Acroyear can't repel them dl; ina
moment, heislost benesth amass of purple muscle. The Antrons are clawing, biting, trying to pry his
armor from his body; | know enough about hiskind to know thet, if they succeed, it will be the end for
him.

Fortunately, heisn’t alone. Units#34 and #40, ignored for aslong asthey remained ill, step forward in
unison. Swathes of creaturesfall under their radiation fire, bodies blackening, dark purple pus seeping out
of their joints.

Without seeming to communicate in any way, they divide their forces. A dozen Antronsleap onto Unit
#40, bearing him down under their combined weight. His video feed goes off-line as hishead istorn from
his neck. Through the eyes of Unit #34, | seethat the falen Biotron istill struggling, aamsthrashingina
blind, automotive response.

At least the pressure has been taken off Acroyear. His muscles rippling benegth the skintight parts of his
flux armor—in which, | notice, there are now severa ragged tears—he throws Antrons from him until he
has room to swing his sword again.

| can seeinto the hangar bay, over hisshoulder. A white sedlant stain spreads across the clear hull,
blotting out the stars. Trapped in the center of thisisthelone Antron straggler, pedding theair in
frustration with the only one of itslimbsthat isn't held. I1ts mouth works ceasdlesdly, its mandibles
clacking together, but it can’t turn its head far enough to attack the trap that holdsit. The sight bringsa
shiver tomy spine.

Ryan Archer sits hunched in achair, cradling the half-disntegrated probein hislap, staring at if asif he
can't believe what he has done.

“Antrons,” spits Knave, peering gloomily down the service devator shaft. “I hoped I’ d never seethelr
kind again.”

Koriah has no words; she resorts to an awkward, sympathetic smile.

“I shouldn’t hate them so much,” sighs Knave. “Most of them didn’t have a choice in what they became.
It' snobody’ sfault that we V aerians were born with a—how did that biosmith put it?—a‘ uniquely
adaptable cdlular structure.” If it hadn’t been for the circus, if | hadn’t had the dumb luck to get out,
chances are |’ d have ended up the same way. I d have sold my body, and my soul, to the crime
syndicatesto survive afew more miserable years.”

“Seaing them must bring back some bad memories.”

“That' sonly the haf of it. It isn't the past that scaresme, Koriah. It isn't even the future—I1’ ve dways



taken that asit comes. Ever since we arrived on this station, people have been talking about time travel,
about other redlities, about what we could have been. Well, that' s my dternative redity, right down there.
That’sme, scratching my way through that bulkhead: alobotomized zombie!”

“| don’t believethat! Archer knew you in another timeline, right?”

“Sol'mledto believe”

“And he knew you as the man you are now—as Ganam Jafain, not as some soulless mongter. That can't
be acoincidence. That isn't just ‘dumb luck.” Y ou're asurvivor, Knavel Whatever the circumstances,
you'd never have let them turn you into...into that.”

Sentimental rubbish, of course. Another of my regretsisthat, in my long life, | never found thetimeto
study the Vaerians. | recognized the potentid they had as geneticdly modified soldierslong ago, dthough
| would have left them with someintelligence. Mindless drones have therr aitraction, but an inability to
taketheinitiative will dways undermine them.

| shouldn’t complain—I"m counting on that weakness to save me. Not that it matters. | feel no
connection to the events unfolding on my monitors. | no longer careif my defenderswin or lose; they can
only delay the inevitable. They can buy me afew more hours, but what would | do with them? For the
firg timein my life, | am without purpose.

“Y ou know there’ s nothing left of them, don’'t you?’ Koriah saysto Knave, gently. “They aren’t your
people any more—they’ rejust killing machines!”

The Vaerian nods, and respondsin aquiet voice, “1 know.”

And, at that moment, asingle word rings out along the corridor behind them: “ Koriah!”

| catch my breath. | didn’t recognize the voice at first; rarely before have | heard it raised to more than a
whisper. Wroj€ s eyes are aflame and fixed on the Gaactic Defender. Koriah frowns, sensing something
amiss but not redlizing the danger she'sin.

Wroj€ s purposeful stride breaksinto arun, and then acharge. | watch with detached fascination asthe
tattoo on her neck glows white, even through her clothing, and her body beginsto transform, like putty
molded by unseen hands.

She has unleashed the rage within her, at last—Dbut | can see from her expression that she has not lost
control; rather, she has made a cold, rationd choiceto dothis.

Wroj€ s smock tears down the side as the lower part of her body expands. Two extralegs have grown
out of her hips, and atail swishesangrily behind her. For an ingtant, she resembles nothing more than a
Centaurus, her torso protruding from the body of a quadruped, the symbol of Oberon glowing brighter
than ever. Then, thelast part of her that was recognizably Wrojeis gone, shrinking down into the
creature’ s eongating neck. Her shocking violet hair fades, and growsinto amane, and | am looking at
the tattoo made red: A proud white steed, galloping to the attack.

Shelaunches hersdlf at Koriah, her eyesred, her nogtrilsflared. Thegirl is caught by surprise, till stunned
by what she has just witnessed. Her uniform helmet is only half-formed, and the creature that was Wroje
grikes through the soft liquid meta with her front hooves, landing aglancing blow to her head.

Shereds, and staggers backward into the eevator shaft. Almost without my seeing him move, Knaveis
behind her, catching her and smultaneoudy pushing her to safety. “ Did you know she was a Panzeroid?’
hecries.

“Newsto me,” responds Koriah, tightlipped.

The Vaerianisin Wroj€ s path now, but she is more than willing to go through him to reach her true
target. He throws up two of hisfour arms, and her hooves dam into hislaser pistols, denting them. From
behind him, Koriah recovers her wits and fireswith both barrels. Wroje shrugs off the blasts, only
gppearing further enraged.

My Biotrons haven't yet joined the fight. There are three units present now, #23 having followed Wroje
here; each has asked for ingtructions, needing my authorization to act againgt acrew member evenin
such an dtered form. | open avoice link to them, but closeit again. A certain voyeuristic part of me
wants to see how this scenario will play itself out.

“Knave—Ilook out!”

The Antrons have broken through the shutter. Thefirst of them are emerging from the elevator shaft, their



claws dready snatching at Koriah. Thanksto her warning, Knave is able to squirm out of their reach.
With animpressive legp, heflips over Wroj€ sfinned head, and landsin a crouch behind her. He spins
around, brings up his pistols and aims for the back of her head, hoping to distract her—but only one of his
damaged weapons fires. Wroje tosses back her head and lets out awhinnying howl of pain, but she
doesn't turn. Sheremainsintent upon Koriah.

The Biotrons, faced with an unambiguous enemy at lagt, lurch into action. They firetheir blastersin tight
beams, picking off Antrons one by one, but only when they can target them without risking harm to
anybody else. Itisn't easy: Like their comrades e sawhere, the Antronsfight at the closest possible
quarters. Koriah, aready injured by Wroje, isborne down and buried. The snarling Panzeroid lashes out
with teeth and hooves, trying to get to the Gaactic Defender through the creatures—it looks like Koriah
might actualy benefit from Wroje' sanimosity toward her. But suddenly the Antrons are atop her too,
climbing onto her back where she can't reach them, pulling at her lustrous mane and sinking their
mandiblesinto her neck.

The Antrons have focused their attentions upon Acroyear’ s sword, which has claimed so many
casudties. They may not be smart, but evidently they have rudimentary reasoning skills. They gnaw at the
warrior's hand, prying the sword' s hilt from hisfingers, and they don’t care how many of them tasteits
blazing edge in the process.

Suddenly, they have their prize. Acroyear’ sweapon drifts away from him on apurpletide, but it proves
too heavy for the Antronsto carry. It dropsinto the throng, and the creatures scramble to escapeitsfire.
Acroyear seizes his opportunity to lunge after it, but his enemies are everywhere, tripping him, blinding
him.

A sudden movement draws my eye back to my main screen.

Archer iscrossing the lab, headed for the outer door. “Stop him!” | ingtruct tersdly.

Unit #35 stepsinto the boy’ s path. He tries to go around him, but the Biotron extendsameta asam asa
barrier. Frustrated, he appealsto me, “There s nothing | can do here now. My friends are out there,
fighting for usdl. | should be with them!”

“Do you redize what you've done?’ | growl. It isthefirgt time I ve spoken to him since the accident, the
first time | have been ableto bring mysdf to addresshim.

Archer has the decency to look shamefaced, at least. “I'm sorry. | know | let you down.”

“Y ou have done more than that, boy!” | roar. “Y ou have failed every being that lives, that ever lived or
might have lived, and thisisall you haveto say for yoursalf?’

“If you hadn’t wound me so tight, if the station hadn’t shook wheniit did...”

| ignore his pathetic excuses. With aflick of my wrigt, | summon the least of my mechanica servants.

“Y ou disobeyed me!” | snarl. “Y ou sent the probe a ong the most treacherous path possible, and with no
intention of finding the past. Y our arrogance has doomed ug!”

“The Time Travdler—" heblests.

“I will hear no more about the Time Traveler! He doesn't speak to you, Archer; he never has. The results
of your scan confirm it. The ability to intuit the future, to predict the outcome of your choices, isintrinsic
toyou.”

“Whét...what are you saying? What do you...?’

Caming mysdlf down, | explain, “Y ou have aunique gift, Ryan Archer. Your brainisunusualy atuned to
the basic structures of redlity. Ingtinctively, you sense the patterns of time: Y ou know how the threadsfit
together, and where they will lead.”

“You'resaying I’'m somekind of fortune-teller? That’ s crazy!”

“Y ou do not literally see the future—at least not under normal circumstances. Y our gift isconfined to a
subconscious part of your mind. Y ou smply know, without understanding why, which course to take,
which threads you have to pull to create the pattern most advantageous to your needs. Y ou will agree, |



think, that you have clearly demongrated this ability.”

“Under norma circumstances?’ repeats Archer.

“Timeisin adate of disrepair. Its patterns are unraveling, unreadable. It islittle wonder you have felt
confused. Y ou’ ve been predicting patterns that are no longer there, seeing futures that can no longer
be—and those futures have begun to intrude upon your dreams. In your search for an explanation,

you' vefixated upon the most prominent image in those dreams—the man who, your senses aretelling
you, isthe cause of the discontinuity.”

“S0, he'snot red after al?” | know how Archer fedls. | have destroyed the single certainty that has kept
him going. Hefedslike did, whenfirst | discovered the cancer in the time stream—and, before that,
when the Emperor killed my father. That’swhy | didn’t tell him any of thisearlier; he needed to have a
clear head to operate the probe.

My gaze flickersto the gold and silver containment suit. “No, Archer, the Time Traveler isred—it is
your clamed link with him that isfantasy.”

“But | knew him. | met him, I’'m sure of it!”

“| don’t doubt it. Were you not destined to encounter the Time Traveler, in the old redlity, you would not
seehiminyour visons now. That'swhy | can't let you join your friends, Archer, why you mustn’t put
yoursdlf at risk. Y our mind holds the key. Only you can unlock the Traveler’ s secrets, and show us how
thissorry State of affairs cameto be.”

“But...but what good would it do? It wouldn't save us. It wouldn't change anything.”

“It would satisfy my curiosity,” | growl.

The door to the laboratory swishes open, to reved the peding bright hues of the Cosmobot. Itsarms are
outstretched, and along black box rests upon its clamp-like hands, nestled in atangle of wires.
Protruding from the top of the box are two silver control rods, tapering like horns. Archer can’t know
what it is, but he blanches at the sight of it. Hisintuition again, or Smply areaction to the tone of my voice
and the device s stark, straight-edged design?

“I'vetold you everything | know,” heingsts. Amusingly, he ssemsto have mistaken the devicefor an
instrument of torture—and he doesn’t doulbt that | would employ such athing.

“Y ou cameface to face with the Time Traveer. | must know what happened.”

“I don’'t know! | told you, | can't get past that point. I'vetried!”

“Theinformation may be stored in your subconscious. Failing that, your extraordinary mind issurely
cgpable of finding it, with theright...stimulus.”

Archer eyesthe device suspicioudy, beginning to seeitstrue purpose. “Will...will it hurt?’

“Ves”

“I don’'t know about this, Karza. | mean, sure, | want to know where the Time Traveler came from, as
much as you do, but we can worry about that later. 1t'll cometo me! I'm sureit will. We don’t need any
machine, we just need alittle moretime.”

| laugh out loud at that. Then | instruct Unit #35 and the Cosmobot to bring Archer to me.

The first Antrons are breaking out of the starboard habitation corridor. They squeeze their curious heads
through the holes they’ ve gnawed and clawed in the emergency bulkhead, to be met by afusilade of
laser pigtal fire from Vedum and Kellesh. It doesn't deter them. The creatures clamber eagerly over their
own dead. They continue to attack the bulkhead until it al but disintegrates, and atidal wave of purple
comes crashing through it.

With admirable aplomb, the two men follow Acroyear and Koriah's plan, withdrawing and alowing the
Antronsto follow them. Therefore, several dozen of the creatures are trapped in one stretch of corridor
when Biotron Units #31 and #32 appear to each side of them.

For severa seconds, al | can see on two screensisabright green glow, in which the faint impression of
flesh being stripped from twisted, crumbling skeletons may only be atrick of my own imagination.



Archer puts up afight. Unit #35 triesto restrain him, but as before, the boy senses his opponent’s
movements before he has made them. Still, the Biotron won't let him reach the door—and, outnumbered,
Archer can't stay out of hisclutchesfor long.

The Cosmobot joinsthe fray. Archer legps out of the way of another lunge by the Biotron, and straight
into aflailing yellow arm, which strikes across histemple.

“Don’'t damage hishead!” | yell through my voicelink. “Or themachine,” | add, wincing as the black box
dipsout of the clumsy robot’ s handsto hit the floor with aresounding clang.

Reding, Archer sumblesinto the Biotron's grasp, and two steel hands tighten around his shoulders. No
matter how he kicks and squedls, he can't tear himself free.

Wroj€ stransformation isworking to our advantage after al. No matter how many Antrons pile on top of
her, they can’t keep her down. She bucks and kicks and sends them flying away, only to right themselves
and dive back into the melee.

This gives Knave something of arespite. He usesit to set his sights on Koriah. He wades toward her,
kicking Antrons aside. Several purple heads turn toward him, but none of the creatures attack. | think
they’ re confused by the Vaerian’ s resemblance to their own kind.

He reaches the Gdlactic Defender and beginsto pull attackersfrom her, hurling them away with as much
force as he can muster. An Antron squirms about in his grasp and tries to bite him, its mandibles snapping
together an inch from histhroat. Alarmed, he dropsthe creature, but it lands on itsfeet and isleaping at
him again in an ingtant. Knave brings up hisfunctioning laser pistal just in time and drillsahole through its
head—in the process, erasing any doubt that its comrades may ill have had about him.

They comeat himindividudly at first, each disracted from its previous victim by the enemy that is
suddenly in their midst. Knave greets them with aflurry of limbs—twisting, gripping, throwing—denying
them a chance to fasten themsalves onto him. | seemto recdll that the Vaerians four arms, and their
naturd agility, makethem ided studiesin the so-called “lost” martid art of Laen Ka. Antron after Antron
hitsthe unyielding hull of the Astro Station, sometimes breaking their bodies and diding into bloodied
heaps at its base.

More and more of the crestures are turning to Knave, now, but they pay the price for presenting their
backsto Wroje, when the Panzeroid’ s vengeful hooves stavein their skulls. Meanwhile, Biotron Units
#23, 30 and #39 are till picking off any Antron foolish enough to leave itsaf exposed to their radiation
blagters.

Koriah, no longer athresat, has been abandoned, as no doubt Knave intended. Unnoticed by all but me,
sheliesin acrooked shape on the floor, bleeding into her helmet.

Incredibly, the Antrons are still surging forward, through the Biotrons' green fire. They pick up the
blasted corpses of their fallen, using them as shidds. Asif connected by one instinctua group mind, they
focus upon one of their two attackers.

Unit #31 makesto back away, to dlow Vedum and Kellesh to fire their laser pistols from behind him as
planned, but the Antrons are too fast. Suddenly, they’ re atop him, boosting each other up his metal
casing, pinning hisarmsto hissdes, trying to twist his head from its neck socket. Unit #32 holds hisfire,
for fear of harming his colleague. At the opposite end of the corridor, Vedum and Kedlesh, neither of
them warriors, exchange helpless|ooks.

“Don’t let up! Therobot’s done for, anyway.” Kellesh' s voice, coming even as | was about to take
control of Unit #32' s voice box to make the same point.

Vedum'sonly responseisagrim nod. Four laser pistolsflash, so brightly and repesatedly that Unit #32 is
amogt blinded. His eyes polarize in response. By the time my decrepit monitor adjuststo the changein
lighting, Unit #31 isdown, hisslver head held doft in the hands of four victorious Antrons, and the rest of
the creatures are swarming down the corridor toward their next targets.



Unit #32 fires hisweapon again, and more of the invadersdiein eerie silence. The blast, however, isnot
asfierceasusud. Hisammunition is spent.

Vedum and Kellesh run for it, and the Antrons stream after them. They round a corner, leaving my sight,
but | hear Kellesh yeling to Ogwen over hiswrist communicator, instructing him to lower another
bulkhead as soon as the pair have passed benegth it.

| know the layout of this Sation like the back of my hand. They won't makeitintime.

The Cosmobot pushes Archer onto hiskneesin front of me. Unit #35 enters the chamber behind it,
carrying the mind probe device in his safer hands. He offersit to me, and | take it and begin to untangle
itswiring.

“There sno need for this, Karza,” inasts Archer, pale with fear and with the pain of meta fingersdigging
into his shoulder blades.

“Thelessyouresdt,” | inform him tersdy, “thelessit will hurt. Hold hishead ill.” Thislast isdirected at
the Cosmobot, which releases Archer’ sleft shoulder and takes arough hold of his chin. At the ends of
two wires, | havefound apair of needles, so thin asto be bardly visblein thedim light. Archer’ sfearful
gaze locks onto them. “1 am about to insert these sensor devicesinto the frontal lobes of your brain,” |

tell him. “I suggest you don't struggle. Should my aim be even amillimeter off, | may causeirreparable
damage.”

He freezes, teeth clenched in anticipation as | lean forward and carefully position the needle pointsto
each of histemples. | push them home smultaneoudy, sinking them into the boy’ s head up to the wires
that link them to the black box in my lap. Archer won't have felt any pain, but he winces, belatedly, with
the redlization of what | have just done. He remains paralyzed, asif fearing that any motion might cause
the divers of metal to moveinsde him, to tear through tissue. The Cosmobot transfersits grip back to his
shoulder.

| activate the device, and Archer shudders as an eectricdl tingle legps through hisbrain. | unthread
another wire and hand atwo-pronged jack to Unit #35, ingtructing him to plug it into my communications
array. The monitor that once displayed the live feed from Unit #40 lights up with adancing, crackling
dtatic pattern; | moveit to the central screen and peer closdly, eagerly at it. | can see shapes shifting inthe
gray snowstorm—sometimes, | think | can make out aface, or the silhouette of aman, but whenever |
try to focus upon it, it shiftsand blurs and scatters into random dots.

| twist the horn-shaped controls on the top of the black box. “ The deviceis cdibrating itsdlf to your
brainwave patterns,” | tell Archer. “The process will take afew minutes—but then we shal see exactly
what you have been keeping from me.”

“Acroyear! Acroyear! Can you hear me?Vedum and Kellesh are dead. There' s a squadron of Antrons
on their way up to the bridge. Acroyear!”

My two mogt faithful employees. An hour ago, news of their passing would have been devastating; now it
hardly matters. | seetheir bodies on the feed from Unit #32, asit lumbers past them in hopeless pursuit of
the creatures that pulled them apart. | fed nothing.

Through Unit #36's eyes, | see Ogwen on the bridge, pink and swesting, squedling into the
communications console, and my only thought isthat I’ m glad the Antrons have prioritized the bridge
over the main laboratory and my adjoining chamber.

Acroyear isno position to help the harassed bureaucrat. | can't pinpoint him at first, smothered asheis
by Antron bodies—but, like ajuggernaut, he keeps on going, and the odds against him are dowly but
surdly lessening. | wonder how much longer his congderable strength will sustain him; aready, | detect a
certain weariness on his part, whereas the Antrons appear as fresh and eager for thefight asever.

The creatures, however, have made one fateful error. They aredl but ignoring Unit #34, convinced that



the Biotron isthe lesser threat to them now that his blaster is exhausted. They are caught unprepared
when he marchesforward, seizestwo Antrons by their fins, hoists them above his head and damsthem
into each other. Still, the rest of the creatures continue to concentrate on Acroyear, and their efforts pay
off: likeamighty oak tree cleaved by an axe, heisfindly toppled. He bresks hisfal with hands and
knees, and a horde of delighted Antronsleap onto his back, pinning him down. In amoment, hewill be
buried again, and probably suffocated—abut, in that moment, Unit #34 reaches the energy sword.
Heflipsit into the air with a blue-booted foot. Antrons dive out of the way of its spinning, blazing blade.
Rdieved of their weight, Acroyear pushes himsdf up from the floor as his attackers tumble from him. He
raises agloved hand, and hisfingers close around hiswegpon’ s hilt.

“They're a the door!” wails Ogwen. “Acroyear! Koriah!”

Acroyear takes advantage of his momentary respite to snap into hiswrist communicator, “ Extend the
landing ramp!”

“Areyou insane?’ cries Ogwen. “The hangar door’ still open. You' [l—”

“If you want me to stand a chance of reaching you, you'll do as| say!”

On the bridge, Ogwen looks like he' s about to argue. But then he glances back at the armored bulkhead
that isthe only thing separating him from the station’ sinvaders, and seesit trembling asthe Antrons from
the starboard habitation corridor hurl themselvesat it. Helets out a sob and practically throws himsdlf at
the control console.

In the hangar bay, alarge, square section of the transparent hull peds back, like cellophane exposed to a
harsh flame. With aheavy clunk of gears, thelanding ramp islifted from its position flush with the floor
and dowly unfurled. The station shudders again, and Acroyear is snatched away on a hurricane-force
wind. With hisleft hand, he grabs onto the hangar bay doorway as he' s pulled through it. His right hand
holds tenacioudy onto his sword, hislegs caught in the wind and streaming behind him. Taken by
aurprise, Antrons fly past him, and into him, threstening to didodge him. Sometry to hold onto him, to
save themsdlves, but he shrugs them off. My shuttle pod provides an anchor for the lucky ones, as does
Koriah's Rhodium Orbiter; many more are gected into space.

Unit #34 cranes forward, reaching with both hands but just unable to reach Acroyear. He can barely stay
upright himself—he has magnetized hisfeet, but he can't take astep without sacrificing his balance.
“You can...retract it again...now, Ogwen...” Acroyear’ svoiceis strained, hiswords whipped away
amost before his open communicator can catch them.

Half-extended, the landing ramp jerksto arductant hdt, then, dowly, tortuoudy, reversesits course,
folding back up into itsdlf.

Acroyear loses hisuneven struggle, and istorn from his handhold. He hurtles across the hangar, twisting
in midair, reaching for something to save him but finding nothing. He skims acrossthe landing ramp asit
settles back into its housing, and then there is nothing between him and open space. | don’t know if his
armor will protect him out there; eveniif it does, he will be at a disadvantage, his enemies used to
zero-gravity conditions.

The hull reforms, a nanosecond before Acroyear damsintoit.

Outside the gation, the expelled Antrons are dready regrouping, preparing to attack again. Inside, those
that remain are picking themsalves up, regaining their orientation. They arefast, but Acroyear isfaster.
He rushes aclugter of them with ablood-chilling war cry that gives even these dumb creatures pause for
thought. His sword dices four more of hisfoeswithout his even breaking step. He races past Unit #34,
firing aterseingruction a him. Obligingly, the Biotron places his bulky form in the hangar bay doorway.
Pouring after Acroyear, likeiron filings drawn to amagnet, the Antrons legp upon this new obstacle, but
they aretoo few now to pose a serious problem to him.

Elsewhere on my monitor bank, | see Koriah through Unit #23's eyes. He managed to drag her awvay
from the battle outside the elevator shaft, and has removed her helmet and dispensed athin layer of
plasti-skin to the cut on her head, staunching the bleeding. Fortunatdly, | equipped al my Biotronswith
firgt ad equipment and skills some years ago, when my body began to fail. Extruding aneedle from his



forefinger, #23 shootsastimulant into avein on Koriah' s neck. Her shalow breathing givesway to a
startled gasp, and her eydids flutter and snap open. It takes her a second to adjust to her new
surroundings—the dingy storeroom in which the Biotron found safe haven for her—and then she hauls
hersdlf to her feet and makesto leave.

“ITISMY RECOMMENDATION,” saysthe Biotron, “THAT YOU REST UNTIL YOUR
HEARTBEAT AND RESPIRATION FUNCTIONS REGAIN THEIR NATURAL RHYTHMS.”
“Are...areyou telling me the Antrons were defeated while | was out?’

“I DON'T EXPECT SO.”

“Then | havework to do.”

Groggily, she sstumbles through the door and flinches from the low light of the corridor outside. She
dumps against thewadll, putting a hand to her wounded head. | am disappointed, but not surprised. For
al her bravado, | dways knew that this girl wasno warrior.

The Antrons are on the bridge.

Ogwen lets out a high-pitched squed as the bulkhead falls, and legps out of his seat, scrambling for the
discarded laser pigtal. “Save me!” he implores his attendant Biotron. “Y ou have your orders, keep those
thingsaway fromme!”

Persondly, | would vaue the hdf-life of any of my Biotron units over the continued existence of the
pointless Ogwen. Still, Unit #36 has aready come dutifully to his defense, making himsdf the Antrons
primary target as hisradiation blaster scythes through them.

He doesn't last long. The creatures pry open hisred chestplate, yanking out wires and arteries dike, until,
inashower of sparks, hefdlsdill. Hisinterna camera continuesto tranamit: | can still see Ogwen,
fumbling with his pistol, crouched benesath the bridge’ s main console asif it can hide him. Hishands are
shaking, and he can’'t fasten the strap around his arm. He fires the weapon twice—almost, | suspect, by
accident—each of the bolts going wild. Then heforgetsit atogether, letting it dideto the floor, asthe
Antrons comefor him.

“Oh, no,” he groans, in the moment before he' s engulfed, “oh, no, oh, no, oh, no.”

And that’ swhen Acroyear arrives.

Unit #34 has dedlt with the Antronsin the hangar bay, rending and mauling until dl that remains of them is
ahesp of tangled corpses, afew limbs twitching spasmodically. Their comrades outside the station,
however, are seconds away from breaking in again. Their numbers are diminished: there can’'t be more
than twenty of them left, but it’ s<till too many.

The Biotron operates the wall-mounted controls and the hangar door dides aong its runners, locking into
place an instant before my sensorstell me that the hull has been breached for athird time. | don’t haveto
see through the stedl shutter to know that the invaders are swarming toward it, resuming ther effortsto
dig their way through.

On thisside of the door, Unit #34 awaits them, prepared to defend my station to the end.

“They'relosing,” moans Archer. “Theinsect creatures, there stoo many of them.” He hasturned asfar
as he can in the Cosmobot’ s grip to look at the screens behind him, digtracting himself from what's
happening in his head. He looks back at me, a desperate pleain hiseyes. “1 could help them. | could
make adifference. Don’t you see, Karza? If you let me go, it might save the station. Then you' d have all
thetime you need to. . .to rummagein my mind. I'll help you. We ll find out about the Time Traveler
together.”

“I don't think s0,” | say. | flex my wrists, and al but the centermost of my screens go blank.
“What are you doing?’
“Events outside this chamber are adigtraction | caniill afford. Either the Antronswill reach us, or they



won't. Inthe meantime, | will learn asmuch as| can from you.”
“You'reinsanel” whispers Archer.
“That isentirdly possible,” | concede. “Obsessed, cartainly.” | smile. “But | rather think it istoo late for
me to change now.”
On my main screen, the Satic isbeginning to clear. Animageisforming: ashadow, | think at firs—but as
it gainsdefinition, | redizethat itisabeing. A face, masked by ablack hemet. The helmet’ slower haf is
aseriesof vertical dats, giving theimpression of bared teeth, and its crown is ringed with stubby horns. A
chain mail curtain falls behind the head, draped over apair of armor-plated shoulders. And those eyes. ..
Triangular red lenses, glaring a me, burning into my soul, reawakening the fevered nightmares of my
childhood.
They are the eyes of the Emperor.

CHAPTER

SEVEN

The black face blurs and dissolves, athough the eyeslinger in my mind.

A dizzying succession of images takesiits place: people, places, shapes and colors, some recognizable,
even familiar, others gone before | can make out what they were. Acroyear, Knave, Koriah, even my
own face stares back at me. | see Reptos, Membros, and Kronos creatures, and something that looks
very much like aLobros. Glimpses of the Micropolis skyline bring back unpleasant memories of my
youth. Thereisawoman with purple hair and glider wingsflaring from her back—and aman in golden
armor whom | think | know, but the perspectiveisal wrong. He appears again, and | recognize my old
acquaintance, Ordaal, rendered from the point of view of somebody to whom the mercenary isagiant.
Archer lets out amoan. “Try not to resst the probe,” | advise him. “I1t will hurt less”

“It fedslike something's crawling around insde my brain,” he complains. | fed it best not to tdl him that
that’ s exactly what is happening. The needlesin his head have sprouted organic filaments, which | am
guiding viathe twin levers on the control box.

Persephone. | linger on her face—her long blonde hair, the haughty tilt of her head—until it dipsaway
from me. | can hear sounds now: fragments of words, the stuttering walil of aklaxon darm, and a
heartbeat thumping, thumping.

| seethe Time Traveler many times. | see him floating in Micropoalis s polluted sky, and | seehimrising
from the blackness of deep with his urgent message.

I move down from the surface layer of Archer’ s consciousness, teasing the horn-shaped control levers
likeapilot guiding his ship toward the landing pad. The pictures are clearer here, Archer’ smemories
more ordered. HE sin a sterile, multi-layered white chamber, looking a another Rift. White energy flares
indgde arectangular white congtruct that can only be a primitive version of my own containment grid. Tiny
figuresflit about the chamber on blue energy wings; it isonly when | seethe Sunrunner dttingona
landing platform, looking to Archer like an oversized modd kit, thet | redlize they are beingsfrom my
own universe,

Aworld of giants, Knave said. | wish I’d been ableto vist it, to study it. A familiar frustration buildsin
me. So much time wasted, so much I'll never know.

The image crackles, fades and skips. Now I’'m looking a amech. Its head isagolden ovdl, itswhite
torso plugged into a set of wheels. It has two flexible arms, and three digits on each hand.
»MICROTRON UNIT REPORTS ALL SYSTEMS FUNCTIONAL,« it chirps—and the image stutters
agan. »MICROTRON UNIT...MICROTRON UNIT...MICROTRON UNIT...« Beforel know it, my
probeis pulled down an associdtive pathway in Archer’ smind, and suddenly the screenisfilled with
flames, my speakers popping with the fury of an explosion, and I’'m staring down at that golden head,
half-melted, on the floor of alitter-sirewn aleyway.

“ Ryan? Ryan? What are you doing in here? Ryan!” A middle-aged man, with afull beard, and brown
hair swept back from his forehead. He wears a padded blue protective it its helmet hanging loosdly
around his neck. He' s gtriding across the chamber toward the screen, toward Archer, the deep lines of
his forehead folded into ascowl. “ | told you not to come here...what did you think you were



doing...what isthis, some kind of childish joke?” Thefacelooksfamiliar, particularly around the
eyes. Could thisbe Archer’ sfather?

Another association. Suddenly, we' rein aroom that issmilar but different. The Rift isstill present; the
Sunrunner isnot. Thewhite light hasturned afiery yellow, and five figures erupt fromit. Black and silver
armored suits, golden faceplates. | can hear Archer’ svoice, the way it must sound in hisown head: “ Oh
my God! Dad!” The bearded man is down, hel pless on hisback, ablaster aimed at his chest. Archer
himsdf ished by aniron arm, being dragged into the light. And then thereis aflash of flame, and
everything goes black.

| think | had it: an image from the other timeling, but it dips away from me. And Archer screams. His
eyes are sweating and sightless, but | have no doubt that he can seewhat I'm seeing. | don’t know which
isthe greater for him—the physical pain of the probe or the emotiona pain of itsrevelaions.

“I toldyou,” | say without sympathy, “try not to resist.”
He shootsme aglare. “I'm doing my best,” he saysthrough gritted teeth.
“Tadk tome” | suggest. “ Tell mewhat you can see.”

Deeper, ever deeper.

There sagirl with atiny meta ring through her nose, and hair gethered into bunches. Archer identifies her
as“Connie” A seriesof flash-frame images suggest that he was intimate with her, but he’ sresisting again,
groaning as hetriesto block the memories from my sight. | smileto mysdf at his coyness and move on.

| am at once intrigued and despairing at the state of the world called Earth. | see overpopulated Streets
and ugly, angular stone buildings reaching for a polluted sky. It reminds me of nothing more than
Micropolis under its current leaders. Archer seems comfortable talking about hishome, and | linger on
theseimages for longer than | should, asking him many questions. | tel mysdf that my curiogty isjudtified
if it putsthe boy at ease. A camer mind is easier to negotiate.

I’'minasmall, sparse room, looking across atable, meeting tiny eyes sunk into afat, red face. “That's
Roger Delaney,” offers Archer, with evident distaste. “ The Mayor of Angd’ s Gift. That’ sthe town where
the Rift opened, where the Micronauts came through.”

“Mayor?’ | frown, wondering if I’ ve understood the term correctly. “ Another leader? Another ruler to
add to your congressmen and presidents and governors and kings? Y our people seem obsessed with
creating layers of bureaucracy—and yet, as| understand it, you have no Emperor, nobody to take

overd| contral.”

“Welikeit that way. Ruling the world—it’ stoo much power for one person.”

“Too much?’ | cry, increduloudy. “ One patry planet? And that isyour human philosophy? Little wonder,
then, that so many of you are impoverished, that your scienceis till so primitive. Y ou bicker among
yourselves, squander your resources, and al for want of somebody who can see the bigger picture. You
could be so much more than you are, but you have given yourselves over to chaos!”

“It'scdled freedom,” snaps Archer, “and it’ sworth the sacrificel”

“Maybethat iswhat they teach you on Earth,” | retort.

Another glimpse of the Time Traveler’ sredlity. Armored men rampaging through the Rift chamber.
Blue-suited scientists cut down, blood bubbling and steaming in their open wounds. The bearded maniis
ydling at Archer, “ Get out of here! Quickly!” but he doesn’t respond, and | can only imagine the fear
that grips his ssomach and freezes hislegs. | remember how | felt, when similar monsters descended upon
my world, my father.

And then the picture breaks up again—but I’ ve found my key.
Thefather’ snameis Ddlas. Hisface recurs frequently in my subject’s memories, weathering with time.
Often, though, heisacool and distant figure, a source of affection that the young Archer fedsunableto



access. | think about the unwanted attentions of the Emperor, and wonder which of us was the more
fortunate.

Still, | detect the bonds of love in the way that Archer talks of his parent and, each time | lock onto his
image, | find it easier to trace a connection to the images that the boy doesn’t want to—or
can't—acknowledge. Thefather, ydling at his son to escape while he still can. The father, recoiling asa
console explodesin hisface. Thefather, writhing in the blast field of an dien weapon ashissonis
snatched away to another universe.

“ Get out of here! Quickly!”

“Oh, my God! Dad! No! Daaaaaaaad...”

A choking sob escapes Archer’ sthroat. There are tears on his cheeks, but dready anew pictureis
beginning to form. A subconscious memory of a predictive dream.

Archer’ sfirgt sght of another world: A magnificent palace, lifted on aflaming podium, curved spires
thrusting upward like the twin prongs of atuning fork, black against ared sky ...

...A dark cdll: A glowing energy chain, anchored to a disc-shaped base unit, and a broad-shouldered
figurein the shadows, ahint of red metd...

...A penfull of creatures, their speciesvaried but each dressed in the same mauve and faun fatigues, like
prisoners, bathed in green radiation fire, screaming and dying...

| seethe man in the black helmet again, hisred eyes burning—but only in glimpses. As| lose him afourth
time, | look to Archer, and seethe pain of effort in hisexpression. | suspect he' s blocking the memory of
the black-clad man from me, fighting the probe to turn his mind to other thoughts.

And, dways, thereisthe Time Travder. It seemsthat every memory the boy has of thislong-gone
timeline contains a shortcut to his golden-masked face. | try to bring it into focus on my screen, bu,
ubiquitous astheimageis, it' saso dusive. My eyesreturn to Archer, to seeif heiskeeping thisfrom me
too, but al | can seein hisfaceisfear.

“Please, Karza,” he begsin adeathly whisper, “don’t do this. Don’t make me see!”

“We' redmogt there” | reassure him gruffly. “The probe has located the part of your brain that can
interact with the dterndtive universe”

“Y ou don't understand! There' s something terrible coming, | can fed it.”

“Theimagesaren't red, Archer. They can't hurt you.”

Hecriesout, “I don't want to think about it! | don’t want to seel”

| tighten my grip on the control levers, and flatten my dry, cracked lipsinto apitilessline. “Y ou have no
choice” | snarl.

“It'sa way out. It could be our only way out.”

A group of figurestreks acrossthe desart, beneath ayellow sky.

Archer is accompanied by Acroyear and Knave, and others| can’t see. He must be weary, because his
eyes are forever downcast, watching his own feet rise and fall through fine brown sand. It takes me some
timeto put together the jigsaw shapesin his periphera vison, to recognize the mech that called itself
Microtron, and, much to my surprise, Persephone. | hadn't redlized that she, too, was part of Archer’s
experiencesin the old timeling; hedidn’t say. I’'m not sure what this means.

And there is someone—or something—else: a hulking, mechanical creature, three or four times Archer’s
height, bringing up the rear of the party. | seeit for only an ingtant, and then as no more than avague
impression and alingering after-image of its shadow, after Archer glances over hisshoulder andis
dazzled by twin suns behind the giant’ s head.

Twin suns. Brown sand. “Where arewe?’ | ask, dready sure of the answer.

“I...don"t know,” says Archer, through heavy breaths. “The world was meant to be dead. | never
learned itsname.”

“Throne-World,” | rumble, hdf to mysdf. “ The city that became Micropalis.”

“Yeeh. | figured that, too.”

“Intheold timeling,” | deduce, “the Emperor never came here. Therewas no Time Traveler, nothing to



bring this mud speck to his attention, and so he built the seet of his power—the heart of his

Empire—e sewhere, on aworld more suited to hisneeds.” And did that Emperor, | wonder, still wage
war on my people? Did he single me out to be taken under hisdark wing? Did he take meto hisnew
Throne-World, and if so, what did | find there?

“How did you cometo be here?’ | ask.

“Shot down,” murmurs Archer—and the screen shows me an associated image: the burning bridge of a
ship that might be the Sunrunner, the brown planet spinning crazily on its forward screen. “Wewere on
our way to rendezvous with Koriah. She’ d been setting up contacts, and we...we' d had our own
problems. Nova ambushed us. AzuraNova.”

“Y ou' ve mentioned her name before.”

The purple-haired, winged woman. Archer sees her as hefirst setsfoot on anew world, his hands
shackled in front of him; she takesflight like agolden angdl, and soars toward the castle in the red
sky...Then, sheisinthe prisoners pen, standing over adefeated Acroyear, clearly enjoying her power
over him athough her frozen face shows hardly ahint of emotion...Sheis cradling the ssump of asevered
arm, and thereisa hint of ablack-clad figure beside her...Findly, sheisaface on acommunications
screen, sneering as she demands the surrender of her foes, and the release of their hostage.

Acroyear stabsangrily a aswitch, and cuts her off in mid-transmission.

...and Archer runs, Acroyear pulling him along by the hand, both men struggling to make headway
across the clinging, shifting grains underfoot, both flung into the air by the force of an explosion behind
them. Both buried, facedown, in the sand...

Knave “ Looks like the perfect vacation spot to me. Sun, sand...more sun, more sand...”
Persephone: “ Are you insane? We don’t have any supplies. We have no shelter. How long do you
think we can last on this ball of dirt?”

Acroyear: “ Your father has no mercy, and | will not go back to his pens.”

Acroyear again: “ They will be carrying out sensor sweeps of the surface. We have to get away from
the wreckage.”

“1 HAVE DETECTED NO LIFE SGNSASYET. HOWEVER, THERE ISA LARGE, MANMADE
STRUCTURE SOME 17.6 KILOMETERS FROM OUR PRESENT POSITION.” | know that voice.
The desert again. Archer must have spent some considerable time tramping acrossit. Herein my
chamber, he squirms uncomfortably. My screens give me access only to the sghts and sounds of his
experience—an experience he never had—but he must also remember his weariness, the taste of sand in
histhroat, and the heat of two suns searing his skin.

On the screen, Microtron is beginning to flounder; it triesto speak, but emits only an eectronic squawk.
“He' sgot sand in hiscasing,” observes Archer.

“ Doesn’'t he have filters against foreign matter?” asks Persephone with disdain.

“He probably didn’t expect to be buried up to the diodes in the stuff.”

“1 WILL CARRY HIM, UNTIL HIS SELF-CLEANSING SYSTEM CAN CORRECT THE
PROBLEM.”

Archer’ sgiant companion bendsinto view, lifts Microtron in his huge, metd hands—and my suspicionis
confirmed. “A Biotron!”

“Um, yeah,” says Archer. “I’ve been seeing him alot. Hewas one of us, | think.”

“Your group of misfits. Y ou led meto beieve you were outsders, rebels.”

“Wewere!”

“On the run from thisNovawoman?’

“You saw for yoursdf.”

“And her magter?’

Archer doesn't answer. | prompt him. “The Emperor. Persephone's. . .father?’

The picture on the screen flickers again. A suggestion of red eyes.

“It'saway out. It could be our only way out.”



“You can't be serious, Archer!” snaps Persephone. “ This machinery is ancient, untested. It could
spread our molecules from one end of time to the other.”

“Worried there won’t be enough of us left to stock your father’s bio-vaults?” sneers Knave.
“DESPITE ITSAGE, THE SYSTEM APPEARS FUNCTIONAL,” reportsthe Biotron.

“Nova will have found the wreck of the Sunreaver by now,” considers Acroyear. “ She knows we
have no means of escaping this planet. She will search until she finds us.”

“ S0, you think you can hide in the past?”

“Works for me,” saysKnave.

“You imbeciles! We'll be just as trapped there aswe are here. We'll still have no ship, no
communications devices, no water.”

“1"ve been trying to figure out these controls,” saysArcher. “ 1 think we can set spatial, aswell as
temporal, coordinates.”

He turns as Microtron trundles up beside him. Behind the diminutive robot, | glimpse three consoles
through the gloom, arranged in atriangular pattern. »I' VE REACHED THAT CONCLUSON, TOO.
UNFORTUNATELY, THE SYSTEM HAS A RANGE OF ONLY A FEW HUNDRED
MILES—CERTAINLY NOT ENOUGH TO REACH THE NEAREST INHABITED WORLD.«

“ S0, we're stuck on this planet,” saysArcher. “ What if we go further back—to a time when this
temple was new, before the Pharoids abandoned it? They must have had technol ogy—devices that
could help us. If we could only get a message to our past selves somehow, warn them about
Nova’'s ambush, we wouldn't be in this mess.”

“ S0, now you' re talking about creating a paradox!”

“| suggest you hold your tongue, Princess,” snaps Acroyear, “ unless you' d rather we shackle you
again.” Heturnsto Archer. “ Isit possible, to rewrite history in such a way?”

The boy’ sresponseis non-verbal, so | can neither see nor hear it from hispoint of view. | think it wasa
shrug.

“The Emperor had aspecid interest in you, didn’t he?’ I’m manipulating the controls of the mind probe
device, pushing deeper into Archer’ s subconscious, seeking out what he doesn’t want meto see. “He
sent histroopsto your world, to bring you to him—but somehow, you escaped. With the assistance of
Koriah and Acroyear, | expect. Y ou set yourself up against the established order. Why, Archer? Who
was this man? What was his connection to you, and what turned you againgt him? Tell me!”

At last he cries out again, throwing his head back and striking it againgt the unyielding Cosmobot. And |
lean forward, shivering with anticipation, as the black-clad man, the ruler of agaaxy, shootsinto focuson
my screen.

“Within the chest of weakness, beats the heart of imperfection...I’ ve carved that defective heart
fromits cavity and extracted order! My order.”

| planned to study the Emperor; instead, | find mysdlf distracted. In this memory, Archer sandson a
hovering disc, above acity | have seen before, have known al my life, but only in dreams. | am looking
at acity of ged and lights, of breathtaking, innovative architecture, in which form and function are
nevertheless perfectly balanced. Far below, beings move through the streets and adong rocket tubesin a
steady, clockwork flow, like miniscule components of agrest machine,

The sky hasafamiliar red hue, and | redize that thisisthe world | glimpsed before, where the Emperor’s
palacefloated in the Sky. Throne-World. | amin awe,

“You, Ryan, are one of the strong.”

Archer turnsfrom the city to look at the Emperor. | meet hisred eyes unblinkingly, staring asif | might
see through them, see the face behind them. The hdmet modulates and amplifies hisvoice, making it cold,
mechanica, unrecognizable. | can’'t be sure...

The memory-scene skips. Red eyesflare, and | shame mysdlf by faling back into my seet, sartled. The



pictureisblurred, but for a second it seemsthat the Emperor iswreathed in angry scarlet energy. It
sreamsfrom his eyes, and codesces about hisfists. And then Archer throws his handsin front of his
face—inlife, reflexively, as on the screen—and my view isblocked, dthough | can see the boy’ sbones
through hisflesh, washed in red.

“Not very smart, are you?” Archer isbeing pushed aong by athug in black and slver armor.

“ Angering the Baron. Save yourself some misery and tell him what he wants.”

The prisoners’ pen. We ve been here before. | need to go back.

| try to retrieve the memory of the Emperor, but, aggravatingly, | can’'t find it again. | don’t know if thisis
Archer’ sdoing, or alimitation of my own equipment. | could ask him to help me, to guide the probe
toward the memory—I could hurt him, if he refused—but | don’t want to betray my interest. Not yet. |
can’'t voice my mad suspicion, my hope; | don’t wish to look foolish. So, | Iet the currents of Archer’s
mind return meto the desert.

I’'mlooking at a pair of stone doors, engraved with pictograms. | recognize the mark of the Pharoids...

A moment later, we re back in the prisoners pen, where Acroyear is helping Archer to hisfeset...

A shape in the distance, something protruding from the brown sand...

Thetip of apyramid. It stands about Archer’ s size, but with the promise of greater volume beneath the
surface. Archer runs ahand aong its crumbling stonework. Persephone is scornful, dmost to the point of
hysteria “ You mean we' ve come all this way—you'’ ve dragged us acr oss this godfor saken planet,
you' ve let us burn—and all for some ancient, half-buried ruin?” The giant Biotron confirmsthat this
isindeed the construct he detected.

“Likeamarker,” Archer muttersto himsdlf, athough I’ m not sure that anybody else hearshim. “ Like it
was left for usto find.”

...Hée sclimbing down aladder, into the darkness, and an indefinable ingtinct tells me that thisisit, that
we' reamodt there. ..

Then we're back on the ship, and Persephoneisyeling, “ Pull up, you imbecile! You’ ve got to pull
up!” She' sshaking Archer, shouting over the noise of the screaming engines and thewailing darms,

“ Qurrender, you fool! My father wants you alive.”

“You, Ryan, are one of the strong.”

Persephone: “ ...want us to start digging, now?”

“ Biotron can do most of the work,” says Acroyear patiently, “ and he can fuse the sand with his
blaster, to shore up the walls of the pit.”

“1T WILL NOT BE A PERMANENT SOLUTION,” warnsthe bio-mech.

“For now, my primary concern is finding shelter—and that means locating the entrance to this
building. If the sands cover it again thereafter, then maybe that will be for the best. It will afford
us additional concealment.”

“ S0, thisisyour great plan—to evade Nova by burying ourselves alive?”

“ Better buried,” growlsAcroyear, “ then dissected on the Biosmith’ s table.”

The scene shifts again. Knave knedsin front of achest filled with gold coins. HE srunning his four hands
through them, letting them dip through hisfingers. “ Perfect!” he comments, in avoice laden withirony, “
now | get to berich.”

...Lightsflicker across the underground chamber, streaming from its three consoles, driving out the
darkness and the dust. A shapeisforming at the chamber’ s heart. A miniature version of the stone
pyramid, this one comprised of whitelight...

“I can't,” whimpers Archer, as static crashes onto the screen. “ Can't go any further. It'scoming. I...1
don’'t want to see...”

...the Time Traveler isstaring out of a stone sarcophagus. ..

And, while the boy is disoriented, | twist the controls and yank us back to the Emperor.



“ Clichéd as it may seem, the strong are indeed the only survivors when it comesto my order.” On
thefloor in front of me, Archer takes a shuddering breath. “ You, Ryan, are one of the strong.” His
eyes are dghtless, forehead drenched in swedt, fists clenching spasmodically. “ Your placeisat the side
of one such as |, who can guide that strength.”

My heart freezes. | have heard this speech before, or onelike it. The words have changed, but the
sentiment is the same. The Emperor’ simage becomes clouded and islogt, but | have seen dl | needed to
see. Another tyrant, doing to Ryan Archer what was done to me: trying to manipulate him, mold him,
make of him ason and helr. | see, now, why the boy had to get away, had to throw off this Emperor’s
influence. We are more dikethan | imagined. ..

Back at the foot of the ladder, with the three consoles. Archer is inspecting the pictograms on their
surfaces, trandating them with a process that is one part deduction, one part intuition and one part

ass stance from Microtron—a mobile notepad and calculator. The boy turnsto his companions, and | am
disappointed not to see the Time Traveler among them. “ A time machine,” hebreathesin avoicefull of
wonder. “ | think it's a time machine.”

| knew this aready, of course.

My attention isreserved for the looming Biotron. Apart from his scae, and the absence of an identifying
number on his shoulders, he' sidentical to my own units—but | designed them mysdlf. Could it bethat, in
another redlity, another man came up with a concept so smilar? 1 don’t think it can. Am | looking, then,
at the product of another Karza s genius? And, if o, what doesthat say about my lifein this
universe—thelife | would havelived, should havelived, wereit not for the Time Traveler’ sinterference?
| thought | knew what Archer wastrying to hide. In my hubris, | expected to see proof that | was
destined to rule. Instead, | find vague connections to adoomed rebellion and no indication that my life
made adifference.

Ryan Archer, I’'m sure, isaware of my fate in that other timeline. If | gpplied enough pressure, | could
make him reved it to me,

Thetroubleis, I’'m no longer sure | wish to know.

“ Even if we could warn our past selves of the ambush,” reasons Persephone, “ what do you think
would happen? We' d never have come to this benighted world, we could never have found this
machinery, never gone back in time to warn our selves of the ambush, ergo we wouldn’t have
avoided it. We' d create a never-ending loop of cause and effect. We can’t even guess what the
consequences of that would be.”

“ The Grandfather Paradox,” nods Archer. “ What happens if you go back in time and kill your
own ancestor ?”

“Maybe it’ s time we found out,” says Acroyear. “ Our immediate situation aside, | will not turn my
back on an opportunity like this. This machine could be the weapon we have been searching for.
With this, and the riches we found on the upper level, we could break the Emperors hold on our
galaxy forever.”

“THE PHAROIDS CONSTRUCTED THE MACHINE,” saysthe Biotron. “ PRESUMABLY, THEY
ALSO STUDIED THE THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONSOF ITSUSE. THEY MAY BE ABLE TO
ADVISE US”

“1f we can reach their time in one piece,” says Persephone, archly. “ Hasn't it occurred to any of
you that they abandoned this heap of junk—this entire world—for a reason?”

“ Perhaps they had no choice in the matter,” Acroyear saysdarkly.

»| CAN DATE THE COMPONENTS OF THE MACHINE WITH 93% ACCURACY,« offers
Microtron.

“ S0, it should be possible to drop in on the Pharoids just after they built it,” saysArcher.
“Cool,” grinsKnave. “ So, we pay a quick visit to the past, get some advice; worst that can
happen is that the Pharoids send us back here. Hell, even if they can just give us a lift off-planet,



if we're stuck hundreds of years before any of us were born, at least we'll be alive.”

“Not ‘we,” ” rumbles Acroyear. “ It doesn’t make sense for us all to risk our lives. | will go alone,
in thefirst instance. | will send word via the machine, if it is safe to follow.”

“No cando, I'mafraid.” Archer has been studying pictograms again. | dready know what he has
learned. “ Only one of us can make this trip—and that’s me.”

Archer groans, and doubles over in pain. “It' s herel” he whimpers. “ Please, Karza, enough.
Can't...mustn't...go further.” The picture on the screen isdissolving, asfear gives him the strength to
wrest control of histhoughts from me. A barrage of images. the Time Traveler, Acroyear, the Emperor,
the Time Traveler, Ddlas Archer, the Time Traveler. A room filled with treasures—exquisitely crafted
pots, jeweled scarabs, gold and emeralds glittering in the light from Acroyear’ s sword. A trapdoor,
concealed beneath a stone sarcophagus. Twin suns, brown sand. The Time Traveler. Pictograms on
stone doors. An ancient warning, not understood at the time, and not heeded.

With asadistic snarl, | increase the power to the mind probe.

...The Time Traveler ares out from the sarcophagus. Archer reachesfor him...

...climbing down the ladder.....

...He sstanding before the pyramid of light, raising the golden mask to hisface...

...explaining to Acroyear, “ Your armor might protect you, but it might not. The containment suit is
designed to withstand the pressures of the time stream.”

...The Time Traveler crumples, as he'slifted out of his stone casket. An empty suit, resting in dudt. ..
...Inthetreasure room, Archer regards hisreflection in the back of agold locket. The blank eyes of the
Time Traveler sare back a him...

“The suit won't fit you, not over your armor—and it sure as hell won't fit Biotron. Knave's got
too many arms, Microtron too many wheels. That |eaves Persephone and me—so, unless the
Princess has a sudden change of heart...”

“ Acquires a heart, you mean,” Knave comments.

...Slanding before the glowing pyramid, and now he' swalking toward it. ..

“What if this basement didn’'t exist, all those years ago?” asksKnave. “ What if it hadn’t been
carved out yet? Archer might materialize in solid rock.”

»| CONSDERED THAT POSS BILITY,« Microtron assures him. »BIOTRON AND | CALIBRATED
THE MACHINE TO DEPOST RYAN ABOVE GROUND, SEVERAL HUNDRED YARDS FROM
HERE.«

“What are your instinctstelling you?” asks Acroyear.

Archer’svoice: “ | don’t know. Nothing good. This doesn’t fedl right, but then it doesn’t feel right
to just wait here. Either way, we're screwed. | guess we' ve nothing to lose.”

Walking toward the light, he takes one last look back at his companions...and then it' senveloping him,
welcoming him. For an ingtant, dl 1 can seeisapure, blinding white, so bright that | can’t ook directly a
it, and then my main screen flares and blows out.

| throw up ahand to ward off ahot spray of glass—and, in the here and now, the redlity that suddenly
seems S0 distant to me, | can hear Archer screaming histhroat raw.

The screaming stops, eventualy, and Archer beginsto sob quietly. | have the Cosmobot release him, and
herallsinto atight ball on thefloor, asif he can shut out hispain, asif it comesfrom without. | turned off
the machine some minutes ago, and removed the needles from histemples; I'm not sure he has even
noticed.

In time, the boy’ swhimpering subsides, too, but he doesn’t stir from his prone position. Thereis sillence,
now—~not just herein my chamber, but throughout the Astro Station. A total, heavy silence, dmost
unnatura. My hearing has become hypersenstive, the sound of my labored breathing like the crashing of
wavesin my ears. I'm accustomed to continual background noise, reports from my Biotrons on my



monitors. Do | dare reactivate them? Am | ready to learn the fates of my would-be defenders? They
must have triumphed, €l se the enemy would have knocked down my door by now—but at what cog, |
wonder?
“Happy now?’ While | was distracted, Archer raised himsdlf to hisknees. | didn’t expect him to recover
S0 suddenly, wasn't ready to talk to him. It takes me amoment to gather my thoughts. “ Have you got
what you wanted?’ he asks hitterly.
| meet hiscold, steedy gaze, and answer truthfully. “No.”
“Youwereright,” hesghs. “The Time Traveler: Hewas—he is—me. He wasn't trying to contact me, |
was just seeing my future. Or, | guess, in away, my past.”
“It' sperfectly smple,” | say. “Y ou ought to have heeded Persephone s advice. The Pharoids
abandoned time machine was unfinished, imperfect. It sent you into the past as directed—but, instead of
guiding you aong the threads of time, it tried to force you through them. Y ou remained partialy tangible
in these three dimensions, throughout ajourney that endured for centuries but at the same timefor no
more than a nanosecond. It’slikely that you reached your destination, in the end, but you were torn apart
in the process—and you l€eft atrail of devastation behind you.”
“I changed history,” Archer whispers, ashen-faced. “ These dreams, everything I’ ve seen....that' sthe way
it should have been, but | changed everything.”
“Inasense” | say quietly, “you created the universe we know.”
| surprise mysdlf with my detachment. | should be feding something, but | don't know what. It' sal too
much to take in. The Time Traveer, the man who determined the course of my life, isherein front of me,
and he is no more than a child who made amistake. The fate of everything, of worldslong gone and
those yet unborn, hinged upon one bad decision.
Part of mewantsto kill him, to fasten my hands around histhroat, for his presumption in tampering with
forces he didn’t understand. Another part is grateful, because without him, | would be another man,
perhaps alesser man, and even now | can't stand the thought of that, of surrendering dl | have beenin
my life
And then | think about my situation. | think about my dreams, and how | was forced to set them aside. |
think about the cancer eating at the time stream, and my ultimate failure to halt it.
“Y ou created the universe,” | whisper, my breething quickening, my heart racing as the import of my
words settles upon me. “But you aso destroyed it.”

CHAPTER

EIGHT

The Centauri haven't contacted me yet. It s been an hour since the last of their invasion force died, since
their sensorswould have reported their failure to them. | imagine they don’t wish to face me, any more
than | wish to spesk with them. Neither Sde has emerged from this skirmish victorious. The Centauri
have tasted the resolve of my defenders and, with no more disposable Antrons on hand, they’ll be asking
themsalvesif they can afford a second engagement. Whatever the answer, they won't back down now.
They aretoo proud.

For my part, | know we can't withstand another attack. Vedumisdead. Kdleshisclinging tolife,
unconscious, his breathing controlled by the medica computer. | have lost four of my nineremaining
Biotrons. And my work, my lifdlong project, isin ruins.

| could let them take the Astro Station; | wouldn't be handing over anything of vaue. Let them have my
research. Let them see how they are doomed. Let them live with that knowledge, as| have lived withiit,
for no Centauri scientist could do more than | have aready tried to avert the destruction of everything.
However, | will not surrender. | won't give those creatures the satisfaction of executing me. | promised
them that I’ d destroy this station rather than seeit captured. | will keep that promise. I, too, have my
pride.

Onelast act of defiance. That'sdl | have to look forward to.

For the past thirty minutes, | have been replaying my Biotrons' records of the battle: Something to
occupy my mind, because | fear that if | think too hard, it may drive meinsane.



| watched the defense of the bridge, where Acroyear wasjust in time to save Ogwen’ sworthless skin.
He fought like a madman while the bureaucrat cowered. When it looked like the odds against the warrior
were too great, Unit #32 arrived from the starboard habitation corridor. The Antrons didn’t know which
way to turn. There weren’t enough of them left to overpower the Biotron, but they couldn’t get near
Acroyear without hiswhirling blade cutting them to pieces. | became entranced by the warrior, his
movements so swift, so self-assured, and yet so precise that they looked amost choreographed.
Ankle-deep in purple corpses, hisarmor bloodstained, Acroyear relaxed his muscles at last, and spared
my Biotron anod of respect for aworthy comrade. He didn't see the last Antron behind him. It launched
itsdlf a him, mandiblestrained on his neck, where his helmet had been partidly torn from therest of his
armor. The sght was enough to bring Ogwen out of hiding a last, alaser pistol on hisarm. Hiseyes burnt
in hisred face, and he let out araw scream of anger as hefired. He hit the back of Acroyear’shead. The
warrior rolled with the blow, dropped, spun, and saw the attacking Antron sailing over him with an
expression of amost comical surprise on itsface. He skewered it through the ssomach.

Elsawhere, the transformed Wroje dedlt with the last Antron from the eevator shaft, seizing it with her
teeth and tossing it over her finned head. Casting around for her next victim—most likely, searching for
Koriah—nher eyes aighted upon Knave. Hetried to placate her, raising his hands, but she reared onto
her hind legs and howled an angry lament for vengeance unsatisfied. By the time she landed, she had
reverted to her normd, dight form, the change rippling over her so quickly that | dmost missed it. For
over aminute, she stayed on her hands and knees, panting and snorting like an animal, pupilsdilated, her
clothestorn so that the white tattoo on her neck was starkly visible, highlighted by afaint resdua glow.
Then her eyesrolled back into her head, and she fainted.

The last Antron squadron chewed itsway out of the hangar. Unit #34 put up an impressivefight, but
soon the creatures were swarming toward the main lab. They found Acroyear, Knave, and four Biotrons
in their path—even Koriah did what she could, although she was still shaken and weak from blood loss.
Thefight waslong and hard, but conclusive.

| keep replaying the moment of Vedlum'’ s degth, as captured by the eyes of a Biotron unit that couldn’t
reech himintime. The pictureisindistinct and jerky, both Vedum and Kdlesh glimpsed only briefly
beneath amass of purple, until the Antrons move on and leave their victimslike broken rag dolIsin their
wake. It would take afull autopsy to reved which of the old man’s many cuts and gouges killed him.

| didn’t think I’ d care. With the project dead, what isVeglum to me? | respected hisintellect, and his
pragmatism, but never called him afriend. With dl I’ ve logt, what is one more death? And yet, thereisa
gpace insde methat achesto befilled. Maybe it’ s the absence of something familiar, apart of my life that
I’d cometo rely on, to take for granted. Maybe it’ s because, for thefirst time, | know that thisdeath is
absolute. There will be no reordering of history, no reprievefor Vedum in the past. | mourn for dl the
people I’ ve known, al those who gave their lives for me and will not now get the second chance |
promised them.

Acroyear brings Wrojeto the bridge. She has spent the last hour in her quarters. She cried alot. My
microphones a so picked up the sound of her vomiting. Sheis pale and trembling. When she sees
Koriah—the Gaactic Defender spins her chair around to face her as she enters, greeting her with asad
appedl in her yellow eyes—sheflinches, and shrinks closer to her escort’ s side.

Archer and Knave perch awkwardly on the conference table, the former ingpecting hisfeet sudioudy.
Ogwen leans againgt the hull, hisarmsfolded, brooding and obvioudy drunk. “Wel?” he snarlsin
Koriah'sdirection. “We' reall here now. Maybe you' d liketo start.”

She gives him awithering look, which quickly fades as she catches sight of Wroje again. She closes her
eyes, takes abreath, and nods. She lifts hersaf from her chair with some difficulty, using the console
behind her for support. Somehow, she finds the strength to stand unaided, to face the suspicious gazes of
her erstwhile comrades squardly.

“I’'msorry,” shesays.

“So, it’strue, then,” says Ogwen. “Y ou murdered LeHayn!”



Wroje burgtsinto tears, and Koriah's face crumples. She reaches out to the young woman, and starts
toward her, but thinks better of it. “It was an accident, Wroje, you must believe me. | didn’t mean to kill
her. | didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

“You'reaGdactic Defender,” says Ogwen. “Y ou’ re supposed to protect us.”

“I know that,” snaps Koriah, without looking at him. She pleads with Wroje again. “We were fighting.
LeHayn dipped. She hit her head. I'd give anything for it not to have happened, Wroje. | wish Karza's
time machine worked, so | could go back and stop myself.”

“Why were you in the laboratory?’ asks Acroyear, cutting to the crux of the matter.

“lan’'tit obvious?” sneers Ogwen. “Karzawasright al aong. She' sa spy. Shewanted to steal hiswork
for the Centauri!”

“No,” saysKoriah firmly. “I’'m not working for them.”

“Why should we believe you? Y ou’ re probably not even a Galactic Defender. That wasjust a cover
story to get you on board, to make ustrust you.”

“I only did what | thought wasright. At thetime. If Karza had told methefull story...” Koriah'svoice
trails off; nobody seems game to prompt her.

Impatiently, | bresk the silence, spesking through my watching Biotron. “Tdl them, girl. Tdl them why
you came here.”

She chews on her lower lip. “When we got your message, when you asked for our help...” Shefdters,
and turnsto address Wroje again. “We'd heard of Karza, and we' d heard rumors about his project. We
should have investigated long ago, but there are so few of us now, so much to do. This seemed like a
good opportunity.”

“Y ou weren't sent to defend us againgt the Centauri at al,” Ogwen redlizes.

“Don’t you understand? WE re talking about timetravel here. We re talking about the ability to step into
the past and change what has happened, what was meant to happen. With atime machine, you could
destroy your enemies before they even become athresat to you. Y ou’ d have the power of lifeand
death—literdly, because you could decide who was born, even which worlds spawned life” Koriahis
becoming more confident, more passionate, as she fights her corner. “What Karzais building here—was
building—could be the most powerful weapon created. That’ swhy the Centauri want it—so, yes, that
wasthefirg part of my misson: to keep it from them.”

“And Karza?' asks Acroyear.

“I had my doubts. | saw what he did to the insectoid, the way he treated his saff asif they were
disposable.” Sheturnsto Ogwen now. “1 know you felt the same. Ask yourself, Ogwen: Could you live
inaworld that Karza crested? Do you trust him enough to give him that measure of control? Are you
sure he'd useit for the good of dl?’

Ogwen stares back at her, red-eyed, for afew seconds. Then he lowers his gaze in defeat, murmuring
something that my Biotron’searsdon’t pick up.

Koriah's satisfaction is short-lived. Shamefaced, she continues, “I didn’t know about therest of it. | was
following orders. No, more than that, | believed in those orders. | was given the authority, if | thought it
necessary, to terminate thetime travel project. | didn’t know LeHayn was working that night. She must
have stepped out of the lab. Shewaked in on me. | tried to explain, but she...” She swallows. “I fought
back. | couldn’t let her stop me. | wasfighting for the greater good...so | thought. | was doing my job,
living up to my title—but LeHayn was determined. | know why now.”

Sheteetersdizzily, puts ahand to her head and screws her eyes shut. Archer legpsto hisfeet, dipsan
arm around the girl’ s shoulders and guides her back to her seat. Clearly, her tale has swayed him. | don’t
know why that should irritate me, but it does.

“I must correct one detail of your account,” | say tersely. “None of this, nothing you have experienced in
your miserable life, was ‘ meant to happen’.”

“I think we should continue this later,” says Archer pointedly. “ Koriah needsrest.”

“I'mfeding abit sck mysdf,” burbles Ogwen, snking to thefloor.

“I’'mokay,” saysKoriah bravely. “If there' sanything eseyou need to ak...?”’

All eyesturn to Wroje. Uncomfortable with the attention, she steps away from Acroyear. Her tears have



dried, but ill she can't look the Galactic Defender inthe eye. “1...1"m sorry t0o,” she says softly,
breathily. “When 1...change, when | becomethat...l can’t control mysdf. I've kept it inside for so long,
but...but...”

“Youdon't haveto explain,” saysKoriah.

“Thereisonething. What should Karza have told you? What did LeHayn know that made her fight
you?”

Awkward glances are exchanged across the room. Only Ogwen remains oblivious, resting his head on
his knees. Wroje nodsto hersdlf. “Y ou don’t haveto tell me. LeHayn thought she could keep it from
me—she aways tried to protect me—but | knew. Perhaps she' s the lucky one, after al. She got out
before it happened. She...she didn’t have to see the end coming.”

Life goes on—isn't that the cliché? And soon, life returnsto the Astro Station.

Acroyear prowlsthe corridors, ng the damage, doubtless running through battle scenariosin his
head. He won't accept defeet until heis dead. Koriah is on the bridge, keeping watch, athough she
looks weaker and weaker. With only five Biotrons active, and most of them engaged in repair work, |
can't keep track of everybody. Eventudly, however, | glimpse Knave, tinkering with adamaged life
support unit, and a hidden microphone betrays Wroj€e' s presence in the medica bay, talking softly to the
unconscious Kelesh. Twenty minutes ago, she reported to the main lab, but | sent her away. | told her
there was nothing she could do.

| waswrong. Thisisn't life, just a hollow approximation: People doing what they can to fed useful, when
there’ s nothing to be done. Striving for anillusion of normdlity, because the truth would drive them insane.
What can | do? What is my normdity? Without the project, what remains? My body may be dl but
immobilized, but I ve aways had my dreams. Now even they are too painful to offer refuge, tinged with
the taste of defeat and the knowledge of consequences to come.

| had a Biotron bring me the remnants of the last probe, to confirm what | already knew. It cannot be
sdvaged. Turning the rusted, crumbling wreck in my hands, | made the surprising discovery that its
memory wafers areintact. A final cosmic joke a my expense: Archer’ svaunted ingtinct allowed him to
pull the probe back fast enough to save his usdless data. Hisfutile, dead-end route acrosstimeis
recorded forever.

Snarling, | fling the probeinto the farthest corner of my chamber.

“Knave said you were sick.”

“It' snothing. It' sjust, my head’ sbuzzing. Tension, | expect.”

By now, the voices of Acroyear and Archer arefamiliar. | tuneinto their conversation by habit, although
nothing | could hear would benefit me now.

“Itisgetting to dl of us. | should leave you to your rest.”

“No. No, I’ vetried to deep, but | can't. | just keep going over and over everythingin my mind. | can't
takeitdl in. | mean, I’ve comedl thisway, I’ veleft my home and my family, and | never knew why,
exactly, but | awaysthought the Time Traveler would guide me. | thought, when it camedown toiit, I'd
know what to do for the best, you know?’

“I know.”

“Y eah, well, it turns out there was no Time Traveler after all, just me, so what do | take from that, huh?
That the guy who' s dragged meto the far end of spaceisjust as much of ascrew-up as| am? | mean,
the universe, damn it. Everything! It' sdl going to die, and somehow it' sal my fault even though | didn’t
do anything, and...and...”

“As| undergtand it,” says Acroyear, “the universe has sometimeremaning to it yet.”

“But the project. ..maybe we had a chance before, but | just...1 ruined everything.”

“There must be another solution. Wewill find it.”

“How? Karza s spent hiswholelifelooking, and he's, like, agenius.”



“Maybe, but | have learned to trust in your intuition. The Time Traveler may not have brought you here,
Archer, but your ingtinctsdid. | believe thereis something you can do, some way you can make things
better, and | believeyou'll find it. Y ou still have your guide, Archer; you only haveto listento him.”

A moment’ s pause, then Archer asks quietly, “What about the Centauri ?’

“They are my problem,” says Acroyear.

“Y ou ran the blockade once!”

“From the outside,” says Knave, “when the Centauri weren’t expecting it—and, even then, we' d never
have got through without Kelesh'shelp.”

Ogwen isn't ready to give up. “We can arrange another distraction. Maybe we can send out Karza's
shuttle, or Koriah's Orbiter, on autopilot. The Centauri will go after them, and we can make abresk for
it”

“A decoy. Sure, that'll fool them.”

“Right.” Apparently, Ogwen didn’t hear the sarcasm in Knave' stone. “Their Battle Cruisers, they're built
for firepower, not speed. Once we' re past them, they’ Il never catch us. Let them havethe Sation. It's
worth atry, isn't it? It hasto be better than waiting hereto die! What are we staying for, anyway?
There snothing left to defend!”

“Karzadill has data that the Centauri want,” says Knave. “Right now, I'd say that’ sthe only thing
keeping usin one piece.”

“Y ou think we' re safe here?” shrieks Ogwen. “They won't go away! Y ou killed their entire army—they
won't be happy until wedl pay for that!”

“They 4ill have Acroyear to contend with.”

“He' sonly oneman. He can't save ud! 1t'd be best for dl of usif we handed him over—him and Karza
both. They’ re the ones the Centauri want. Maybe we can cut aded.”

“I’'m sureit won't cometo that,” says Knave dryly. “When we have your sunny disposition to keep
morale high, how can we lose?’

“I didn’t want to do it, Kellesh.” Wroj€ s voice, from the medical bay, where | have no Biotronsto
watch her. “1 swore it wouldn’t happen again, and | believed that. | thought | had the beast contained,
but it never went away. It was dwaysthere, lurking under the surface. LeHayn could tameit, but now
she' sgone, and then...then, | heard it was Koriah who...well, | could fed it insde me, rising. It
whispered inside my head, begging meto let it go because what harm could it do now? How could it
make things worse?

“Mom wasright. Everything she said, after they took me and...and gave me thismark. The hurtful
things...I tried to convince mysdf that it wasn't my fault, | didn’t choose this, but | know—I’ ve dways
known, deep down—that a part of me wanted it. | wanted to fedl strong. Today, | needed that fedling,
needed it more than ever, and the beast offered it to me.

“I told Koriah, | told dl of them, that | couldn’t control it. But thetruthis, intheend, | gavein. | wastired
of ressting, of being hurt. I knew it would make mefed better if | let the beast out, and the awful thing is
that it did.

“I don't know if you can hear me. | don’t know why I'mtelling you al this. Maybe it sbecause | know
youwon't judge me. I...I don’'t mean that to sound heartless. | just...l know we ve never been too
close, but LeHayn’s gone, now. And Vedum—that poor, sweet old man—he’ s gone, too, and that
meansyou retheonly friend | haveleft, and I...l know this sounds sefish, but | just want you to wake
up, evenif it can only befor ashort time.

“Please, Kdlesh, wake up. | need you. | don't want to dieaone.”

Archer isin the laboratory, banging on the door to my chamber with hisfigs. “I know you'rein there,



Karza” he cdls, stating the obvious. | am in no mood to speak with him. “1 just want to talk, that’sal.
About what we saw, what it dl means.”

Unit #35 isobserving in slence. Redlizing that | can see him through the Biotron' s eyes, Archer redirects
his apped toward him. | should probably turn off his audio receptors, but even that smple gesture seems
too great an effort. | let the boy’ swords wash over meingtead. “We can’t take thislying down, Karza. If
we put our heads together, between the two of us, surely we can find someway to...some way out. But
it hasto be soon, | think. I’'m not sure, but...but that last vision, prediction, whatever you want to call
it—the onewherel...l used the time machine—I think that’s going to happen soon. | mean, it should
happen soon. Would happen, if the timelines hadn’t been. ..you know what I'm saying.”

| know. | am just not interested.

“WEe re coming to the point in time, the moment, when the Time Traveler...when | should set out on my
journey. The moment when history getsroyaly screwed over because one of the big eventsthat madeit,
the Time Traveler’ s gppearance over Micropolis, doesn’t get to happen. I...it"'snot like | remember
seeing acalendar or anything in my visions, | just fed...thedate...I think it's soon, Karza. Today.
Maybe only acouple of hoursaway. | mean, that makes sense, right? | only started seeing this other
timeline, this other future, afew weeks ago. | don't figure | can see dl that far ahead, do you?’

| am impressed, in asmall way. Archer isworking hisway toward alogical conclusion. | reached it
before him, of course—but the solution won't help me.

He scowls at my intransgence, then turns away and pulls at hislower lip, deep in contemplation. A few
minutes | ater, he marches out of the room without another word.

| losetrack of Archer for sometime, then—until he and Acroyear pass Unit #30 in a corridor, apparently
wandering without aim. | have the Biotron follow them at adiscreet distance, his audio receptors st to
maximumgan.

“I’ve beenthinking alot lately,” says Archer. “I’ ve been thinking about what I'd doif | had to facea
choice: thistimeline or theold one”

“Y ou thought the Time Traveler would have the answer to that problem.”

“Yeah. | thought | knew what he wanted, you know? 1 thought he’ d brought me here to put things back
the way they were, to rewrite history somehow.”

“It would be natura for him—for you—to desirethat,” says Acroyear guardedly.

“I guess. | know he made amistake, and if | were him—which | kind of am—I’d want to put it right.
Thingis, | keegp thinking about this guy, this Ryan Archer who found a Pharoid time machine and became
the Time Traveler, and hejust doesn't fed likeme. | mean, I’ ve seen through hiseyes and | understand
him, I know why he did what hedid, but | can’t imagine being him, actualy being him. Hisworld, hislife,
it seems so far away, so long ago, and | keep asking mysdf, what if we' re better off thisway? What right
doesthisguy, this stranger, have to expect me to sacrifice everything | know? He made the mistake, not
me”

They round a corner, and their footsteps come to ahalt. Unit #30 waits out of Sght and listens. Thereisa
long pause—so long that | wonder if Acroyear will answer Archer at al. Then, in asubdued tone, he
says, “| am afraid, too. Logicaly, | know that, if the Time Traveler’ stimeline were restored, | would
endure; my memories may even be happier. My memories, however, are apart of me. Werel to lose
them, I’'m not sure who | would become. Certainly, there would be no continuity of self between me and
thisdternative Acroyear. | fear that, in avery real sense, | would no longer exist.”

Archer sighs. “Me, too, pa. Me, too.”

Another pregnant pause. Then Acroyear rumbles, “Y ou have seen both timelines: the one before the
Time Traveler made hisjourney, and the one &fter, the current timeline. Maybe you are the only person
who can choose which isthe preferable.”

Archer’ svoiceisanguished. “ Oh, God, don't say that! Don’t you think I’ ve thought about that,
Acroyear? And, whenever | do, | turn cold. I’'m not a...We' re talking about two universes here, billions



of lives, and I’'m supposed to decide who lives and who dies? How can | do that? How could | live with
mysdf if | did that?’

“If the only other option isthat both universesdie...”

“Y ou've been through alot, haven't you?” sighs Archer. “All that timein Micropalis, working in the
minesfor MaruunusKi. | just keep thinking of dl the...dl the evil we ve seen—the Reptos, the Centauri,
what Ordaal and Novatried to do on Earth, what Ki did to you—and | wonder if I'm being selfish.”
“Sdfih?’

“I could change dl that. | could put it dl right, | could prevent so much suffering—Dbuit I...deep down in
my gut, | just...l don’t want to.”

“I am sure the other redlity had its share of tragedy.”

“I guess. | mean, yeah. They killed my dad. The Harrowers, they came through the Rift, and just. ..just
gunned him down. | watched him die. And then, then | was catapulted into this...your galaxy, and we
were on the run, aways looking over our shoulders, dways having to fight. | keep seeing the Emperor,
the ruler of that place, and he scares the spit out of me.”

“Then maybe you have your answer,” says Acroyear. “Whatever theimperfections of thislife, at least we
arefreenow. | have sworn | will not be subjugated again.”

“That' skind of what | figured,” Archer saysquietly. “I1t'sjudt...I wasthinking about the people Ordaal
killed, back on Earth. | was asking myself what makes them less deserving of life than my dadis. And
Karza...hewas so sure that any order is better than chaos, that being ruled by atyrant is better than
having no leadership at all. | just needed to know that...that somebody agreed with me, that I'm not just
taking the easy way out.”

“| doubt anyone would describe your situation as easy.”

“I've got butterfliesin my ssomach. Great big butterflies. | fed like I’ m about to hurl. And my head' s il
pounding. Am | doing the right thing, Acroyear?’

“Perhapsthe old redity has smply had its day. The here and now is more important.”

“I guessthat’sit, then,” says Archer. “ The decison’s made. For better or worse.”

“And you can act upon it? Y ou can save us?’

“I’'mnot sure. | haveanidea. | need to...l think, maybe...”

“I' knew you would find away,” says Acroyear.

The Cosmobot hasfinished piling up bodiesin the hangar bay. Asit turnsto leave, the Antron caught in
the hull swipesat it with aclaw. The Cosmobot turns dowly, processes the sght of the helpless creature
beforeit, and cracksits skull between its metd fists.

It stomps out into the corridor, closes the auto-repaired door, and opens the hangar to space. Hundreds
of dead Antrons spin out into the void, many of them glancing off the shields of Centauri Battle Cruisers
asthey begin their uncontrolled voyagesinto infinity. This defiant gesture gives me some small satisfaction.
| expect—almost hope—the Centauri representative to break her sullen silence, to vent her anger at me,
but it does't happen.

My ingrumentstell me that Wroje hasthe medical computer scanning Kellesh for athird time. Under
better circumstances, | would have been forced to berate her for this waste of resources. The computer
has ddivered itsdiagnosis, and isdoing al it can, synthesizing drugs to pump into the Terragonian’s
bloodstream. If heistill dipping avay—and his monitored life Sgns suggest that heis—then thereis
nothing more to be done abot it.

On the bridge, Koriah is dumped unmoving over her console. | can seethat sheis il breathing, but |
don’t know if sheisunconscious or smply in adeep deep. It bothers me that the supervising Unit #32
hasn’t gone to her assi stance—the hedlth of the Galactic Defender is of little concern to me now, but the
suggestion of asystems error in another Biotron isworrying. Indeed, as| watch, his output flickers and
dies. | scowl. He must have been more damaged than | thought during the fighting.

| think about sending another Biotron to investigate. Before | can act, however, the door to the
laboratory flies open, and Archer stridesin. “I need to use your computer,” he saysto me through Unit



#35; itisnot arequest.

“I think I know what you're planning,” | say. “A brave, but foolhardy, decison.”

He seems surprised that | have acknowledged him. He hesitates, but only for amoment. He takes a seat
at the computer’ s main control pand, his hand moving briefly to histemple as hiseydidsflutter. “ Y eah,
well,” he says, pulling himsdlf together with visble effort, “it doesn’t ook likel have awhole hegp of
options, doesit?’

“Tell me, Archer, how did you change so much?’

“I...Asthe Time Traveler, you mean?| don’t know. | don’t know everything.” | took him by surprise.
Heisbeing evasve agan. Interesting. “1 mean....the old Emperor built his Throne-World around him, we
know that much.”

“A change of location, no more. Surely time could have smoothed over such aminor incongstency?
Instead, we have ahistory in which the Emperors were felled, in which an entire galaxy was given over to
“Maybe...I don't know, maybe he picked the wrong neighbors.”

“| deposed the last Emperor.”

“I know,” says Archer woodenly.

“Then, am | to conclude that my lifeisimportant after all? | made adifference?’

“I’'m surelots of people made adifference. | don't...”

“When | wasaboy,” | recount, “the Emperor killed my father and massacred my people. Only | was
spared. Hetook meto his Throne-World. That waswhere| first saw the Time Traveler. How might my
life have turned out, | wonder, had there been nobody to see, had the sky above the Emperor’s palace
been empty? What might | have achieved had | not been disiracted by the near impossible task of saving
auniversethat you placed in jeopardy?’

“Pretty full of yoursdf,” mutters Archer.

| can seethrough his bitter words. “ Arrogant asit may seen, | have always believed mysdlf destined for
greatness. My dreams have been of bringing order to this galaxy, and perhaps beyond. The
Emperor—much as | despised him—saw that potential in me. Heraised meto take his place. |
could—should—haveruled.”

“I’m not surewhat you're getting at.”

“I think you know what became of me,” | growl, “inthe old timeline.”

“No.”

| clench my figtsin frustration. “Don’t toy with me, boy! Y ou have been keeping that knowledge from me
since we met. Why? What do you fear | would do with it?’

“I don't...I just think that, sometimes, it’s best not to know.”

“Y ou expect meto accept that? | have devoted my life to the pursuit of knowledge!”

“I won't tell you!” vows Archer, with asudden display of spirit.

“Then | shdl rip the truth from your mind!”

“Tried that aready, remember?’ Histone is mutinous, but he betrays himself with aflicker of hiseyes,
checking that he can reach the door before my Biotron does.

“Atitshighest stting,” | tell him, “my mind probe can broil your braininitscasing.”

“Youcan't!” he protests. “Listen, Karza, you don’t understand! The Time Traveler, the old timeline, who
did what to whom, it doesn’t matter. All that matters now isthat thisuniverseisdying, and | can saveit.
I’'m surel can! I'm the only one who—"

| laugh. “ Now who isdisplaying his arrogance?’

“Y ou don't understand.”

“Oh, | understand, Archer. Y ou plan to reenact your other saf’sfolly. Asthe Time Traveler, he changed
his own past. He created aredlity in which hisjourney never took place, in which the myriad effects of
that journey were |eft without cause. Y ou intend to provide that cause, to gather the flapping strands of
time and to knit them together—to complete the loop.”

“You plotted the Time Traveler’ scause,” says Archer, “by anadyzing the destruction he created. | know
you havethat data; it's stored in your computer.”



“As| said, brave but foolhardy. Y ou would don my containment suit and step through the Rift, knowing
the consequences. Y ou would alow your moleculesto be spread across time, knowing that the merest
echo of that pain amost broke you.”
“That'sright,” says Archer, pale but defiant. “ And God knows, theidea of it terrifies me, but what else
can | do? Thisisfor everything, thewhole bal of wax. | caused this problem—I accept that—and I’'m
the only onewho can solveit. | haveto do this, Karza, don’t you see?
“I haveto becomethe Time Traveler.”

CHAPTER

NINE

| gave Archer permission to use the computer. | felt | couldn’t refuse.

Hewaswary & fird, forever glancing over his shoulder at my Biotron. In hispostion, | would have
asked Acroyear to stand guard over me; | can only assumethat heisn't ready to tell hisfriend about his
planned sacrifice, doesn't want to face the inevitable questions and soul-searching.

It didn’t take him long to lose himsdlf in hiswork, to forget about me. The rhythmic click-clacking of the
computer keyboard could almost be soothing, but | have asick fedling in my stomach. I'm sure—as sure
as| can bewithout empirica data—that Archer’s plan will work. He can save the universe. | fed
somehow churlish that that thought bothers me.

The boy has been on this station for aday, and dready heis closeto doing what | have striven to do for
more years than he canimagine. It will be he, not I, who is remembered as a hero, the savior of
everything. My fedlings, however, run degper and are far more complex than mere jealousy.

Archer has deduced nothing that | haven’t long known. Why does he think that, when | prepared my
containment suit, | modeled it after that of the Time Traveler? The suit, with its blank mask, concealsits
wearer’ sidentity. Archer thinksit hasto be he who steps into the Rift, who gives hislife. Heiswrong.
Time needsits Time Traveder, but the suit isdl that matters. Many times| have thought of donning it
mysdf, when thetimewasright. It was dways alast resort, of course, away of snatching at least some
achievement from defeat. It was a possibility about which | told nobody, achoice | never expected to
have to make.

A decison | could il take.

| have run many smulations of this scenario. They al brought me to the same conclusion. Archer won't
repair time this way—the damage is too extensve—but he can patch it up. He can hdt the cancer. He
can keep time dive, but in afragile sate. Travel into the past would be as difficult as ever; to vidt any of
the days of the Time Traveler’ slife would be to unwind the fabric altogether. | will never whisper those
wordsinto my younger salf’sear. | will never have my order. | will die soon, my destiny unfulfilled—and,
if I must leave the universein its present state, then what isthe point of leaving it a al?

Part of me—avoiceinsde me, onel have rardly heard—urges meto do the noble thing. Archer is
young. | could take this burden from his shoulders. | could be the hero.

And life would go on without me, in chaos.

The sound of the computer keyboard seemsto fill my chamber. But now, it fedslike aquiet countdown
to my doom.

It took me some time to piece together what happened next.

Wroje noticed it first. She read the latest medical report on the unconscious Kellesh, compared it to the
firgt two, and was darmed by what she saw. My firdt intimation that something was wrong came when
sheraced out of the medical bay, onto the bridge, calling to Koriah for help. She let out agasp of horror
as she saw the Galactic Defender’ s condition. Shetried to get my attention through Biotron Unit #32,
before redizing that he was dead.

| heard a series of scuffling sounds. | think Wroje started to move Koriah, maybe toward the medical
bay, before she thought better of it and opened the Sation’ sintercom system. “Please,” she called
plaintively, “everybody come to the bridge. Something’ s happened. Kellesh and Koriah...help, please!”



By then, the sicknesswas well advanced in her, too. Knave would arrive to find her short of breath, and
doubled up with stomach cramps.

Meanwhile, Archer legpt to hisfeet, and asked me what was going on. | told him, honestly, that | didn’t
know. At that point, | hadn’t thought to read the report on Kellesh. | didn’t know that his cell tissue was
decaying, ravaged by atype of radiation | hadn’t encountered before.

Acroyear had had his suspicions. He' d heard Archer’ s complaints of fedling ill, and had redlized thet he
was sickening himsdlf. Unit #30' slog would show that the warrior had asked him to scan the ation for
hazardous substances. He had found nothing—amark of how devious the Centauri had been.

One of the Antrons must have placed the device. It is smal—the size of an egg—and stuck well to the
underside of aconsole. The radiation it spews has grown stronger, more harmful, by the second. It was
difficult to find, of course; fortunately, Acroyear realized that it was the people nearest to the bridge who
had suffered the most, and thistold him where to start looking. He had the others carry Koriah and
Kédlesh to the farthest point of the station—my main laboratory, asit happens—and began the search
done.

| sent Unit #23 to watch him. Mindful of #32' sfate, however, | let him go no farther than the doorway to
the bridge. Even when Acroyear requested hishelp, | refused it. “Heisabio-mechanoid,” | explained.
“His organic components make him as susceptible to thismaaise asany of us”

“He sarobot, Karzal” Acroyear snarled. “He' s expendable!”

“Remind meto debate the definition of lifewith you,” | sad, “if ever we havetime.”

| withdrew the Biotron after that, and was forced to rely on my listening devices and secondhand
accounts to learn what happened next. | know that Archer and Knave returned to the bridge, overriding
Acroyear’ s perfunctory objections. | know that Archer soon succumbed to the sickness, and was carried
back to the lab by the Vaerian. And | know that Acroyear eventually found the device, too late.

Later, Knave would confess his shock at returning to his armored comrade to find him sprawled across
thefloor. Acroyear had seemed so strong, but it had been sheer resolve that had kept him upright ashis
muscles had weakened.

| had aready accessed the medical computer remotely, and set it to work on the problem. It s till
processing, till trying to extrapol ate the properties of the unknown radiation from its effects upon
Kelesh. | can only hope that the task of so doing, and of synthesizing acure, isnot beyond it. | have
shown no symptoms yet—maybe my containment suit has protected me—but | need to be sure. | won't
diethat way. | won't give the Centauri that satisfaction.

Ogwen hadn’t been seen for sometime. | heard asickly, gurgling groan from his quarters—about the
sametimethat Knave was straining to pull Acroyear’ s metal-clad frame into the corridor—and then
nothing more. Back in the laboratory, Archer was starting to come round. Wroje didn’t know what to
do. She' d been pacing, often starting towards the door but stopping herself. Acroyear had told her to
stay put. She' d fetched water from the dispenser in the corner, dampened a handkerchief and soothed
the brow of the unconscious Kellesh. She had aso done the same for Koriah—I"m not sure | could be
o forgiving.

Sheturned, lighting up with hope, as the door opened. Units #23 and #39 entered, the former carrying
Acroyear dung over hisbroad shoulders, the latter allowing Knaveto lean on him. | sealed the room
behind them, knowing it would do little to protect us.

Acroyear’ s powers of recuperation are miraculous. No sooner had he been lowered to the floor than he
wastrying to haul himsalf to hisfeet. He had to settle for landing heavily on awooden stool, which dmost
splintered beneeth his sudden weight.

“You can't go back in there!” Knaveistdling him now.

“Somebody hasto,” grunts Acroyear, hisvoice dry and cracked.

“Whatever that thing’ sgiving off, it' s getting stronger. | could fed it. Even the Biotrons couldn’t get within
ten feet of it now. Look at you, you can't even stand!”

Of course, that only gives him an incentiveto try again, to prove the Vaerian wrong.



“Evacuate,” murmurs Archer, hishead lolling on his shoulders. “Only chance...”

“That iswhat the Centauri want,” argues Acroyear. “ They will be ready to gun down our ships asthey
appear.”

“Leaving the Astro Station deserted,” muses Knave, “but its contents undamaged.”

“Wearen't safe in here. We have to jettison that device—and the longer we leave it, the more difficult it
will be.” Knave reacts with darm as Acroyear teeters toward the door—»but, finding it locked, the
warrior can muster no more than afeeble dap to its surface.

Unseen by anybody but me, Wroje is scratching the tattoo on her neck, nervoudy. | know what she's
thinking, but the beast inside her can only be unleashed by anger, not fear, and then itsrage would be
unpredictable, impossbleto direct. It can't help us.

“I hate to sound like our friend Ogwen,” says Knave, “but | think we' re dead!”

He underestimates me. As soon as Acroyear relayed the position of the deviceto the others, | sent a
servant to ded withit: The only one who could hope to withstand itsintense radiation for long enough to
reach it, let doneremoveit.

There sacertainirony to this, | suppose. I’ ve dways dismissed the Cosmobot as a plodding automaton,
precisaly because of itslack of biological components. Its vice-like hands are the perfect shapeto pry the
Centauri devicefromits hiding place. It holdsit pressed to its chest, trying to smother it. Unfortunately,
such close and intense exposure has its consequences. The Cosmobot stomps off the bridge, with its
usua dow, clumsy gait, but the metal of its casing is dready starting to bubble. It doesn’'t give up, of
course; its programming won't alow it.

By thetimeit reachesthe airlock, I'm amazed it can function. Silver rivulets run down its expressionless
face, and its hands have melted into a shapeless mass around the device. | can almost hear its processors
wheezing asit saggers over therim of the circular hatchway—and then, findly, itslimbslock, itspurple
and yelow colors running together until it resembles nothing more than amass of congealed candy.

Not without atwinge of sadness, | close the airlock door, and expel the Cosmaobot into space.

| could amost admire the Centauri. Lethd asthe radiation from their devicewas, it iseasily dedt with by
the station’ s amaospheric scrubbers. Soon, it will have dropped to safe levels, even on the bridge. Had it
not been for the Cosmobot—had we al been dead by now—I’ ve no doubt that my enemieswould
aready be preparing aboarding party.

For now, everyone remains confined to the main laboratory. Even Ogwen arrived afew minutes ago,
seeking help, unaware of everything that has happened, complaining that he was dying. The medica
computer—patched through to the main computer in the lab—has dispensed pills that should dleviate the
immediate symptoms of radiation poisoning; the long-term consegquences remain to be discovered, but
I"'m sure they can be managed.

Koriah has surprised me with the speed of her recovery. Kdleshis<till unconscious, wired up to the
computer again, but his prognosis hasimproved considerably. Archer isgrowing twitchy, impatient for
the Terragonian to be returned to the medical bay so that he can resume hiswork here. One unexpected
benefit of thisdiversonisthat it has given metimeto think about the boy’ s plan. | know what | haveto
do now. My greatest concernisthat | have only four Biotrons remaining to me; | will haveto be
circumspect in my approach.

“| have something to say.” Archer’ svoice, and the sound of him clearing histhroat, cuts across the hum
of conversation, and al eyesturn toward him. | half expected this. Impatient to be doing something
useful, he has decided to confront the one task he has been putting off. “ There' s something | think you
should dl know.”

Hetdlsthem his plan. Hetellsthem that he intends to become the Time Traveler, to give hislifefor them
al. And they listen intently—Acroyear, Koriah, Wroje, Ogwen and Knave—but, when the boy has
finished his explanation, not one of them hasaword to say. It istoo much for them to takein. They've
endured so much aready, and thislatest devel opment |eaves them nonplussed.

Disconcerted, Archer breaks the silence with an gppeal to Acroyear. The warrior thinks for amoment,



then asks, “ Areyou certain thisisthe only way?’

“It'sthe only way | can think of.”

“Then | understand,” says Acroyear. And Archer smiles.

Ogwen, too, has sifted through the information presented, and found hisusuad angle onit: hisown
sdf-interest. “How doesthat help us?’ he blurts out.

Knave frowns. “ Perhgps you weren't ligening. The universe; theend of dl that is...”

“But it won't get usout of here, will it? We |l ill be at the mercy of those creatures!”

Wroje shakes her head excitedly. “No. No, we won't. With the timelines straightened out, Karza can do
what he promised. He can go back into the past and change what’' s happened.”

Acroyear turnsto the nearest Biotron. “Isthat true?’ he asks, skepticaly.

“Regrettably,” | answer, “that is quite impossible now.”

Wroje looks crestfallen. Acroyear just nods. “Maybe,” says Koriah, in aquiet voice, speaking for the
first time since she woke, “maybe that’ sfor the best. We' ve seen the consequences of meddling with
time. Maybe the past should beleft asitis”

Ogwen opens his mouth to protest, but Acroyear interrupts him. “We can gill win thiswar, inthe
present.”

“Areyou kidding me? Have you looked out of aporthole lately?”

“We have taken dl the Centauri haveto throw at us so far. We are fill here.”

“Tell that to Vedum,” the bureaucrat grumbles. “Or LeHayn. Or—"

“Isthere some way we could mask our lifesgns?’ asks Knave, thoughtfully. “Make the Centauri think
their radiation doohickey finished usdl off?’

“It spossble,” saysKoriah, “but | don't think it'd do us much good. Whatever their sensorstell them,
the Centauri aren’t likely to board the station without taking every precaution against an ambush.”
“Stll,” says Acroyear, “we should take every advantage we can get, no matter how small.”

“Y ou want another fight with those creatures?’ cries Ogwen. “Y ou' re crazy! We can't fight the Centauri.
The only options we have are to ded with them or run!”

“A ded isout of the question,” growls Acroyear.

“Why?" asks Ogwen hotly. “Y ou heard what Karza said. Once Archer’ s taken the big leap, and...and
done whatever it is he thinks he has to do, this project—the time machine—it won't be any useto
anyone. Why not hand it over? Okay, maybethey’ Il kill Karza, maybethey’Il just lock him up—but he's
an old man, he doesn’'t have long left, and the rest of us...if we plead with them, tell them how he
wouldn't let usleave...”

It' sameasure of how far my reputation has fallen that Ogwen, of al people, would discuss mein such
terms, knowing that | can hear him. Fortunately, the others pay him no heed. Heletshisvoicetrail off,
and shuffles uncomfortably.

“I hateto admit it,” says Koriah, “but | think running may be our only option. Y our ship, the Sunrunner,
can outpace the Battle Cruisers, right?’

“We d need one hell of adiversion,” says Knave, “to get past them asecond time.”

“How long do we have?’ Acroyear’s question is directed at Archer.

“Um, wdll, | haven't finished analyzing the Time Traveler’ s path yet, mapping it onto our dimensiond
coordinates. | think, if I’m to recreate hisjourney...wdl, I'm not sure | haveto leave a the precisetime
he did, not to the second, but the closer the better, | guess. So...”

“Approximatey?’

Archer takes adeep breath. “ About two and a half hours.”

“Then we shdl have to hope the Centauri don't attack again within that time,” says Acroyear. Turning to
address the others, he adds, “ And we must be prepared. As soon as Archer stepsinto the Rift, we make
our move.”

“Why wait?’ protests Ogwen.

“Because Archer’ smisson is paramount. We must protect him until it is completed.”

“We d protect him just aswel by drawing the Battle Cruisers away from the station!”

Acroyear shakes his head. “We can't guarantee that they’ d follow usfor long. In any case, Knave was



right. We need as big adiversion as we can muster.”
“The Adro Station,” gasps Wroje. “ Y ou' re going to blow up the Astro Station!”
“Unlessyou have a better idea,” says Acroyear.

Kdleshisback inthe medicd bay. Archer has resumed hiswork at the computer in the [aboratory. Of
Koriah, Ogwen and Knave, | have lost track, but | can see Acroyear and Wroje on the bridge. The
warrior has called up aplan of the Battle Cruisers current positions, and is scribbling on adata pad,
occasiondly asking Biotron Unit #30 to provide a caculation for him. Wroje entered afew minutes ago,
but didn’t dare disturb him. She hoversin the doorway, waiting for him to notice her. At last, shetakes
two stepstoward him and clears her throat timidly.

“I brought you this,” she says, displaying alight strip of gray plastic into whichis set ametd disc. “It has
circuitry inddeit; | cannibaized it from the backup communications systems. It gives off aninaudible
signa that should baffle the Centauri’ s sensors. I’ ve made one for everybody, including the Biotrons. |
just haveto give Kdlesh his, and find Koriah.”

“Good work,” says Acroyear as he takes the band and fastensiit around hiswrist. It isonly just long
enough.

Unit #30 proffers his hand, and Wroje digs another baffler out of her pocket and tiesit around athick
metd finger. As Acroyear turns back to hiswork, she asks hesitantly, “What...what are you doing?’

“I am caculating our optimal flight path,” he says. “Theintention isto go out with al gunsblazing. We
target this Battle Cruiser here.” Wroje peers curiously over Acroyear’ s shoulder as heindicatesa
scrawled X on his pad. “With surprise on our side, | hope to be able to keep its pilot on the defensive,
too busy trying to return fire. In the meantime, we will be keeping the Astro Station between us and these
shipshere.” Hecirclesfive more Xs, hislight pen leaving awhite impression on the black surface. “ These
four—" another circle“—are unlikdy to fire on usfor fear of hitting the Sation.”

“But that still leavestwo,” Wroje points out.

“Yes. Wdll, that iswhere we must trust to the Sunrunner’ s shields, my piloting skills, and acertain
amount of fortune.”

“What about the station’ s salf-destruct?”

“It will betimed to activate as we reach this point here.”

“Is't that too close?’

“Any farther, and we' d bein the Sghts of at least six Cruisers. Our only chanceisto ride out the
explosion. It may even give usalittle extramomentum.”

“Or it might just tear usapart,” shrillsWroje.

“Itisarisky plan,” Acroyear concedes, “dmost suicidaly o, but it' sal we have—unless you think we
are up to thetask of luring a Battle Cruiser on board and hijacking it.”

“No!” says Wroje quickly.

“Try to havefaith, Wroje. If thisworks, the Centauri will be disoriented. The debris from the explosion
will makeit dmost impossiblefor their weaponsto lock onto us, at least for afew seconds. That could
bedl we—’

A chirruping sound cuts across him: apage from the hangar bay. | have no Biotronsthere, and can't see
what is happening, but | recognize Ogwen’ s voice, hoarse with barely controlled panic, as Acroyear
acceptsthe cal. “Koriah, Acroyear, somebody...can you hear me?’

“I can hear you.”

“Oh, thank goodness! | need...the hangar. . .there’ s something in here. One of those creatures. An
Antron! | saw it. | can hear it, crawling about in the dark, around Koriah's ship. It’s between me and the
door. It swaiting...Please, help me!”

Acroyear outpaces my Biotron on hisway to the hangar, so again | must piece together a picture of what
is happening from the audio feed: A yelp of surprise from Ogwen, abrief scuffle, adischarging laser



pistol, aheavy thump and agroan.

“Step away from him!” Thewarrior’ svoice, firm and commanding.

“Acroyear, isthat you? It'sme. It sKnave.”

Footsteps crossing the hangar, boots ringing on the metd floor. “What happened in here?” asks
Acroyear. “What happened to Ogwen? He caled for help.”

“Hejust went crazy,” says Knave. “I was checking over the Sunrunner, tuning up the engines; next thing
| knew, Ogwen was behind me, screaming at me. He shot a me!”

“Did he hurt you?’

“Hesalousy am.”

“ S0, you rendered him unconscious.”

“Hekept ydling a me, telling meto keep away from him. Hecdled me a‘filthy animd.” ”

“I believe he mistook you for an Antron.” | can only imagine Knave sreaction to that. “'Y ou must admit,
thereisasuperficid smilarity.”

“Y eah, thanksfor pointing that out. | tried to stay clear of Ogwen, | hid behind the Rhodium
Orbiter—that’ swhen he got to the compad and called you—but he kept firing that blasted pistol. He
was shooting at shadows. | was worried he might take a chunk out of our ship. | managed to sneak up
behind him. | used aLaen Kanerve pinch. He |l be out for aminute or two. | wastaking his pistol from
him when you camein.”

“I wonder,” muses Acroyear, “what made him see you as one of the enemy?’

“Y ou' re asking me? He was drunk, as usua; maybe he was halucinating. Maybe hefinally flipped out
atogether. He' s aways struck me as being afew pegs short of aKarrio.”

“Thereisanother possibility,” says Acroyear mildly. “ Perhaps Ogwen wasright.”

| frown. Knave, too, is confused; it takes him amoment to work out how to react. “What are you
saying?’ heasks.

“Perhaps you are working for the enemy.”

“Hey, hey, now come off it big guy, thisis Knave here—your old pal, Knave.”

“I'am not your ‘pd.’” | know amost nothing about you.”

“Ther€ snothing to know,” Knave protests. | can hear movement, and | know that he' s backing away
from Acroyear, just assurely as| know that Acroyear isfollowing him. “I’m just the typica kid who ran
away fromthe circusto join...okay, maybe not so typical...”

“I have only Archer’ sword that you can be trusted—and he, too, came into my life without invitation.

Y ou are working for Ki, aren’t you?’

“Maruunus Ki? The Baron of Micropolis? Y ou told me he was dead!”

“Or maybe that iswhat you wanted meto think.”

“Okay, you' re sarting to scare me now. What' sgoing on here, Acroyear? Did | just dipinto a
pardld—Hey!”

“Keep dill,” growls Acroyear. “Keep ill, you infuriating jackrabbit!” More scuffling, punctuated by the
whoosh of an energy bladeigniting.

K nave mutters something that soundslike, “Not likely.” And Unit #30 arrives on the scene to seethe
Vaerian performing an impressive back flip, bouncing off the hull of Koriah's Orbiter to somersault over
Acroyear’ shead. Thewarrior swipesat him with his blazing swvord. He means business; had he been any
dower, Knave would have been decapitated. He lands atop the golden bubble of the Sunrunner’s
cockpit. Acroyear triesto leap after him, but Knave plants afoot on hisarmored head to push him away.
Then he springs across the ship’ sgray hull, and up onto araised wing, where the warrior can’t reach him.
“Okay,” he sayswith adry, humorlesslaugh, “I get it now. A little dow on the uptake, maybe, but | see
what’ s happening. Y ou' reworking for him, right?’ He stalbs a clawed finger in the direction of Unit #30,
and | wonder if he' sreferring to me.

“Unlike you, | work for nobody!” Acroyear clambers up onto the Sunrunner’ stop, but Knave isastep
ahead of him, taking arunning legp across the gap to the Orbiter.

“What' s up, Shell-Head?’ he taunts his pursuer. “The hero gig not paying enough? Y ou had to sdll your



friends out to a scum-sucking bounty hunter?’

With afuriousroar, Acroyear hurls his sword, its blade leaving atrail of fire. Knave' sblack eyeswiden,
and he propd s himself backwards, losing hisfooting in the process. Acroyear sees his opportunity and
legpsto intercept him. He hitsthe floor with areverberating clang, but Knave hasflipped himsdf upright
in mid-fal, landed on hisfeet, and somehow avoidsthe warrior’ sflailing hands. He dartsinto the
shadows, and Acroyear retrieves hiswegpon and casts around for him. He grunts, more with irritation
than pain, astwo laser bolts stab out from behind the Sunrunner and punch into hisside. By thetime he
reaches Knave' s hiding place, the Vaerian has moved on, unseen.

“Come out and fight me!l” he ydls, but the demand is answered only by its own echo. “1 know you're
watching me,” roars Acroyear. “Y ou' re dways there, dways watching!”

A chink of metal on metal: amachine part, kicked or dropped. Or thrown. Acroyear startstoward it,
recognizing the diversion too late. | seeablur of purple behind the spherical hulk of my shuttle pod.
Acroyear movesto cut off hisquarry, but Knave reaches the door before him, bounds through it on dll
gx limbs, and then heisgone.

Pushing Unit #30 aside, Acroyear races after him, but comesto a hdt in the wide, empty corridor outside
the hangar bay. For along moment, | hear nothing but the sound of his deep breething. Then, dowly, he
rounds on the watching Biotron, raising hissword, asif blaming him for this setback. “ Defend yoursdlf,” |
ingtruct the unit. “Employ lethal forceif necessary.” But the threatened attack never comes. Acroyear
remains frozen for afew seconds more, then he deactivates hisweapon and, to my surprise, letsit fall
from hishand.

“Tell your master,” he says, “that | know what he has done to me. | know what he wants, and | refuse to
play hisgame any longer.”

Heturns and walks away, leaving his sword behind him.

Unit #30’ s audio receptors pick up another sound. Turning, he sees Ogwen fleeing down the corridor in
the opposite direction.

The main computer chatters away to itself, caculating thefind details of Archer’s path through time,
aigning the Rift to direct him where he needsto go. The boy |eft the laboratory without aword to me,
just after Wroje gave us both our sonic bafflers. Hiswork isdone, hisfate sedled. Unit #39 findshim
wandering the corridors between the refectory and the bridge, hollow-eyed, clutching aplastic cup that
contains a hot stimulant drink. | decide not to disturb him. | can only imagine what heisthinking. He has
just under one hour of lifeleft to him, but | don’t doubt that it will fed like an eternity.

Heisabout to turn acorner, out of the Biotron’s sght, when he collides with an agitated Wroje. “Oh.
Oh, thank goodness,” shetrills, “thank goodness I’ ve found somebody. It' s Kellesh—she' staken him!
Y ou'vegot to help mefind him.”

Archer blinks, and puts atentative hand to hishead. “What...what areyou...?’

Wroje takes his arms and shakes him urgently. “Kdlesh! When | went to the medica bay, he' d gone.
She' staken him, Archer, | know she' staken him!”

“Who...?" hegammersgroggily. “Who do you think...?’

“Koriah, of course. She hatesme! She' sdoing thisto hurt me. She'll murder Kellesh, like she murdered
LeHayn, andthen I’ll beaone again...” She can’'t say any more. Her words dissolve beneath a deluge of
tears.

“Whoa, hold on aminute! Koriah? Y ou think she’'d...? No. No, shewouldn't. Shejust...” Archer has
snapped out of his daze; now, he just |ooks bewildered.

“She' staken him, | tell you!” wails Wroje. “Do you know where sheis? Y ou don't, do you? Nobody
knows. Nobody’ s seen Koriah for over an hour, and now Kellesh has gone, too, and...and who else
could it be? She' skilled before, she can doit again!”

“Look, Wroje, you've got to...l know what happened to LeHayn was terrible, but it was an accident.
Koriah explained—"

“Shetricked usl Shelied toug!”



“If she—if anyone—wanted to kill Kellesh, they’ d have done it in the medica bay. Why move him?
Maybe hejugt, | don’t know, woke up; maybe he was confused, and...”

“He sdead,” moans Wroje. She collapses againgt the wall, the fight gone out of her. “I can fed it.
Keleshisdead! Shekilled him, then she hid the body somewhere, so no one would believe me, so no
onewould stop her. She'll kill Ogwen next, and then Karza, and in the end ther€' | be only me left, and
shé |l havewon. She'll have won!”

“Y ou're not making sense,” says Archer helplesdy. He reaches out to comfort her, but Wroje pushes
him away with ascream.

“Don’t touch me! That’ swhat she wants! That’ swhat she dways said to mewhen | got this mark, that
no one would want to touch me now. Shetold me | was cursed, that I’ d taint anyone | came into contact
with, and shewasright. That’ swhy she’s here now, that’ swhy she’ stormenting me, because | started to
fool mysdlf. | thought | could liveanorma life, | thought | didn’t have to be londly any more.”

“I don’t...Sow down, | don’t know what you'retrying to...”

“That' swhy she' skilling them—to prove that she was right. She was right about me!”

“Koriah?’

“No!” Wroj€ s voice has dropped to awhisper. Suddenly, she fixes Archer with alook of unnerving
intengity. “My mother! She’'sback! She''s come back to punish me!”

“Come out of therel”

With dmost two-thirds of my Biotrons out of action, | fed blind. Events are happening that | can't
monitor, can’t plan around. | tell mysdf that it doesn’t matter, that the actions of Koriah and the others
are of littleimportance, but it's hard to relinquish that measure of control once you' ve had it. | have been
scanning dl radio frequenciesingde the station, searching for our missing personnd. That’show | came
to pick up an unexpected voice from an unexpected location, out of range of my listening devices.

“I know you'rein there. Come out and face me, or I'll shoot!”

The bowels of the Astro Station, where the recycling tanks were once stored—now open to the void.
Kellesh must be wearing a spacesuit, broadcasting hiswarning on its short-wave communicator—to
whom, | wonder?

| soon have my answer. “Don't fire! It'sme, Kdlesh. It'sKoriah.”

“I know who you are,” says Kellesh. “1 want to know what you' re doing.”

“Hey, someone had to keep this station going while you were out cold,” says Koriah with forced levity.
Kdleshisn't fooled. “Do you think | don’t know what’' s behind that access pandl? Y ou were trying to
bypass the command routines for the auto-destruct system.”

“Thisign't what it lookslike”

“No?How did you even know that circuitry wasthere? Y ou must have seen my schematics of the
dation. Y ou've been spying on me!”

“Look, Kellesh, I'm glad you' re up and around again, but you shouldn’t be down here. Y ou need rest.
Y ou're confused!”

“How can | rest with those crestures on board?” The Terragonian’ svoice hasrisenin pitch. I’ verardly
heard that happen before; heisusually so even-tempered.

“Crestures?’

“Y ou think | should have stayed where | was, strapped to that table, so those lizards could...could
operate on me, dice me open like they did my wife and son!”

“Kelesh,” saysKoriah quietly, “1 want you to lower that pistol.”

“Y ou’ reworking for them, aren’t you? They found out I’ d escaped, and they told you to destroy the
gation. They don’'t want meto livel”

“Please, Kellesh, don’'t make me do anything we'll both regret.”

| picture them, dancing around each other in the wreckage. The darkness must belit only by the chest
beam of Kellesh' s spacesuit and the energy helmet of Koriah' sairtight armor. The absence of gravity
must render their movements dmost balletic. | picture their gazes, and their pistals, locked in mutual



digrust.

“I'mwarning you for thelast time,” says Koriah. “Please, Kellesh, | beg of you, lower that weapon.”
“Repto spy!” hissesKdlesh.

| have no way of knowing what happensthen. All | can say for issureisthat neither Koriah nor Kellesh
have anything more to say to each other.

“They don't understand,” | observe. “ They don’t know what is happening to them.”

“Of coursethey don't. They lack your insight.”
“An obvioustrick; not up to the Centauri’ susua standardsat all.”
“Y ou should beinsulted, that they thought you weak enough to befooled.”
“I could stop thisnow. It would be easy.”
“Indeed.”
“A smple cancellation wave,” | say, “to blot out their subsonic signa. My people would soon cometo
their senses, stop seeing thingsthat aren't there.”
“But then our enemieswould know we' re dive, that we are dill here”
“Then | shall dispense headphones, and broadcast white noise to them.”
“That would work aswell. But ask yoursdlf, young Karza: 19n't there away to turn this Situation to your
advantage?”’
| nod, dowly. “Oncethey know what | am planning, they will try to stop me.”
“Beg, then, to keep them at each other’ sthroats. L et the Centauri dter their brain chemigtry, fuel their
paranoid delusions. They may even do your job for you.”
“Evenif they don't,” | redize, “I could act with impunity.”
“Kill him now,” urgesthe velvet voice of the man behind me, the dark presence a my shoulder. “Kill him,
and in their misguided compassion, they will absolve you of blame. They will believe that you—even
you—could lose your mind. They will seek esawherefor their righteous vengeance, and you will befree
to do what must be done.”
“Then...then you agree with me? I’ ve made the right choice?’
“In chooging the possibility, small asit may be, of glory over oblivion? Unquestionably. In choosing order
over chaos? Y ou know the answer to that.”
He steps from the shadows, then, his black cloak sweeping acrossthe floor. Those red eyes glare out
from hisblack helmet, and athin-lipped sneer stretches across his cracked chin. But | am no longer
afraid of him. | bask in hisapprovd. | don’t ask where he came from, for in some sense he has dways
been with me. It seemsfitting that he should show himsdlf now, as| prepare to meet the destiny for which
he shaped me.
“I am proud of you, my son,” saysthe Emperor.

CHAPTER

TEN

A vaolley of laser fire,

Archer divesfor shdter, finding it in the refectory doorway. Hetriesto pull Wroje after him, but she
breaks free. For amoment sheislost, throwing up her handsin darm as another blast Sizzles past her
ear. Then sheturns and, tears streaming down her face, sheruns.

Unit #39, in the meantime, bears down on the source of the threat. He finds Ogwen around the nearest
corner, his back flattened to the wall. His eyes are wide and crazy, his face shiny with swest. “ Did it
work?’ he pants. “1 don't darelook. Did | hit her?’

“BOTH WROJE AND RYAN ARCHER ARE UNHARMED,” saysthe Biotron. “PLEASE
EXPLAIN WHY YOU TRIED TO TERMINATE THEIR FUNCTIONS.” The screen that displays his
output blinks urgently, arequest for instructions. I'm tempted to order Ogwen’ s execution, but he could
be auseful digtraction, so | hold my tongue.

“Damn! Damn!” Ogwen stares up into the Biotron's eyes. “Y ou’ re programmed to protect us, aren’t



you? Well, do something! Get Archer out of there!”

“THE ONLY THREAT TO RYAN ARCHER OF WHICH | AM AWARE ISPOSED BY YOU.”
“No, no, no. It sthat purple-haired bitch, don’'t you see? She' s one of them. A Centaurus! She could
change at any time. None of us are safel”

In the absence of guidance, the Biotron actson hisown initiative. “| BELIEVE YOU ARE MISTAKEN.
IN HER ALTERED FORM, WROJE DOESHAVE CERTAIN TRAITSIN COMMON WITH THE
CENTAURI. HOWEVER—"

Ogwen backs away suddenly, fedling hisway aong thewall. “They’ ve got to you, haven't they? They've
reprogrammed you! It' sKarza. He...he'ssold usdl out!”

“AGAIN, | MUST CORRECT—"

Ogwenisn't listening. He makes arun for it, and Unit #39 makesto follow him at his own pace. “No,” |
tell him. “ Show me Archer.”

| can dready hear the boy talking. “1 knew it wasyou,” he says. “I knew you were behind this,
somehow. Y ou've dways been out to get me. Well, congratulations—you’ ve maneuvered meinto
throwing my life away, and you know what? | don't care. | don't care, because at least I'll be doing
something worthwhile. I'll be saving people, not hurting them like you do. And thisway, my dad getsto
live and the universe getsto be free fromyou, so | win, right? 1 win!”

He saone, of course, gtting in astraight-backed chair in the refectory, forever shifting around asif trying
to retain eye contact with somebody who iscircling him.

“Yeah. Yeah, | remember you now. Y ou cameto mein the other timeline, only you didn’t look like you
do now. Y ou had the chestplate, that was the same—but your body, it glowed. Y ou were dmost
transparent, like solid light, except that | could see thisfreaky circuitry inside you. And you...” He shakes
his head, asif hoping to make the memory clearer. “Y ou took meto the past. | should have redlized then.
| saw your life gory; | mean, what was that about? Y ou thought I’ d sympathize with you, if | saw what
they did to you?Y ou thought I’ d see how similar we were, and givein to you? Y ou said you' d cometo
help me, but dl the time you were playing some kind of twisted game, and there | was wondering why
your voice sounded so familiar, why the touch of your hand made my skin crawl.”

“Who areyou talking to, Archer?’ | ask.

He garts, asif only now seeing my Biotron at the door. *Y ou don’t recognize him without his mask on?
Look again, Karza—I am talking to Karza, right? Go on, take agood, hard look at the man who's
shaped your life and mine, played uslike puppets.”

“TheTime Traveler?’ | guess.

“Theoneand only! The Time Traveler—only now, | can seewho heredly is”

“TheTime Traveler isyou, Archer. He dwayswas.”

“No, no, no, that’ s what he wanted usto think. He wanted me to take over from him. That’ swhat he
aways planned—for me to become him!”

“I don't recognize him,” | say quietly. “Who ishe?’

The boy’ s voice has the edge of hysteria. “ Don't you see? He' syou! He syour future. Y our past. The
supreme being of the universe: the big, bad Baron Karzal”

And then Archer startsto laugh, rolling about on hischair until he cries.

| can hear Wroje and Knave taking potshots at each other from opposite ends of another corridor.
Wroje accuses Knave of working for her mother; Knave, in turn, is convinced that Wroje is somebody
caled Nova “Y ou won't take me back to that circus,” he swears. “Y ou won't turn meinto one of those
crestures—!’ll diefirgt!”

Elsawhere, Ogwen rounds a corner and almost hurtlesinto Acroyear. He howlsin fright, skidsto ahalt,
turns and flees. Thewarrior doesn’t break his step, doesn’t show any sign that he even saw the
bureaucrat.

Somehow, Koriah has managed to climb up from the station’ s bowels, past the wrecked service
elevator, with Kelesh over her shoulder. She bundles the unconscious Terragonian into the arms of Unit



#35, stressing that he needs to be returned to the medical bay. “1 don’t think | hurt him too badly,” she
says, “but hewasfiring alaser pistol. He could have torn aholein my suit, or hisown. | had to restrain
him. Whet the hell is that noise?’

“I BELIEVE A DUEL ISIN PROGRESS—"

“The Centauri?’

“—BETWEEN WROJE AND THE VISITOR WHO CALLSHIMSELF KNAVE.”

“What' s happening around here? Has everyone gone insane?’

“I CAN ONLY OBSERVE THAT THE RECENT ACTIONS OF SOME INDIVIDUALS—"

“Why aren’t you doing something about this?’

“I HAVE NO INSTRUCTIONS.”

“Karzal” The Gdactic Defender’ s helmet flows back from her heed, revedling a scowl on her
dark-skinned face. “Y ou're doing this, aren’t you? What is it—they decided to run out on you?
Surrender to your enemies and hope for the best? So, you thought you’ d teach them alesson, like you
did theinsectoid! | warned you, Karza. | told you | wouldn’t et it happen again. I'm coming to seeyou,
Karza. We re going to have this out, once and for al!”

As she stalks away, toward the laboratory and this chamber, | redize that Wroje has stopped firing.
Knavefollows suit afew seconds later, and | hear hisvoice, bewildered and apprehensive, “ Acroyear?’
He comesinto sght of Unit #35, backing nervoudy away from the armored warrior, who in turn is acting
asif he hasn't seen the Vagrian. His head islowered, his concealed eyes apparently fixed on the ground.
He marches past Knave without sparing him aglance.

“Hecdledyou ‘Baron.” ”

“I know.”

“Herecognizes your potentid, as| did those many years ago.”

“The confirmation | needed,” | mutter. “But how can it be?’

“| expected no less,” says the Emperor. “Y ou would have ruled, had it not been for the distraction of the
Time Traveer. In another timeline, freed from that distraction, you did rule. Y ou saw thefigurein
Archer’ svisions, the one whose identity he hoped to conceal—who else could it have been? Who ese
could have succeeded to my throne?’

My head hurts. | am torn by conflicting emotions. Everything | have dwayswanted only atwist of time
away, and yet...“| saw how that Emperor ruled. | saw what he did to Archer. He murdered hisfather.
Hedid to him what...what you did to me.” | find the strength to ook into the Emperor’ sred eye,
expecting him to be angry. Hejust smiles, indulgently. “1 sworeit wouldn't be likethat. | sworel
wouldn't belikeyou!”

He givesadismissve snort. “ The arrogance of youth! Y ou were always ambitious, Karza. Y ou wanted
the power to change the galaxy, but you never learned the price of that power. | would have taught you,
had your obsession not turned you from me.”

“Y ou...would have brainwashed me,” | stammer, confused.

Heisleaning over me, apaterna hand on my shoulder, hisvoice lowered. “Listen to me, Karza. You
aren't the same asthe others. Y ou are better than the cattle out there. Like me, like my father before me,
you were born to the throne. Fate, in the form of Ryan Archer, took it from you. Now, you have the
opportunity to reclamiit.”

“What...what if | don’t want to be Baron Karza?’

“Y ou have dwayswanted it.”

“But onmy terms,” | cry, “not yourd”

“Do you think so little of yoursalf? That other Karzawas not my puppet; would any Karzahave let me
break him like that? Y ou know his story, don’'t you? Y ou know how it must have been. He must have
killed me, asyou did. He must have replaced me, as you had the chance to do. He made hisown
choices. Y es, he made compromises—often out of necessity, sometimes out of expediency; he learned
that tough decisions had to be confronted. He grew to understand his part in perpetuating a cycle of



peace and prosperity, and he became the man you saw in Archer’ sthoughts: the ruler you were destined
to be, the only ruler you could have been. He became Baron Karzal”

“He murdered Archer’ sfather,” | repegt stubbornly.

“You, too, havekilled.”

“That wasdifferent! I...I thought | could bring them back.” | redize how inadequate my protest sounds,
and | cringe asthe Emperor respondswith acrud laugh.

“Y ou killed them because they threatened you. Y ou killed them, and you plan to kill again. Y ou do not
have to be ashamed, Karza. | would have done the samein your place.”

“I'amnot you!” | howl.

The Emperor stoops until his Sharkos teeth are an inch from my ear, and he whispers, “Are you sure of
that?’

| follow his gaze to my monitors. Most of them are dead now, but, on one corner screen, | see Koriah
approaching the main lab, her jaw set determinedly. In her delusion, | think she may actualy try to kill
me. Unit #23 has been feeding information into the main computer for me, his unwieldy hands making the
task adow one. However, hiswork is done now, so | send him to intercept the Galactic Defender. As
these two forces converge, | ask mysalf what orders| will give to my Biotron. Must the girl dieto ensure
my safety? Was the Emperor right—islife so cheap to me, so easy to discard when it standsin my way?
Koriah makesto push past the obstruction in her path. “I’ll dedl with your master,” she sayscurtly. The
Biotron’s hand snags her, and holds her tight. | see her facein close-up, angry at first, becoming fearful
asthe pressure around her wrigt intensifies.

With asinking sensation, | remember that the order has dready been given. | issued it some minutes ago,
without thinking twice. | indructed my Biotron to kill.

My microphones pick up Archer’ svoice again, providing awe come distraction. Heisin atiny, and
rarely used, auxiliary laboratory just off the port habitation corridor—where, apparently, he has found
Acroyear.

“We need you, man,” heingds. “ Everything’ sgone crazy! The Time Traveler explained it to me. This
whole place, this station, it’satrap. Karzawanted us to come here. He sent Persephone to Micropalis,
he planted the clues that brought usto him. Koriah, Wroje, Kellesh, dl of them, they’re part of it.” A
short pause. “Are you hearing me? We ve got to get off thiswreck! Aslong aswe stay here, we'rein
danger. | don’t know where Knaveis; he could be dead by now. We haveto find him! Acroyear!”

| am beginning to think that Acroyear isn't present, that Archer isimagining him asheimagined the Time
Traveler, when he spesksin abaritone rumble. “Y ou can tel me dl the storiesyou like. | will not believe
them. | know wherel am.”

Hestantly, Archer asks, “Where...where do you think you are?’

“Micropalis”

“No, Acroyear. We left there. In the Sunrunner . Remember?’

“I haveforgotten nothing. | remember it al now: All the wasted seconds of my life, wired to atermind,
losng my mind in the dreams you made for me.”

“The System. Ki used the System to brainwash you, but you' re free of it now.”

“AmI?

“We dropped an airship on the computer complex. Don’t you remember?’

“The System will never be destroyed. The System takes care of us.”

“What isthis, Acroyear?| don’'t understand. Some kind of freaky flashback?’

“Thefuture. The padt. All the same—one endless nightmare. | know wherel am now. I'm il logtinthe
System. Still dreaming your dreams.”

“No. Look around you, Acroyear. The Astro Station! Y ou must remember. Knave, Karza, Koriah.
Don't you remember me?’

“Ghodts, that isall. Phantomsin my mind. Part of your game. Y ou let methink | wasfree. Y ou raised my
Spirit, just to have the pleasure of destroying it again. Wdll, | won't play anymore.” The warrior’ svoice



grows louder. “Do you hear me, Ki?1 won't play. | won't believein your dreams. Y ou can keep up this
fantasy for aslong asyou like; | won't react to it. Y ou might aswell kill me, because you' ve had dl the
gport you will get from me!”

Koriah puts up agood fight. Sheisn't as strong as her enemy, but she's much faster and more agile, and
she knows how to use thisto her advantage. Unit #23's clumsy thrusts can’t touch her as she twists and
turns, never staying gtill for an ingtant. Again and again, her laser pistols flare, the beams concentrated on
avulnerablejoint at the Biotron’sleft hip. At last, with a shower of sparks, hisleg buckles beneath him,
and the floor rushes up to meet hisface.

Thefloor isdl | can seefor amoment, until the Biotron is able to turn himsalf over. He extrudes his
radiation blaster, but Koriah isaready on top of him, pinning hisarm down with her foot, both pistols
amed directly into hiseyes. | haven't seen her in combat before, except for when Wroje surprised her. |
underestimated her.

A laser beam cutsinto the wall beside her, and suddenly sheis gone from my screen. All Unit #23 can
see now isthedirty white celling. He liftshishead in time to catch afleeting glimpse of ashadow. Koriah,
who has dropped to her haunches beside him, an arm raised to protect her exposed face, fillsin the
details. “Ogwen!” sheyells. “What do you think you're doing?’ Our resident bureaucrat, | assume, istill
seeing Antrons.

Unit #23 raises hishand and fires. In the instant that his blaster flares green, Koriah seemsto sense her
peril and turns, lashing out with her foot, kicking the Biotron's arm aside so that he pumps a cloud of
radiation into thewall. She hesitates for amoment, as if wondering whether to press her advantage;
instead, she chooses to pursue Ogwen.

Much as| hateto admit it, I'm relieved. | don’t think Unit #23 could have defeated her. Fortunately, she
seemsto have forgotten about me. She' smoving away from my chamber, following whatever unfounded
suspicion the Centauri signa has bred in her confused mind. | pity her prey when she catcheshim.

“Y ou did not seethe Time Traveler’ stimeline—the red timeline—as it would have been experienced by
the vast mgority,” ingststhe Emperor. “'Y ou saw only one point of view: the skewed worldview of an
embittered rebd.”

“Maybe,” | concede, “but it wasafamiliar sght. It reminded me of my childhood, of the tyranny against
which my father prepared meto fight.”

“Y ou cling to an idealized image of your birth father, Karza. Thetruth is, he, too, was adissdent, kicking
blindly against the order | had established. He could not see, or did not care, that my subjects had all
they required. He was prepared to take that from them, to plunge their livesinto uncertainty, for hisown
sdfishends”

“I had dreams,” | say hesitantly. “1 dreamt of asociety working in concert. | dreamt of the technological
leaps we could make.”

“Intherea timeline, those dreams cametrue.”

“But a what cost?’

“Y ou cannot please everybody, Karza. Y ou can feed them, clothe them, shelter and protect them, build
machinesto ease their lot, and il there will be those, like Archer, who hate you, consumed with
jedlousy for dl you have achieved. Y ou cannot reason with such people. They are macontents, and their
terrorist tactics cannot be tolerated.”

“There can beno order,” | agree thoughtfully, “without conformity.”

“And the seeds of chaos grow fast, and must be weeded out. Y ou have dways believed that, Karza. Do
not balk now, because of the imagined consequences of such a philosophy. If some people must suffer,
thenitisonly for the grester good.”

“I...accept what you' re saying, but...”
“Y ou must make up your mind, Karza. Look at your monitors. One of the Battle Cruisers has broken



formation. It isheading for the Astro Station.”

“| seeit.” My gazeisriveted to the screen in question, my muscles frozen. Why does my head hurt? Why
isit so hard to think?

“The Centauri are preparing to board us!”

A flexible docking tube extends from the Cruiser’ s Side, from between wegponsturrets. It flails about for
amoment, then findsthe station’smain airlock and clampsitscircular end over it, apowerful magnetic
charge holding it in place. The Centauri know that they won't be wel comed into the hangar bay, so

they’ re planning to enter my home by force.

“The cancdllation wave. Mugt send. ..the countersignd.....”

“No, Karza”

“I haveto. We can't fight them like thigl”

“Y ou will betray our presence, throw away our only advantage.”

| shake my head, trying to clear it but only making the pain moreintense. “ That advantage will be worth
nothing if we are too confused to fight. I'll be telling the Centauri nothing they don’t adready know: Wroje
never reached Koriah with abaffle—they can till read her life sgns. They know the Sation is il
occupied, but we can surprise them with our numbers.”

“If you do this, Karza, | will beforced to leave you.”

“Youwill dwaysbewith me. | recognize that now.”

“Then why do you hestate?’

My dry lipstwist into acruel sneer. “The audio feed from the secondary lab. .. Acroyear has attacked
Archer. Just amoment’ s delay on my part, and he may kill the boy.”

The Emperor smiles. “Y ou are your father’ s son, after dl.”

“Acroyear!” Archer’svoiceisgrained. | think the warrior has his hands around the boy’ sthroat. “Don't
do thisto me, Acroyear. It'sme—Ryan. Acroyear!”

“If you areindeed red, asyou clam,” snarlsthe warrior, “then you are the only part of this scenario that
is. That meansyou must be working for Ki.”

“You're...chokingme...please...”

A scuffling sound; the tinkling of ameta object being knocked from alab bench. Archer must have tried
to bresk free, but to no avall.

“It was you who persuaded meto leave my home,” snaps Acroyear, “first my apartment, then Micropolis
itsdlf. Y ou brought me here. Y ou have been guiding me through the levels of this maze, one by one. You
areresponsiblefor everything | have endured—and unless your master shuts down thisvirtua nightmare
now, | will squeeze your neck until it snapgl”

“Go...go on, then. Do it. That' swhy Karza sent you here, isn't it? That' swhy you cameto Earth.
You ve dready killed my dad. Judt...just get it over with, can’'t you?’

A long silencefollows. | can hear somebody breathing heavily, but | can’'t tell if it is Acroyear or Archer
or both. I wonder if the warrior has made good on histhreat. | am disappointed, then, to hear Archer’s
voice again, hoarse and subdued. “What' s happening to us, Acroyear? For amoment there, 1...1 thought
you were somebody ese. A Harrower...one of Karza s soldiers, from the dternative timeline. The ones
who...”

“| was under asimilar deusion.” The gpology emerges grudgingly from Acroyear’ sthroat. “| trust you
are not harmed?”’

“I'll have your fingerprints on my larynx for awhile—but no, no lasting damage.”

“The Centauri have done something to us. Even now, my inginctstell me not to trust you, that | must kill
you before you kill me. Itisal | can do to keep that impulse suppressed.”

“Just...just keep trying, yeah? We need to get to the bridge, seeif we can work out what...”

“No. The Centauri are my responsibility. Y ou have a more important task to perform.”
“You...you'reright. Oh, God, you'reright. I...I dmost forgot...”

“How long do you have?’



“I don’'t know. I've kind of lost track of time. It can’t be long, though.”

“You must return to Karzal s laboratory. Y ou must become the Time Traveler.”

“I know. But...but | can't leaveyou like—"

“Y ou must. For the sake of the universe, Archer, you must do this. My fate—the fate of al of ushere—is
unimportant in comparison.”

“Maybe | waswrong. Maybeit' s not this universe | should be saving.”

“We have discussed this. Y ou are doing the right thing.”

“Atleast in the other timeline, you had afighting chance!”

“Go,” says Acroyear, with surprising softness.

A long silence. Then, in achoked voice, Archer says, “It...it"' sbeen a privilege to fight dongside you,
Acroyear. In whatever redity. Y ou ve dways been therefor me.”

“I'm only sorry | cannot stay with you until theend.”

“I undergtland.” An attempt a alaugh. “1 know you' ve got other thingsto do, intergalactic horsesto
fight”

“You will not beforgotten.”

They part, then. Acroyear leavesfirgt, his stride purposeful and uninterrupted. Archer remainsin that tiny
room for atime; if | listen hard enough, | can hear his breathing, and the occasiona nervous clearing of
histhroat. Then he takes a deep breath, mutters something to himself in adetermined tone, and goesto
meset hisfate.

| canfed my own chest swelling with anticipation, hear liquid gurgling in the nutrient tank behind me.
Archer iscoming here. | know what | must do when he arrives. It istime. | open my mouth to say
something, but redize that I'm done again.

No. Not done. Somehow, | can gtill feel the Emperor’ s presence, even though | have negated the
Centauri’ s hypnotic sgnd, even though | know that his physica form wasno morethan anilluson. | fed
him watching over me. | can dmost see the smile on his cracked face as| prepare to follow the path he
laid out for me, the path he trod before me.

As| approach the destiny for which my father prepared me...

Acroyear is gathering forces on the bridge, under the supervision of Units#30 and #35. Kdllesh wasthe
first to respond to his broadcast call to arms, teetering unsteadily from the medica bay to pledge
assstance. Koriah was only a short way behind.

It took Wroje alittle longer to be convinced; eventudly, however, she and Knave negotiated a ceasefire,
each redlizing that they had no ideawhy they’ d been trying to kill the other. Ogwen, | can’t locate. | can
only assumethat he' sin hiding, hisnatura paranociataking over where the Centauri signd |eft off.
Kellesh hastaken aseet at the main control pandl. It didn’t take him long, with aclear mind and the
equipment now availableto him, to work out what’ s been happening. An uncomfortable, avkward
slence settles over the gathering as recent actions are reexamined in anew, colder light. Koriah and
Kellesh avoid each other’ s eyes, and Wroje attempts a Stammered gpology to the roomin generdl.
Acroyear, however, pulls them back to the present. “ A Battle Cruiser has docked with the Astro
Station,” heannounces grimly. “The Centauri are staging their final attack.”

“They’re burning through an airlock door,” reports Kellesh from his console. 1 have the auto-repair
working flat out, but it can only gain us afew more seconds, aminute at most.”

“Okay, people,” saysKoriah, “lookslikeit’sthe moment of truth. We' re outnumbered and outgunned,
but | for one don't intend to be taken without afight. Are you with me?’

“I'll do whatever | can,” says Kellesh.

“What the hell,” saysKnave. “I had nothing else planned for today.”

Wrgjejust nods, hugging hersdf tightly.

“THE BIOTRON UNITSWILL ASSIST TO THE FULL EXTENT OF OUR CAPABILITIES.”
“They’reamog through,” reports Kdlesh. “Thisisit!”

“Prepare to receive boarders,” intones Acroyear.



Archer has been pacing the corridor outside my laboratory for amost five minutes. His unique senses
must bewarning him againgt entering. The tragedy, for him, isthat hewill pay them no heed. He will
mistake hisfedling of dread, the voicein hishead that tells him to turn and run, for an entirely norma
reaction to hisstuation. He will overrideit, surethat heis doing what he hasto do.

He makes his decision, and acts before fear can stop him. He opens the door.

From the corner of the lab, Unit #23 turnsto watch the boy as he steps over the threshold, shaking, his
face pae. Haf-crippled, the Biotron is of little use to me other than asapair of eyes. | consdered
summoning another to my side, but the remaining units are better employed holding off the Centauri.
Anyway, | fed | should do this mysdf.

I’m not surewhy that’ simportant to me. Maybeit’s a symbolic gesture—after so many years of holding
lifeat arm’slength, | want to grab hold of it. After so many disappointments, so many blowsto my spirit,
| want to fed passionate again. And maybe, just maybe, | want to know that | did this, that | took this
opportunity myself. | want to know that | could doit.

| want to know that I'm still that man. | need to know that | am Karza.

Archer operates the computer again. A green spark eruptsinto aflame, which danceswithin therigid
confines of the containment grid. The call of the Rift seems stronger than ever, asif it can sense somehow
that | am almost ready to answer it.

Archer makes hisfina few checks, then stands and crosses the room. He knocks on my door, and |
hesitate for only amoment before alowing him into my chamber. | disable my monitorsand listening
devicesto afford us some privacy.

“I'mready,” he says, numbly, hiseyes not quite mesting mine.

“I know,” | say.

“I need the suit.”

| nod toward the containment suit in its acove. Archer approachesit, reachesfor it, runsthe tough but
flexible materid through his hands. Helooksinto the empty eyes of the Time Traveler, and | wonder
what heis saying to himin histhoughts. With aquick glance back & me, asif ashamed of his show of
apprehension, the boy liftsthe red and silver suit from its peg. He cradlesit in hisarms, and abolt of
jealous anger searsthrough me.

The gun has dways been here. It was my |ast resort. In the event of an enemy bypassing my Biotrons,
taking me by surprise, it might have bought me some time; enough to operate the auto-destruct or, if
needs be, smply to deny my attackersthe satisfaction of killing methemsalves. | teaseit, now, fromits
secret pocket benesth the arm of my chair. | concedl it in the palm of my hand, resting my thumb against
itstrigger device. The miniature pistol is good for one shot only—but one shotisal | will need.

Archer isgtarting to don the costume of the Time Traveler over his clothes. For dl hisvaunted intuition,
heisobliviousto hisdanger. He doesn't see the door closing behind him, does't hear the soft click of its
locking device.

“I can't let you do this” | say.

Hefreezes, one foot stuck hafway down the containment suit’ sleg.

“Y ou have stolen my destiny from meonce,” | remind him, “when you rewrote the past to shunt meinto
the footnotes of history. Now, | have a chanceto reclaim what | havelost. Y ou won't take it from me
agan!”

“You know,” he gasps.

“That | should have been aking? Y es, Archer, | know.”

Hiseyeswiden with redization. “I told you, didn't |7’

“Indeed. In your delirium, you betrayed your grestest secret.”

“It...it'snot what it lookslike. In the old timeline, yes, you were abaron, you ruled this gaaxy, but you
aren't that person now, Karza. Y ou're a better man!”

“A man whom, nevertheless, you didn’t trust with the truth. Why isthat, Archer?'Y ou must have sensed
something insde me. Y ou must have recognized my ambition. Y ou must have known that, had | seena



chance for power—true power, the type that changes worlds—I would have done anything, risked
anything, to dami it for mysdf!”

“No,” heprotestsinvain. “I...1...wastrying to protect you.”

“Fromwhat?’ | roar scornfully.

He flinchesfrom me and whispers, “Y ou would have become amongter.”

“Instead of which, | have achieved nothing. | am nothing.”

Archer shakes hishead. “That’ snot true. Y ou created the Rift. Y ou built thisfacility.
You...we...between us, we' re saving the universa!”

“Andwhat,” | ask coldly, “if itisnot this universe | wish to save?’

“You...youcan't...” Archer’ svoicetrails off. He doesn't know what to say.

“You presumeto tell mewhat | can’'t do?’ | snarl. “Y ou were the one who took it upon yourself to
decide the fate of two universes. Y ou were the one who chose, on awhim, to compound the mistake
made by your dternative self. My sole desireisto put things right, to restore the old timeline—the true
timeline! Y ou, on the other hand, would condemn us dl to life in this aberrant, abhorrent redity, this
shadow of the origind.”

“I...we...thought it would be better thisway.”

“And you consder yourself the best judge of that?’

Archer gares at thefloor. “1 don't know,” he mumbles.

I’m amost disappointed. It's proving much essier to shake his confidence, to make him doubt himself,
than | expected. Maybe | won't need the gun after all.

“But,” he says, “thisway, it'seader. | mean, the path | need to take isall programmed. | just haveto
download it to the Time Traveler’ s control unit.”

“The easy path isnot dwaystheright one,” | remark.

“I know that. But...but, let'ssay | did agree with you, let’ssay | wanted to restore the old timeline...I'm
not even sure | could doiit. | don't think | know how.”

“Yes, Archer, you do. You know it aswell as| do. Y ou smply lack the necessary belief in yoursdf, in
your abilities, to accept it.” He shuffles awkwardly and waitsfor meto spdl it out to him. “When you
guided my probe across the time stream, your ingtincts didn’t lead you toward the past—at least, not to
the past that we know. Y ou picked out an impossible path, to atime that should no longer exist, atimeto
which the strands of cause and effect no longer point. Had it not been for the Centauri’ suntimely
intervention, you would have reached the end of that path. Y ou would have found the Time Traveler.”
“I could have stopped him,” Archer redlizes. “I could have warned him about the dangers of using the
Pharoids machine. History would never have been changed.”

“Y ou could set thingsright.”

“But,” says Archer, suddenly afraid, “what would happen then? He—Il—was trapped on that world,
hunted by AzuraNovaand her troops. The time machine was our only way out. Without it, we' d have
died, and that would have been it for the rebellion. He would have won. He...” He shoots a guilty look at
me, asif redizing what heis saying.

“Y ou would have saved the universe,” | remind him.

Archer nods, defeated. “ Y ou'reright. | know you' re right—only, it'stoo late now. The probe was
destroyed. We can't retrieve that data.”

“The datawas not logt.”

“But...but it' sincomplete!”

“True”

“We d haveto program the rest of the course blindly.” Archer thinksfor amoment, then shakes his head.
“No. No, Karza, if you' rethinking of asking me...no, | can’t do it. These senses of mine, they don't
make me Superman. It’stoo much.”

“I know. However, thereisachance...”

Helooksat mein horror. “You can't mean...Y ou really want to take that risk?’

“Thereward, | beieve, isgreat enough.”

“Let me get thisstraight, Karza. Y ou' re saying you want to throw away our only shot a saving the



universe—this universe, the one we al know—for the possihility, and not avery good possibility at that,
of restoring another one. And why? Because, in this other timeline—the one we' ve only glimpsed, the
one we know amost zip about—you think you might be alittle better off?”
| shake my head, sadly. “Y ou don’'t understand, boy. | wasfoolish to think you might. | am concerned
not with my own comfort, but with the good of everybody. It ismy duty, my destiny, to save them from
the chaosin which we are forced to wallow like pigs”
He seesthe gun too late. He doesn’t move; perhaps he iswaiting for his sensesto tell him what to do, but
thereisnothing he can do. Nowhere to run, no way to fight back, and no time for either, now. The deed
isaready done, without fanfare, without any sound at al. The mini-pistol doesn’t even kick against my
pam asit ddiversitsinvigble beam.
Somehow, it dl fedsanticlimectic. | can dmost identify with Archer’ s nonplussed expression, the
disbelief in his eyes, that appear with the perfectly circular hole that smoldersin hisforehead.
“I will excisethechaos,” | vow ashislegsredizethat hisbrainisdead, and hefdlsat last. “Cut it out like
acancer. | will bring order, whatever the cost.”

CHAPTER

ELEVEN

| expected the Centauri to hold back, to send only asmall boarding party to begin with. | thought my
threats of mutua destruction would make them cautious. | waswrong.

They’ve arived inforce. A hidden Biotron watches them crowding into the airlock corridor, pressed so
closetogether that it's hard to see where one creature ends and the next begins. Still more of them
emerge from the Battle Cruiser’ s docking tube, trotting confidently over the melted dag of the airlock
door.

AsKaoriah predicted, they’ re taking no chances. Black armor is plated around their chests and their
fetlocks, seeming to absorb the artificid light of the station. Their black crossbows are readied, energy
bolts loaded.

Each of the Centauri has a pentagona gem grafted into his or her somach, at the point where their
humanoid torsos merge with their quadrupedal back halves. These gems burn with white energy, which
a0 courses benesth the armor to flare in its eye sockets. The Centauri warriors' long, thin faceplates
look like grinning skulls, like harbingers of death.

They divide their forces, pouring down the corridor in both directions, the larger group separating again
at thefirg junction they reach. A third of them are heading for the bridge; another third arefollowing a
Centaurus with a handheld detector who spurs them on with insults, feeding their bloodlust. Their
destination, | know, isthe port habitation corridor, in which they read the life Sgns of asngle being.
The remaining Centauri are on their way here.

Archer’ s corpse lies before me, the Time Traveler’ s costume till tangled around hisfeet, a surprised
expresson on hisface. Out in the main lab, my computer ticks away, processing the numbersthat Unit
#23fedintoit earlier. | find it bitterly ironic that, with dl the years of my life stretched out behind me, it
comes down to thisin the end: arace againgt time.

Theinvaders are close now. The more ground they gain without being chalenged, the more confident
they become, the faster their progress across the Astro Station. The empty corridors give them
reassurance that their sensors were accurate, that their radiation weapon wiped out al but one of us.
This, of course, iswhat Acroyear wanted them to believe.

He was waiting for them above the celling, in the hollow space between the inner and outer skins of the
hull. Asthey pass benesath him, he drops onto them, sword whirling. Before they can even react, the first
two Centauri are dead, and Acroyear isusing their bodies as a shield, the push of their comrades keeping
them upright against him. The Centauri are hampered by their narrow confines, their bulky formstrapped
between corridor wals, most of them unable to use their crossbowsfor fear of striking an aly. Acroyear
isableto stride through their ranks, cutting them down one by one. Energy bolts crackle around his heed,



but only afew find their target, and these he deflects with his arm-mounted shields.

Elsewhere, more Centauri search the living quartersin the port habitation corridor. One of them yanks
open the door to Wroje sroom, to take aface full of radiation fire from the waiting Unit #30. The
cregture recoils, clutching at hiseyes, his agonized scream aerting hisfellow soldiersto hisplight. The
Biotron, however, has dready turned hisback asif theinvaders responseisof no concern to him.
Behind him, thereisaholein thewal the Sze of hismetd fist. Beyond this hole, the outer skin of the hull
isvishble, dready dented.

Centauri troops pour into the room to find the Biotron landing punch after methodica punch on thisweak
spot, smashing hisway out to space. Alarmed, they rush to restrain him, firing energy boltsinto his head
a point blank range. The unit is staggered—damaged, | fear, beyond repair—but, doggedly, he
persaveres with his programmed task.

It only takesasmdl crack. Air whistles past the invaders, buffeting them, leaving them short of bregth.
They abandon their attack, and attempt to retreat. Meanwhile, on the bridge, Wroje operates the control
that will bring down an airtight bulkhead behind them.

Only afew meters away from Wroje, | hear Koriah and Knave greeting more Centauri with afusilade of
laser fire, using opposite corners of acorridor junction as cover. Their beams aren't powerful enough to
penetrate the invaders' black armor, but afew lucky shots keep them at bay, the cramped environment
again working to the defenders advantage.

“They'redl indde, Kdlesh,” Wroje squed sinto acommunicator. “Do it now!”

Down in the exposed bowels of the Astro Station, a space-suited Kellesh hooks up a canister of
poisonous cleaning materid to the oxygen recycling system, and twists open its nozzle.

The Centauri arerdlying against Acroyear, pushing him back toward me. They let out a collective roar as
he turns and withdraws. They surge forward, eagerly—into awide-angled burst of radiation from the
waiting Unit #35.

They keep coming. Thefirst of them dmost makesit, but heis aready losing blood from a deep sword
wound. As his hands reach for the bio-mech, his back legs buckle beneath him and he fdls heavily, two
more soldiers sscumbling over hisrump. Suddenly, the Centauri are trapped, arms and legs thrashing
uselesdly, crossbows firing into the ceiling, only adding to the chaos as wave after wave of green radiation
washes over them, draining their strength.

With the Biotron’ s blaster spent and his foes weakened, Acroyear returnsto the fray.

Theair in my chamber hastaken on apaeyelow tint. Kellesh's poison is being pumped throughout the
gtation. Fortunately, my air tubes guarantee me afresh supply of oxygen. Koriah islikewise protected by
her uniform helmet, and Acroyear claimsthat hisarmor too will filter out the worst of the toxins. Wroje
and Knave are both wearing oxygen tanks. Knave waits alittle too long before he clamps his mask to his
face with agpare hand, and | hear him coughing and retching.

My computer continuesitswork. | need only afew more minutes.

Y dllow clouds drift across my screens, and for atimeall | know of the continuing battle comes from its
sounds. thewhines of laser pistols, the explosions of energy bolts, the grunts and cries of anger and pain.
Only asthe poison clouds begin to clear, dispersed by the recycled air behind them, can | begin to take
gtock of the Stuation again—and | find that thingsaren’t going well.

The Centauri don’'t seem to have been affected by the gas. | can only assume that they anticipated such
an atack, and worefilters benegath their faceplates.

They have divided their forces again, sending anumber of soldiers around the station to surprise Koriah
and Knave from behind. | can’t tell how they arefaring, but aslong as| can hear their laser pistolsfiring,
at least | know their reflexes are kegping them dive. The pair have been driven to their prearranged
falback sition—a storeroom—where they’ re pinned down. The Centauri, therefore, have free accessto
the bridge.

They presagetheir arriva by firing severa dozen energy bolts through the doorway. They ricochet from
thewadls, filling theair with fire. Severd instrument panels explode. Wroje shrieks, and divesfor cover



behind achair. Unit #39 moves to protect her, meeting the Centauri advance. | redlize that I'm holding
my breath, praying for Wrojeto find the strength she needs to unleash the warrior within her.

There is some good news. Through Unit #30’ s eyes, | watch the Centauri in the port habitation corridor
suffocating and dying, clutching at their throats as they collgpsein droves. And Acroyear isstanding his
ground against overwhel ming odds—for the present.

| need to prepare mysdlf.

| start by removing the various plugs and cables from my flux armor, the bonds that confine meto this
seet. | hestate for amoment, then | bresthe deeply, stiffen my spine, and clutch at the arms of my chair
asif afraid that I'll collapse like amarionette with its strings cut. Thereisno reason to believe such a
thing, of course. The exo-suit isfully charged; | have at least two hours before its power is spent. As
aways, however, the severance of my connectionsto the Astro Station leaves mefeding helpless.

I’m no longer in contral. | am in the hands of degtiny.

It takes a supreme effort to push mysdlf to my feet. | sand, shaking, feding dizzy as my head adjuststo
itsnew dtitude. | curse my frailty, knowing that once againit isthe Time Traveler who isresponsible for
thisweaknessin me. Asthe parts of my body failed, | could have replaced them with stronger,
bio-mechanica components. | knew how, but he never gave methetimeto redize that vision.

The mask of the Time Traveler stares up a me from the floor, and | see my red eyesreflected in his, asif
| haveignited some long-buried spark of lifewithin him. | stoop to retrieve the suit, but the effort of
untying it from around Archer’ sanklesistoo much. | drop heavily to one knee, black spots swimming
before my eyes.

| am disgusted with mysdlf. | am Karza. | will not be disgraced like this.

But, as| gather my resolve, my eyes are drawn back to my monitors, and | witness another defest
playing itsdf out. Unit #39 has been overcome, his radiation blaster destroyed. The Centauri sveep
across the bridge, and Wroje falls backs before them, mustering no more than a defiant whimper and a
few ineffectud bursts of laser fire.

Two soldiers pin her arms, while another takes Wroj€e' s chin in her gauntleted hands, her death mask
appearing to leer at the frightened woman. Wrojeisin tears, her jaw working as she attempts to stammer
avoicdess plea. For amoment, | think the Centauri will break her neck, but she contents herself with
congtricting her captive' swindpipe until she passes out. Wrojefolds, but her soldier escorts keep her
fromfdling. Thefemale, gpparently their leader, gestures to them to remove the prisoner from her sight.
Then she steps onto the main platform, nodding with approval as a seat swivelsto greet her. Shelowers
her haunches onto it, straddling it awkwardly, and runs her hands amost lovingly over the instrumentsin
front of her, aterritorid gesture.

Andthat isthelast | see of that scene before a concentration of energy bolts takes the Biotron’ s sight
from him forever.

“Knave?’ Koriah'svoice, picked up by amicrophone outside the storeroom, faint but discernible over
the continuing gunfire. “1 want you to do something for me.”

“I'll try my best,” gruntsthe Vaerian. “Thing is, I'mabit...” He squeezes off four more shots down the
corridor. “...tied down at the moment.”

“I want you to get out of here.”

Knave laughs hollowly. “First chance we get, | promise.”

“No. | want you to get out of here. Y ou seethat grille up there?’

“Air ducts. Don't think | hadn’t thought about it—but we' d never makeit before...” A short pause.
“No!”

“It' sthe only way, Knave. These pistols don't have unlimited power. Even if they did, we couldn’t hold
off the Centauri forever.”

“I made avow to mysdlf, along time ago. | said I'd never turn my back on afriend. | have to keep that
promise, Koriah. It'swhat separates me from the rest of my people. | haveto believe I’ m not like that!”
“There sno point in us both saying to die!”



“Then you should go. Y ou're smaler than me, anyway. It'Il be easier for you.”

“With your gymnastic background? Y ou can get into those pipes, and through them, faster than | ever
could. Let me have thisone, Knave. Y ou talked about the vow you made—what about me? When |
entered the service, | promised to defend the innocent. | haven’t had too much success at that, recently.”
Knave doesn't answer—at least not that | can hear—Dbut his expression must say it all, because, in
between shots, Koriah continues, “1’m not leaving here, Knave. Whatever you do, you won't budge me
from thisdoorway. So, it sup to you: Y ou can die with me, or you can try to save yoursdlf. Find Kellesh,
seeif he hasany more bright ideas. But make up your mind quickly, because | can't keep you covered
for much longer.”

There are no more words after that.

A few seconds short of aminute later, even the gunfire stops.

| tear the containment suit from Archer, and stand. Now comesthe difficult part. The suit won't fit over
my white armor. For thefirst timein over six decades, | will haveto removeit. | will haveto expose my
wasted body to the elements. | was dways aware of this, of course. | told myself that, when thetime
came, when | no longer had the exo-suit to bolster my resources, sheer willpower would lend methe
gtrength to keep on living. | knew that | couldn’t die, so closeto achieving my gods. | wish | could be so
sure now.

| close my eyes, set my jaw, concentrate on keeping my musclesrigid, and operate the laser key in my
glove. With the sound of acracking Lobros shell, the panels of my armor pop from their sockets—and
suddenly, everything fedsdifferent. Theair islike pinson my arms, my chest, my back, pricking sweat
from my pores. My brain fedds numb. | am still wearing my helmet, but a dozen needles have just
retracted themsalves from inside my skull—I had grown accustomed to the pain they caused, and it
makes itsdf felt now by its absence.

| take agreat, shuddering breath. | open my eyes, half expecting to find that | have falen without my
sensesregigering it, but il 1 stand, abeit feding more vulnerable than | have since childhood. My
exo-suit, my armor, is piled around my feet, so many lumps of useess metal. The circuitry onitsinner
surfaces has corroded, and | wonder that it could still function. My body bears the dry holes made by its
neural connectors. My skin is pockmarked with sores, patterned with purple bruises, the pain of which
the suit blocked from me. They are beginning to tingle now, asif dowly reawakening.

| am horribly aware, for thefirgt time, of the fragility of my Astro Station, now that the thin walls of this
battered container are dl that protect me from the freezing void.

| could amost laugh at thislatest crud irony; that, ultimately, | should be so helpless. But thereisno
turning back. | raise my hands, fighting to keep them lill. | take the helmet between them, and | lift it. |
work itsair tubes out of my mouth with my tongue, and take my first tentative breath of the sation’s
dae, recycled air.

A lingering trace of Kellesh's poison scratches my throat and | cough up acidic bile, each spasm of my
lungs sending alance of pain through me.

At last, | compose mysdf to lift my head, to stare into the reflective blankness of one of my defunct
screens, to face mysdf—my red sef—again, at long last.

For seconds uncounted, | stare into my own eyes. No longer do | see the armored monster that
reminded me so much of the Emperor—but neither do | see any trace of the man | was before, the young
firebrand whose image never quite faded in my mind' seye. Somehow, impossibly, | think | expected to
find that man again in these final moments. Instead, | am confronted by a pale, emaciated wreck of a
creature whom | don’t recognize a all.

| avert my gaze, feding something like atear well onto my cheek. | brush it away with afinger, which
comes away stained red. Blood. An after-effect of the removal of my helmet.

| mustn’t dwell onthis. | mustn’t doubt myself. If anything, thisreminder of the pathetic shdll | have
become should spur me on. My life has meant nothing, but | have the chance to change that now. | can
make mysdf over, renvent mysdf again.



| place my firgt foot into the containment suit. | can’t keep my balance, and have to rest ahand on the
back of my chair to steady myself. But | try again, and roll the golden fabric up over my left leg. The
effort leaves me short of bresth, and | haveto st down.

But dready | can fed asense of excitement rising in my ssomach, chasing awvay my foreboding. Thisisit:
The moment to which my entire life has been leading.

| am about to become the Time Traveler.

On the bridge, a Centaurus throws aside the lid to the disused cryo-crypt, to find Ogwen inside. He's
clutching an empty bottle of methohal to his chest, so drunk that his only reaction to being dragged from
his hiding placeisto lapse into agiggling fit. He istaken to the refectory, where Wrojeis aready secured.

Unit #30 limpsinto the storeroom corridor, his circuits sparking, hisdisplay flickering and strobing, in
time to see Koriah being likewise dragged from her bolt hole, held amost aoft by baying Centauri. She
has been divested of her hedmet and pigtols, till struggling and kicking to no avail. The Biotron lurchesto
aclumsy hdt astheinvaders spot him, asthey turn on him. He can't use his blaster without harming the
Gdactic Defender. His processors whir duggishly into action, arequest for ingtructions forming on his
monitor.

He sl waiting for aresponse when Knave bounds onto the scene, leaping over his head, guns blazing
from dl four arms. He landsin the Centauri’ smidgt, hislithe purple body twisting and coiling likethat of a
snake, never ill, never remaining in the same place for even haf a second. The creaturesfire upon him,
but only succeed in pumping crossbow bolts into each other. Even from my vantage point, | can hardly
keep track of the Vagrian. He disappearsinto the throng for seconds at atime, making me think he has
been felled, until he pops up e sawhere to wreak more havoc.

There' samethod to his gpparently random actions. He' sworking hisway toward Koriah, distracting the
Centauri who hold her, giving her the opportunity to break free. Already she has dropped to her fest,
athough sheis ill held from both sides. Knave wouldn't turn hisback on afriend, after al. Wrong
choice.

He can't have seen, as| see, the blood on Koriah's head, a glistening black trail against her dark skin. In
restraining her, the Centauri have reopened the wound inflicted by Wroje. Spirited as sheremains, the
girl’ s strength is fading—and athough she managesto pull free from one of her captors, the other retains
asteadfast grip on her shoulder, her face twisting in pain as she attempts to breek it.

Even now, Knave could abandon her and escape. His persistence provesto be hisdownfall. The
Centauri have abandoned their wegpons, striking at him with fists and hooves. They close ranks so that,
even with his astonishing agility, the Vaerian soon has nowhere to go in the enclosed space. It isn't long
before he disappears between them and doesn’t surface again.

Belatedly, | answer Unit #30'srequest. | tell him that both Koriah and Knave are usdess to me now, that
their presence should not keep him from discharging his duty. He steps forward, raises his hand, and
perishesin abrief but furiousvolley of energy bolts.

| tell myself that it doesn’'t matter. | need only be concerned with Acroyear’ s progress. | am pleased to
see that he has made great inroads, his blade scything through enemy armor. Even the normally fearless
Centauri are beginning to shy away from physica confrontation. They’retrying to pull back, to usether
crossbows from afar, but Acroyear keeps bearing down on them, denying them the respite they need.
Inthe end, the creatures’ leader hasto sacrifice three more of histroopsto give the rest achanceto
withdraw to a more strategic position. They form up farther down the corridor, managing to squeeze
three abreast between the walls, the front rank squatting on their haunches. Asthe last sacrificefalls,
Acroyear is suddenly, briefly, surrounded by space, and the bolts come thick and fast, spattering against
him, making him stagger.

He drops his head, clenches hisfists and marches onward through the barrage. Holes are being blasted in
hisarmor, he must be in agony, but he does't let it stop him. The Centauri are scattered like tenpins as
he closes with them again.

Hecan't win.



Fresh from their victory over Koriah and Knave, Centauri reinforcements are coming up behind the
warrior. Unit #35 can delay them, but not for very long, and then my fina defender will be surrounded.
This cold fact spurs me onward, although | know that haste will not serve me. | am till a the mercy of
the main compuiter.

| wrestle my shouldersinto the containment suit, plunge my handsinto itsarmholes. The silver control
unit, with itstriangular pandl, has become partialy detached, and | fumble to reconnect it. The Time
Traveler embraces me, his skin becoming my own. Gold fabric knitsitself together up my back, and |
dart to fed safeagain.

Unit #35 has been felled. Hisinternal camerais fill broadcasting, although most of his other systems have
ceased and his artificial heart has stopped pumping. | watch from hisfrozen worm' seye point of view as
Centauri soldiers galop up behind Acroyear. The warrior seesthem coming and swings his sword to
discourage them, but their energy bolts are dready smacking into him. Forced to haf-turn, he presentsan
opportunity to another of the creatures, which rears up and strikes him with its front hooves. The force of
the blow is enough to didodge his helmet, knocking it askew.

All he can do now isflatten his back to thewadll, cutting down the angles from which hisfoes can come at
him. He strikes out to hisleft and hisright in turn, varying the pattern and direction of histhrusts, but the
Centauri can afford to keep their distance. They know that the battle is over; they’re just waiting for the
inevitable opening. Acroyear’ s attention is divided. Heisforced to use his sword to block their incoming
energy bolts, and even he can’t look both ways at once.

Finaly, when thereis nothing else he can do, he lets out ablood-curdling war cry and launches himself
into the ranks of the Centauri that first engaged him. He disappears benegth them, visible only by the
tumult that his unexpected, suicida charge has caused. The Centauri’ sanima howls, and the sprays of
blood intheair, tell methat Acroyear istill fighting, still determined to take as many of the crestures as
he can down with him.

And now they have him pinned to the floor among them, striking down vicioudy and repeatedly. | know
that it'sdl over.

A hoof dams heavily into Unit #35's head—another Centaurus, galloping to join her comrades—and his
picturefizzlesand islogt. Only one Biotron is il broadcasting to me: The damaged Unit #23, out in the
main laboratory. Through hiseyes, | can seethe Rift, and its green light gtill callsto me. My defenders
have failed me—flesh and blood aways will—but | will not fall.

Cradling the protective mask under my arm, | haul mysdlf from my seet again. | hdf-wak, haf-sumbleto
the chamber door. | lean on it for amoment, its cold metal soothing my fevered forehead. | think | could
day likethisforever. | haveto force my free arm to move, my hand to fed aong the wal for the opening
mechanism.

The door didesaside, and | have to support myself again. | am given encouragement, however, by the
sght of the Rift directly in front of me. It has been many yearssince | last saw it with my own eyes, and
even then it wastinted red by the lensesin my helmet. Even with the technology I’ ve created, amere
electronic image could never do justice to this phenomenon. | had forgotten how deep, how bright, the
Rift’ slight was, how vibrant its color. | had forgotten how it sesemed to draw everything into itsdlf,
including apart of me.

| had forgotten how strong its call could be.

Soon, | promiseit, very soon. | am almost ready. After all thistime...

The computer pings softly to inform methat it has finished itswork. The path for my momentous journey
has been calculated. | operate the unit on my chest, forming an infrared connection to the mainframe. A
light blinksin the center of the triangular control pand, indicating that dataiis being recaived. Soon, very
soon.

“Unit #23,” | ingtruct, “ stand guard outside thisroom. Do not alow anybody to enter. Kill anybody who
tries” The hapless Biotron movesto obey, dragging hisinjured leg behind him. | hardly sparehim a
glance as he passes me, except to note that, in his current condition, he will cause the Centauri minimal



delay. | only hopeit will be enough.

And then he pauses in the doorway, turns back to me, and says, “ON BEHALF OF ALL OF US,
LORD KARZA, | WOULD LIKETO SAY THAT IT HASBEEN AN HONOR TO SERVE YOU. |
ONLY HOPE THAT YOU WILL ACHIEVE EVERYTHING YOU HAVE WISHED FOR.”
Heisgone before | know how to respond to him. Suddenly, | have avivid image of mysdlf a the control
platform on the bridge the first day | arrived on the Astro Station; of a Biotron—the same unit—enquiring
after my state of mind. Perhaps his circuits were damaged, too, when Koriah attacked him; perhaps

that’ swhy he has disregarded his subsequent programming. | programmed the Biotrons to overcome
such sentiment, to resist forming attachments. Just as | programmed mysdlf. And suddenly I'm ayoung
man again, confronted with the twisted, crumbling wreck of aloya friend whom | sent to his desth.

| want to cal him back. I want to thank him. But | don’t.

The door closes behind Unit #23 with afind click. | hear hoof beats approaching.

Gunfire: The staccato sounds of energy bolts, the answering crackles of aradiation blaster. The
belligerent yells of the invaders. More hoof bests, closer.

I’'m waiting impatiently for the chest unit to tell methat my courseis programmed in. | wish I’ d devoted
sometime to increasing its processing speed, but | never thought it would be an issue. Each second
seemsto trickle by, bringing with it fresh disgppointment.

The Centauri are hammering on the door. It bulges and buckles under the ondaught of their hooves. |
pray for afew more seconds.

But, too soon, the final barrier fals, and the enemy are upon me.

| scream: A lifetime’ sworth of frustration channeled into asingle“No!” burning my throat.

| expected them to shoot me. Instead, they canter confidently, arrogantly, into the room. | have adways
thought of thislaboratory, as much as the chamber beyond it, as my inner sanctuary. These monsters
defileit with their presence.

They surround me, their crosshows raised. One of them asks, “Isthishim, Leader?” And | become
aware of adarker presence among them. A creature who, despite her metal mask of war, | recognize
from our many long-distance conversations.

She struts up to me and takes my chinin her hand, her eyes glistening asthey stare appraisingly into mine.
“Couldit be?’ she snears. “But no—tell meit isnot possible. The great and powerful Karza, the mighty
warrior who thought he could resist our superior race—an old and feeble biped, after al.” Shecastsa
glance back at the Rift, and spits derisively, “ Reduced to this pathetic attempt to escape our vengeance!”
Shetosses back her mane and |ets out an unpleasant, snorting laugh. Obsequioudly, her troops follow
uit.

“Computer,” | say quietly, “ operate protocol Karza 7434-5840.”

The Centauri leader’ s eyeswiden, and she delivers a backhanded dap to my exposed cheek. | gasp and,
to my disgust, my legsfold beneath me. The Time Traveler’ s mask falls out of my grasp, and under alab
bench.

»AUTO-DESTRUCT SEQUENCE INITIATED,« reports atinny voice, which | know isbeing
broadcast throughout the station. »PLEASE EVACUATE. THISFACILITY WILL BE DESTROYED
IN...« A pause, asthe computer checksits database for the information. The default timing for the
auto-destruct countdown isone hour. | changed it. »... TEN SECONDS.«

Just long enough for the Centauri to contemplate their fate, to gppreciate what I’ ve done to them. Not
long enough, by any means, for them to avoid it. | may be on my knees, but I'm laughing, laughing until
my chest aches. It seither that, | think, or cry. If therewastime, I’ d probably do both.

The Centauri leader stoops, having to fold her front legs awkwardly. She grips my shoulders, pullsmeto
my feet and dams me brutaly into the bench, bearing me down until I'm bent backwards acrossit. “ Stop
the countdown!” she demands. “ Stop the countdown, or | will inflict excruciating pain upon you!”
»AUTO-DESTRUCT IN FIVE SECONDS.«

“Doyour worgt,” | taunt. “While you can.”



»FOUR.«
“I warned you, Centaurus. Y ou should have listened to me.”

“I'll sharethetimetechnology with you!”
“Itisnot yoursto share!” | hiss.
»THREE.«

The Centaurus rounds on her troops. “ Destroy that computer!” sheinstructsin an insane screech,
pointing with atrembling finger. The creatures oblige. | flinch asthe room isfilled with light, my ears
assailed by the cacophony of ahundred explosions.
The computer’ svoiceis gilled, durring into silence. The noise continues for at least ten seconds beyond
that—or s0 it seemsto me, dthough | know thisto be impossible. When finally it stops, the slence itsdlf
is deafening, making my earsring.
The silence stretches on, long enough for me to know that something iswrong.
Smoke driftsin front of my eyes. | can hear asmdl fire crackling.
The Centauri couldn’t have halted the countdown. They couldn’t! The auto-destruct circuitry is buried
too deeply within the sation. And yet, somehow, it has been hated.
Thefemalelooms over me and, athough her mask concedls her expression, | can seethe smugnessin her
eyes. The control unit on my chest lets out three short beeps, signaling that the course coordinates for its
journey through the time stream have been recelved and processed. Sowly, the cold redlity of my defeat
gnksin. Eventhis, my final gesture of defiance, has been denied to me.
| push myself up from the bench. The Centauri pressin around me. | struggle. | didn’t think | had the
grength, but | find it. | ignore their glancing hoof blows. | think their leader givesthem an order not to kill
me, but | hear it distantly, asif through along tube. All I can seeisashifting kaleidoscope of dark
shapes. | fed dizzy, nauseous, and | pressmy eyes shut. I’ m relying on sheer ingtinct now—ingtinct and
adrendine. | should havefallen long ago. | will, soon. | am battered, spun around, but | never lose my
orientation. | know wherethe Riftis. | can heer it calling.
And | know, somehow, | just know, when my pathto itisclear.
| take my opportunity: my legp for freedom, for the Rift. And | know it will destroy me, because I’ m not
wearing the mask, I’m not protected. But my heart sings, and | force my eyes open because | want to
drink in that green light onelast time.
Only thegreenlight isn't there. The siren call wasanilluson. I’'m looking at the pae, blank wall of the
laboratory through the black containment frame. The abused computer must have lost control of the
energy grid; emergency systems have shut down the Rift.
The Centauri hold me again, and | can’t escapethistime. | have no strength Ieft. If they let me go, |
would only fdl. Their leader squares up to me, her face an inch from my own.
“Wadl, well,” she saysin amocking tone, “thereis some spirit in you yet. But where do you think you can
runto, little man? This station isours. Y our project isours. And so, now, are you!”

CHAPTER

TWELVE

I”’m paraded through the corridors of what was once my home, my tiny kingdom. Two Centauri soldiers
march ahead of me, two more behind, one to each Sde—this|atter pair holding my shoulders so that my
unresponsive feet drag on the floor. Six guards; | ought to be flattered, given my current condition.

Two more stand outside the refectory. One operates the door control—no doubt the corresponding
panel inside the room has been disabled—and I’ m bundled through the aperture and left to stand
unaided. For an instant, watched by so many waiting eyes, | think | can doit. | fall on my face, of course,
humiliated.

Asthedoor is closed and locked, my fellow prisoners gather about, concerned.

“Areyou okay?’ fusses Wroje. “ Areyou hurt? What did they do to you?’

“And, while you' re considering those questions,” putsin Knave, “ here' s another onefor you: Who are
you?”

“The Time Traveler?’ asksKoriah.



“Archer?’ guesses Acroyear, peering at my age-worn face. Under other circumstances, | could laugh.
Somebody is laughing: Ogwen, hegped in acorner, on the verge of hysteria. “Don’'t you recognize him?
Don't you recognize our lord and master? It' s Karza, you fools, Karzal”

They’ re beginning to seeit. Wroje gasps, putting a hand to her mouth. Koriah raises an eyebrow.
Acroyear says, “Y ou' rewearing the Time Traveler’ s containment suit.”

“Well observed,” | say dryly.

“Then, what became of Ryan Archer?’

“He'sdead.” | wait amoment for that to Sink in. “I planned to enter the Rift in his place. | wasn't quick
enough. The Centauri found me.”

“Then...then you didn't make therepairs,” sammers Wroje. “Thetime stream...it’ sl unraveing!”
“Oneinthe eyefor the Centauri,” giggles Ogwen, “when they find out.”

“You mug tel them!” criesWroje. “If they knew how important it was, if they knew that the whole
universe was in danger, they’ d let you—"

“I will tell the Centauri nothing!” | snap. “They are animas. They won't understand!”

Acroyear legpsto hisfeet and beginsto pace like a caged beast, showing no sign of the injuries he must
have sustained. The Centauri took his sword, but they couldn’t remove hisarmor without killing him; he
gtill looks like aformidable foe. My best hope, such asitis. “If only there was some way out of this
room...” hegrowls. He hdts, hiseyesdighting upon the grille to the oxygen ducts, high up on thewal
opposite the door.

“Been there, donethat,” says Knave. “They’ |l be wiseto that trick now. They’ |l have guards watching the
ducting.”

“All'l need,” | say, lifting mysdlf into agitting position with some difficulty, “isaccessto the Rift, just for a
second. The courseistill programmed into my chest unit.”

“Why don’t you accept it?” groans Ogwen. “ The Centauri have won. We can't fight them—I ook what
happened when wetried! Archer’s dead, and the rest of us are lucky not to have joined him. They’ve
besten ugl”

“Not dl of ud” criesWroje suddenly.

“Wroje...”

Fired with enthusiasm, sheignores my warning growl. “No, don’t you see, they haven't got Kdlesh! He
was undernegth the gtation, out in space. They might not think to look there, and...and he' s till wearing
abaffler, so they can't detect him. He' sfreel HE Il think of something. HE Il 1ash together some gadget,
and he'll come rescue us”

“Maybe” | say tartly, “if you haven't just betrayed his presence.”

Wroje looks horrified, her jaw trembling as she triesto work out what she’ s done wrong.

Koriah frowns. “What are you telling us, Karza?

“He' s saying that the room’ s bugged,” offers Ogwen. “ All the rooms are bugged. I'll bet he has cameras,
too, inthewalls. | dways knew he waswatching us, dwayswatching.”

“Kaza?’

| shrug. “One microphone, located haf ameter below the oxygen duct—buried, as Ogwen correctly
surmises, inthewall. Its output is encoded, and can only be unscrambled by the receiver in my chamber.
With luck, the Centauri won't have activated it yet. | would advise, however, saying nothing aoud that
you would not wish to be overheard.”

“You were spying on us?’ blestsWroje. “All thistime...?

“Of course hewas,” laughs Ogwen. “What else did you expect?’

“But...but not al thetime?1 mean, not when wewerein our quarters?’

| don’t say anything; | don't haveto. Anyway, it istaking more and more effort to think through my
dizziness, to block out the pain that is growing to encompass my body. | didn’t count on spending this
long without my exo-suit. My years are catching up on me.

Koriah rounds on me, always eager to sde with alost cause. “ That' s out of order, Karzal Bad enough
you had the Biotrons marching around like your persona watchmen; at least they stayed out of our
rooms. We re entitled to some privacy!”



“And I’'m entitled,” | respond hotly, “to know what’' s happening aboard my own station.”

“But...but sometimes,” sammers Wroje, “when LeHayn and | were alone—when | thought we were
aone—I...I talked to her about things. Persond things.”

“I haveno interest inyour dreary life,” | snap. “All 1 was concerned with was the project, and anything
that might jeopardizeit.”

“Such as?’ Koriah chdlenges.

“Such as Vedum encouraging the insectoid to abandon me. Such as Ogwen planning to betray meto the
Centauri to save hisown skin.”

“Y ou can't control everything that happens around you, Karzal”

“Can't1?

Koriah scowls. “Oh, sure, you'd liketo. That’sonething I’ ve redlized about you, Karza. Y ou want
power, and you don’'t care what you have to do to get it. All thistalk of saving the universe—I know you
mean it, | know you genuindy want to repair the timelines, that’ swhy | haven't tried to stop you. But
why, Karza? | don’'t believe it sout of atruism. | don’t think you even care what happensto the rest of
us after you' ve gone. It'sameansto an end for you, isn’t it? The Gaactic Defenders wereright. Y ou
want to be ableto travel in time, to change your life. Y ou want to rewrite history, to put yoursef in
control.”

“And would that be so bad? Or would you prefer this chaos?’

“| prefer to be responsible for my own actions!” storms Koriah.

“Such as disabling the auto-destruct system?”’

“I...1..." I'vethrown her off-balance, but not for long. “Yes. Yes, | did that. It was one of the first things
| did after | arrived here. | went down into the bowels of the station and | disconnected the bomb that
you' d so condderately placed under usall. | tried to reconnect it when Acroyear’ s plan hinged on us
being able to useit, but the Centauri broadcast their hypnotic signal, Kellesh attacked me, and there just
wasn'ttime”

“That bomb was our last hope.”

“Your last hope, Karza. No one e'se could activate it—and | didn't trust you not to misuseit. | wasn't
sure you wouldn't sacrifice us, each and every one of us, for afinal grand gesture!”

“Thenit' sthanksto you,” | snarl, “that the Centauri have the time travel machinery. Y ou' ve caused
exactly what you came here to prevent. | hope you' re proud!”

“Hey,” pipesup Knave, before the argument can escdate further. “ The universeis still doomed, right?
How much worse could the Centauri make things?’

“When you have suffered alifetime astheir dave,” | say through clenched teeth, “dways assuming that
they let your miserable speciesevolve at dl, and given the infinitesma chance that we will remember this
conversation or anything about our current existence, then | swear | will find you and remind you of that
inane contribution, Vaerian.”

Knave shrugs. “It was arhetorica question. The point is—"

“Thepoint is” interrupts Acroyesr, “that, whatever the reason, we are dive. It sfutile to debate how we
cameto be here; recriminationswill not aid our escape.”

An awkward, reflective sllence follows. Then Wroje asks hesitantly, “Why haven’t the Centauri killed
us? What do they want from us?’

“The samething they have dwayswanted,” | say. “My project.”

“They havethat dready,” saysKnave.

“Perhgpsthey don't. | could have deleted vitd files from my computer’ s drives—filesthat, intellectud
dwarves asthey are, they could never reconstruct.”

“And did you?’

“No, but, ironicaly, the Centauri caused agreet ded of damage themsdves, whilst trying to abort the
auto-destruct countdown. It will take them sometimeto repair the computer. Until they do, they can't
know for surethat they have al the datathey need—or, equaly importantly, that their scientists can
interpret that data. They may need me, after dl.”

“And therest of us?’ asks Acroyesar.



“They will probably threaten your livesto gain my cooperation.”

Koriah laughs hollowly. “Then they don’t know you very well.”

“Indeed.”

| am thinking back to the offer the fema e Centaurus made, when she thought | had power over her. She
waslying, of course. She had no moreintention of sharing my project thando I. Assoon as| had
stopped the countdown, the power would have been hers again, and she would not have relinquished any
fraction of it.

Now, however, the Situation is different. | may have abargaining tool. | can make aded: | can help my
foesto reopen the Rift; | can plant the ideain their mindsthat | may have created a death trap, for
anyone who gtepsintoit; | can let them send meinfirst. A long shot, but it could happen. And onceit
has, this aberrant timeline would be extinguished in a heartbeat. Nobody would be able to follow me.
“What happened to Archer?’ asks Acroyear.

| shrug. “Doesit matter?”’

“To me, yes. You say the Centauri soldierswere instructed to keep us dive. Why, then, did they kil
him?’

It would be easy tolie, but | amweary of dl that. “I did not say the Centauri killed him, only that the boy
was dead. Y es, Koriah, there’ s no need to look so scandalized. It was me. | murdered Archer. He
would have destroyed everything.”

Thenext thing | know, Acroyear ison top of me, hands around my throat, squeezing the life out of me,
and everybody elseisshouting. | can’t make out their words, only the muted rhythms of their voices
crashing in my earslike waves bresking againgt acliff sde. | can only hear Acroyear:

“| should have done this days ago—Archer warned me that you were amonster!” Theimage of his
helmeted head fades from my sight, asif I’m being pulled awvay down along, dark tunndl.

I’m lying on my side, floundering asif haf-drowned. My heart pounds so hard that | fear it will give out.
The act of breathing islike scouring my lungs with sandpaper, but my chest achesfor air and so breathe |
must. My vision is hazy with tears. | try to blink them away, try to focus on the muffled sounds around
me

“—don't likeit either,” Koriah issaying, “but if he' stelling thetruth, if Archer didn’t makeit into the Rift,
then we need him. He may be the only person who can repair time.”

“Thegirl isright,” | say. The words come with difficulty, my lungs protesting at this extrademand upon
them. | give mysdf afew more seconds, during which | see Acroyear’ sfists clenching. Koriah placesa
steadying hand on the warrior’ s shoulder. “We seem to have become distracted again. As Acroyear said,
we should be planning our escape.”

“Why, Karza?’ the warrior growls. “Why did you do it?’

“Wasit the hypnotic sgnd, affecting your mind?” Wroje asks, hopefully.

| sgh. “Don’t be obtuse! The signa could only heighten exigting anxieties. Ogwen, for example, wouldn’t
have been so terrified of Knave had apart of him not dready believed he might devolve into Antron
form. Y our attack upon Koriah was born from the very red fear that our Galactic Defender might turn on
you at any moment, asshedid on LeHayn.”

Koriah gasps. “Wroje, | never...l wouldn't...”

“Of courseyou would,” | say scornfully, “if you had to. And why not? What good is sheto you? To
anybody? It isonly through LeHayn that she had aplace here at dl.”

“That' senough, Karza,” growls Acroyear.

| continue. “For me, the experience was illuminating. The Centauri unlocked a part of my psychethat I'd
refused to acknowledge. No, their sgnd did not compel me to shoot Archer.”

| drag mysdlf to the edge of the room, so that | can prop my head against the wall and face my accusers.
In the silence that accompanies my dow, painful crawl, Knave turnsto Ogwen and says bitterly, “So, it's
guilty until proven innocent with you, huh? All V aerians tarred with the same brush. Shoot first and ask
questions later.”

“Wéll, | don’t know what causes the change, do 17" Ogwen defends himself. “For dl | know, you could
turn into one of those...those animals at any moment. Like she does!” he adds, nodding toward Wroje.



Already tearful, she swallows her pain at this further insult.

“Perhapsit’ s skipped your attention,” says Knave angrily, “but Wroje and | fought to save this station, to
save your buitt, twice—while you were doing what, exactly?’

“Comradesin arms now, isit?’ snorts Ogwen. “Theway | heard it, you two were taking potshots at
each other just an hour or two ago.”

“That was different!”

“Yeah? How?’

“Y ou’'re wrong about me, Ogwen,” snarls Knave. “Y ou want proof? The proof isthat | haven't torn out
your throat by now!”

Acroyear isgill glaring & me; | can tdl by thetilt of hishead, dthough hiseyesare hidden. “Y ou claimed
that Archer would have ‘ destroyed everything,” ” he muses.

“Thet iscorrect.”

“And yet you would have us believe that you plan to enter the Rift, to sacrifice your life, in his sStead—to
do what he would have done. It does not make sense. Unless...”

| don't say anything. | let himwork it out for himself.

“Archer planned to save thistimeline. We talked about it. Perhaps you murdered him because you
disagreed with that choice.”

“Archer would have shorn up thetime stream,” | confess, “at the expense of dl futuretrave intoit. He
would have ensured that this miserable reality endured forever, could never be usurped.” | look to the
othersfor support. “Isthat you want? Any of you? | promised LeHayn that | would change your past,
Wroje. | promised Kdlesh that | would save hisfamily. Most of dl, | promised mysdlf that al those who
have given their livesfor my project—the insectoid, LeHayn, Vedum, even Archer—would have a
second chance.”

“B-but...” sammers Ogwen, straining to think through hisintoxication, “what would that mean for us?
The people we are? We...wewouldn't exist...would we?’

“On the contrary, our liveswould be improved. We are, dl of us, a product of our experiences. Imagine,
Ogwen, if you had not cometo this tation. Imagineif you had been protected your wholelife, if there
had been nothing to fear. With your intellect, you could have been abuilder, aleader, instead of the
cringing wretch you have become! And you, Acroyear—how different would your life have been had
Maruunus Ki not defeated and endaved you? How many years did you waste in his mines? Can you hear
theticking of the clock yet, the whigper in your ear that tells you that time is racing onward? Do you even
know how long you have before that armored suit of yours consumes you?’

“Presumably,” Koriah points out, “your argument didn’t convince Archer.”

“Hewouldn't see,” | snort dismissvely. “Hedidn’t understand. But you understand, don’t you? All of
you—with the possible exception of Koriah—wish your lives could have been different. Well, | can
makeit so. | chalenge any of you to look mein the eye and tell methat that isn’t your fondest desirel”

“Y ou make apersuasive case,” concedes Acroyear.

“Yeah,” adds Knave, “but nobody’slifeis perfect, isit? | mean, sure, I d give anything to reverse what
happened to my people, for my circus not to have fallen into Ordad’ s hands, but how do | know those
things didn’t hgppen anyway inthe origind timeline?’

“And there' sone part of thislittle fairytale you haven’'t mentioned yet,” Koriah pointsout. “Y ou’ ve talked
about how therest of us might farein this other reaity—»but you, | suspect, would gain alot more than
“All I would gain,” | say cautioudy, “isthe chanceto improvethelot of billions.”

“Your precious order,” saysKoriah, “at dl costs.”

| have no wish to get into this argument again. My head aches. It' s an effort to kegp my eyes open.
“Whatever your opinion of me, Koriah,” | say, “the stuationisthis: Archer isgone, and only | can
replace him. My path is programmed into the Time Traveler’ schest unit. It isunlikely enough that | will
ever get to follow it. Certainly, | foresee no possible future in which | have a chance to reprogram that
path, even should | wishto.”

“So, it comes down to achoice,” says Acroyear. “Either we dlow you to rule the gdlaxy, or it will be



destroyed.”

“A far summation.” | try to smile, but my muscles protest at even thissmall effort.

Another long silence, ended again by Wrgje. “I think we haveto doit,” shesays. “It' slike Knave said:
That other timeline, it’ sthe origina one. It doesn't matter if welikeit or not, it’ sthe way things should
have been. We're the oneswho oughtn’t to be here.”

“For once, Wroje hastheright idea,” 1 prompt, since nobody else seems to want to respond to that. “In
theend, dl I'm proposing isthat we put thingsright. If we can.”

I’m still waiting for somebody to spesk when a high-pitched whistle whines around the refectory.
Instantly, Acroyear, Koriah and Knave are on their feet, looking for the source of the sound. | make a
token effort to raise mysdlf alittle, to shake the shadows from my eyes and get a better view acrossthe
room, but | soon give up and sink back down. Ogwen takes aswig from his bottle, squints down its neck
distastefully when he redlizesthat it's empty, burps and mutters an embarrassed apology.

The sound comes again, like asonic drill boring into my eardrums. | wince. Thereis no other indication
that anything is amiss, however—no sign of an attack. The refectory door remains closed, and | detect
no dteration to my brain chemigtry thistime. My cdllmates see this, too, and dlow themsdvesto rdax a
little.

Knaveisthefirg to find the source of the disturbance. He homesin on the grille to the oxygen ducts, and
then to an area of the wall beneath it. “ Sounds like feedback from that bug of yours,” he says.
“Does...does that mean the Centauri...Arethey lisgening?’ asks Wroje, trembling.

The sound has softened, become less distinct. It islike the wind now, rustling through leaves—and | start
asthe wind whispers my name.

| must have imagined it, my mind constructing patterns where there are none. But | hear it again:
“Ka...za...kar...zaa...” Andthen, unmigtakably: “Ac...royear...”

Koriah springs across the room and speaks urgently into thewall. “Kellesh?”

“Koriah...” breathesthe whigtling wind. “Koriah...that you?’

“Kdlesh,” warns Acroyear, “the Centauri may be monitoring thisfrequency.”

“...can't...isolated the circuits...can't eavesdrop...”

“Whereareyou?’

“Still...exposed part of the sation...below...”

“We can't hear you,” says Acroyear. “Y ou' re breaking up.”

“Best | can...modulating the feedback from the...hear youfine, but...”

“Listen, Kellesh,” says Acroyear brusquely. “We need you to get us out of thisroom. There are two
guards outside. Can you deal with them?’

“...might beabletorig up...diverdon...sometime, though.”

“No hurry,” saysKnave. “We aren't about to starve with the food machinesin here.”

“No,” | interrupt forcefully. “ A smple diverson is not good enough thistime, Kelesh. We need those
Centauri dead, and we need you to open this door from the outsde. And we don’t have as much time as
our Vaerian colleague suggests: My srengthisfading.”

A short pause. Then Kdlesh responds, “...seewhat | can do...need...help, though. Give me...then
make...much noise asyou...digtract the guards, and...”

“Say again,” urges Acroyear. “How long, Kdlesh? How long do you need?’

The answer comes through agtatic sorm. “Ten minutes.”

“Bring wegpons,” | say. “Asmany asyou can.”

“Doyou think he can do it?” Knave asks, after along enough pause to be sure that the Terragonianisno
longer listening. “I know he' s resourceful—he just doesn’t strike me asthe kind of guy who hasthekiller
inginct.”

“Hefared adequatdly againgt the Antrons,” says Acroyear.

“Until they overpowered him,” Knave points out.

“An entirely different circumstance,” | say. “No doubt it was easy for Kellesh to think of the Antrons as
subhuman, and to treat them as such.” | cast ady glance at Knave, whose mouth tightensinto astraight
line. “The Centauri have the power of speech, and acertain levd of intellect; hewill find it harder to resst



anthropomorphizing them. Neverthel ess, they too are mongters. After what happened to Kellesh's
family—knowing that the Centauri might do the sameto us—I bdieve hewill accept that.”

“So, you think he'll comethrough,” saysKoriah. “Why didn’t you just say that?’

“Wedon't havelong,” says Acroyear. “We must be ready when Kellesh makes hismove.”

“Am | to assume, then,” | ask, “that you have decided to assst me?’

“Do we have achoice?’” Knave grumbles.

Acroyear walks up to me, looms over me. “Whatever | may think of you,” he says, “your argument has
logic. For the sake of the universeitsalf, we must do asyou say. We must do al we can to get you to the
Rift, and alow you to make your journey.”

He turns back to the others, asif expecting an argument. Nobody speaks up. | wonder how they would
react if | told them dl that my plan hasafar lower chance of successthan did Archer’s. | have burdened
them with enough knowledge, however. All they need to know isthat my way isthe only way. It offers
the only prize worth the struggle.

Even Ogwen seemsto accept this, lapsing into sober contemplation. When Koriah offers a stimulant from
one of the food machines, to chase the methohol from the bureaucrat’ s system, he assures her in aclear
tone that thiswill not be necessary. | had wondered to what extent his habitua drunkenness was afront,
ameans of keeping afrightening world at bay; | dways knew we didn’t have that much methohol onthe
dation.

| clear my throat. “I, on the other hand...” | say self-conscioudly.

Koriah looksat me asif I’'m beneath contempt, asif to assst mein any way would beto sully her soul. |
can do nothing but return her gaze, blankly, straining to keep apleafrom my eyes. | won't be that wesk.
| can't fed my legs.

The girl’ sexpression softens, and thisisworse. | don't want her pity. | may havefadlen far, but | will rise
again. Sheleans over me and empties a syringe into avein on my neck. | convulse asits effervescent
payload sparksin my chest. My nervestwitch.

| fed hardly any stronger—what extra reservestheinjection has given me have been diverted straight to
my system’ swar againgt total collapse. My hand darts out, catching Koriah' swrist as she withdraws.
“More...” | croak. Shelooksasif she' sabout to argue, but then she performs afacia shrug—of what
concern ismy hedth to her, anyway?—and returnsto the machine.

The second injection restores some measure of control to me. Whilel ill haveit, while| can force my
musclesto take my weight, | lever mysdlf to my feet. I'm forced to use thewall as a crutch—nobody
offersmeahand, nor do | ask for one. The stimulant has bought me alittle more time, but not much. My
brain feels swollen, too big for my head. | concentrate through the muzziness and the flashes of pain.
“Thisiswhat we must do,” | say. “When—if—Kellesh frees us, we must separate. | need dl of you to
make as much trouble in as many different areas of the Astro Station asyou can. Koriah, | want you to
target the bridge. Knave, you are to go with Kellesh, protect him while he destroys the life support
systems. If this plan doesn’'t work,” | add quickly, forestaling Ogwen’ s objection, “we re dead anyway.
If it does, it will not matter.”

| turn back to the Vaerian. “When you’ ve completed that task—assuming you survive that long—you
should join Koriah. Asfor you, Ogwen, you are to do what comes naturdly: run. Take aship from the
hangar bay—the Centauri Battle Cruiser, if you're able. Y ou may even get lucky: Y ou may escape. The
important thing isthat the Centauri respond to what appears to be afull-scale breakout.”

“No matter how we divide thelr attention,” says Acroyear, “they will not leave the laboratory
unguarded.”

“Indeed. That iswhy | need you with me. Y our task isthe most important of al, Acroyear. You areto
get metotheRift.”

“What about me?’ asksWroje plaintively.

| pretend not to hear her. | say to Acroyear, “I trust you are as useful with alaser pistol asyou are with
an energy sword? Y ou will need to be.”

“What should | do?’

| turn to Wroje dowly, eyeing her with disdain. “ Do as you wish. | don’t imagine there' s anything you



could do that would make the dightest difference.”

The young woman’ s face crumples as, predictably, Koriah' srighteous anger flares. “Y ou’ re some piece
of work, you know that, Karza? Y ou brought Wroje into this—she' s been loyd to you, she's helped
you, spoke up for you—and in return, you treat her like dirt! I'd hoped that staring deeth in the face
might have given you alittle perspective”

“On the contrary,” | contest, “it has done just that. It has focused my mind on what isimportant—and |
can seg, if you cannat, that Wroje has no practica useto us. To delude her, and ourselves, into believing
otherwise would be amonumenta waste of time.”

“In someways,” saysKoriah defensvely, “she sthe strongest of usal!”

| let out ascornful laugh. *Y ou mistake potentia for actudity, dear girl. What use dl of Wroje sstrength
if sheistoo wesk, too afraid, to release it? Even now sherelies on you to argue her case. Shelacksthe
courage even to speak for hersdlf!”

“I can hdp,” ingstsWroje, sullenly. “I can...I can...” Shefumblesfor anidea “I can andyzethe
Centauri’ ssubsonic signdl. | can duplicateit. They won't be expecting that. Their brain chemistry isn't
too dissmilar to ours. The signd should play with their minds, asit did with ours. They won't be ableto
tel friend fromfoe”

“And how exactly do you plan to accomplish this?” | scoff, puncturing her building optimism. “Do you
think the occupiers of this station will let you just stroll up to acomputer terminal and leave you to
work?’

“It'sanidea Karza,” saysKoriah pointedly. “We could at least discussit.”

“Yousee?' | snap. “Wasting time! Y ou want to ‘discuss thisfoolhardy notion, squander the few minutes
we have | €eft to plan, for no better reason than to spare her fedings. Thiswoman, whose own mother
hated her so much that she kept her locked in aroom for haf her childhood. This...thismiserable
half-breed; this product of one of the most vile acts of betraya imaginable!”

“Karza...” warnsKoriah.

“Stop it!” wallsWroje. “ Stop. .. stop saying those things! Stop telling those lies!”

“Lies?Isthat what you tell yourself, Wroje? Perhaps you' ve said it enough times that you’ ve even begun
to believeit. Y ou’ ve rewritten your own past aready. Perhaps you believe that those people—those men
your mother let take you—inserted the monster within you somehow. But that isn't true, Wroje. You
know it isn't true. They only branded you, marked you so that ordinary, decent people wouldn’t be
taken in by your outward appearance.”

“No!” Wrojeturns away, her hands pressed over her ears asif my words cause her physical pain.
Koriah istorn between comforting her and yelling at me.

Acroyear has Sdled over to mewithout my redizing it. “Y ou’ re playing adangerous game, Karza,” he
muttersin my ear—but he makes no move to sop me. Knave islooking from one of usto the other, not
surewhat’ sgoing on.

“Why do you think your mother despised you, Wroje?’ | snarl. “Why do you think she couldn’t bear to
look at you? You are the mongter. It' sa part of you—the most important part—and it aways has been,
ever since your mother was assaulted by your Centaurus father!”

Wroj€e s heartfelt cry of misery is punctuated by three small explosions from outside the room. | grit my
teeth. | had hoped Kellesh could be alittle more subtle. HE Il put our foes on aert, bring reinforcements
running from al over the Astro Station.

Acroyear and Knave hurry over to the door. At least one of the Centauri guardsis still standing, and
returning fire. | don’'t have long.

“What are you doing here, Wroje?’ | snap. “You aren’'t one of us. Y our people, the Centauri, are out
there! They’ re massacring and looting and bullying the rest of the galaxy into submission, but at least they
have the courage to be true to themsdlves.”

“It'snot true!” she screams. “I’m not like that, I'm not!”

“You don't expect meto believe that? I’ ve seen you, Wroje; I’ ve seen thereal you, the monster! Do you
redly think you can fool me—fool anyone, anymore—with this pathetic, smpering, whining shell you've
built for yoursdf?



Thereisslence outsde. Kdlesh hastriumphed, or more likely failed. Either way, it’sover.
“LeHaynsad—"
“LeHayn pitied you. That'swhat shetold me.” Itisn’'t true, but that doesn't matter now. | bear down on
Wroje, taking her by the arms, shaking her. Trying to shake the creature out of her. “How do you think |
know so much about you, Wroje? Y our friend confided in me, many times. She asked me—no, begged
me—to go back in time, to destroy the Centauri before they could spawn you. She wanted to snuff out
your miserable hybrid existence before it began. She knew you' d be better off dead; that the universe
would be a better place without you. And she knew it was the only way she'd ever berid of your
dinging—"’
Koriah is between us, her expression thunderous, her fist drawn back.
Her punch seemsto land in dow motion, still too fast for meto react intime. My jaw explodesinto aball
of pain. My muscleslosetheir artificia strength in one frenetic burst, snapping like over-tensed dastic
bands, and I'mfdling. | can’t help mysdif. | hit the floor face-firt, boiling with frustration. Stupid girl!
Can't she seewhat I'm trying to do?
And suddenly, everything is happening at once. The door is opening, and Wrojeisleaping a me,
transforming in midair. | find the strength to twist, to roll out from benesth her striking hooves, because |
know the only other optionisto die.
| catch abrief glimpse of Kellesh' sface, his expression confused. Then Wroje rears up to attack me
again, Equestron nogtrils flaring above snarling white teeth, and | know | can’t avoid her next blow. My
heart fed's heavy in my chest, pinning meto the spot. | can’t even raise my handsto protect my head. |
try to cry out, but can muster only a pitiful squed.
An energy bolt glances off my attacker’ s head, acoronaof fire fizzing around her ears. With afurious
whinny, Wroje abandons mefor this new threat. She tearsinto the Centauri guardsthat have just
dragged Kellesh in here, the force of her anger taking them by surprise. My eydids flutter shut, and |
draw adeep, wracking breath. | am soaked through with sweat. Part of meis scornful at myself, that |
doubted my own judgment. | took a calculated risk, and it paid off; my timing was perfect. But another,
larger part of meisgtill stuck in that moment of absolute terror.
| hear the sounds of battle: the cries of comrades, and the screams of our Centauri guards asthey are
beaten to death. | hear the hoof besats of arriving reinforcements. But al those sounds seem so digtant. |
can't open my eyes.
My mind iswrapped in shadows. Thereisonly the darkness, and | am helplesstoresist asit pullsme
down into its depths.
CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

Smoke. Hesgt. Pain. If | didn’'t know better—if | wasn't clinging, with the last shreds of my will, to my
rationaism—I might think I’d come to some mythica Hell. Giddily, my mind runs away with that ides,
painting fire and bones and leering demons around me. My demons have been waiting along timeto
damme

Ingtinctively, | cower from them. | try to run, but my legswon’t hold me. I'm caught—astrong arm
around my waist—and | scream, and try to fight it. My captor is ashadow against the flames. Dark red
eyes, staring into my mind. A specter of times gone by, and of those that will never come. The sight of
him freezesmy heart.

| realizethat my eyesare closed. | pry them open, gasping with the cold shock of redlity. Acroyear. The
shadow demon was Acroyear, holding me, keeping me standing, protecting me. Thefire and the
pain...they weredl too red. I’ ve been hit—a Centauri energy bolt, between the ribs of my left side. A
patch of the Time Traveler’ s containment suit has melted and congealed over the wound. It won't hold:
When | gtep into the time stream, that part of mewill be torn open.

| don’'t have timeto take in what' s happening, can't discern any pattern in the barrage of movement and
noise, before Acroyear manhandles me into acool, dark space and lets me go, lets me spin into acorner.
Asadoor closes behind us, the sounds of battle are cut off, al but drowned out by the sound of my own



ragged bresthing.

“What...what' s happening?’

“Shhl” says Acroyear, sharply. Hoof begats clatter by outside. | think my heart will explode with
impatience. At last, the warrior turnsto me. He whispers, “ The others are doing their best. Wroje
finished off the guards; we got back the wegpons they’ d taken from Kellesh.” He brandisheshisarm, on
whichis perched alaser pistol; he takes the opportunity to tighten its straps. “ Just in time. The Centauri
attacked. Fortunately for us, they weren't prepared for Wroj€e stransformation. | was able to carry you
out of there.”

“Where are we?’

“A gtoreroom.” My eyes are adjusting to the gloom—to seeing at dl—and | make out empty, dusty
shelves. We haven't come far. “ Another minute,” says Acroyear, “to be sure we' re behind Centauri lines,
and then we' [| make our move. Areyou ready?’

“I can't move,” | say. My voice sounds more plaintive than | thought it would.

Acroyear daps me. He doesn’'t hold back. My neck cracks like awhip; | knock my head on ashelf. His
metd knuckles have drawn blood from my cheek. | start to dide to the floor, but the warrior hoists me
up by my chest unit. The blow has served to sharpen my mind, to focus my eyes upon my salow
reflection in hisred faceplate, but such clarity isan eusive commodity, aready beginning to dip through
my fingers

“I won't let you give up now, Karzal” Acroyear snarls. “Y ou're going through that Rift if | haveto carry
you to the laboratory and hurl your dead body into it!”

“W-wouldn’t do you much good.” I'm laughing. | am actudly laughing. A wave of adrenaline has broken
ingde me—but instead of bolstering me, it threstensto tip meinto ddirium. | can’t stand this. If | can’t
even control myself, then what hope have |?

“Archer said—"

“—that only the costume wasimportant. But we aren’t following Archer’ s plan now.”

“What haven’t you told me, Karza?’

“Need...need to reach someone. Across the time stream. | need to warn him...”

What hope have 1? No hope at al.

“You aren't making sensel” says Acroyear urgently, raising hisvoice ashigh ashe dares.

“Doesn't matter now.” I’'marag doll, limpinhisgrasp. “ Can't...anyway. Knew it wastoo late...knew |
couldn’'t keep on...should have accepted. ...it' sover.”

Withthat, | let my heavy eydidsfal again. | seek out the darkness, realizing with sudden clarity that it
doesn't matter that I'velost. Timewill endure without me, unchanged by my brief passage through
it—but that thought causes me no anguish, no regret. | fed only contentment, and rdlief at relinquishing a
long-held burden.

And armored hands, shaking me, holding me here. | let out amoan, and plead with Acroyear to leave me
aone. Herefuses. “People are fighting for you, Karza”

“Then...thentheir causeislog.”

“They’'re dying, to give you a chance that you' ve done little to deserve. They’ re counting on you to put
thingsright!”

“A chance? No chance at adl. The odds...too great...Look a me, Acroyear!”

“They’redoing as you told them. They’ re separating, making for the bridge, the hangar bay, thelife
support systems. Wroje iswreaking havoc. The Centauri won't know which way to turn. With luck, it
will be sometime before they even missus”

“Look at me! What useam | to anybody?1 just want to die. Let me die!”

Helets go of me. For amoment, | think he might grant me my wish. Instead he Sighs, and addresses me
in asofter voice. “Ryan Archer told me about the other timeling,” he says, “what little he saw of it. He
told me of agaaxy over which one man had absolute control. He was afraid to come here, to this station,
athough he knew he had to—afraid to face the dl-powerful figure he had seen in his nightmares. And he
spoke of technology beyond anything we know now: of giant mechs and rocket tubes, and genetic
mongtrosities bred in vaults”



| sneer. “Don’t tell me you approve.”

“Archer aso described the fate of Knave srace.”

“Oh?’

“The Vaerians were massacred, asin the history we know—sacrificed for their genetic potentid. The
differenceisthat, in the other redlity, it was you who ordered your biosmithsto create the Antrons, you
who committed that atrocity.”

“| assumeyour friend Jafain is unaware of thisfact?’

“If he knew—if he were here now instead of me—I’m sure he would accede to your request. He would
let you die! Koriah, | suspect, would do the same, were sheto learn that, in the timeline you wish to
restore, sheisfated to becomethe last of her proud organization.”

“And you? What about you, Acroyear?’

A drawn-out pause, before the warrior answers. “This | swear, Karza: Should we succeed here, we will
meet again in another life. | will oppose you, then, with every fiber of my being. | won't rest until | have
brought your empire crashing down around your ears.”

| grin, holding onto the vestige of hope that, somehow, he has managed to dredge from me. “I look
forward to the battle.”

And that’ swhen the lights go out.

| don’t quite know what has happened at firgt. This storeroom isdark anyway, so the shift in vighility
isn't too noticeable; | fear my sght might befailing, that thisis yet another symptom of my inexorable
decay. It is Acroyear who reminds me of Kedlesh and Knave' s mission, which has evidently met with
success. He asks me how long we can survive without life support.

“Given the number of Centauri aboard, and the fact that our oxygen reserves were already depleted by
the damage done to the gtation, | would estimate no longer than about twenty minutes.” | don’t add that,
with the respiratory problems| aready have, | will probably collapsein haf that time, as soon astheair
growsthin. Theimportant thing isthat the Centauri will have to evacuate—unlikdly, given the
Stuation—or divert vital resources toward repairing Kellesh' s sabotage. The gloom of the emergency
lighting—afaint green glow now seeps under the door—will also aid our cause.

Acroyear is holding something up to my eyes. It takes me amoment to discern the shape asthat of
another laser pistal. “Can you usethis?’ he asks. | nod. Still, heisforced to strap the weapon to my arm
himsdlf, as| lean againgt the shelving. “We can’'t win thiswar by stealth done,” he says. “ Sooner or later,
we are going to haveto fight.”

“I won't let you down,” | promise.

Acroyear nods grimly, seeming to accept that. He opens the door and peers out into the corridor
beyond. When he' s satisfied that it is clear, he turns and extends a hand toward me. For dl of two
faltering steps, | am determined not to takeit.

We stumble out of the storeroom together. Acroyear’ sright arm isaround my waist, hisleft hand raised
ashedghtsdong hislaser pigtal.

We are spotted within seconds. My unlikely aly fires, amost before | see the first Centaurus rounding the
corner ahead of us. The shot fliestrue, striking her in the face, making her recoil; however, Acroyear’s
pistol isnot as effective as his energy sword was. Protected by her faceplate but blinded by the flash of
the attack, the Centaurus gallops forward, screaming for reinforcements. | couldn’t get out of her way
evenif | had somewhereto go.

Remembering, belatedly, that I, too, am armed, | get off ashot. It goeswild. Beside me, to my gratitude,
Acroyear stands his ground, firing a second, athird, afourth time. The Centaurus has dmost reached
us—she' srearing up, ready to crack my head open with a double-hoofed blow—when the cumulative
effect of her punishment takes hold, and she topples backwards.

Before she even hitsthe ground, Acroyear is running, pulling me aong. Helegps over our falen foe, and |
sumblein hiswake. | think it's only momentum that keeps me on my feet. The warrior bundles me
around a corner and presses meto thewall, clamping ahand over my mouth to stifle the sound of my
panting. Four Centauri rush past in response to their comrade’ s call, passing within afew meters of our
hiding place.



| fed asif abuzz saw has been let loose in my chest cavity, asif my lungswill collgpsein on themsdlves.
Does Acroyear know that he' skilling me? Bilerisesin my throat, and | find the strength to tear his hand
away, to gasp for sweet air. My eyes are misted with tears.

And then he' s propelling me onward again, and | have to suffer theignominy of being so utterly
dependent on one who should have been asworn adversary. | am more determined than ever, now, to
reach the Rift, to dter my history, because only thiswill erase my shame. That |, Karza, should have
begged this savage for the rlease of death...It isamoment intime that, for the sake of my legacy, | will
See obliterated.

The next few minutes dissolve into ared haze. It has aways been difficult for me, aman of intelect, to
surrender to my base ingtincts, but that iswhat | do. It isonly through disengaging my brain that | can
keep my pain, and my sense of hopelessness, a bay. | must not pause to dwell upon my situation, lest my
mind be forced to accept it.

| am afraid of the future, so | live in the moment. As more Centauri come at us, | embrace my hatred for
them until thereis nothing else. My reactions become quicker, my aim more precise. Acroyear is il
claming the mgority of thekills, but I make acontribution. The air around meisthick with the answering
fire of crossbows, but | hardly care. Let them strike me—if that isto be my fate, then | can do nothing to
avertit.

| think of the scientists' rebellion, of Fzzzpa s blood draining into the ground. | think of Wroje, and the
beast inside her. | disdained her, because she couldn’t contral it; | taunted her into releasing it, because |
needed its chaos. | never once considered my own inner beast, so long imprisoned, so long denied. | told
myself, for so many years, that | could contral it. I can’t contral it. | could only keep it subjugated. For
thefirg time, asabloodthirsty scream isripped from my throat, | appreciate that distinction.

| think | fell, once. | think | was separated from Acroyear. He couldn’t reach me.

| have amemory of lying on my back, twisting and writhing to avoid being trampled, staring up &t the
stomach of a Centauri soldie—~but it seemsto belong to adistant time, or perhapsto an old nightmare,
and | can't be certain that it happened at all.

| think | found a patch of exposed flesh between the armor plates strapped to my attacker’ s underside. |
think | fired into it. | think the Centaurus reared up in animal pain, and | targeted his weak spot a second
time before ralling out from beneath him. | think | did al those things, but | don’t know how | could have
donethem. Did | redlly find the strength to leap to my feet unaided? To rush the Centaurus before he
could recover hiswits? To knock the crossbow from his hand, pressing so close to him that he couldn’t
raise hishoovesto strike a me? To fire repeatedly into the eyeholes of hisfaceplate?

The more | think about it, the more | doubt myself. It'sasif, dl of asudden, | can seewhat I’ m doing,
and it terrifiesme because | know | can’t doiit. | keep seeing mysdlf lying on the floor as hooves crash
around my head, and | think the reason that the image has adreamlike quality isthat | didn’'t let mysdlf
think about my stuation at thetime.

| mustn’t think about it now. | mustn’t pierce the protective misty bubblein which I’ ve wrapped the
memory; | would release enough fear and sdlf-doubt to incapacitate mysdif.

| must keep going. Stop andlyzing. Suppress the dreamsthat have kept me aivethislong. Don't think
about my ambitions. Forget the future.

| don’'t op—can’'t top—even after the last foe hasfdlen. I’ m fighting empty air, looking for somebody
to vent my fury upon. Thereisonly Acroyear, shouting something | can't hear. | try to keep hold of the
moment, afraid to let it go, but my hatred dissipates in the absence of an outlet for it. The thoughts |’ ve
been keeping a arm’ slength overwhelm me, memories striking melike fresh revelaions. | fed asif |
were temporarily possessed by the soul of another man, another Karza; that it was him, not me, who
fought hisway to here.

Themainlab. | didn't recognizeit before, hardly glanced a my surroundings. | do have avague



recollection of passing through a doorway. | don’t think it was guarded, but there were severd creatures
ing de the room, working at the computer. Technicians—but, being Centauri, they were bred to fight
anyway. Not well enough.

“—done my part. It syour turn, Karza. Open the Rift. Don't let dl thisbefor nothing!”

“How...how long...?" | fed asif | werefighting forever, but the fact that I'm gtill breathing, dbeitin
labored gasps, proves otherwise.

“Aslong asit takes the Centauri to shoot their way in here,” says Acroyear. The next wave is aready
approaching. Stationing himsalf beside the open door, the warrior leans out into the corridor and lets off a
volley of laser fire. “I’ll giveyou aslong as| can.”

| nod and, with trembling hands, work the straps of my own pistol free from around my arm, then tossit
to him. I’m beginning to suffer the aftereffects of my exertion; my body fedslike an eggshell, about to
collapsein onitsdf. | try not to think about it, but it’s harder to focus past that sort of pain now. My
beast has gone, my chaotic side reined in once more. It isthe ordered, analytica side of my naturethat |
need now—thetrue Karza, | once thought.

| sag into the chair before the computer’ smain console. Thelab, liketherest of the station, iscastina
dull, emergency lighting glow, but the computer hasits own power source. It isunaffected by Kellesh's
sabotage. The question is, how much damage have the Centauri wrought? And how much werethey able
to repair?

A voice bleeds through the rushing sound in my ears: the Centauri representative, her hateful tone
distorted by electronics. “A spirited attempt, Karza—I’ Il confess, we didn’t expect the Panzerite—but
you can't hope to defeat us. We have the bridge, and we have your friends, the Galactic Defender and
the Vaerian; the others are dead. If you care anything for them, you will surrender and leave thetime
travel machinery intact. Cooperate, and | will petition the Centauri council to grant you astay of
execution.”

“A lessthan generous offer,” | respond tersdly, “under the circumstances.” | launch adiagnostic program,
rigid with anxiety as| awalit the results, wishing | could speed up the process. | try to ignore the
continuing sounds of battle behind me, try not to think about what will happen should Acroyesr fdll.

The next voice | hear belongsto Koriah. “They want meto plead with you. They say they’ll torture meiif
you don't give yoursdf up, but you know—" The speech turnsinto agargling groan as she bitesback a
scream. Involuntarily, | say her name. “Don't...don't weaken on me now,” she gasps. Thistime, | hear
the whine of whatever deviceit isthey’ re using to burn her. The girl’ s voice crackswith pain as she
forces out the words, “Y ou know what you have to do, Karza. Thisisno timeto give up being a
heartless bastard!”

She screamsthen, and | find mysalf wincing, caring more than | thought | could. | have cometo redlize
how strong sheis; she must bein agony, to lose contral likethis. | raise my handsto my ears, knowing
the futility of the gesture but just wanting the awful sound to stop. And then, mercifully, it does stop, with
an electric fizzle and an odor of burning, and | seethat Acroyear has half-turned to fire hispistol at the
compad on thewall.

“TheRift, Karza,” he says gruffly, as he turns back to the door. “ Open the Rift!”

“You can’'t control them,” saysavoice a my shoulder. “ You see that now, don’t you?”

“Now isnot thetimefor this conversation,” | say through gritted teeth.

“ Can't think of a better one.”

He gtepsinto my field of vison. Incongruoudly, hisforehead sill bears the entry wound of my killing shot.
Heisdressed, asam 1, in the costume of the Time Traveler, minusits mask. “ You can conquer them,
Karza,” saysArcher. “ You can take their freedom, but they’ Il despise you for it. As soon as they
see an opening, they’ll turn on you. As soon as you turn your back, they will betray you.”

“Get out of my mind, Archer!”

“Can't do that either, I'm afraid.”

“I know you aren’t redl. Y ou are afigment of my imagination, adelusion caused by...” By what? The
Centauri again? No. | hadn’t redized how hot, how stuffy, it wasin here. My skin prickles. Swesat pours
down my face. My suit sticksto me. My lungsare apair of blast furnaces. “By thefirst stage of oxygen



darvation.”

“You think I’'m your conscience?” the ghost sayswith asmirk.

“Whatever you are, you won't dissuade me from this course. As| told the others, my path is aready
programmed. | couldn’'t vary itif...if..."” | sop mysdlf, redizing the foolishness of speaking out loud. |
need to conserve what bresth | have left.

“We both know you won'’t reach the end of that path alive,” saystheimage of Archer. “ The best
you can hope for isto touch the thoughts of your counterpart in the alternative reality. You hope
to send him a war ning—but against what?”

The computer ddiversthe results of its scan. The damageisn’t extensive—but it' s bad enough. | sare at
the cold, angular numbers on the screen, unable to take them in. It seems so crud, so unfair, that | have
comethisfar, clawed my way back from abject despair, only to have fate ded methisfinal shattering
blow.

“You make your own fate, Karza. Didn’'t | teach you that?”

My ghost’ s voice has grown deeper, scratchier. | don't haveto look up to know that its shape and its
colors have changed too, its golds darkening to black and its reds degpening and shrinking to asingle
fiery pool inits head.

Under the Emperor’ smonocular gaze, | fed shamed into renewing my efforts. | can't fix the physica
damage—though the Centauri have left their tools scattered about, | have neither the time nor the strength
to wield them—but maybe | can find a software workaround. | focus on the keyboard and the monitor,
trying to fill my mind with equations and data strings, trying to find my way back to the state of digtraction
| achieved in the heat of combat.

But what, | keep asking mysdlf, if my dreams are unattainable?

“Don’t give up on me now, son. | didn’t raise you to be weak!”

What if Archer wasright? What if | can never control them?What use my vaunted order, if it isbuilt on
unsound foundations?

“You'll be making their lives better.” The voice has changed again. Thistime| do look. Thefigure
beside meis Hill dressed in black, but itsred eye has split into apair of triangular points. Its helmet has
grown to encase the figure' s chin, its splayed fins narrowing and dividing into a crown of horns. “ Only as
Baron Karza can you save them. Only as Baron Karza can you elevate them from the mire of
super stition, give them knowledge. Yes, they will kick against you—they are cattle; it isin their
nature to fear the new, the unfamiliar—but, in time, they will see the benefit of your vision, and
grow to shareit. They will understand that progress—true progress—can only be achieved
through perfect order.”

“Yes” | mutter to mysdlf. “Yes...”

My fingersare ablur on the keypad, the accumul ated knowledge of my life flowing from my brain. | can
dothis. | don’t haveto reconstruct every one of the corrupted files: It doesn’'t matter if the Rift | formis
ultimately unstable, so long asit enduresfor the seconds | need.

“Don't do this, Karza.”

| tiffen. Ismy own subconscious determined to torture me? The lines of the phantom have softened, its
colors brightening, asif light has chased away the darkness. I' m faced with the image of an attractive
young woman, blonde hair flowing onto her shoulders. Her expression—the purse of her lips, the arch of
her eyebrows—makes her face look hard. Persephone was like me in so many ways—committed,
pragmatic, strong—and yet she could aso be optimistic and compassionate. | admired her. | sent her to
her desth.

“I thought you, of all people, would understand.” | forget my resolution not to speek. The Sight of her has
destroyed that.

Sheleansover me, and | imagine | can detect the sweet fragrance of her soft skin. “ | love you like a
father,” shesays, “but | can’'t condone what you' re doing.”

“The universe needs order,” | say. “lsn't that what you believe?’

“Once, maybe—but | won't be a party to tyranny, Karza. In time, | will seethat your order is not
worth the price. You will turn me against you.”



“Never. | would never drive you away. | couldn’t do anything to hurt you.”

“Itisalready written, Karza. Thereis only one way to stop it: Turn fromthis course.”

“I...1 must enter the Rift. The universe...everything...l have no choice”

“| know that. But, when you contact your alter native self—when your mind touches his—what
will you tell him?” That question again. | thought | knew the answer, but now | am confused. It'sthe
lack of air, | tel mysdf. | can't trust my own mind, in this condition. | haveto block out my ghosts,
concentrate on the task before me. Thisiseverything | have ever wanted; should | doubt myself now, the
hesitation would provefata.

“You'redead,” | say, inafina attempt to drive the ghost away. “ Y ou're dead, and | sworel would do
al | canto bring you back—even if it means| must loseyou.”

| am dmost there. Just afew more computations. But, with each second, it becomes harder to draw
breath. My chest groans. | fed asif somebody isholding apillow over my nose and mouth. My vison
blurs, the symbols on the screen swvimming and dividing.

| ignore Acroyeser, &t first, when he gppears a my side. | think heis another illusion.

“The Centauri have withdrawn,” he reports. “It ismy guess that they have decided to evacuate the Astro
Station.”

“Contact Kellesh,” | ingtruct tersdly. “ Tell him to restore life support, if he' sable”

“I have dready tried. | can’'t rise anybody.”

It was too much to hope that the Centaurus was lying, that any of them would have survived. | remind
myself that they suffered, gavether lives, in agood cause. The best cause. They have bought methis
chance.

“Then bring me an air tank. The Centauri will return soon, with spacesuits—but until they do, | have a
litlemoretime....if only | could breathe!”

Acroyear shakes his head. “Our foes have sustained heavy losses. They have seen their prize damaged,
and apparently they believe that you intend to destroy it. If | were the Centauri leader, | would not waste
further resources. | would turn my guns on the Astro Station itself as soon as my Battle Cruiser was
Clear.”

| shoot the warrior awithering glare. It comes automaticaly. | want—I need—to argue with him, to
dispute hisassumptions. | can’t. He sright.

Oneway or another, thisends now. | savethefile I’'m working on and hope that | have done enough.
The computer’ s voice receptor isdown, so | manualy enter the command to open the Rift. The
keyboard seems duggish, unresponsive. Or isit my fingersthat are moving clumsily, dowed by my fear of
an uncertain fate? | have lost so many chances dready. | have given up more than once, only to find that,
by accepting the help of those | considered my inferiors, | could till find hope. But isit rationa to hope at
al—toimaginethat, after alifetime of thwarted ambitions, | can achieve everything in these last seconds?
Am| fooling mysdf?

“Hepme” | request, holding out ahand to Acroyear. He takesit and lifts mefrom my chair. I'm il
trying to straighten my legswhen | seethe Time Traveler’ s mask, discarded on thefloor, its golden eyes
gtaring out from beneath a bench. | stoop and reach for it, closing my fingersaround it and clasping it to
my heart like atreasured trophy.

Then, | stand at |ast, and face the black containment grid. Something is happening, but I’'m not sure what.
Theair inddethe grid is sparking green, but the flames don’t seem ableto take hold. The grid itsdf is
buzzing, crackling, and | fear it may overload. It doesn’t matter if the Rift isunstable...l need only a
few seconds....

| redizethat I’ ve crossed my fingers. Once, | would have been angry with mysdlf that one of my find acts
inthisworld should be one of superstition. Now, | don't care. | will say anything, do anything, pray to a
thousand godsin whom | don’'t believeif there isthe dightest chance that fate can be persuaded to make
this happen for me, to make the Rift form.

And findly, after the most interminable wait, it does.



It happens suddenly, inthe end. A spark ignitesand I’ m blinded, amost physicaly driven back, by the
flaring light. Thiscloseto the Rift, | can fed it pulling at me. | want to resit it, want to just stand here and
drink inthe glory of thismoment of fulfillment, but Acroyear isydlling a me: “Go, Karzal Go! Go! Go!”

| fumble with the mask, pulling it down over my head. Thismakesit harder than ever to breathe, of
course—but I'm holding my breeth, anyway.
| can hardly believe that thisis happening at long last. It doesn't seemredl. I’ m terrified that it might be
another trick of my mind, that I'll blink and it will al be gone.
“0Oh no, no, no, thisis certainly real. Most certainly—and a remarkable achievement it is, too.
Hmm.” Onefina ghost: my old colleague, Fzzzpa. The Rift’ slight seems to bounce off the professor’'s
bald head, although he must be insubstantial. He stands, deep in thought, his eyebrows beetled, hislower
lip drawn up over the top one to suck at his moustache.
| greet him with asense of resignation. “1 thought you might come.”
“Yes, yes, you've never quite forgotten me, have you, my friend? Never forgotten what you did to
“I didwhat | hadtodo. That isal | have ever done.”
“ And the fruits of your labor—they speak for themselves, don’t they?” Fzzzpasquintsinto the green
light, then casts a critical eye over the black framework around it. “ Yes, yes, a remarkable
achievement. You have a brilliant mind, Karza, | have always said so. A brilliant mind. If there
were any justice, then history would give you the recognition you desire.” Heglaresat me, his
watery eyes suddenly piercing. “ Ironic, then, isit not, that your effortswill rewrite history? Nobody
will know what you did here—perhaps not even you. They won’t see the scientist, the savior of the
universe; they will know only the tyrant, the monster.”
| open my mouth, but Fzzzpainterrupts me with adismissive sweep of hishand. “ Oh, | know, you're
doing what you have to do—for the sake of your order, am | right?—but what happens in the next
reality, Karza? Ther€ Il be no threat to the universe, then; no convenient promise of a reset button
to excuse your atrocities. Will you kill me again? What happens in the end, when you have the
power you have always coveted? Will you accept the cost of your victory? Or will you giveit all
up, to go back to the start again?”
“I don’t know,” I murmur under my breath. Then—because, insandly, | fed that the phantom has not
heard me—I lift my head and shout a him, “1 don’t know!”
| start forward, amost involuntarily—and suddenly, the pull of the Rift takesme over. | can’t stop
mysalf—I know that | shouldn’t try—so, ingteed, | givein. | don’'t know if | jump, or if I'm snatched off
the floor by gravity gonewild; dl | know isthat | am hurtling into the mouth of the tunndl, and the green
light enfolds mein awelcoming embrace. ..
But Fzzzpa s last wordsto mering in my ears; the same impossible question that the ghost asked me, as
had Ryan Archer and Persephone.
“What will you tell him, Karza?”
CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

| first saw the Time Traveler on the darkest day of my life.

| have never liked dreams. In dreams, the mind is given over to chaos. It spinsits narrative with scant
regard for therule of order, of cause and effect. It confusesredlity, clouds clear thinking. | havetrained
my mind to resist such weakness. | have augmented my body until it no longer needs deep.

And yet, sometimes, adream sneaks up on me, catches me unaware and pullsmeinto itsthral. Thiswas
one of thosetimes.

My position within the dream varied, asis often the case. | was on the outside, watching asthe Time
Traveler glided on the currents of the time stream. | admired his el egance, envied him hisfreedom. But |
was also insde hisgolden containment suit, feding hiseation as| soared through infinity. | felt | was
achieving everything | had ever wanted.



Then, the dream turned sour.

Timeturned againgt me, like the seaturning on alone ship. It tossed me, buffeted me, dragged me from
my god. Its currents pulled mein dl directions a once, tearing me gpart. | felt aterrible stab of fear, and
knew that | was dying. | accepted this—I| had expected it—but far more than my own life was at stake.
| had avital task to perform. A message. | couldn’t let go until I'd ddliveredit.

When | emerged from the dream, | was swesting despite the coolant system in my armor. My heart was
beating faster, despite the regulation of my pacemakers. | could sill fed the desperation of my dream
sdf, the overwhelming belief that there was something | had to do, only | didn’t know what. Therewasa
gnawing discontent in my stomach, which | couldn’t dismiss. For thefirst time | could remember, |
couldn’t make my emotions bend to thelogic of my mind.

Most dreams dissipate with the light of waking, leaving only asecret shamethat | succumbed to their
seductive fantasies. This dream was different. It was more lucid, more detailed, than any | had had
before. Thisdream felt like redlity.

| still suffered the pain of disintegration, could fed it jangling my every nerve. Perhaps, | thought, my
dreams had been made stronger by my efforts to suppress them.

Or perhaps this dream had not been adream at al, but atelepathic contact. A warning, delivered in
images rather than words. Perhapsthe Time Traveler wasredl.

It was not inconcelvable. | had heard tdll of such beings before: Enigmatic figureswho phased in and out
of thisuniverse, whom popular rumor held to be from the far future—or from the distant past, no one
was sure. I'd even tried to capture one of these phantoms, without success. They had aways seemed
content to observe events, not to interfere. Maybe that was al they were able to do. Still, | couldn’t
ignore the potential threat they posed. | knew that, one day, | would haveto learn their secrets.

At this point, though, so many years ago, it didn’t seem important. Other matters took precedence. | had
al thetime | needed dready.

If I closemy eyes, | can see my throne room again, can dmost fed the press of my seet asit moldsitself
to the contours of my back. And Mechopalis, of course; | can see my city, theworld | created, laid out
beneath me on the other sde of avast porta. A permanent symbol of everything | had achieved.

Sometimes, in those days, | dlowed mysdf ararethrill of pride. | thought about the lowly circumstances
of my birth, the impoverished upbringing that seemed so far behind me—and | thought about how | had
raised mysdlf to this, how I’ d realized my vision, reshagped an entire galaxy. How | had established order.
| was gtill aman, then—barely, benegth al my augmentations—and still capable of such sentiment.

| had power. The masses looked to me for guidance. They feared and respected me. | was the most
important man in their lives—and that was how it should have been, because without me they had no
lives. | wastheir Emperor. | was Baron Karza

At other times, none of this meant anything. It had cometoo easily. | had been taught to fight, first by the
Pharoids and then by my predecessor to the throne. | feared that, without an enemy to practice those
skillsagaingt, apart of me would atrophy. And what purpose al my power, anyway, if | had nobody
againg whomto pit it?

| hed lived for along time, even then—and | was becoming bored.

| remember how | felt after the dream, as | looked out across Mechopolis and saw nothing different, but
knew that everything had changed. An dectric mixture of fear—because something was happening that
was out of my control and I’ d dmost forgotten what that was like—and anticipation, because a last |
had achallenge.

When thefirst exploson came, | think | may actudly have amiled.

Memories. Dreams of the past. Though | have replaced the last organic part of my brain with circuitry,
gtill they won't let me go. And yet, as| stand here on the threshold of the end and the beginning of my
long life, it s;emsonly apt that | should look back on the path that brought me to this place.



| remember the day that fire rained down upon my world. | remember kneeling by the corpse of my birth
father, the burning red eye of the Emperor. | remember how much | hated him as he dragged me from my
home. | remember my grief and my anger, but with a sense of detachment, asif the fedings belonged to
somebody else. Now, of course, | recognize my rite of passage, and I’ m grateful to my dark guardian for
dl hetaught me.

| remember my first sghting of Throne-World, through the glass bottom of the Emperor’ s zeppdlin: the
towers, the chimneys, the factories, the airships; the crimson fog that closed in around uslike afunera
shroud, blotting out the sky. | remember, my eyes pulled down toward this horror by the weight of my
dave collar and by my fear of the black-clad figure beside me. There was no hope here.

And yet, somehow, in the yearsto come, | found hope—fuelled at first by my desire for revenge, then
later by theideasthat filled my head, the future | planned to build.

The Emperor kept his peoplein line through his church. He maintained order, but in so doing, he held
them back, keeping them mired in superstition. He feared technologica devel opment because he didn’t
have the intelligence to understand—and, through understanding, to control—the new ideas of the heretic
sientigs.

| killed Professor Fzzzpa and put down histechnocrats rebellion because | had to, because it threatened
the established order. But | knew that, under my rule, the order would change.

Throne-World was mine long before | actualy took itsthrone, before | drove my sword through the
Emperor’sheart. | remadeit, transforming its dark towersinto gleaming spires. | laid the foundationsfor
Mechopoalis, and | did so with the Emperor’ s approva, because he believed that, through me, he could
maintain his control over this new world.

Hewaswrong. | had given his people an appetite for change.

They came out in their millions, filling the main stadium and the streets for blocks around to witness my
investiture. They gpplauded my speech, in which | renamed their world and promised it would live up to
that name, that | would continue to improve their lives. And they cheered as—ironicaly—aPharoid
priest lowered my black helmet, my crown, over my head.

But | felt no pride, then, no achievement. My work wasjust beginning.

For days, theimage of the Time Traveler haunted me.

| told mysdlf | had imagined him, but | didn’t believeit. | told mysdlf that | knew nothing about him, but
this, too, wasalie. | smply couldn’t bring mysdlf to put my logic to one side, to accept that something
wastrue just because | could fed that it was.

| felt that the Time Traveler had come from the future, athough | wasn't sureif it was my future. | knew
inmy heart that he had risked dl to contact me. | was sure that something had gonewrong in hislife,
something with immense and disastrous consequences, and | knew that he wanted to put it right. The
Traveler wished to change his own past, to correct one terrible mistake. And | think | knew, deep down,
who the Traveler was, and why he had chosen me as the agent of his change, the recipient of hisfateful
message.

As soon as the explosion sounded, before its echoes had died down, | summoned my closest advisers,
among them Genera's Azura Novaand Maruunus Ki. They were already en route to my throne room;
had they not been, I’ d have wanted to know why.

By thetime they arrived, they werein receipt of the latest reports from Mechopolis s sentries, its
Harrowers and its Harriers. The explosion had been adiversion, covering the escape of prisonerson the
opposite sde of the city. | knew immediately that one of those prisoners was the Earthman, Ryan Archer.
It was only later that | learned he' d been taken from hisiso-pen by aforceled by a Galactic Defender,
gpparently thelast of her kind. And it wasonly later that | learned that the rebels had allies within my own
forces, alieswho had aso freed the warrior Acroyear and aVaerian by the name of Jafain.

| cdled for Biotron, but he didn’t respond. The Biosmith informed me that he was offline. A few hours
later he would betray me, leading my enemiesto safety. They would take my adoptive daughter,
Persephone, with them, poison her mind againgt me.



| remember standing on the tarmac outside the bio-vaults, flanked by my guards. Acroyear had his sword
to my daughter’ sthroat. “ We're leaving. And you will allow us safe passage, or | will take your
daughter’ s head without a thought!”

| asked mysdlf, then, how so much could have gone wrong so quickly, how a chalenge could have
turned into athreat. Chaos had taken root on my world without my knowing it. And | wondered if this
was what the Time Traveler had been trying to warn me abot.

| was determined to retake control, had to destroy this cancer beforeit could spread, even if it meant
cutting out a part of my own heart. | knew | had to sacrifice Persephone, but | didn’t know if | could give
the order that would doom her.

| wasfortunate, in away. The decision was taken from me.

Archer saw it coming. He cried out awarning. | remember marveling, even in that desperate moment, at
his unique insight. Even then, asthe rebels bombs exploded, as my bio-vaults were blown apart and |
was washed with fire—even then, | was till thinking of the boy as avauable tool, the meansto my
ascendance. | don't think it occurred to me until much later—until Earth—that Archer could bea
formidable foe, that by bringing him hereto my kingdom, | might have engineered my own downfall.

| was used to getting what | wanted, to bending even fate to my indomitable will. The very concept of
defeat was alien to me. Perhgpsthat’ swhy | didn’t redize straight away. Perhapsthat’ swhy it took me
s0 long to see how firmly the cancer had aready taken hold.

“Give methis chance, Lord Karza. | won't let you down.”

AzuraNova stood flanked by Harrowers, her wrists shackled before her. She understood the magnitude
of her Stuation—she had administered enough punishments hersdf to know the likely fate of onewho
had incurred my wrath. Still, she did not plead, she didn’t promise. She didn’t abase hersdlf. Her words
were acold statement of fact, her expresson asrigid as her sance. | remember thinking that she could
have been attractive, had there been any softnessin her. Cast in the harsh white light of my
courtroom—the light of truth, as1’d been known to cal it—her dfin features seemed sharper, more
sarkly defined, than ever.

| frowned down at her from my |ofty seat of judgment, flanked by Genera Ki and Commander Lear
Sethis—the leader of the Harriersin Nova' s absence. “Y ou have done that aready, Generd. | trust the
new arm the Biosmith gave you functionsto your satisfaction?’

Nova chewed on her lip, biting back an ingtinctual response.

“I saw such potentia inyou,” | continued, my anger tempered with sadness. “Y ou are dedicated,
passionate, proud—and, although you are still young, you seemed to recognize the need to control those
qudities, to direct them into the proper channels. | even made alowances for your brashness, your
overconfidence—but thislatest error, | cannot forgive.”

“With respect, gir, | couldn’t have anticipated Biotron' s—"

“Enough!” | roared. “I will not listen to excuses, Nova. | entrusted Persephone to your charge. All you
had to do wastrain her in salf-defense; instead, you allowed her to fall into the hands of aragtag band of
mal contents.”

“Yes gr.”

“What' s more, you alowed those same ma contents to mutilate you. Y ou are the head of my airborne
forces, General. That you could be so easily defeated by an Acroyear isnot only apersona humiliation,
but ablow to the very heart of my order. The consequences of your failure will reverberate throughout
the Empire. They will foment chaos, sewing the seeds of futile bravado in those who wish they had the
will to oppose me.”

“Then | suggest we stamp out those seeds!” Nova stop lip curled into asnarl. “We should pursue the
escapees and crush them—destroy them so utterly, so painfully, that the merest whisper of their fate will
keep the populace in line for the next century!”

“You know aswell as| do, Generd, that my resources are committed to theinvasion. The planet Earth,
the Macroverseitsdf, iswithin my grasp at long last, and nothing—not even my daughter—will keep it



fromme”

“A Harrier squadron and six ships,” said Nova. “I’ll have aresult for you within four days.”

“What makes you think you can find these rebels, let a one recapture them? There have been reports of
sghtingsfrom eight different worlds, light years gpart.”

“Deliberate diversons. The escapees have divided their forces—but Persephone, Acroyear and the
Earthman, Ryan Archer, are fill together.”

“You arerather well informed,” | remarked, “ considering you have spent the past two days confined to
quarters.”

“| wasn't aware | was denied outside contact,” said Nova, alittle stiffly.

| was more concerned with the fact that somebody had risked my displeasure by communicating with
her. A smdl matter, | knew—amost inggnificant—but enough smal cracks can shatter the Sturdiest
edifice, and thiswas not the first. How far had the cancer spread, | wondered, while | had alowed
myself to become preoccupied? Was thisto be my lot now? Had my Empire grown to the point when it
would take dl my time, al my attention, to maintain it? Could | never again strive for more than | had?

| refused to accept that. Not when | was about to seize the greatest prize of all.

“What else do you know?” | rumbled.

“I know Acroyear,” said Nova. “I know how he thinks. I know which of the reportsto believe. He and
his cohorts have seized Ordad’ s ship, the Sunreaver . They' redlied with a Galactic Defender by the
name of Koriah. Sheisnot with them at present; she isworking contacts, trying to learn more about your
plans. She thinks she can do so whilst remaining undetected. Unfortunately for her, | have contacts, too.”
| narrowed my eyes behind my mask. “Y ou believe you can find thisKoriah?’

“Shewill rendezvous with the others, eventudly. She can lead usto them.”

“And you need six shipsto bring down one?’

“The Sunreaver isfast. Given Ordad’ sline of business, it had to be. | intend to herd the escapeesinto
an ambush. Once they have taken the bait, it will take only one ship to spring thetrap. My ship. | can do
this, ar.”

She had put her case well. If Nova could repair the damage she had done, I’ d be free to attend to more
important concerns. It wasn't amatter of giving her a second chance—I would decide her fate after she
had brought my daughter and the Earthman back to me.

“Very well, Generd,” | said, “you may have your ships, and your personnd.”

“Thank you, Lord Karza.” She dlowed the merest hint of asmileto tug at her lips.

It faded as | continued. “However, thistribuna is not concluded, merely adjourned. Y ou are till to
consder yoursdlf in military custody.” At my right shoulder, Ki’ sfeaturestwisted into asaditic grin. The
winged figure of Lear Sethis stood opposite, stoic and proud in the distinctive scarlet breastplate and
plumage that, along with his aggressive but precise style of combat, had earned him the nickname Red
Facon. “Commander Sethiswill accompany you on your mission in asupervisory cagpacity. Should you
succeed, | may be minded to exercise adegree of leniency inthiscase.” | leaned forward in my sest.
“Conversdly, Generd, | am sure | need not remind you of the consequences of failing me again.”
Novasaid nothing. At my signd, her escorts removed her bonds. She acknowledged my decree with a
dight nod, before turning and leaving the court, stiff-backed.

No. That's not how it happened at al.

The ground crunches beneath my feet as| tread the wreckage of my kingdom. Thefina irony: My
detractors claimed that I’ d built Mechopolis on the bones of my enemies; now, it has been reduced to
just that. Its once-proud spires are skeletons, too—those few that till stand. There has been no industry
here for decades, but the sky has not lightened; it hangs above me, still heavy with the pollution of the
previous regime, the color of blood.

| remember the day that my paace came crashing down, the fire and the fury. The cancer had begun with
Ryan Archer, but by the end, it seemed that al my subjects were only too willing to take arms againgt
me. How soon they forgot al | had done for them. How blind they were, how stupid, to disregard the



inevitable outcome of their actions.

| remember, asthe bloodlust faded from my eyes, how | sheathed my sword and watched the last flames
burning themselves out. A single object called to me, mocking me. It sat incongruoudy amid the debris:
my throne, fashioned from an indestructible dloy. Sowly, numbly, I lowered mysdlf onto it, planted my
feet on the ground beforeit, rested my handsonitsarms. | had won. | had held onto this, at least. | was
gill the Emperor.

But | was the Emperor of nothing, of nobody.

Even the throne corroded, intime. | look down at it now, and my memories seem to drain away,
receding until they’ re no more red to me than the echoes of a story of another man, told long ago. | reach
after them, fearing that without them | have nothing. | cadll to mind the courtroom again, Generd Nova
standing before me looking so young, but | can longer be surewhat isrea and what is not about those
days.

“ General Azura Nova, you have been summoned here today to receive judgment.”

Footsteps behind me. | don’t turn. | have received only one visitor, herein my wasteland.

“|1 have had time to consider fully the causes, consequences and ramifications of your actions, and
you have been found sorely lacking.”

“I knew,” | say. “I aways knew. The problem was, | was too proud to accept it, too arrogant and afraid
to admit to mysdlf that history was maleable, that my order could be so easily unraveled. | deluded
mysdf into believing | ruled agaaxy, wheninfact | controlled only one possibility among many billions”
“You are hereby stripped of your rank as Commander of the Harriers.”

“Looking back, | see that this was Ryan Archer’ s advantage over me: that he could see those
possihilities, dbeit subconscioudy; that he could embrace them. Tell me, my friend, do you consider me
naive, that | have taken so long to cometo this understanding?’

| face him now, my only companion of these recent years. Heis asinscrutable as aways. He could
amogt be ahologram, an intangible congtruct of light. Hisbody gives off asoft yellow glow, and red lines
of circuitry shift, making new connections, beneath its surface. The only part of him that seems solid, red,
isthe control unit on his chest. It islike the onein my dreams—atriangle mounted upon a rectangle—but
redin color.

“Every Karzacomesto understand, intime,” saysthe Traveler.

“You, Azura Nova, are consigned to the care of my evaluators, who will advise me, upon my
return, asto whether or not you can be salvaged...”

“Whowashe?’ | ask.

The Time Traveler says nothing, dthough I’ m sure he understands the question.

“What could have happened in his past, that he sacrificed everything to reach me?’

“Asyousad,” repliesthe Time Traveler, “the possibilities are many.”

“Often—as my campaign on Earth fell gpart, and during my ensuing exile—| asked mysdf how things
might have been different. Novawas agood soldier. | believe she could have done as she claimed; at
least, that she could have hunted down Archer’ s band—his ‘Micronauts,” as he called them—and
exterminated them before they could do more harm. And yes, the girl was ruthless—she would have
done whatever it took, not caring if my daughter was caught in the crossfire—but then this, too, would
have made me stronger.”

“Y ou regretted your decison?’

“Many times. | cursed the weakness that caused me to heed a phantasm over my own logic. And yet |
knew—can till remember—the dl-consuming dread that rose within me when Nova begged for her
second chance. In that moment, | could see the possibilitiesfor thefirst time, stretching ahead of
me—and | could seethat they dl led to desolation.”

| remember, as Novawas taken away, the contempt in her eyes. She was disgusted that I, of dl people,
should have opted for pointless revenge over practical expediency. Or perhaps | was just projecting my
own inner conflict upon her?

“Y ou found the time machine,” the Traveler reminds me.

“Indeed—many years later, on an abandoned Pharoid world close to one of the reported sightings of the



Sunreaver . | andyzed it, learned itsflaws. That waswhen | began to see the chaos | had averted. Even
90, it isdifficult to imagine: my wholelife, rewritten.”

| hesitate for amoment before asking, “Isthisawaysto bethefate of Karza, Traveler? To live hislife
only to negateit; to pass the sum of his experience onto another man in the hope of writing a better
obituary?’

“Once you have seen the possibilities,” saysthe Time Traveler sagely, “it can be difficult to settle for what
you have.”

“But thereishope,” | say, “that some day, in someredlity, | will find what | am looking for. | will have my
perfect order.”

“I think itistime,” saysthe Traveer.

| look down at the clothes I’ m wearing: The golden containment suit, which looks and feels so strange
after so many lifetimesin another guise. Asif it belongsto somebody else, somebody | once knew. “I’'m
ready,” | say.

The Time Traveler nods, without emotion. He operates the controls on his chest unit, and atiny point of
green light forms at its heart. The light streams outward, and coa esces into an upright disc, which hangs
suspended in midair. It is perfectly flat and yet, when | look into it, it seemsto stretch forever. Thelight
shines bright—almost too bright for me to face it—buit it casts no shadow.

My own chest unit begps three times, drawing my attention to it. “Y our courseis programmed,” saysthe
Time Travdler. “The Rift awaits”

“Timetobeginagan,” | say.

| saw abillion worlds.

They flickered before me, each image lasting amicrosecond, crashing into each other. | saw therise and
fal of empires, wars played out in an ingtant, champions rising against the shadows and aways, dways,
towering abovedl, | saw mysdf.

| saw an unfeeling machine, done a the end of time. A black-clad despot with an army of Acroyearsat
hiscommand. A tyrant, dain by hisfoes but taking aworld with him. A scientist in awhite containment
suit, contempl ating the destruction of everything. | even saw aredlity in which | became a Panzerite,
fusing mysdf to an Equestron body. The myriad ghosts of other Karzas shared my journey, and |
wondered if | was seeing the echoes of timeslong gone, or the promise of possibilitiesyet to be grasped.
As| saled thetime stream, wrapping mysdlf initsfabric, | felt that | could bring any of those possibilities
to me. A tug on theright strand. | only had to reach out, and it would be mine. | would do it, one day. |
would have acontrol pand likethe Time Traveler's, one that alowed meto open my own Rift and steer
myself through it rather than trusting to a pre-programmed course. Next time, maybe.

| can't fed the ash beneath my feet, or the heet in the air, though | remember both well. | am till out of
phase with thistime, invisbleto al who dwell withinit, until | operate thefina control and become solid. |
wonder how many other Time Travelers, from how many more futures, are here to witnessthis event: the
destruction of al | knew.

The cryo-crypts are burning. The sand isblack with the shapes of the Emperor’ s soldiers, the sky dight
with the guns of his ships. The Pharoids arefdling, ill-prepared for this battle they were born to wage.
And, inthemidgt of it al, ayoung boy’ sfaceisfilled with fear as he huddiesto the sde of his
gray-bearded father—a father prepared to break his neck rather than alow him to be captured. * Shut
your eyes, my son. Seepiscoming.”

The last words he spoke to me—how could | have forgotten?

| am filled with a sudden horror. | want to leap forward, to stop what is to happen, but it isnot yet time.
Stll, I avert my gaze asthe old man is gunned down. | don’t want to see the tears, the bewilderment, in
my young sealf’s eyes as he knedls over hisfather’ s stleaming corpse. | don’t want to watch asheis
surrounded by the enemy, helpless, cringing with the expectation of asimilar brutal desth.

A thought shiftsin the back of my mind. For aningant, | feel I'm missing something. Something el se that
the Time Traveler tried to tell mein my dream, only | couldn’'t hear him. | try to catch hold of the



memory, but it dipsaway, leaving me with a sense of foreboding.

“What about you, little one?” The Emperor’ swords pull me back to the present, still sending achill down
my mechanica spine after dl thistime. “ Areyou athreget to me?’

“Oh, yes,” | snarl, in avoice he cannot hear. “ Oh, yes, | am athreat to you.”

The boy fedls pain now, but dready in that pain heisfinding strength. That iswhat the Emperor saw in
me. Itiswhat | see now. And, in the yearsto come, Karzawill grow stronger. He will build afuture for
himsdlf, and | will guide himin that task. Hewill redize dl hisdreams. Or hewill find himsdf here, at the
end, ready to choose another road, amost dizzy with the possibilities before him.

| will have my perfect order one day. It isonly amatter of time.

| first saw the Time Travder in adream.

And some dreamswon't die.
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